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Prologue:
Diminution of Light
“Instead of trying to bring a brilliant, intelligent, knowledgeable
light to bear on obscene problems, I suggest we bring to bear a
diminution of the light.”  
Wilfred Bion
Brazilian Lectures

T

he following observes American news and events for a
little more than three months from the perspective of
symbols and symbolism. It begins in mid-September and
ends at the end of December of 2001. Rather than a reflection
looking back on this period like a number of other books, it is
more a memoir looking around during these months. One might
characterize this time as starting with the fall of New York’s
World Trade Center towers and ending with the fall of the
Taliban.
It represents only a part of a new era we term the “battle
of symbols.” In effect, we argue the real “battle of symbols”
started long before September 11th and will continue long after
the fall of the Taliban regime. In a sense it has similarities to the
American Revolution about which John Adams wrote in an 1815
letter to Thomas Jefferson:
What do We Mean by the Revolution? The War? That was no part
of the Revolution. It was only an Effect and Consequence of it. The
Revolution was in the Minds of the People, and this was effected
from 1760 – 1775 in the course of fifteen years, before a drop of
blood was drawn.
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Some (like Colin Powell) suggest it might have started “in the
minds of the people” with the fall of the Berlin Wall and came
to some type of ending with the fall of the twin towers. There
are other views and questions. Does September 11th finally
symbolize Francis Fukuyama’s “the end of history” thesis? Or
Baudrillard’s “the illusion of the end”  ?1
Whatever one arrives at about beginnings and endings of
this new symbolic battle (we suggest it’s a never-ending debate)
there still might be the criticism our symbol “lab” was constructed too close to the events of September 11th for the
“dust” to settle and some larger perspective (or symbol) to
reveal itself. Certainly there was much “dust” in the air in
the weeks after September 11th as it was perhaps the most
news-saturated period in American history.
One example of this information overload is revealed through
Internet statistics. At the end of November 2001, the Internet
Archive Project estimated there were 500 million Web pages
created around September 11th. This represents five terabytes
of information or 1/20th the total Internet archive of 100 million
terabytes tracked by the Archive Project since its inception in
1996.
Yet in spite of the thick “dust” and loud noise of news content after September 11th, it offered an ideal time to examine
American symbols. There was a surprising quietness on the
American “western front” of symbol-making machinery. The
great symbol generating power station was “down” and unable
to create new images and story dynamics. Hollywood and Madison Avenue were in a state of confusion trying to decipher the
shifting mass mood. Even the Pentagon admitted it needed help
with its announcement of a type of “science fair” contest of
ideas from the general populace to fight terrorism.
The result was that the immediate weeks after the September 11th offered an extraordinary time to observe the
inner-workings of the American symbol-making machine. It was
14
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also an opportune time to see the symbols being sent into battle against America. As it is with any great tragedy that forges
a reevaluation of life, the September events had this effect on
Americans. Life lost its incessant movement forward and time
was suddenly frozen. The “ship of life” (even the ship of state)
seemed momentarily becalmed on a windless sea. It was a
period of time that offered a rare opportunity to look at American symbolism. Like the rare appearance of a special comet, it
was not likely to pass our way again for many years.
***

The period of time is reported in three parts. Part One (A
Contemporary Perspective on Symbols) suggests the great subliminal power of symbols and argues future wars will increasingly be fought over and won through the use of symbols. We
offer a definition of contemporary symbols and the dynamics of
their movement in cycles, duality, sequence and alignment. One
might say that the protagonist hero and antagonist villain are
introduced as the historic duality associated with all symbols.
In Part Two (Clash and Commonality) we discuss the emergence of symbols from their traditional residence in religion,
art, dreams and particular cultures to a new ubiquitous global
status. In effect, we argue that the “global economy” is in many
ways a search for a “global symbol.” We suggest that the psychological dualities represented by symbols in individuals have
found their largest expression in the context of cultures and
civilizations throughout history. Our efforts here are somewhat
a re-working of the Pogoesque philosophy that “the enemy is
us” as well as a reversioning of the Jungian “shadow” theory.
We review some traditional and contemporary symbolic dualities. We also suggest some new potential for alignment or
locating commonality in the clash of duality.
And finally, Part Three (Battle of Symbols) offers an examination of symbol application in the early stages of the war on ter15
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rorism. We identify the formal institutions and embodiments of
the American symbol machine: symbol creation in Hollywood
and Madison Avenue, symbol communication in media, symbol
management in Washington and ultimately symbol understanding by members of the consumer “audience” if indeed “understanding” is a real possibility in the first place. In the end, there
is more of a tentative summing up conclusion rather than a climactic, cinematic resolution. Some type of sequel (or sequels)
is called for and hopefully others interested in symbols will step
up to the plate.
***

While our “lab” may have used input data from the three
month period after September 11th, we hope the reader will
see that our ideas and theories about symbolism apply to a far
larger period of time. As we argue throughout the book, the
battle of symbols started far back in history and will continue
long after any formal victories or defeats in the current war
against terrorism. What really is at issue here is the application
of modern symbols to a global arena outside the largely American context they have been contained and nurtured in for many
years.
Our goal is to create a debate that provokes and encourages
“informed speculation” of questions rather than “pundit” righteousness of established answers. We hope the paradigm of a
“battle of symbols” helps provide the emergent context for a
new “Cold War” some suggest is just beginning. If this happens,
news of the war will retreat from the front pages of newspapers and web sites, the sound bites of pundits, to that perpetual
invisible context (medium) of an ubiquitous world view, felt
more than heard, sensed more than seen.
In this sense, the book fires a number of short McLuhanesque
“probes” at the symbol of an emerging new America. Rather
than proceed into the mysterious new continent, up some
16
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grand snaking river into the nation’s interior on some powerful
steamboat with a linear assuredness from the machine age, we
have attempted to sit just a little offshore from the new continent in a quiet bay of cyberspace. Our vantage point is much
the same as Joseph Conrad’s little “man-of-war” boat in Heart
Of Darkness as it sat offshore from the great African continent:
Once, I remember, we came upon a man-of-war anchored off
the coast. There wasn’t even a shed there, and she was shelling
the bush. It appears the French had one of their wars going on
thereabouts. Her ensign dropped limp like a rag; the muzzles of
the long six-inch guns stuck out all over the low hull; the greasy,
slimy swell swung her up lazily and let her down, swaying her thin
masts. In the empty immensity of earth, sky, and water, there she
was, incomprehensible, firing into a continent. Pop, would go one
of the six-inch guns; a small flame would dart and vanish, a little
white smoke would disappear, a tiny projectile would give a feeble
screech – and nothing happened. Nothing could happen. There
was a touch of insanity in the proceeding, a sense of lugubrious
drollery in the sight.

And so, this book is some type of symbol itself. It might ultimately become a big symbol but it seems to me that it never
attempted to be big but rather present pieces that might be
placed together (like the pieces of the original Greek symbols)
by many people rather than just a few.
Rather than some loud pundit riding a cultural Titanic
through the sea of popular culture, we think our book is best
characterized by Conrad’s little man-of-war firing “tiny” probes
into this new American continent and the new world of global
symbols America has created.
Everything in this new world, this undiscovered continent,
will always be a little different after September 11th. New heroes
will emerge and new villains will be determined. A renewed
American mythology might even arise to contain the symbols.

17

Battle of Symbols

And in all of this there is the possibility (and certainly the
hope) that America will come to understand the symbols she
creates and sends into the world as much as the world understands the symbols they receive from America.
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Introduction:
Disneyland in September
“You see, nothing is more thrilling than trying to understand.
One comes to see that life is great and beautiful, that nonsense
and stupidity do not always triumph.”  
Carl Jung
Interview with Pierre Courthion (1942)
C.G. Jung Speaking

I

n mid-90s I wrote two large works on symbolism: Symbolism
of Place (1995) and Symbolism of Popular Culture (1997).2 I did
not seek a publisher for either one. Rather, I planned on
publishing them myself some day. So far, this has not happened.
But in a sense, both works saw publication through a number
of articles and reviews in magazines, journals and ezines.3 The
large works were like “mother ships” sitting in the bay from
which the smaller “invasion craft” articles attacked the beach
head so to speak.
All of this was fine for a time and allowed for further refinement of ideas and theories. After a while, though, something
seemed lacking. A new larger canvas was called for but large
canvases were hard to find in the postmodern relativism of the
late 90s.
And too, I wondered about motives for such a project.
Whose side was I on anyway? The “hidden persuaders” of
Hollywood and Madison Avenue or the cultural critic symbol
revealer? Was my role more as a type of P.T. Barnum promoter
of symbols? Or was it more as a type of Paul Revere warning of
their invasion?

21
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The choice between promotion and warning seemed limiting. One could join the ranks of the “hidden persuaders” and
help them become more persuasive and hidden. Or, one could
march with the cynical band of cultural critics and help reveal
the old “Wizard of Oz” behind the curtain. America didn’t need
more deception. But, at the same time, America needed to
believe in something again.
***

These questions were unusually “noisy” at the beginning of
one summer. Some form of answer was demanded.
In late summer of that year I took my family to Disneyland.
It was the weekend after Labor Day and the notoriously
huge summer crowds were gone. The Magic Kingdom was
almost deserted. Kids were back in school. Summer vacations
were over and America was reluctantly getting back to the business of trying to “jump start” a falling economy.
On the morning of our final day at Disneyland I got up early
when everyone else was asleep and went to get coffee at the
little café next to the hotel pool. Over the ubiquitous Disneyland sound system drifted a meditative rendition of the old
Beach Boys tune The Warmth of the Sun. There was a strange
ethereal, almost hymn-like quality to it. It was one of my favorite Beach Boys songs and seemed their most reflective, a type
of anthem or summing up. I envisioned them singing it on a wide
Los Angeles beach near twilight as they watched the sun sink
into the Pacific.
After I got my coffee I walked out to the pool and laid back
on one of the big recliners next to the pool and reflected on the
Beach Boys and Disneyland. Steam from the warm pool water
rose slowly and mixed with the heavy descending fog of a Sunday morning in southern California. The big structures of rides
in Disneyland’s California Adventure section loomed in the
distance. Seen through the fog and steam the amusement park
22
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rides shivered like images of a mirage. Other musak drifted out
over the pool but it was impossible to break the spell of that old
Beach Boys song and the memories it set in motion.
I was born in Los Angeles and first came to Disneyland just
a few months after it opened in the mid-50s. At that time there
were no hotels surrounding it. Just acres and acres of orange
groves as far as the eye could see. Through the years I had
returned many times. I even spent my high school graduation
night at Disneyland.
Through the years, both of us had changed. I was now more
cynical and suspicious of “magic kingdoms.” And too, that little
island buried in the orange trees was now surrounded by a large
city and part of a vast international entertainment empire.
Still, there was the hope in making this trip to Disneyland
that some of the magic I remembered might rub off on my two
children. I felt good as I sipped my coffee and thought about the
weekend. The past few days in the almost-deserted amusement
park had indeed been a special time for them. For all of us. Perhaps it was possible after all to revive the past briefly and make
it live again so that it was more than a fading, misty nostalgia.
***

A few hours later the family was packed and ready to leave
the Magic Kingdom. Our final breakfast was with the Disney
characters Goofy and Pluto in the big family restaurant at the
hotel. Goofy kept taking my son Matt’s baseball cap and placing
it on his head. This made Matt break up in laughter. My daughter
Cassie was encouraging these antics in front of the other Disney characters at the restaurant.
As we left Disneyland, I sensed some vague new beginning.
I was thinking about this on a foggy southern California
morning as we headed north on the Harbor Freeway towards a
few days in Los Angeles and my brother’s birthday on September 11, 2001.
23
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A few weeks later I was home in Sonoma County’s Valley of
the Moon engaged with writing what follows. Patriotism was in
the air and it seemed the most patriotic thing I could do at the
time.
But more than patriotism, there seemed the possibility of
exploring and perhaps creating new and larger symbols. Both
for me, and too, for America.

24
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A Contemporary Perspective on Symbols
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“On Alert”
Jan Beran
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1. Mustering the Symbols

“A World is not an ideology nor a scientific institution, nor is it
even a system of ideologies; rather, it is a structure of unconscious relations and symbiotic processes. In these living modes
of communication in an ecology, even such irrational aspects
as noise, pollution, crime, warfare, and evil can serve as constituent elements of integration in which negation is a form of
emphasis and hatred is a form of attraction through which we
become what we hate.”
William Irwin Thompson

T

he symbolism of the Cold War structured global relations for forty years. But with the end of the Cold War
in the early 90s, the old symbols were suddenly gone and
there were not any powerful new ones to take their place.
After previous wars, America had taken certain postures
towards the world. It chose isolation after World War I. After
World War II America chose the Marshall Plan and a commitment to contain communism around the world. But after the
Cold War, in the postmodern relativity of the 90s, no consensus emerged.
There developed a debate about America’s position in the
world and within this debate a few major schools. Steven Lager-
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feld, Editor of The Wilson Quarterly, identifies four main schools
which developed in the 90s.4
• Realists called for the preservation of American leadership
through a traditional balance-of-power strategy.
• Multilateralists argued America’s interests were best served by
multilateral institutions that constrained America’s power but
advance its goals.
• Universalists saw America as the wellspring of universal democratic rights and that America should pursue the global triumph of
liberal democratic values.
• Neo-isolationists or Nationalists were wary of American involvements overseas and critical of globalization and free trade.

These debates continued out of the “radar” of an American
public consumed with “more important” concerns like the cultural wars, celebrities, the Internet and the New Economy.
***

All of this came to an end one day in September 2001. In
the terrible events of September 11th the small, over-produced
symbols of postmodern America suddenly fell to the ground.
They fell as fast as the great towers in New York collapsed.
Suddenly it was a new world and a new war. Many wondered if
powerful new symbols would arise from the incredible destruction. Whatever the case, America seemed awakened from a
long slumber.
After the attacks, President Bush warned the war against
terrorism would likely be a long war, waged on many fronts,
using many resources. A number of experts suggested a new
Cold War was taking shape, its duration and scope uncertain. Most believed it would be a different kind of war. The
Powell Doctrine of overpowering and unrelenting force had
less viability in a world of scattered “cells” and multinational
28
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“networks” of terrorism. Born from America’s longstanding
frustration with the gradual escalation of the Vietnam War, the
Powell Doctrine was an article of faith for several Democratic
and Republican administrations. However, its continued viability
seemed unlikely in the wars of the new millennium.
Michael Gordon noted in The New York Times, the war the
Pentagon planned had “more to do with Special Forces than
overwhelming force.”  5 Defense Secretary Rumsfeld repeatedly
stressed the Pentagon was taking a “measured approach.” As
Gordon observed:
… the Powell doctrine seems inappropriate for many of the terrorist threats that the United States is likely to confront in future
years. These foes may well be tiny terrorist cells interspersed
among civilian populations, and episodic bombing runs and commando raids may be the best way of taking the fight to the enemy.6

In this new type of war, experts argued a number of resource
areas outside the military might be utilized. A few of these
resources were diplomacy, technology and intelligence.
Some experts argued that, in fact, non-military resources
might be more effective in the long run than military force.
Philip Wilcox, Jr., former Coordinator for Counter-Terrorism
in the State Department observed:
Armed force, while politically popular, is usually an ineffective and
often counterproductive weapon against terror … a new national
security strategy must also include a broader foreign policy that
moves away from unilateralism and towards closer engagement
with other governments, and that deals not just with the symptoms but with the roots of terrorism, broadly defined.7

To Wilcox, the failure to address the root causes of terrorism was the most important deficiency in American counter-terrorism policy. There was the tendency “to treat terrorism as pure evil in a vacuum.”  
29
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Chester Haskell, President of the Monterey Institute of
International Studies, one of the world’s leading think tanks
for international relations, agreed with Wilcox. In a message
posted on the Monterey Institute Web site (www.miis.edu)
after the events of September 11th he said “It is important for all
to understand that making the world a more secure place is not
something accomplished solely with military action or improved
intelligence capabilities.”  
While Haskell admitted military responses were important,
he joined Wilcox in suggesting a large part of the battle needed
to focus on the root causes of terrorism. These causes are
“extraordinarily complex and require much more comprehensive and tenacious approaches.” Haskell elaborated noting:
… getting at the roots of terrorism requires a much wider range
of skills utilized in a vastly wider arena. They include proficiency
in languages other than English, the ability to communicate across
cultures, analytical tools, program management, negotiation skills,
conflict resolution, regional or area expertise, and technological
proficiency.

Haskell observed skills and resources would come from people in “every manner of organization” including government,
private business, non-governmental organizations, advocacy
groups, international institutions and schools and universities.

Hard and Soft Power
“In my view, if the United States wants to remain strong, Americans need also to pay attention to our soft power.”  
Joseph S. Nye, Jr.
Dean, Kennedy School of Government
Harvard University
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Underlying much of the debate between the various schools
was two key theories of power. One theory derived from the
old-line realists of international power who believed power
was based on a balance of power strategy which saw military
strength as the dominant factor. The other theory derived from
a congregation of emerging theories which saw power based on
cultural factors rather than military ones.
Joseph Nye, Dean of Harvard’s Kennedy School of Government, suggested the terms “hard power” and “soft power”
applied to these two theories of power. “Military power and
economic power are both examples of hard command power
that can be used to induce others to change their position.
Hard power can rest on inducements.”  8 On the other hand,
soft power rested more on cultural factors such as values and
institutions.
Proponents of hard power are members of the “realist”
school. Some of its leading members are E.H. Carr, Hans Morgenthau, John Mearsheimer and Kenneth Waltz.
In his book The Tragedy of Great Power Politics, University of
Chicago professor Mearsheimer argues for an “offensive realism” whereby the great powers seek to maximize their share
of world power.9 With the fall of Russia and the end of the
Cold War, many in the West believed “perpetual peace” among
the great powers was finally at hand. There was the sense that
we had entered a world in which there was little chance the
major powers would engage each other in security competition.
In this scenario, war itself became an obsolescent enterprise.
This perspective suggests no great power viewed each other
as potential military rivals but instead as members of a family
of nations.10 Mearsheimer notes, “the promise of everlasting
peace among the great powers was stillborn.” While others see
peace, he sees conflict emerging from the end of the Cold War.
***
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In contrast to the direct influence of hard power, Joseph
Nye suggests there is “an indirect way” to exercise power. As
he notes:
A country may obtain the outcomes it wants in world politics
because other countries want to follow it, admiring its values,
emulating its example, aspiring to its level of prosperity and openness. In this sense, it is just as important to set the agenda in world
politics and attract others as it is to force them to change through
the threat or use of military or economic weapons. This aspect of
power – getting others to want what you want – I call soft power.
It co-opts people rather than coerces them.11

Whereas hard power is composed of direct military and
economic force, soft power is composed of indirect cultural
co-option. The dichotomies between the two can be extended
to other areas and are represented in Table 1.1 below.
Hard Power
Military, Economics
Products, hardware
Old Economy
Industrial Age
Realism
Direct Influence

Soft Power
Institutions, Values, Culture
Brands, services, software
New Economy
Information Age
Idealism
Indirect Influence
Table 1.1
Hard and Soft Power

While the realist school of hard power still has a substantial
following, there seems much to suggest that the contemporary
trend of global culture is moving towards soft power. The shift
is from the hardware of manufactured goods to the software
of services, information, icons, images and ultimately, symbols.
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The Paradox of American Power
“The real challenges to American power are coming on cat’s
feet in the night.”  
Joseph Nye
The Economist
March 23-29, 2002

The shift from hard to soft power contains a great challenge
to America Nye has termed “the paradox of power.” The paradox is that as America’s soft power increases it becomes more
elusive and difficult to manage and direct. In effect, it comes
to belong to everyone rather than just its largest creator in
America.
Industrial age power could be captured, defined and directed
similar to the harnessing of natural and human resources. But
modern power has less relationship to the reality of resources
and more to the hyper-reality of images and perceptions. This
paradox is illustrated by Figure 1.2 below.
  
Soft Power
Less Control

Hard Power
More Control

Figure 1.2
The Paradox of Power
Decline of Hard Power – Rise of Soft Power

Not only is it more difficult for America to send soft power
into battle, it is also more difficult to prevent invasions of soft
power. National boundaries become more and more porous in
the age of electronic information. As Nye suggests, invasions
and challenges to America’s power comes not so much by the
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grand spectacular of military invasion but more on “cat’s feet in
the night.”
Nye observes that not since Rome has one nation loomed so
large above the others. But this grand power has a difficult time
operating unilaterally in the soft world it played a large part in
creating. “The paradox of American power in the 21st century is
that the largest power since Rome cannot achieve its objectives
unilaterally in a global information age.”  12

Battle of Symbols
Symbols form the core of soft power. Within the trend
towards soft power, a growing phenomenon of the contemporary world is a battle of symbols. This is the invasion of
state boundaries by mass media images, popular entertainment,
multinational corporations and worldwide brands.
While powerful in structuring global dynamics, the battle of
symbols is relatively invisible to traditional methods of measurement. It is not fought with missiles or soldiers and victories
and defeats are ambiguous.
Most nations participate in the battle of symbols. Yet America is the key participant producing the most potent symbols of
modern times. America is “ground zero” of the global battlefield of symbols. Now, after a formal “long war” against terrorism has been declared, America needs to understand the part
symbols play in this war. We argue that the battle is largely one
between symbols and the sooner America recognizes this the
better.
The initial terrorist attacks were on leading American symbols of financial power and military strength. Also under attack
in a more subtle way was the symbol of freedom and its expression in travel and communication (via the resultant fear of flying
and the anthrax mail scare).
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Understanding modern symbols and symbolism is not just a
matter for fighting the war against terrorism. Rather it is essential for an understanding America’s place in an emerging global
dynamics quickly replacing national boundaries and traditional
forms of hard power. One battlefield is in a far away nation like
Afghanistan. But other battlefields are all around us every day
in entertainment, advertising and politics.
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“The meaning of an episode was not inside like a kernel but
outside in the unseen, enveloping the tale which could only
bring it out as a glow brings out a haze.”  
Joseph Conrad
Heart of Darkness

S

ymbols have been around a lot longer than their American revival in the twentieth century. Once they filled the
ranks of religion, art, philosophy, literature, mythology and
psychology. For the most part, America has pushed these old
meanings aside in an effort to give symbols new identities and
harness them in the service of consumer culture. Today, symbols live a far broader life in daily culture than they did during
the beginning years of psychoanalysis when they inhabited the
night world of dreams.
America has become the world’s greatest producer and consumer of products. Symbols are symbiotically linked to products through brands and advertising. For example, professors
Anthony Pratkanis and Elliot Aronson note Americans consume
57% of the world’s advertising while representing only 6% of the
world’s population. As Pratkanis and Aronson point out, half of
America’s waking hours are spent immersed in mass media.13
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The symbol theories of Freud and Jung were never forgotten
or dismissed. Rather, they were simply applied to consumer
culture. In a sense, today’s consumer world is the dream world
of Freud’s patients. Few would dispute the observation that
symbols have run rampant in contemporary American culture
traveling far from their earlier homes within the confines of
psychoanalysis. And, there seems little doubt, that America
has offered grand vehicles to transport them into the modern
consumer world.
Symbols are yanked all over the place and wedged into all
areas of culture. They appear in the most unusual places. They
never would have been seen in these places before when they
inhabited churches and museums as agents of religion and art.
Now, they are plastered over the contextual “wallpaper” of
culture, pervasive as a McLuhanesque medium yet an invisible
background of culture.
They are like angry bees at a summer picnic which continue
to buzz us wherever we go. We see them as advertisements
on gas pumps, as logos stuck to the sides of New York subway
trains, as swoosh marks on hundred dollar sneakers, as logos
on cola cans, as McDonald’s arches in Kabul.

Hidden Persuaders
While America represents the world’s greatest symbol producer and consumer, she does not necessarily have an understanding of them. In fact, the opposite is likely the case. Greater
production leads to more symbols and more symbols cloud
understanding rather than enhance it. Modern consumer symbols in the form of brands are meant to work as “hidden persuaders”  14 rather than visible explainers. Grand production of
symbols is matched by grand consumption and grand consumption ultimately translates into grand hidden persuasion.
38

2. Symbols

The results of this massive production (overproduction
might be more appropriate) of symbols is difficult to see in all
the broken pieces of postmodernism. Will symbols continue
to get smaller and smaller like computer technology to fit on
smaller and smaller spaces? Or, will the tiny symbols of postmodernism begin to cluster around the growing gravity of some
emerging new symbol?
America might not have a lot of say in the matter. There is
the probability that symbols have their own internal dynamics
that moves and patterns them like iron shavings are patterned
by the force of magnetism. Symbols radiate their own light
rather then reflect the light of their cultural creators.
Through this internal life of symbols America knows the
world more through images of the world than experiences in the
world. These images are like scouts from expedition parties that
journey into the global wilderness. Since we increasingly know
the world through them, they become more and more powerful in constructing the world they lead us into.

Elusiveness of Symbols
Symbols are among mankind’s oldest and most basic inventions. They communicate a fact or an idea or stand for an
object. Some symbols such as flags and signs are visual. Others
such as words and music involve sound.
There are a few attitudes people have about symbols and
symbolism. One attitude places them mostly in the past or confines them to areas like art, literature, religion and mythology.
For this group, symbols are not living things but rather historical artifacts captured in coffee table books, reference works or
art museums. They are considered ancient, esoteric subjects
appropriate for discussion mainly in learned journals among
intellectuals.
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The other attitude might be termed the postmodern one
and it is opposite of the first attitude. Rather than exist as frozen vestiges of the past, this perspective weaves symbols into a
ubiquitous fabric of the present. The postmodern world is the
most symbolic in history.
These two attitudes are expressed well by Hans Biedermann, a leading authority on symbols who observes:
When we talk about symbols and symbolism, we usually reveal
one of two very different attitudes toward them. To some the subject is utterly antiquated … Others go to the opposite extreme:
they believe that symbolism is the key to understanding the intellectual world. Symbols, they claim, enable people to bring the
incomprehensible into the realm of the tangible, where they can
deal with it.15

The dichotomy of attitudes about symbols and symbolism
evidences the difficulty in defining them. Few subjects have
been as elusive to definition. The problem of definition has
challenged even those who have spent their lives trying to
understand them. Hans Biedermann remarks in the Preface to
his Dictionary of Symbolism, “Although I have spent years writing
and lecturing about this (symbolism) and related matters, I find
it very difficult to delimit the subject matter. Almost anything
can be called a symbol and demand entry into these pages.”  16
His remarks are reinforced by Carl Liungman, another wellknown researcher of symbolism. “Any object can be called a
symbol,” Liungman notes, “as long as a group of people agree
that it means more than just itself.”  17 And Carl Jung, one of the
greatest investigators of symbols, provides a broad, ambiguous
definition of symbols when he says they provide “The best possible expression for something unknown.” As Jung observes,
“Every psychological expression is a symbol if we assume that it
states or signifies something more and other than itself which
eludes our present knowledge.”  18
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Dual Elements of Symbols
The word symbol derives from the original Greek word
symbolon. In ancient Greece it was a custom to break a slate
of burned clay into several pieces and distribute them within
a group. When the group reunited the pieces were fitted
together (Greek word symbollein). This confirmed the members
belonged to the group.
Through the years, the conception of symbols as being composed of pieces has endured. Symbols are said to be composed
of two elements: one element is “something” and the other element is “something else.” The primary contemporary definition
of a symbol is “something that stands for or suggests something
else by reason of relationship, association, convention or accidental resemblance.”  19 Other, more secondary expressions,
are “a visible sign for something invisible” and “an object or act
representing something in the unconscious mind that has been
repressed.”  20 All contain the two elements though.

Something
Else
Nature

Something
Culture

Figure 2.1
Duality Elements of Symbols
Culture Refers to Nature

These two elements of a symbol, the “something” and the
“something else,” can be seen as representing the grand duality in the world between culture and nature. All symbols are
creations of culture not nature. In this sense, one can say that
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culture refers to nature. Or, put another way, the “something”
of symbols created by culture refers to the “something else” of
nature that is not created by culture.

The Spirit of the Times
Carl Jung once made an enigmatic statement about “eternal
truth.” While his statement was not directly related to symbols,
it seems he was talking about them when he said:
Eternal truth needs a human language that alters with the spirit of
the times. The primordial images undergo ceaseless transformation and yet remain ever the same, but only in a new form can they
be understood anew. Always they require a new interpretation if,
as each formulation becomes obsolete, they are not to lose their
spellbinding power.21

In effect, Jung was suggesting that symbols are always changing and express themselves differently in different times. Joseph
Campbell once observed, the Greek goddess emerges each
morning from a New York subway. The basic things they say
change very little but the language they use fits the current
language of their times.
Certainly symbols have a rich heritage in the past. Yet they
also live in the present and point towards possibilities in the
future.

Techniques of Magic
The focus of “battle of symbols” is on the “new interpretation” of “eternal truth.” We are concerned with how Jung’s
“primordial images” express themselves in the modern “spirit
of the times.” However, it is important to recognize the “eternal truth” aspect of symbols.
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Of course “eternal truth” is ambiguous. What, we might
ask, has been the “eternal truth” of mankind and culture? Many
have tried to answer this question. One of the most successful
and famous was Sir James Frazer in his masterwork The Golden
Bough. The work is a milestone in the interpretation of man’s
cultural past and many feel what Freud did for the individual
Frazer did for civilization as a whole.
In The Golden Bough, Frazer found magic to be an “eternal
truth” of mankind. Frazer identified two fundamental principles
of magic: like produces like and things which have once been in contact continue ever afterwards to act on each other. Frazer termed
the first principle the Law of Similarity and the second the Law
of Contact or Contagion.
From the one the magician infers that he can produce any effect
he desires merely by imitating it in advance; from the other, that
whatever he does to a material object will automatically affect the
person with who it was once in contact.22

Practices based on the Law of Similarity were termed
Homoeopathic magic and those based on the Law of Contagion
termed Contagious magic.
It is enlightening to consider the relationship between symbols and magic. In effect, symbols might be seen as techniques
of magic. The connection between symbols and Homeopathic
and Contagious magic is indeed startling.
Like symbols, the Law of Similarity and the Law of Contagion have dual elements within them. In effect, magic’s Law of
Similarity has very close connection to symbolism’s Theory
of Correspondence and the concept of synchronicity (we will
discuss in the next chapter). And the Law of Contagion is tied
closely to the origination of the word symbol in ancient Greece
and the act of fitting together the broken pieces from an original slate plate.
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Frazer observes that both forms of magic derive from a
false conception of natural law. “The primitive magician, however, never analyzes the mental assumptions on which his performance is based, never reflects on the abstract principles
involved.” With him, Frazer observes, logic is implicit, not
explicit, “he knows magic only as a practical thing, and to him it
is always an art, never a science, the very idea of science being
foreign to his thinking.”  23
This implicit nature of magic has a close connection to symbols which work their own type of magic making them “hidden
persuaders.” In many ways, consumers of symbols today are like
these primitive magicians entranced with the emotional power
of symbols and never reflecting on the “abstract principles”
involved with them.
The magic once performed in rituals and rites by magicians
is now performed each day by symbols. One could say that
symbols are the “new interpretation” of magic’s “eternal truth”
throughout history.

Past Dreams to Present Brands
The twentieth century brought about a major change to
symbols. At the beginning of the century, the “magic” they
concerned themselves with was the exploration of the unconsciousness. The new area of Freudian psychoanalysis represented Jung’s “spirit of the times” and symbols offered a new
“human language” to express this spirit.
But during the course of the twentieth century, the “spirit
of the times” moved from unconsciousness to consciousness,
from symbols in nightly dreams to symbols in daily products and
brands. The movement from unconsciousness to postmodern
ubiquity was also a change from symbols as private expressions
to symbols as representations of popular culture.
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The change has effected all areas of production and is most
evident in the transformation of capitalism from production of
things to production of images. Ernest Sternberg says it well
when he makes the following observations about postmodern
firms:
A century of progress in commercial marketing strategies has
now culminated in a momentous transformation of capitalism.
Whereas for most of the capitalist era business firms produced
goods and services presumed to have identifiable uses, the new
postmodern firms devote themselves to generating images that
appeal to consumers’ desires and longings. These advanced capitalist firms have become producers of presentations – of performances, images, narratives, and phantasm that turn commodities
into valuable icons.24

The major productions of Sternberg’s postmodern firms are
symbols in the forms of brands and products. The major “factories” for brands and products are entertainment, advertising
and media. These symbol “factories” have given symbols a powerful new existence. At the same time, they have provided them
with a subtle “cover” of invisibility.
Traditional Symbols (Past)
Religious Icons
Dreams
Rituals (Rites of Spring)
Gods
Nature

Contemporary Symbols (Present)
Brands, Products
Entertainment, Advertising, M
 edia
Media Events (Superbowl, Rose Bowl)
Celebrities, Stars
Culture

Table 2.2
Traditional And Contemporary Symbols

Within entertainment, symbols are represented mainly by
films and television programs. Within advertising, symbols are
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represented by print advertisements and broadcast commercials. Within media, symbols are represented by electronic
technology, and specifically, the Internet.
All of these major symbols possess a type of symbiotic relationship with each other making it difficult to isolate one from
the other. Advertising supports media while entertainment
draws closer and closer to advertising. All move constantly
closer together in the formation of a new supernova type of
symbol.
And all of these major symbols are associated with other
symbols in the form of events, people and places attached to
them. Events like the Super Bowl or Christmas are symbolic
and made more so by associations with entertainment, advertising and media. The same is true for celebrities and places like
Disneyland.

Observation of Leading Symbols
“In the last analysis, the question of what are true and false
needs must be answered by individuals themselves, but only in
the last analysis; that is, if and when they are free to give their
own answer.”
Herbert Marcuse
One-Dimensional Man

In the end, more can be learned about symbols by observation of their actions than analysis of their parts. Rather than
attempt to track symbols down in places like reference books,
museums, religions or ancient cultures, leading symbols can
best be observed in blockbuster films, popular television shows
and heavy traffic web sites. For always, when the analyst’s have
arrived with their measurement tools, it seems that symbols
have vacated the premises. Like Butch Cassidy and the Sun46
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dance Kid, they are just a little ahead of the dust from that
posse hunting for them.
In a consumer culture, the leading symbols to be observed
are the ones “voted” on by consumption in the form of spending money or time on them. Obviously, one consumes by spending money on particular products. But one also consumes by
spending time on certain activities like surfing the Internet,
watching television or going to certain places (like the mall)
even if no purchases are made. A type of “vote” has still been
made and this “vote” is more and more capable of being captured through electronic technology.
The presence of the leading symbols in postmodern society
is discovered more by identification of where culture spends
time or money than by dream analysis or Tarot cards. Measurable devices such as sales figures, media ratings, Internet clicks
and time spent in particular places are the real paths to locating
leading symbols of culture.
In effect, leading symbols are defined by the investment of
time and money by consumers rather than the investment of
capital and resources by producers. Leading symbols in an electric consumer democracy like America are products, people,
places and events “voted” into ascendancy (bottom up) by
consumers rather than proclaimed into ascendancy (top down)
by producers and leaders. Political leaders are voted into leadership once every two or four years by a minority of the population. Leading symbols are voted into leadership every day by a
vast majority of the population.
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The Context of Leading Symbols
“Pay no attention to that man behind the curtain.”  
The Wizard of Oz

Observation of leading symbols, though, involves more than
focusing on their actions. Importantly, it also involves consideration of the context of their actions in place, space and time.
Much of the real power and meaning of symbols involves their
context rather than their content. One can say culture “votes”
for leading symbols but perhaps more accurately, one should
say culture votes for leading places, spaces and times into which
symbols are inserted. (The context of symbols is the subject of
our work Symbolism of Place, parts of which are available online
at our web site www.symbolism.org.)
The context of symbols creates the key backgrounds of
symbols in nations and cultures. It also plays a central role in
the arena of global dynamics where the “battle of symbols” is
waged. Yet context is subtle and outside the scope of attention
focused on content. Symbol content might be likened to “on
stage” actions a magician performs which distracts attention
from the real magic being performed “off stage” in the overall
context of the magic outside the focus of attention.
Consider context in advertising and films. In advertising,
the content of the product is inserted into the context of the
overall brand. A product out of context is like a fish out of
water. Similar to the “off stage” actions of magicians, context of
leading products creates the real magic of brands. For example,
the famous product Marlboro cigarettes has much more power
in the context of a sole cowboy out West than, say, the same
cowboy on the streets of Manhattan.
The same power of context envelopes the heroes in films
and stories which are similar, in many ways, to products in
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advertisements. Types of stories (such as horror, science fiction, romance) are defined by genres and genres are very much
symbol systems of organized, familiar context. For example,
most horror stories are linked to the contexts of a night time, a
below and inside space and an isolated place.
Rather than just provide a shorthand symbol system for
defining film themes, the background context of films might
also influence the content within them. This content can be
considered the actions of actors in films. Commenting on his
film Minority Report, Steven Spielberg notes:
I really love George’s Star Wars: Episode Two. I thought it was operatic – George’s most accomplished movie. But I don’t think I’ll ever
go to computer-generated sets like he does. I think when you build
a set in the 3-D world and actors walk onto that set, they get stimulated. They get ideas. Tom Cruise got ideas about how to play (his
character in Minority Report) John Anderton because we built his
house with four walls and a ceiling – every aspect was real. He felt
at home there and got ideas about Anderton’s behavior. I’m sad
for the day when sets will exist in cyberspace and not in real life.25

The context of symbols plays a large part in the war against
terrorists. It is particularly apparent between America and
Osama bin Laden. Largely, it is related to the context of above
and below space. We will discuss this more fully in a later section
but for now suffice to say that much of the symbolism of this
war places the below space of caves (bin Laden’s habitat) against
the above space of America’s greatest structures (the World
Trade Center) and machines (airplanes).
***

Perhaps the most important yet subtle element of context is
time. It is difficult to understand symbols without consideration
of this time context. Without it they exist outside of time like
lifeless captured butterflies frozen in collection boxes.
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The dynamic time context of symbols is a key element in
understanding them. Dynamics, though, is a difficult concept
for an analytical culture like America to understand. America
has always been better at analysis of things frozen in time than
observation of things moving through time.
But now, more than ever, it is important that America try
to understand the dynamics of symbols and their movement
through time.
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“Eternal truth needs a human language that alters with the
spirit of the times … Always they require a new interpretation
if, as each formulation becomes obsolete, they are not to lose
their spellbinding power …”  
Carl Jung
“The Psychology of the Transference”
“We cannot impose our wills on nature unless we first ascertain what her will is. Working without regard to law brings
nothing but failure; working with law enables us to do what
seemed at first impossible.”  
Ralph Tyler Fiewelling

T

he dynamic movement of symbols through time might be
their most important aspect. While there has been considerable investigation of the meaning of symbols there
has been relatively little investigation of their movement through
time. Yet symbol meaning and symbol movement possess a type
of symbiotic relationship. In effect, what a symbol means largely
depends on when it appears.
Symbol dynamics involves consideration of cycles, sequence,
alignment and differentiation. Cycles suggest a perpetual repetition of symbols between beginnings and endings. Sequence
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posits universal stages symbols move through between beginnings and endings of cycles. Alignment maintains there is a
similarity (or correspondence) of symbols at similar points in
their sequence. Differentiation observes symbols are different
at different points in their sequence.
Understanding the dynamics of symbols is increasingly
important in the emergent “battle of symbols.” There is the
real possibility that global battles of symbols are not between
different symbols as much as the same symbols in different
cycles and sequences.

Cycles
“To speak of the morning and spring, of the evening and the
autumn of life is not mere sentimental jargon. We thus give
expression to psychological truths, and even more to physiological facts.”  
Carl Jung
The Structure and Dynamics of the Psyche

Research into symbols from different cultures and periods of
time indicates symbols move in cycles. The word cycle comes
from the Greek word for “circle” meaning a coming around
again to the place of beginning. It does not, by itself, imply there
is a regular period of time before a cycle returns to the place
where it started. When there is such a fairly regular period of
time, the correct word to use is “rhythm,” another Greek word
meaning measured time. The days and seasons are rhythmic as
are our heartbeat and breathing.
There are thousands, perhaps millions, of cycles in the world.
Those interested in learning more about them might start with
a little book called Cycles by Edward Dewey.26 It is hard to find
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because it is in and out of print but the search is well worth the
effort.
Rather than just another hack writer with a funny esoteric
idea, Dewey was hired in September of 1929 (just a few weeks
before the great crash of 1929) by the Department of Commerce as Chief of Industrial Marketing. Later Dewey became
Chief of Current Statistics. He was finally promoted to Chief
Economic Analyst.
As Dewey relates, in 1931 a heartbroken President Hoover
watched the country he loved fall apart before his eyes. It was
at this time that Dewey was assigned the task of:
… discovering why a prosperous and growing nation had been
reduced to a frightened mass of humanity selling apples on street
corners and waiting in line for bowls of watery soup. Why did
depressions happen? As a liaison officer with economists both
inside and outside the government, it was my task to find the
answers.27

The search for reasons to the dark days of America’s great
depression lead him to conceive of the Foundation for the
Study of Cycles. Eventually, Dewey would examine thousands
of cycles in nature and culture.
While Dewey did not attempt to relate cycles to symbols,
his work provides an important foundation to our research in
relating the two.
Below are two of the major symbolic dynamics of cycles:
1) their duality contained in their beginning and ending and
2) their direction of movement. Symbols at the beginning of
cycles are opposite symbols from those at the end of cycles.
The direction of symbol movement is always from feminine to
masculine, unconsciousness to consciousness, youth to age and
night to day.
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1) Duality
“There is nothing so impressive as the number two. You must
be a duet in everything. For the Individual, the single object, and
isolated, is, you must admit, an absurdity. Why try and give the
impression of a consistent and indivisible personality.”  
Wyndham Lewis
(Quoted by Marshall McLuhan in Cliché to Archetype)

The opposition of symbols at the beginning of cycles to those
at the end of cycles creates the basic dynamics and duality of
symbolism. Throughout history, these dualities have repeatedly
expressed themselves in traditional and contemporary ways.
Traditionally, as we discuss in an upcoming chapter, there
exists a duality between symbols such as consciousness and
unconsciousness, masculine and feminine, future and past, age
and youth, place and space, eye and ear, relative and absolute
and above and below.
Yet these traditional dualities find contemporary expression.
As Carl Jung once said, “Eternal truth needs a human language
that alters with the spirit of the times.” Just as symbols change
to best express their times, symbol dualities also change.
A number of traditional dualities have found contemporary
expression. Some examples, discussed in forthcoming chapters,
are pyramids and networks, physics and biology, production
and consumption, export and import, city and country and pluralism and totalitarianism.
Of course one can say that the West and East themselves
offer two major duality symbols. While this is true, it is also
true that the West and East have different perspectives on duality. It is defined differently by the two cultures. The West sees
duality as two things at one time. The East sees duality as one
thing at two times. This relatively simple distinction is behind
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much historical misunderstanding between the West and the
East.
To the West, the fight between the protagonist and antagonist is an external battle between two different people. But to
the East duality is “under one roof” so to speak. It is something
part of one’s self because it is part of another time in one’s life.
It is an aspect of our past at a different cycle. The feminine of
youth, the masculine of age.
In a sense, the West and the East can be teachers to each
other in the area of symbol dualities. The West can learn that
the external world is a part of the internal world. And, the East
can learn that the internal world finds ultimate expression in
the external world. One needs to go inward while the other
needs to move outward. Somewhere on a spectrum of the
West moving inward while the East moves outward the two
might meet in a type of synchronicity of alignment.
Dualities play an important part in the battle of symbols.
If the West believes in a basic difference in symbols, there
is the possibility the West will close off the acceptance of
another duality symbol into contemplation or competition with
it. Those in the West and East facing battle with each other
might learn much more about the world if they both realized
that their opposites were also contained within and without.
The great extroverted outside attitude of the West needs to
move towards it’s duality of an inside introversion in order to
understand itself better. And so too does the great introverted
attitude of the East need to move towards extraversion.
These dualities of West and East have a profound relationship to time. The aspect of time has created a major distinction
between Western and Eastern culture. The West has always
measured time and rolled it forward before its advancing culture
like a great “Welcome Mat.” In so doing, the West has always
progressed in a linear manner towards the future and away
from the past. One might add, away from its birth in the East.
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On the other hand, the East never measured time because
time kept repeating itself in endless cycles. In a sense, the West
ran away from the child it had once been. The East continually
returned to its childhood. For the West, the duality between
its birth and growth were two different persons. For the East,
there was really no duality but only the same person at different
times in the progression of life.

2) Direction
“For of the last stage of this cultural development, it might
well be truly said, ‘Specialists without spirit, sensualists without
heart; this nullity imagines that it has attained a level of civilization never before achieved.’   ”  
Max Weber
The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism

The movement of cycles from beginning to end – like the
movement of nature – is movement from such qualitative symbols as birth to growth and death, youth to age, wholeness to
segmentation, feminine to masculine, unconsciousness to consciousness, night to day and equality to freedom.
One observes the direction of the movement also has a
quantitative aspect to it. Duality is not even recognized until
one reaches a particular point in a cycle. In this sense, it is
movement from the wholeness of unity (or what we later term
alignment) to the division of duality, from similarity to difference, from few to many, from large to small. Large unifying
images on American silver screens of the 40s and 50s became
small differentiated images on TV and computer screens of the
80s and 90s.
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When symbol movement represents people, stories and
drama are created. Another word for the drama of symbols is
mythology. Symbols in narrative movement are in fact mythology. The movement from the unity of youth to the diversity and
difference of age is either a tragedy, romance, comedy or satire
depending on one’s point of view from their own cycle in life.
America is the world leader at creating cultural symbols.
But it cannot create the direction of movement in the cycles
of nature behind cultural symbols. The most it can do is understand its natural cycles and the cultural symbols of these cycles.
In the leading symbols of the times, the natural cycles find
expression in the popular cultural productions of the times.
Contemporary expressions are in areas such as leading films,
television programs, advertising and media.

Sequence
“In the course of its ontogenetic development, the individual
ego consciousness has to pass through the same archetypal
stages which determined the evolution of consciousness in the
life of humanity.”  
Erich Neumann
The Origins and History of Consciousness

The sun rises in the east but it doesn’t immediately set in
the west. Dawn never turns immediately into twilight. Rather
it advances through a number of stages. There is at least the
stages of morning, noon, afternoon and evening.
In the same way, there are stages in the general direction of
symbol movement. Symbols at the “dawn” beginning of cycles
also advance through their sequential stages of morning, noon,
afternoon and their “twilight” endings in evenings.
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Investigation of a wide variety of historical and cultural
sources suggest movement of symbols from beginning to end
of cycles possess a universal sequence similar to the sequence
of growth in nature. While the symbols move between dualities
– from nature to culture, unconsciousness to consciousness,
youth to age, experience to memory, action to reflection – they
take on a number of shapes and images at stages along the way.
In his important book Hero With A Thousand Faces, Joseph
Campbell discovered a common sequence for the movement of
the hero in mythology. In Symbols of Transformation, Jung discovered a similar sequence in schizophrenia. In The History of Consciousness, Erich Neumann related the sequence of psychological development to the sequence of evolution in civilizations.
There is a historical relationship between sequences from many
areas. Most show a similar direction of movement and similar
stages in the cycles of movement.
Beginning Cycles

Middle Sequences

Ending Cycles

Christian Aeon

Pisces-Water Container

Fish-Contained in Water

Aquarius-Water Carrier

Christ Life

Annunciation/Nativity

Baptism/Crucifixion

Resurrection/Ascension

Campbell

Departure/Virgin Birth

Initiation/Transform

Return/Dissolution

Alchemy

Emergence of Opposites

Descent into Bath

Reunion of soul & body

Drama/Film

Set-Up (Act I)

Conflict (Act II)

Resolution (Act III)

Neumann

Creation/Unity

Hero/Separation

Transformation/Balance

U.S. History

High

Awakening/Unraveling

Crisis

God Images

Animism – Matriarchy

Polytheism

Monotheism-God duality

Pre-Birth

Primal Union-Mother

Antagonism-Mother

Separation-Mother

Jung

Origins of the Hero

Battle For Deliverance

The Sacrifice

Psychohistory

Innovative

Depressed/Manic

War

McLuhan (Media)

Oral

Literate

Electronic

Table 3.1
Sequences of Cycles

In a general sense, one observes the number of symbols grow
throughout the cycle of life. Youth has few symbols because it
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is close to nature. It has less need to refer to nature because
youth is nature. Age brings with it more symbols because it is
separated from nature. It needs to refer to nature because it is
separated from nature.
Cultures also have lives. Youthful cultures at the beginning of
their cycles have few symbols. Aging cultures at the ending of
their cycles have many symbols.28

Symbol Sequence of 20th Century America
Twentieth century American history offers an example of
this cycle of sequential movement with its change from few
symbols to many symbols. One can view this hundred year cycle
as going from mass culture in the early decades, to the bi-lateral duality symbol of the “Cold War” to the segmentation and
pluralism of postmodernity in the final decades of the century.
Interestingly enough, this sequence of movement has much
in common with the major schools of philosophy – monism,
dualism and pluralism – and the sequence of their development.
1900 – 1930s

1930s – 1970s

1970s – 2000

Mass Culture

Bi-Lateralism

Postmodern

Totalitarian

Communism

Capitalist Democracy

Monism

Dualism

Pluralism

Table 3.2
Sequence of 20 th Century American History

According to the cyclic dynamics of symbolism, America will
be consolidating her symbols at the end of the postmodern
cycle and moving into a new form of monism and mass culture.
It will not be the same as the early years of mass culture yet it
will be a type of revisioned mass culture.
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Symbol Sequence of American History
There has been considerable interest in the work of Neil
Howe and Robert Strauss and their theory about cycles in
American history. Perhaps their best-known work is The Fourth
Turning.29
Their provocative theory argues American history is a series
of recurring cycles, each cycle from 80 to 100 years long. Each
cycle has four “turnings” as they define major sequences in the
cycles. These turnings are a High, an Awakening, an Unraveling
and a Crisis.
Soon after the millennium, they argue, America will enter
a new era that will culminate with a crisis comparable to the
American Revolution, the Civil War, the Great Depression and
World War II. They argue that the survival of the nation will be
at stake.
While most of the beginnings and endings of cycles are subtle, not possessed of the grand fireworks of New Year’s Eve,
sometimes there are grand events, or “bookends,” which mark
the ends of cycles. Howe and Strauss see the events of September 11th as this type of “bookend” event dramatically marking an
end (of the “Unraveling” period of the cycle) and ushering in the
“Crisis” period of the current American cycle.30
The events of September 11th were a type of natural “bookend” to a cycle but “bookends” have always been created
throughout history. The practice of rituals and ceremonies have
long-marked ends and beginnings of cycles. Howe and Strauss
report an interesting custom in France:
During the Middle Ages, travelers reported an unusual custom
among illiterate villagers in central France. Whenever an event of
local importance occurred, like the marriage of a seigneur or the
renegotiation of feudal dues, the elders boxed the ears of a young
child to make sure he remembered that day – and event – all his
life. 31
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Of course ears are no longer literally “boxed” but they are
still boxed in a symbolic manner. “In today’s world, the making
of childhood memories remains a visceral practice,” Howe and
Strauss note. “Grand state ceremonies box the ears with the
thunder of cannons, roar of jets and blast of fireworks.” And
large coincidental events still serve to “box ears” even today:
Like medieval French villagers, modern Americans carry deeply-felt associations with what has happened at various points in our
lives. We memorialize public events (Pearl Harbor, the Kennedy
or King assassinations, the Challenger explosion) by remembering
exactly what we were doing at the time. As we grow older, we
realize that the sum total of such events has in many ways shaped
who we are. 32

September 11th was such an event.

Symbol Sequence in Astrology
One of the more important and well-known cyclic symbol
systems is astrology. In astrology a leading cycle is known as
the return of Saturn. This return happens around one’s 30th
birthday and again around their 58th birthday. Much transpires
around these two dates. Rather than take our word for it, consider your life around these particular dates.
From the ages of approximately 28 to 31, the planet Saturn
returns in the sky to its original position it held at an individual’s
birth. Known in astrology as a “Saturn Return,” this is a stage
in life that brings about major changes and new responsibilities.
For individuals experiencing a “Saturn Return,” those who fail
to meet those responsibilities will experience great difficulties
in their lives, such as divorce or loss of jobs. In addition, many of
these “Peter Pan” types, those who cannot face up to their own
responsibilities, often die tragically during their Saturn Returns.
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This is probably most evident in the deaths of famous young
celebrities such as Jimmi Hendrix, Jim Morrison, Curt Cobain,
Buddy Holly and Ricki Valens.33
But Saturn Returns might have application beyond people.
Leading astrologer Larry Pines posted the following on the
Internet not long after the September 11th attacks.
When the World Trade Center in Manhattan celebrated its 28th
birthday last year, and entered its ‘Saturn Return,’ ownership
changed hands shortly thereafter. And like some of the previously
mentioned celebrities, the World Trade Center died this week in
a tragic transportation disaster when its twin towers were struck
by terrorist’s airplanes. At the time of the first attack at 8:42 am,
on September 11, 2001, the moon was void-of-course and had
completed its last aspect in the sign of Gemini – the sign of ‘short
distance travel’ … In addition, the demise of the World Trade
Center occurred when the Saturn Return hit 14 degrees of Gemini
exactly – the same degree as its start date – making its structures
extremely vulnerable. 34

Did the attack symbolize the return of Saturn for the World
Trade Center buildings?
***

In addition to the Saturn Return cycle, the astrology of
September 11th also represents the Saturn-Pluto opposition.
This opposition is the greatest duality in all of astrology. The
beginning of the opposition started in the fall of 2000 during
the election season. It will last for about three years until 2003.
This planetary opposition represents the darkest and historically grave of all archetypal combinations. The first two weeks
of September 2001 in particular were critical. In the first few
weeks of September 2001, it reached exactitude for the first
time. In these weeks the Sun and Full Moon moved into a rare
and extraordinarily precise grand cross (two oppositions – Sat-
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urn with Pluto, Sun with Moon – both 90 degree square to each
other).
Historically, the hard aspects between Saturn and Pluto (conjunction, opposition and square) have consistently coincided
with periods resembling the dark period around September
11th. For example, the beginnings of both world wars coincided
with tight Saturn-Pluto hard aspects as did the outbreak of
the Vietnam war. The massively violent Red Guards Cultural
Revolution in China begun at the same time. And, the terror
during the French Revolution in 1793-94 as well as the sack of
Rome by the Visigoths in 410 occurred during the Saturn-Pluto
opposition.
As astrologer and philosopher Richard Tarnas notes, “Saturn-Pluto is the crucifixion on the cross of opposites where
the divine embrace of absolute defeat and death gives birth to
a new humanity.” Significantly, Saturn and Pluto were in opposition around the great religious events of 29-31 AD. The opposition seems to represent the point in astrology where death
and rebirth coincide in a type of astrological synchronicity. As
Tarnas observes, “It is the hard structure of death and rebirth.
It is the sacrifice that transforms reality. It is the dark and brutal
storm which brings in its wake, in the fullness of time, slowly
but inevitably, the luminous serenity of a new dawn.”  35
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Alignment
		
		
		
		
		
		

Upon this gifted age, in its dark hour,
Rains from the sky a meteoric shower
Of facts … they lie unquestioned, uncombined.
Wisdom enough to leech us of our ill
Is daily spun, but there exists no loom
To weave it into fabric.
Edna St. Vincent Millay
Collected Sonnets

“Therefore, appraise it (war) in terms of the five fundamental factors … The first of these factors is moral influence. By
moral influence, I mean that which causes the people to be in
harmony with their leaders, so that they will accompany them
in life and unto death without fear or mortal peril.”  
Sun Tzu
The Art of War

The old saying that “birds of a feather flock together” can be
applied to symbols. In effect, there is a tendency for symbols
to “flock together” at particular points in time. These points in
time are really sequential stages within cycles.
One might view alignment of symbols as a vertical line intersecting the horizontal cyclic movement of symbols between
dualities. While the dynamics of cycles are about movement
between differences, the dynamics of alignment are about connection to similarities. These two forms of symbol dynamics are
illustrated below in Figure 3.3.
The congregation of similar symbols has gone under various
names. Probably the most well-known is the ancient theory of
symbol correspondence. Another is the concept of synesthesia.
Another is the idea of synchronicity made popular by Carl Jung.
When correspondence, synesthesia and synchronicity operate
on the level of mass culture they are known as collective psychology.
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Symbol A

Symbol A

Symbol B

Symbol A

Figure 3.3
Commonality of Non-Linear Alignment (Vertical Line – Points in Time)
Duality of Linear Cycles (Horizontal Line – Periods of Time)

Alignment of symbols in particular cultures are more likely
than alignment of symbols between cultures. Cultural alignments form political parties but inter-cultural alignments on
a global scale are still somewhat elusive. There are proposals
of world organizations but their symbols (even the United
Nations) are relatively weak aligning symbols. And, there is the
problem of various cycles on a world scale.
For example, it is more likely that American culture might be
passing through the same stage of a cycle than both American
and Indian culture would be passing through the same stage
at the same time. In fact, one could construct an argument
that alignment of groups of people under a particular cyclic
sequence is itself one of the major defining elements of a particular nation or culture.
This is not to suggest that individual cultures possess
sequences that are always in alignment or that different cultures
always have sequences out of alignment with others. In fact,
social and cultural conflict within a culture may be a function of
misalignment of symbol sequence rather than different symbols
altogether. For example, the cycles and symbols of an older
generation within a particular nation are often out of alignment
with those of a younger generation in the same nation.
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In a similar manner, cultural alignment between nations and
cultures might be based more on alignments between similar
groups within them rather than overall economic or political
interests or common memberships in global organizations. For
instance, as we suggest in a later section, there might be more
symbol alignment between members of similar generations of
different nations around the world than members of different
generations in the same nation.
Generally though, symbol alignment within a nation or culture is greater than symbol alignment between nations and cultures. However, we live in a time of radical new electronic technologies like the Internet when old conceptions of nations and
cultures are constantly changing and new communities forming
from similar alignments easily crossing social, political and cultural boundaries. Locating and acknowledging these common
symbol alignments between nations and cultures might be one
of the most important tasks for our times.

1) Correspondence
In the Dictionary of Symbols, J.E. Cirlot notes the theory of
correspondences is basic to symbolist tradition. Cirlot observes
it is founded on the assumption that all cosmic phenomena are
limited and serial and that they appear as scales or series on separate planes. The condition is neither chaotic nor neutral for the
components of one series are linked with those of another in
their essence and ultimate significance.36
We have briefly argued the pervasiveness of sequences
(series and scales) in areas such as mythology (Joseph Campbell’s hero’s journey), religion (the life of Christ) and modern
drama (films). These are only a few examples. Virtually all
symbol systems (colors, music, genres, astrology) demonstrate
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serial sequence. The argument might even be made that classification systems in general evidence a sequence of stages.
The theory of correspondences observes a relationship
between sets in which each member of one set is associated
with one or more members of the other. In essence, it posits a
relationship between the sequences within the myriad of symbol systems. A point in the sequence of one symbol system has
a relationship with a point in the sequence of another symbol
system.
For example, consider the symbol systems of color and
music. Correspondence theory claims a point on the color
spectrum has a correspondence (relationship, commonality)
with a point (note) in the musical system. Or, in terms of popular culture, consider the symbol of a leading film genre at a
particular point in time. Correspondence theory suggests relationships to this film genre in other symbol systems of popular
culture such as television programming, fiction genres, advertising images and even leading words searched for via Internet
search engines.
Or, consider Cirlot’s contention that the attributes of the
ancient gods were really nothing less than unformulated correspondences. Venus, for example, was felt to correspond with
such things as the rose, the shell, the dove, the apple, the girdle
and myrtle.37
The same can be said of symbols in general. All have correspondence to more than one other symbol or symbol system.
For instance, the color black corresponds to such things as
the unconsciousness, feminine, death, night, underground, the
occult, commonality, undifferentiation, horror films, the gothic
literary genre and … the beginning of cycles. The color white,
black’s opposite symbol, corresponds to things like consciousness, masculine, day, above ground, differentiation, science fiction films and … the end of cycles.
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Many correspondences are scientifically demonstrable in
that there is a relationship between meaning and situation in
the physical world. For example, sound is more shrill (or higher)
the faster it moves, and vice-versa. Therefore, speed can be
said to correspond to height and slowness to lowness. Another
example is cold colors that are retrogressive. Coldness corresponds to distance while warm colors correspond to warmth
or nearness.

2) Synesthesia
“Poetry is the clear expression of mixed feelings.”  
W.H. Auden
“Sound and perfume swirl in the evening air.”  
Baudelaire
“An’ the dawn comes up like thunder.”  
“Mandalay”  
Rudyard Kipling

Closely related to the theory of correspondence is the idea
of synesthesia or the mixing of senses. The word is derived
from two Greek words “syn” meaning together and “aisthesis”
meaning to perceive. The word shares a root with the word
anesthesia meaning no sensation.
Synesthesia suggests correspondence directly between the
senses: colors are heard, sounds are seen and shapes are tasted.
A concomitant sensation occurs (other than the one stimulated) resulting in an involuntary joining whereby the information of one sense is accompanied by a perception in another
sense. The sensation produced is at a point other than (or
remote from) the point of stimulation.
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It has been associated with a normal brain function, an artistic method, an altered state as well as a psychological condition.
Perhaps the greatest medical researcher of synesthesia is Dr.
Richard Cytowic. While he has observed various manifestations
of synesthesia over his career he arrives at the conclusion that
synesthesia is a normal brain function just a little below the
“radar” of consciousness.
In his book The Man Who Tasted Shapes he observes that the
proper question is not “Why do only some people experience
synesthesia?” but rather “Why are some people consciously
aware of synesthesia?” As he notes:
I have come to the opinion that synesthesia is a very fundamental
mammalian attribute. I believe that synesthesia is actually a normal
brain function in every one of us, but that its workings reach conscious awareness in only a handful. This has nothing to do with the
intensity or degree of synesthesia in some people. Rather, it is that
most brain processes operate at a level below consciousness. In
synesthesia, a brain process that is normally unconscious becomes
bared to consciousness so that synesthetes know they are synesthetic while the rest of us do not. 38

There is evidence that many great artists are able to utilize
this unconscious process in creating art. For example, there
is the belief among a number of scholars that much of the
secret to decoding James Joyce’s enigmatic masterpiece Finnegan’s Wake revolves around Joyce’s method of mixing the senses.
In fact, some leading scholars believe that synesthesia was the
central method for Joyce.39
When artistic talent was connected to synesthesia the
results produced some spectacular results. The novelist Vladimir Nabakov was one of the most famous artistic cases of
synesthesia. As a toddler, he complained to his mother that the
letter colors on his wooden alphabet blocks were “all wrong.”
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Another famous artist with synesthesia was the mystical
Russian composer Alexander Scriabin who expressed a musical
conception of synesthesia in his 1910 symphony Prometheus,
The Poem of Fire. The performance included a mute keyboard
(a clavier à lumières) which controlled the play of colored light
in the form of beams, clouds and other shapes. The light from
the mute keyboard flooded the concert hall during the performance culminating in a white light so strong it was painful to
the eyes.40
But despite synesthesia’s close association with art, the history of synesthesia has been filled with mechanistic and scientific explanations. The notion of crossed wires turns up repeatedly. As early as 1704, Sir Isaac Newton struggled to devise a
mathematical formula to equate the vibration of sound waves
to a corresponding wavelength of light. Goethe attempted a
type of theory of color correspondences in his 1810 book,
Zur Farbenlehre. The nineteenth century saw an alchemical zeal
in the search for universal correpondences and a presumed
algorithm for translating one sense into another. This mechanistic approach was consistent with the then-common view
of a clockwork universe based on Newton’s uniform laws of
motion.41
Yet synesthesia has always run counter to the evolutionary
trend of the Western scientific world-view and its increasingly
mechanistic separation of the senses. Canadian media scholar
Donald Theall observes that Joyce’s Finnegan’s Wake offered “an
awakening from the night world of Cartesianism, Romanticism,
and mechanization.”  42 He notes the dulling effect of the era called
the Enlightenment caused Alexander Pope to announce in The
Dunciad the impending triumph of darkness and disorder in the
rapidly emerging world of mechanization and mass culture:43
In vain, in vain – the all-composing hour
Resistless falls: The Muse obeys the Pow’r.

72

3. Dynamics of Symbols
She comes! She comes! The sable throne behold
Of Night primeval, and of Chaos!
The Dunciad IV. 627-30

Donald Theall observes that The Dunciad was the appropriate end-point and Shakespeare’s King Lear was the appropriate
opening for a period of history filled with synesthesia. According to Marshall McLuhan, Theall notes, “the interplay and integration of the senses dramatized in Lear and endorsed by Pope
is negated by those movements dissociating and specializing the
senses, which will result in the coming of darkness prophesied
in Pope’s poem.”   44

3) Synchronicity
While the theory of correspondences is basically about
relationships between sequences in various symbol systems,
synchronicity addresses the relationship between the inside
(subjective) and the outside (objective) world. It centers on the
phenomenon where an event in the outside world coincides in
time with an inner thought, feeling, mood or sense.
Carl Jung popularized the concept in the modern world but
there has historically been interest in the relationship between
the inner and outer world. Jung saw the inner and outer world
as two aspects of one and the same thing.
It is not only possible but fairly probable, even, that psyche and
matter are two different aspects of one and the same thing. The
synchronicity phenomena point, it seems to me, in this direction,
for they show that the nonpsychic can behave like the psychic, and
vice versa, without there being any causal connection between
them.45
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Perhaps the major contribution of Jung was to introduce the
time element into this relationship. For Jung, synchronicity was
the moment in time when inner and outer world coincide in a
type of “meaningful coincidence.”  
Because of this coincidence in time, traditional theories of
“cause and effect” do not apply. Jung therefore termed synchronicity an “acausal connecting principle.” In Synchronicity: An
Acausal Connecting Principle he observed:
Synchronicity … consists of two factors: a) An unconscious image
comes into consciousness either directly (i.e., literally) or directly
(symbolized or suggested) in the form of a dream, idea, or premonition); b) An objective situation coincides with this content. The
one is as puzzling as the other.46

In The Structure and Dynamics of the Psyche, Jung describes
how, during his research into the phenomenon of the collective
unconscious, he began to observe coincidences that were connected in such a meaningful way that their occurrence seemed
to defy the calculations of probability. He provided numerous
examples culled from his own psychiatric case studies. A familiar one is the case of the golden scarab:
A young woman I was treating had, at a critical moment, a dream
in which she was given a golden scarab. While she was telling me
her dream I sat with my back to the closed window. Suddenly I
heard a noise behind me, like a gentle tapping. I turned round and
saw a flying insect knocking against the windowpane from outside. I opened the window and caught the creature in the air as it
flew in. It was the nearest analogy to the golden scarab that one
finds in our latitudes, a scarabaeid beetle, the common rose-chafer
(Cetoaia urata), which contrary to its usual habits had evidently
felt an urge to get into a dark room at this particular moment.
I must admit that nothing like it ever happened to me before or
since, and that the dream of the patient has remained unique in my
experience.47
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Who was responsible for the synchronous arrival of the beetle – Jung or the patient? While on the surface reasonable, such
a question presupposes a chain of causality Jung claimed was
absent from such experience. The scarab, by Jung’s view, had no
determinable cause but instead complemented the “impossibility” of the analysis.
The disturbance also (as synchronicities often do) prefigured
a profound transformation. Jung’s patient had – until the appearance of the beetle – shown excessive rationality, remaining
psychologically inaccessible. Once presented with the scarab,
however, her demeanor improved and their sessions together
grew more profitable.

4) Collective Psychology
“Are people depressed in a depression because business is
poor? Or is business poor because people are depressed? I
suggest it is the latter.”  
Edward R. Dewey
Cycles

Contemporary cultural expressions of symbol sequence
alignment and versions of it in correspondence, synesthesia and
synchronicity are found in notions of collective psychology.
The idea of collective psychology concerned Freud towards
the end of his life. In one of his last works Civilization and its
Discontents, Freud hypothesized that society as a whole might
be collectively neurotic:
It can be asserted that the community, too, evolves a super-ego
under whose influence cultural development proceeds … The
super-ego of an epoch of civilization has an origin similar to that
of an individual … If the development of civilization has such a far
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reaching similarity to the development of the individual and if it
employs the same methods, may we not be justified in reaching
the diagnosis that, under the influence of cultural urges, some
civilizations, or some epochs of civilization – possibly the whole of
mankind – have become ‘neurotic’?48

Freud speculated that cultures might be studied like a patient
on the therapist’s couch and that an “analytic dissection of such
neuroses might lead to therapeutic recommendations which
could lay claim to great practical interest.” He felt that one day
it might be possible to “embark upon a pathology of cultural
communities.”  
While Freud’s interest in collective psychology came late
in his life, collective psychology was a centerpiece of Carl
Jung’s life and developed into one of his central ideas termed
collective unconscious. Freud used the metaphor of extending
personal psychology to culture. But Jung always believed an
individual possessed both a personal psychology and a collective
psychology. In Analytical Psychology: Its Theory and Practice Jung
notes:
Our personal psychology is just a thin skin, a ripple on the ocean
of collective psychology. The powerful factor, the factor which
changes our whole life, which changes the surface of our known
world, which makes history, is collective psychology, and collective
psychology moves according to laws entirely different from those
of our consciousness.49

Jung further defined this concept of collective unconscious
in “The Concept of the Collective Unconscious” from his book
The Archetypes and the Collective Unconscious noting. To Jung, it
was an acquisition of heredity of the human race rather than
the personal unconsciousness Freud derived from personal
experience.
The collective unconscious is part of the psyche which can be negatively distinguished from a personal unconscious by the fact that it
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does not, like the latter, owe its existence to personal experience
and consequently is not a personal acquisition. While the personal
unconscious is made up essentially of contents which have at one
time been conscious but which have disappeared from consciousness through having been forgotten or repressed, the contents of
the collective unconscious have never been individually acquired,
but owe their existence exclusively to heredity. 50

Jung observed that whereas the personal unconscious consists for the most part of complexes, the content of the collective unconscious is made up essentially of what he termed
archetypes. 51

Differentiation
“Therefore during the modification of the descendants of any
one species, and during the incessant struggle of all species to
increase in numbers, the more diversified these descendants
become, the better will their chance of succeeding in the battle
of life.”  
Charles Darwin
The Origin of Species

Differentiation is the opposite of alignment. It is the process
of development from one to many, from the simple to the complex, the homogeneous to the heterogeneous. In effect, it is the
result of growth and evolution. 52
Symbols can also be said to grow from homogeneous ones
during early parts of cycles to differentiated ones during later
parts of cycles. Alignment centers on the tendency of symbols
to “flock together” at particular points in time. On the other
hand, differentiation centers on the tendency of symbols to
“scatter apart” at the end points in cycles.
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Differentiation was the paradigm of American culture in the
90s and served as the basis for the so-called “cultural wars.” Its
distinguishing characteristics are pluralism and relativism. While
there have been historical periods of pluralism in American culture, the contemporary symbol for pluralism and relativism is
known as postmodernism.
Not surprisingly, differentiation served as the paradigm for
marketing and advertising in the 80s and 90s. It centered on the
idea that to stand out from the growing “crowd” of symbols, a
particular symbol (brand or product) had to be different to be
recognized. The differentiation mania reached a peak in the late
90s when differentiation was considered a matter of business
life or death. This attitude was expressed in the title of one
popular business book Differentiate or Die by marketing guru
Jack Trout. 53
As brand symbols became more differentiated, markets for
them also became differentiated or segmented into smaller and
smaller niches. Slicing up America into smaller and smaller markets was linked to advertising segmentation by Joseph Turow in
Breaking Up America. 54 Turow traced the momentous shift that
began in the mid-1970s when advertisers rejected mass marketing in favor of more aggressive target marketing and exploitation of differences between consumers based on such demographic and psychographic factors as income, age, gender, race,
marital status, ethnicity, and lifestyles. Large aligned symbols of
commonality gave way to smaller, differentiated symbols.
Programs and methods such as the Values, Attitudes and
Lifestyles (VALS) program from Stanford University continually
refined segmentation and differentiation efforts. It continued
on with greater and greater sophistication under the PRIZM
system from Claritas Corporation which segmented America
into sixty-two different clusters. The new segments of America
are discussed in an important book, The Clustered World, by
Michael Weiss. 55
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As sophisticated as the marketing science of differentiation
and segmentation has become, both are really captives of that
grand archetypal symbol of freedom with its attendant court
jesters of postmodernism, pluralism and relativity dominating
the segmented zeitgeist of America during the 80s and 90s.
The differentiation into finer and finer symbols was epitomized in the post 2000 presidential elections with the “chad
ballot” fiasco and the picture of the Florida election official
holding up a voter ballot and examining it with a large magnifying glass. The search had become one for smaller and smaller
symbols. Once symbols (like John Wayne) spanned the space of
great silver screens. Now they need to be magnified to be seen.

Alignment & Differentiation
(Beginnings and Endings of Cycles)
“And history sufficiently informs us, that the bravest achievements were always accomplished in the non-age of a nation …
The more men have to lose, the less willing are they to venture
… Youth is the seed time of good habits, as well in nations as in
individuals … The intimacy which is contracted in infancy, and
the friendship which is formed in misfortune, are, of all others,
the most lasting and unalterable. Our present time is marked
with both these characters …”  
Thomas Paine
Common Sense
January 10, 1776

There is sufficient evidence to suggest alignment and differentiation are both symbol opposites of cycles. Alignment
is associated with the beginning “youth” of cycles while differentiation is associated with the ending “old age” of cycles.
In relationship to the paradoxical symbols of America, one
can say alignment is related to equality, mass culture and the
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Democratic Party while differentiation is related to freedom,
segmented culture and the Republican Party.
Concepts like correspondence, synesthesia and synchronicity which orbit around alignment, admittedly have strong relationships with magical and occult ideas. But they have stronger
relationships with that magical phenomenon (symbol) known as
youth. M.D. Faber, one of the more innovative contemporary
psychoanalytic investigators, suggests this in his book Synchronicity: C.G. Jung, Psychoanalysis and Religion. For Faber, the magic of
synchronicity (as well as a large part of the Jungian edifice) can
(and should) be located in the magical time of childhood. 56
The real contribution of Faber is to offer a naturalistic
explanation to supernaturalism. His book offers the reader an
opportunity to ponder the psychological nature of synchronicity either as a spiritual occurrence with paranormal overtones
or as a return of the repressed, a mnemonic trace of events that
actually transpired in the life of the individual.
In a similar manner, concepts like pluralism, relativity and
complexity, which center on differentiation, have strong relationships with the rationality of Western scientific ideas. They
form the basis for the Darwinian evolutionary paradigm as well
as the linear Western conception of progress. We are just
now beginning to consider that the entire postmodern era (of
information, relativity, the Clinton administration and no “meta
narratives”  ) was little more than a grand satire or comedy on the
modern idea of pluralism.
Interestingly enough, a sequence of drama genres is suggested by the great literary critic Northrop Frye who observes
the four main genres of literature runs in sequence from
romance, satire and comedy to tragedy. 57 If one views postmodernism either satirically or comically, it would not involve much
speculation to suggest postmodernism really corresponded to
the second or third sequence of a four sequence cycle. Perhaps
there are good arguments for the tragedy genre of postmod80
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ernism. If this holds sway, there is good reason to believe it
represented the fourth and final sequence of historical dramatic
modes. America was ready to stop making sequels to satires,
comedies or tragedies and start making original romances again in
the youth of its new cycle.
***

It is important to point out that both alignment and differentiation have a strong correspondence to philosophy and the cyclic
sequence and direction of philosophy’s movement from the
alignment of monism, through the bilateral philosophy of dualism
to the differentiated philosophy of pluralism.
But it is even more important to point out that philosophy
has historically possessed a grand correspondence with psychology. Before the Enlightenment, when the differentiation project of Western cultural growth was not locked into full gear,
psychology and philosophy were both aligned with each other.
In essence, they were the same thing. The philosophy of the
unconscious “one” of Monism was a correspondence symbol
for the childhood and youth of the individual.
The history of culture (cultural cycles) was given a correspondence in the history of the individual (individual cycles) in
one of the more important books of the twentieth century. As
Jung’s brilliant protégé Erich Neumann observed in The Origins
and History of Consciousness, “the individual ego consciousness
has to pass through the same archetypal stages which determined the evolution of consciousness in the life of humanity.”  58
***

While Jung is often credited with discovering synchronicity and the collective unconscious, these concepts are better
understood as an old memory recovered rather than a new
concept discovered. In effect, Jung provided a modern symbol
for an ancient idea.
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Jung’s theories have possessed a correspondence to esoteric
new age “branding” for years. They need to be seen more as
an alignment with modern expressions of the symbol of equality
expressed in the alignment of clusters of similar symbols at
moments in time. This feminine symbol of equality and youth
is like a yellow porch light always attracting smaller symbols to
it and then swallowing them. It puts the world into a new perspective, turning the many, small different symbols of age into
the few, large symbols of youth.
Freedom and differentiation are on the right side of the
horizontal flow of linear time. Equality and alignment (with correspondence, synesthesia and synchronicity) are on the left side
of the horizontal line. Linear time moves from left (east) to right
(west).
Between the right and the left are those vertical “acausal” synchronistic points in time when similar symbols flock together.
Milestone markers in the sequence path of symbols travelling
through their cycles. A legendary blockbuster from Hollywood.
A revolutionary new product. The conjunction of popular symbols resulting in a landslide presidential victory. All important
sequence points as the cycle runs its course.
The vertical symbol of alignment intersects with the horizontal symbol of differentiation and yes … forms that paradoxical symbol of the cross. Much more than a symbol for that
vague image of religion the cross is really the symbol for the
intersection of two conceptions of time.
***

This all leads to that paradoxical symbol called America.
From a symbolic perspective, America can be viewed as the
first nation to attempt reconciliation of the duality symbols of
alignment and the differentiation under the common roof of
one culture. Throughout American history, these two symbols
have perpetually clashed in the constitutional ideals of equality
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(symbolized by the Democratic Party and mass culture) and
freedom (symbolized by the Republican Party and a segmented
culture).
While the “battle of symbols” might be powering an “emerging global dynamics,” America will never fully understand external global dynamics of symbols until she begins to understand
the internal dynamics of her own key symbols. The battle might
appear to be on the outside between symbols of nations and
cultures. But first of all, it is a battle on the inside between symbols of one nation.
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Part Two:
Clash and Commonality
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“USA: Which Way Now?”
Jan Beran
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“Symbols of all kinds have detached themselves from their original roots and float freely, like dandelion seeds, around the
world.”  
Walter Truett Anderson
All Connected Now
“Shall we be able to put on, like a new suit of clothes, readymade symbols grown on foreign soil, saturated with foreign
blood, spoken in a foreign tongue, nourished by a foreign culture, interwoven with foreign history, and so resemble a beggar who wraps himself in kingly raiment, a king who disguises
himself as a beggar? No doubt this is possible. Or is there
something in ourselves that commands us to go in for no mummeries, but perhaps even to sew our garment ourselves?”  
Carl Jung
“Archetypes of the Collective Unconscious”
(1935)

F

rom its beginning, American history has been closely
related to symbolism. Many founders were members of
that symbolic, ancient, international order known as the
Rosicrucians. Aspects of this symbolism are scattered over
the early years of the new republic. One of the better-known
Rosicrucian symbols is the Great Seal of the United States, that
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mysterious “All-Seeing Eye” surrounded by rays of light hovering over the pyramid on dollar bills. 59
But more than Rosicrucians and their symbols, there is the
unique experiment of America itself, founded at the intersection of the paradoxical symbols of freedom and equality. Both of
these symbols hold truth for Americans yet neither holds all the
truth all the time. Their cyclic back and forth swings are tied to
national collective consciousness and engendered in a checks
and balances system of government as well as the two-party
political system of Republicans (symbol of freedom) and Democrats (symbol of equality).

The American Recruitment of Symbols
Over the years, these early political symbols were recruited
to create the American consumer economy and its attendant
mass market. The original paradox evolved from the areas of
politics to economics. American consumers were free to buy
products which were increasingly equal. It followed that they
had to be made more equal so they could freely buy the increasingly equal products of mass production.
American symbols found application in the techniques of
persuasion. As Vance Packard observed in his famous book of
the late 50s The Hidden Persuaders, it was a subliminal, hidden
persuasion rather than a loud, obnoxious bunch of sales pitches.
These American symbols were a friendly group. Consumers felt
they knew them and had no hesitation in inviting them into their
homes. There was the dancing Speedy seltzer tablet; the wise
looking Quaker on round cereal boxes and the smiling Green
Giant standing proudly over a mythological valley.
These symbols persuaded America gently into the context
of an emerging new system of consumer culture. It wasn’t really
about the content of their messages, the package labels or the
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words the new icons used to speak to America. The medium of
context was the real message. For example, one of the greatest
American television programs of all time was a Western of the
late 50s and early 60s called Bonanza. Most would suspect that
Bonanza was created to sell products of its advertisers. Yet
the real purpose of Bonanza was to persuade Americans on
the new medium of color television and make them buy color
television sets.
Americans thought they were buying smiling brand icons
and entertaining television programs but they were really being
persuaded to buy the “color” context of capitalism itself. This
early connection between capitalism and Madison Avenue is
persuasively argued in books like Roland Marchand’s Advertising
the American Dream and Stuart Ewen’s Captains of Consciousness.
Through the rest of the 20 th century, persuasion of American symbols became more hidden, more ubiquitous, more powerful, and more aligned with corporate interests. In his book
One Market Under God cultural critic Thomas Frank observes
that at no other moment in American history have the values
of American business and the corporation been more nakedly
and arrogantly ascendant. It is another way of saying that at no
other moment in American history have American symbols
been recruited in the service of selling business, corporations
and their brands, in the service, one might say, of symbol warfare.

Irony, Paradox and Power
The irony, paradox and power of ancient symbols finds it
most powerful contemporary expression in America.
Irony because America is as much a prisoner of her own
symbols as the rest of the world. After all, symbols first persuaded America to worship capitalism, market populism and
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economic democracy. Only later were these symbols exported
overseas. A culture itself locked into the subliminal trance of
the power of symbols now finds itself the target of much of
the world for exporting this power, a power it has never really
understood itself.
Paradox because America was founded at the intersection
of the symbolic dualities of equality and freedom, two cyclic
truths which are both true but cannot be true (or the dominant symbol) at any one particular point in time. As a result,
they have traded dominance back and forth under the guise
of the Democratic Party of social equality and the Republican
Party of economic freedom, between the equality of American
mass culture in the first half of the twentieth century and the
freedom of a segmented, pluralistic culture in the last half of the
twentieth century.
And finally, power because at no time in history have symbols
(and the modern Pandora’s Box they escape from called America) had such a ubiquitous effect on molding a global psyche.

Trance of Symbols
“That old black magic has me in its spell.
That old black magic that you weave so well.”  
That Old Black Magic
Song by Harold Arlen

In light of the paradox and irony of American symbols, one
of the key questions of modern times is whether the power of
symbols can be put into positive use within a global context
rather than for the continued perpetuation of symbols from
Hollywood and Madison Avenue directed at Americans and
indirectly into the global economy.
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Given the close relationship of American symbols with Hollywood entertainment and Madison Avenue advertising it is
questionable whether this will happen very soon. In the aftermath of September 11th many American leaders were adamant
about Americans returning back to the power of American
symbols under the rhetorical guise of getting the economy
moving again. The American economy is tied directly to symbols in that greater consumption of products means greater
consumption of symbols.
In a sense, the events of September 11th distracted America
for a period from the powerful spell of consumer symbols. For a
period they were able to consider the “medium” producing the
ubiquitous “messages” all about them. Somehow, symbols just
didn’t have their power over the American psyche anymore.
Even grand symbols like the Neiman Marcus Christmas catalog lost their power in these derailed times. Reflecting on the
arrival of her shiny new red and silver Neiman Marcus Christmas catalog, columnist Maureen Dowd writes in The New York
Times:
It makes you a little sick and a little wistful. Even though it was
printed only a month ago, it now seems as detached from the
moment as cave drawings, a document of an extinct culture that
reveled without apology in the trivial and gaudy, pushing luxury
to absurd heights. A simple hanger could not suffice when there
was a $65 mink hanger ‘too beautiful to tuck away in a closet.’ A
simple jean jacket could not suffice when there was a $2,785 jean
jacket with rabbit collar and cuffs. A simple baby carriage could
not suffice when there was a $4,250 Burberry pram with matching
$375 diaper bag.60

The catalog arrives in the midst of the growing economic
downturn and the cheerleading efforts of leaders to get things
back on track. She catches the irony of the moment when she
notes “America has developed an aversion to consumer over91
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indulgence at the very moment our leaders tell us the only way
to prevail against the terrorists and prop up our economy is
through consumer overindulgence.”  
But American symbols will most likely regain their control
over America as the shell-shockedness of the September atrocities become buried under the “Show must go on” necessity of
American consumer culture and its symbol labs in Hollywood
and on Madison Avenue. Aversion to consumer culture will
most likely fade into diversion from “big picture” concerns and
no one will be able to see the trickster “medium” behind all the
“messages.” Things will be back to business-as-usual normal.
The return back to the “normalness” of consumer culture
will be aided by the increasingly short attention span of the
American public, something both a creation as well as a product
of American symbols. Ralph Peters, a retired Army intelligence
officer, pinpoints the problem well just a few days after the
September atrocities. In The Wall Street Journal he wonders
whether our resolve will last. “Perhaps our greatest national
weakness,” he observes, “is our short attention span, and I fear
that in a surprisingly short time, we will forget our just anger.”  61
His points seem partially reinforced in the few days immediately
after the atrocities by the sudden fall in Neilsen TV ratings for
war news from an audience of 60 million on September 11th to
43 million on September 12th.
Yet if America is able to rise above the paradox, irony and
power-hold of symbolism, a most formidable ally might be
recruited to advance the cause of America within the global
community. In fact, using the power of symbols in this new way
may be a large part of the ultimate destiny of America, a nation
whose origin and history is so closely tied to symbols and the
great paradoxical dualities within them.
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The Spread of American Symbols
“As we were leaving, my Pakistani friend asked the school’s rector (of Darul Uloom Haqqania, the biggest madrasa or Islamic
school in Pakistan) a question he had posed to me, which I
couldn’t answer. ‘How come Americans are so good at selling
Coke and McDonald’s to people all over the world, but can’t
sell their policies?’ The rector replied ‘Because their policies
are poisonous and their Coke is sweet.’ ”  
Thomas Friedman
The New York Times
November 13, 2001

The strong subliminal power of American symbols over the
American population has spread throughout the world. It is this
symbolic power which has, in effect, created an invisible invasion force. A number of pundits suggest American freedom has
been the invading force, the target of terrorists hate. This might
be true but beyond the concept of freedom it is the expression
of freedom in symbols that has become the magnet of hatred
against America.
These expressions of freedom do not come with smart
weapon attacks or clandestine military operations as much as
with the opening up of a new McDonald’s or KFC in downtown
Karachi, Pakistan. They come not through the informational
techniques of broadcasting operations like The Voice of America but more through American TV shows and movies raining
down into homes and villages of the world through satellite
broadcasts.
Many talk of America’s political actions over the past thirty
years as providing the foundation for the radical fundamentalism of terrorists. They find the nexus of these political actions
in events like the support of Saudi Arabia or the Shah of Iran.
But the real invasion force has not been American politics and
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military force as much as the symbols of American consumer
culture and its attendant creation of the so-called “global”
economy.
The Islamic world feels especially hard-hit by this invasion.
In The Wilson Quarterly, Fouad Ajami, Professor of Middle Eastern Studies at Johns Hopkins University and a leading Islamic
scholar, writes “In fact, as Muslim societies become involved in
a global economy they can neither master nor ignore, both rulers and insurgents have no choices but to confront the American presence. America has become part of the uneven, painful
‘modernity’ of the Islamic world.”  62
The “painful modernity” of American symbols for the Islamic
world (and much of the rest of the world) is the connection of
symbols to consumer brands and products rather than more
transcendent things like religion and art. To much of the world,
America seems to have hijacked the ancient, communication
system of symbolism and put it into the service for selling
ephemeral, material things rather than expressing eternal, transcendent experiences of life. Many see this change in the use of
symbols from a system of expression to one of persuasion. For
many, it is not a welcome change.
But “painful modernity” has become a type of paradoxical
addiction to many in the world. They hate the persuasive commercial uses America has found for symbols. Yet, at the same
time, they can’t seem to stop buying hamburgers at McDonald’s
or watching that latest episode of American television.
The result is that the American symbol of modernity and
consumer culture has become an ambivalent one for much of
the Islamic world. As professor Fouad Ajami notes, American
embassies “are targeted by terrorists and besieged by visa
seekers” – those who want to destroy America and those who
want to come to America. Ajami knows about the visa seekers.
They are professionals who have given up on failed economies
and a restricted way of life. They are also the half-educated
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and the urban poor. In earlier times, Ajami notes, they would
never have sought opportunity and a new way of life in a distant
land.63

Nations as Symbols
American consumer symbol techniques have spread throughout the world. Americans showed that symbols could be used
to give magic power to otherwise mundane things called brands.
Now much of the world has learned techniques of using symbols to sell their own products and brands in the global economy. Perhaps no where is this most evident than the growing
trend to ally brand symbols with nations of the world.
In an issue of Foreign Affairs that hit the streets around the
events of 9/11, Peter van Ham observed “Image and reputation have become essential parts of a state’s strategic capital.
Like branded products, branded states depend on trust and
customer satisfaction. And they are the harbingers of a postmodern politics based on style as much as substance.”  64
These new “brand states,” notes van Ham, “have geographical and political settings that seem trivial compared to their
emotional resonance among an increasingly global audience of
consumers.” As advertisers know, a brand comprises a customer’s idea about a product. By extension, notes van Ham,
a “brand state” comprises the “outside world’s ideas about a
particular country.”  65
As Senior Research Fellow at the Netherlands Institute of
International Relations “Clingendael” in The Hague and author
of European Integration and the Postmodern Condition, van Ham
has a unique perspective. Interestingly, he feels the emerging
alliance of symbols and nations goes beyond the economics of
consumer culture:
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Creating a brand is not only economically desirable, it has considerable political and strategic implications, affecting even the
dynamics of NATO and EU enlargement. Hard-nosed security
analysts will argue that a state’s image is irrelevant: objective economic, political, and strategic calculations determine, for example,
whether a former communist state receives foreign direct investment and is offered NATO or EU membership … Why should we
assume that the public readily buys into the seductive meanings
of consumer capitalism but remains rational and objective when
making political decisions?66

The emergence of nations as brand symbols may very well
engender a new form of emotionalism into international relations. States and nations of the world take on more symbolic
personalities, their images more defined in the world market.
As van Ham notes, “We talk about a state’s personality in the
same way we discuss the products we consume, describing
it as ‘friendly’ (i.e., Western-oriented) and ‘credible’ (ally), or
‘aggressive’ (expansionist) and ‘unreliable’ (rogue).”  67
In the end, van Dam sees the disappearance of traditional
diplomacy as the world’s nations become a number of symbolic brands. Politicians will have to train themselves in brand
asset management and van Dam sees their new tasks as finding
brand niches for their states, engaging in competitive marketing,
assuring customer satisfaction and creating brand loyalty. The
world will see a new group of mega-symbols in this brand world:
Brand states will compete not only among themselves but also
with superbrands such as the EU, CNN, Microsoft, and the Roman
Catholic Church (boasting the oldest and most recognized logo
in the world, the crucifix). In this crowded arena, states that lack
relevant brand equity will not survive.68

Whether van Dam’s brand analogy for international relations
is too simplistic for a complex world remains to be seen. What
does seem clear though is that the American symbol-making
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system has been exported to the rest of the world and this will
change perceptions of nations in significant ways.

Corporations as Symbols
Corporations are really the “production factories” of symbols in the form of the products and brands they produce.
Sometimes, they are closely linked to these products. More
often, though, the modern corporation is little more than a
financing umbrella for a wide range of products and brands.
Whether or not corporations are closely linked to the symbols they produce, they can be viewed as stand alone symbols
themselves. In The Character of Organizations, William Bridges
proposes that organizations differ in character in the same way
individuals do.69 Bridges groups organizations into 16 different
personality types he calls an Organizational Character Index
(OCI). These parallel the 16 basic personality types originally
presented by Carl Jung and further developed by Catherine
Briggs and Isabel Briggs Myers into the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator (MBTI).
While Bridges’ OCI is not an adaptation of the MBTI, it is
based on the same four pairs of opposing tendencies that MBTI
adopted from Jung:
• Extraversion or Introversion
• Sensing or Intuition
• Thinking or Feeling
• Judging or Perceiving

As one example, Bridges offers the corporations UPS and
Federal Express. While both are in the same basic business, they
have very different “character” types. UPS has an introvert-
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ed-sensing-thinking-judging character while Federal Express has
an extraverted-intuitive-thinking-judging character.
Apart from attracting and influencing like-minded employees, corporations might also be seen as offering insight into
broad collective psychology of particular cultures at particular
times. Corporate success and popularity with consumers and
the investment community might be related to the symbolism
associated with its character in addition to the products it
makes. For instance, an extraverted corporation might find
more success when aligned with collective psychology of extraversion in culture at a particular time in the cycle of its symbols.
***

The symbolism of corporations is important from a domestic
standpoint but it also has a growing importance in the “battle of
symbols.” There is little doubt that corporations are playing an
increasing role in emerging global dynamics. Many international
corporations are more powerful than most nations with far
greater profits.
Robert Kaplan observes in The Atlantic that idealists have
dreamed of a world government for years. He argues that a
world government has been “quietly” emerging in the “increasingly dense ganglia of international corporations and markets
that are becoming the unseen arbiters of power in many countries.”  70 He notes that it is much more important nowadays
“for the leader of a developing country to get a hearing before
corporate investors at the World Economic Forum than to
speak before the UN General Assembly.”  71
Kaplan presents some impressive statistics to back up his
claim that corporations are becoming the new nation states.
Of the world’s hundred largest economies, fifty-one are not countries but corporations. While the 200 largest corporations employ
less than three fourths of one percent of the world’s work force,
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they account for 28 percent of world economic activity. The 500
largest corporations account for 70 percent of world trade.72

The above was written in 1997 and since then the trend of
international corporate power has certainly increased.
Kaplan argues that, “Corporations are like the feudal domains
that evolved into nation-states; they are nothing less than the
vanguard of a new Darwinian organization of politics.”  73
In the “battle of symbols,” international corporations (and
the symbols they represent) will play an increasingly important
part. Observers of symbols on a global scale will be wise to
look to the corporations in the background of the products and
brands they produce. The products and brands of international
corporations are the visible symbols of global invading forces
but the real invading symbols might be the overall corporation
that stands (less visibly) in the background of its products.

Civilizations as Symbols
All symbols possess opposites or dualities. Find one symbol,
like masculine, and there will be an opposite feminine symbol
in juxtaposition to it. Symbol opposition has been expressed as
the great paradox of life evident in ancient symbols like Yin and
Yang.
As evidenced in the founding of America at the intersection of the duality symbols of freedom and equality and their
expression in America’s two political parties, duality symbols
have found a strong application in creating the world’s most
powerful nation.
But duality symbols have also been powerfully exploited
for international political purposes. One of their most potent
political uses on an international scale was in the development
of communism. In The Communist Manifesto (1848) Marx and
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Engels used duality symbols of bourgeoisie and proletariat in
proposing warfare between the classes within a particular society.
While it is obvious that Marx was wrong in many ways,
he was also right in many ways. Writing in Dissent Magazine,
Shlomo Avineri notes that they were wrong when they predicted massive polarization between two great classes within
particular cultures. For the most part, this has not taken place
in the advanced industrial societies.
However, the polarization and duality did take place on a
global scale between capitalist and proletarian nations. The
class struggle envisioned by Marx within nations has really
become an economic struggle between nations. As Avineri
notes, “If Marx and Engels’ analyses are mostly invalid for the
advanced nations today, they have been vindicated by the facts
of globalization – the sweatshops of Asia, Africa, and Latin
America, with their child labor, their horrendously unsanitary
working and living conditions, and their lack of minimum-wage
laws and basic social welfare networks.”  74
One of America’s greatest scholars of international relations
suggests that this modern struggle between “capitalistic and
proletariat” nations has really evolved into a clash between
Eastern and Western civilization. This view is argued in the controversial book The Clash of Civilizations by Harvard professor
Samuel P. Huntington.
The fundamental source of conflict in this new world will not be
primarily ideological or primarily economic. The great divisions
among humankind and the dominating source of conflict will be
cultural. Nation states will remain the most powerful actors in
world affairs, but the principal conflicts of global politics will occur
between nations and groups of different civilizations. The clash of
civilizations will dominate global politics. The fault lines between
civilizations will be the battle lines of the future.75
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A number of Huntington’s major conclusions go against the
grain of traditional conceptions about the world and its civilizations, nations and cultures. Robert Kaplan offers an excellent
summary of these in the December 2001 Atlantic Monthly:76
• Culture-consciousness is getting stronger, not weaker, and states
or peoples may band together because of cultural similarities
rather than because of ideological ones as in the past. The future
will not be driven by ideologies or economics, but by ethnicity,
religion, and other cultural forces.
• The fact that the world is modernizing does not mean that it is
Westernizing. The impact of urbanization and mass communications, coupled with poverty and ethnic divisions, will not lead to
peoples’ everywhere thinking as Americans or Western culture
does.
• Asia, despite its ups and downs, is expanding militarily and economically. Islam is exploding demographically. The West may be
declining in relative influence.
• The Western belief that parliamentary democracy and free markets are suitable for everyone will bring the West into conflict
with civilizations – notably, Islam and the Chinese – that think
differently.
• In a multipolar world based loosely on civilizations rather than on
ideologies, Americans must reaffirm their Western identity.

In many respects Huntington’s clash of civilizations thesis is
really about the application of symbolism on a world scale and
the growing congregation of smaller symbols under two grand
international symbols. Understanding the world as a battle
between these two grand symbols may help the Western and
Eastern world create a new contextual map rather than chase
short flashes of political discontent sure to be erupting here and
there like so many miniature volcanoes over the coming years.
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Emerging Symbol of Islamic Civilization
“The underlying problem for the West is not Islamic fundamentalism. It is Islam, a different civilization whose people are
convinced of the superiority of their culture and are obsessed
with the inferiority of their power.”  
Samuel P. Huntington
The Clash of Civilizations
“In front of our eyes, a new organizing principle is emerging in
the world. Islamic extremism is an ideological challenge, and
states have to respond accordingly. Another Cold War is taking
shape. Its duration and scope are uncertain … The implications
are global.”  
David Pryce-Jones
National Review
November 5, 2001

In the first months after September 11th, President Bush
repeatedly stressed that the war on terrorism was not a war
on Islam. Yet it was difficult for many to see how the two could
be separated. Graham Fuller, former Vice-Chairman of the
National Intelligence Council at the CIA, observed that by seeking to separate Islam from politics, the West ignores the reality
that the two are intricately intertwined across a broad swath of
the globe from Northern Africa to Southeast Asia.77
A number of experts agreed. For them, the “enemy” symbol
was much larger than a handful of terrorists. Even President
Bush has hinted at this stating that those nations that “harbor”
terrorists are American enemies. What about the fundamentalist schools that educate young Islamic boys to become terrorists? What about a culture that “harbors” future terrorists?
Columnist Andrew Sullivan argues this is a religious war.
“The religious dimension of this conflict is central to its meaning.” The real target of September 11th was freedom and its
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expression in individual beliefs. This is only the beginning of an
epic battle. As Sullivan notes:
… this is surely a religious war – but not of Islam versus Christianity and Judaism. Rather, it is a war of fundamentalism against
faiths of all kinds that are at peace with freedom and modernity
… These conflicts have ancient roots, but they seem to be gaining
new force as modernity spreads and deepens.78

As Sullivan says, “They are our new wars of religion.” It is
a broad new enemy that others like Samuel Huntington agree
with. After China, Samuel Huntington sees the gravest challenge to the West as resurgent Islamic identity. To Huntington,
the problem goes far beyond violent Islamic extremists, fundamentalists and terrorists.
Huntington acknowledges the formal position of the Bush
administration that the West does not have problems with
Islam but only with violent Islamic extremists. But he suggests
“fourteen hundred years of history demonstrate otherwise”
observing:
The underlying problem for the West is not Islamic fundamentalism. It is Islam, a different civilization whose people are convinced
of the superiority of their culture and are obsessed with the inferiority of their power. The problem for Islam is not the CIA or the
U.S. Department of Defense. It is the West, a different civilization
whose people are convinced of the universality of their culture and
believe that their superior, if declining, power imposes on them
the obligation to extend that culture throughout the world. These
are the basic ingredients that fuel conflict between Islam and the
West.79

Others agree with Huntington. One of the leading authorities on the Middle East, Daniel Pipes, sees the enemy as much
broader than terrorists. Rather, it is militant Islam. Pipes notes
the problems with defining the enemy symbol as terrorists is
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that “Terrorism is a tactic, not an enemy.” Not explicitly defining the enemy “leads to confusion and dissension.”  
In confining the enemy symbol to the terrorist edge, the
larger symbol of militant Islam is rejected. As Pipes notes:
The president dismissed al-Qaida’s version of Islam as a repudiated
‘fringe form of Islamic extremism.’ Hardly. Muslims on the streets
of many places – Pakistan and Gaza, in particular – are fervently
rallying to the defense of al-Qaida’s vision of Islam. Likewise, the
president’s calling the terrorists ‘traitors to their own faith, trying,
in effect, to hijack Islam’ implies that other Muslims see them as
apostates, which is simply wrong.80

Daniel Pipes reminds that Al-Qaida enjoys wide popularity
and the very best the US government can hope for is a measure
of Muslim neutrality and apathy.
Others agree with Sullivan, Huntington and Pipes in drawing
the enemy in broader strokes. Conservative columnist William
F. Buckley, Jr. writes “Whatever is or is not authentic transcription of Islamic dogma, we do know that the people who ran the
airliners into the World Trade Center believed that a Koranic
voice was telling them to do what they did. We have the fourpage document that told them not only what to do, but what
to think.”  81
Buckley observes that we do not need to make the point
that Islam’s political and economic record is miserable, that
Turkey is the only one of 18 Muslim states that is democratically
governed. As Buckley says:
It is thought to be a sign of toleration to defer to Islam as simply
another religion. It isn’t that. It is a form of condescension. Carefully selected, there are Koranic preachments that are consistent
with civilized life. But on September 11th we were looked in the
face by a deed done by Muslims who understood themselves to
be acting out Muslim ideals. It is all very well for individual Muslim
spokesmen to assert the misjudgment of the terrorist, but the
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Islamic world is substantially made up of countries that ignore, or
countenance, or support terrorist activity.82

It goes beyond the Taliban and scattered cells of fundamentalists. Witness the wide protests against America in Karachi, Pakistan and the explanations of Mustafa Kamal Uddin,
a 32-year-old body-and-fender man in Karachi. Talking to a
reporter for The New York Times he says “You see, holy wars
come about only when Allah has no other way to maintain justice, times like now. That is why Allah took out his sword on
September 11th.”  
There are millions of others in the Middle East like Uddin,
not terrorists or members of the Taliban or the al-Qaida network but still seeing the epic, religious nature of the coming war. Andrew Sullivan observes that the coming conflict is
“indeed as momentous and as grave as the last major conflicts
against Nazism and Communism and why it is not hyperbole to
see it in these epic terms.” But Sullivan goes further and says
the enemy here is a “more formidable” enemy than Nazism or
Communism:
The secular totalitarianisms of the 20 th century were, in President
Bush’s memorable words, ‘discarded lies.’ They were fundamentalisms built on the very weak intellectual conceits of a master
race and a Communist revolution. But Islamic fundamentalism is
based on a glorious civilization and a great faith. It can harness and
co-opt and corrupt true and good believers if it has a propitious
and toxic enough environment.83

As Sullivan concludes, Islam has a more powerful logic than
either Stalin’s or Hitler’s Godless ideology, and it can serve as
a focal point for all the other societies in the world, “whose
resentment of Western success and civilization comes more
easily than the arduous task of accommodation to modernity.”  84
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But assuming the opposition symbol was much larger than
terrorism, it was still difficult to envision the form of this symbol. Rather than possess a stable outline it shimmered with the
watery movements of a mirage.
Literary critic and Islamic scholar Edward Said often commented on the difficulties the West had in seeing this symbol.
In his classic work Culture and Imperialism, he argued that hidden
agendas and distortions of fact often underlied even the most
“objective” coverage of the Islamic world.85
These hidden agendas were greatly magnified in modern
times. From the Iranian hostage crisis through the Gulf War and
the bombing of the World Trade Center, Said argued the American news media had portrayed Islam as a monolithic entity,
synonymous with terrorism and religious hysteria.
I have not been able to discover any period in European or American history since the Middle Ages in which Islam was generally discussed or thought about outside a framework created by passion,
prejudice, and political interests. 86

So the question about the emerging symbol of Islam came
down to one of shape as well as size.
The debate about this symbol the West was up against would
continue. One thing that few seemed to keep in mind was the
dynamic quality of symbols. As Jung suggested, the major symbols express the “spirit of their times.” In this sense, the symbol
of Islam to the West expressed the spirit of the times.
But what about the symbol of Islam in the Middle East? The
symbol of Islam was not just a one-sided affair to be defined
by the West. Rather it was in the constant state of definition
by the Islamic world. Graham Fuller makes this point very well
noting:
Most Western observers tend to look a the phenomenon of political Islam as if it were a butterfly in a collection box, captured and
skewered for eternity, or a set of texts unbendingly prescribing a
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single path. This is why some scholars who examine its core writings proclaim Islam to be incompatible with democracy – as if any
religion in its origins was about democracy at all.87

Fuller argues that such observers have the question wrong.
The real issue, he says, is not what Islam is, but what the Muslims want it to be. The West described what it was to them. But
the West could not describe what the Muslim world wanted it
to be.

Perceptions of Arabs
“The mere mention of academic Middle Eastern studies often
causes eyes to roll.”  
Martin Kramer
Ivory Towers on Sand

The emerging symbol of the Islamic civilization was negative for Arabs and the Islamic civilization before the events of
September 11th. A Gallup Poll in February of 2001, showed the
American public has generally held negative views of Arabs.88
In the February Gallup Poll, Americans were asked to say
whether they had a favorable or unfavorable opinion of 26
different countries around the world. From that list, the four
lowest-rated countries were Arabic or Middle Eastern: Libya,
Iraq, Iran and the Palestinian Authority. Americans were more
positive about two other Arab nations – Saudi Arabia and Egypt
– but these placed well behind the North American and European countries on the list.89
Country

Total Favorable

Total Unfavorable

# 1 Canada

90%

7%

# 2 Australia

85

8
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# 3 Great Britain

85

9

#17 Saudi Arabia

47

46

#19 China

45

48

#24 Iran

12

83

#25 Libya

11

75

9

85

#26 Iraq (last)

Table 4.1
Perceptions of Arabs
Gallup Poll, February 1-4, 2001
“Next, I’d like your overall opinion of some foreign countries.
First, is your overall opinion very favorable, mostly favorable,
mostly unfavorable, or very unfavorable?”  

American perceptions and understanding of the Islamic culture were helped little by the academic community. Leading
Middle Eastern expert Daniel Pipes noted that professors dismissed militant Islamic terror as unworthy of their attention.
As Pipes observed “Whoever paid attention before September
11 to the American professors who specialize in the Middle
East would have heard them dismiss militant Islamic terror as
unworthy of their attention.”  90
Pipes cites the opinion of Fawaz Gerges, a well-known Middle Eastern scholar whose credentials include connections to
Oxford, Cambridge and Harvard as well as a professorship
at Sarah Lawrence College in New York. Six months before
September 11th, Gerges declared himself skeptical of the U.S.
government’s warnings about terrorism and criticized what he
called “the terrorist industry” for exaggerating the “terrorist
threat to American citizens” and indirectly perpetuating an
“irrational fear of terrorism by focusing too much on farfetched
horrible scenarios.”  91
Martin Kramer reinforced the views of Pipes in his book
Ivory Towers on Sand that recounts the general failure of Mid108
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dle Eastern studies in America.92 Kramer describes a string
of missed opportunities, self-imposed isolation and failed predictions on the part of the university-based academics. For
Kramer, perhaps their most glaring mistake was their insistence
on seeing the surge of militant Islam as an Islamic version of the
16th century Protestant Reformation in Europe – ignoring that
Martin Luther’s goals were roughly opposite those of militant
Islam. Another failed prediction was that the Palestinians would
break the pattern of tyranny in Arabic-speaking countries and
establish a truly democratic rule. But this never happened and
the Palestinian Authority became just another dreary dictatorship.93
Kramer concludes “America’s academics have failed to predict or explain the major evolutions of Middle Eastern politics
and society over the past two decades.” Time and again, they
“have been taken by surprise by their subjects; time and again,
their paradigms have been swept away by events.”  94
But even when they were right in their predictions, Kramer
accuses them of neglect of the real problems facing America
and the Middle East. In place of these problems Kramer notes
they focused on studies with a theoretical bent without value
for understanding the practical problems. These failures have
greatly depleted academic’s credibility.95
In Washington, Kramer observes, “The mere mention of
academic Middle Eastern studies often causes eyes to roll.”
Kramer argues that journalists, think-tankers and ex-government officials have largely filled the gap left by failure of academics in addressing this area. Kramer concludes that a few dozen
think tank experts “managed to establish more public credibility” than the 2,000-plus professors who concern themselves
with Middle East issues.96
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Emerging Symbol of Western Civilization
“The true face of the West has to be exposed to all mankind, including people in the West itself. And, simultaneously,
an alternative civilization of Islam has to be shaped from the
Seerah of the Prophet, upon whom be peace.”  
Dr. Kalim Siddiqui
“Political Dimensions of the Seerah”  
“Not only is the Cold War over, but the post-cold-war is also
over.”  
Secretary of State Colin Powell
October 2001
“About all the Muslim world knows about us is that we support
Israel, we killed 300,000 Iraqis – and Saddam Hussein is still
there – and now we’re doing the same thing in Afghanistan.
Most of what else they know about us comes from old reruns
of Dallas.”  97
David Townsend
Political Strategist

During the first few months after the September attacks
there was continuous debate over the unity of the Islamic symbol. Its size (measured by Muslims in the world) seemed pretty
well fixed at around 1.2 billion. The question came down to
relationships between major sects and nations within the Muslim world. There were numerous bitter civil wars in progress at
all times. Could they be motivated to march under one banner
against the West?
No one in the West particularly wanted to stir up this (not
exactly sleeping) giant. President Bush was careful to point out
in all of his statements that the war was against terrorists and
not the Islamic civilization. There were a number of skeptics like
Samuel Huntington, Daniel Pipes and Andrew Sullivan of the
terrorist enemy scenario. Yet most agreed it was a politically
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correct positioning in the new world of images and symbols, a
time when defining the enemy as a big symbol just might serve
to make it big.
***

A similar symbol-making process was at work inside the
ranks of Islamic fundamentalism philosophers where a vigorous propaganda campaign worked to paint the West as a great
monolithic empire attacking all Moslem culture rather than
scattered terrorist cells within it. Kalim Siddiqui, one of the
foremost radical thinkers of the contemporary global Islamic
movement and Director of the Muslim Institute in London,
expressed this view in his paper “Political Dimensions of the
Seerah” which he was working on at the time of his death in
1996. In 1998 “Political Dimensions” was published by the Institute of Contemporary Islamic Thought (ICIT) and put up on
their website.
As noted on the ICIT website, Siddiqui’s commitment “was
to helping generate an ‘intellectual revolution’ in Islamic social
and political thought, which could lay the foundations for a
future Islamic civilization and world order.” Towards the end of
his paper Siddiqui suggests some dimensions of the enemy and
the revolution:
Today all mankind is in the grip of a single civilization, its power,
values, culture and economy. This dominant civilization is the
Western civilization, while the civilization of Islam now exists only
as a dismembered sub-culture in various forms in different parts of
the world. Islam no longer has a civilization that can claim to have
global power or a working economic system, though it still has
strong values that are global, and also retains a global cultural and
political identity. It is this global political presence that the West is
now trying to brand as ‘fundamentalist’ and ‘terrorist.’ 98
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The philosophy of Siddiqui continued on a tradition of radical
Islamic philosophy. One of the main sources of this radicalism
began with a towering philosopher of Islamic thought – Ibn Taymiyya – who lived in Damascus in the 13th and 14th centuries.
Taymiyya’s philosophy was carried into the 20th century by
Sayyid Maududi (Mawdudi). His ideas had the greatest influence on Sayyid Qutb. With Qutb there is a direct connection
to modern Islamic fundamentalism. His books Signposts on the
Road (aka Milestones), In the Shade of the Quran and Social Justice
in Islam held the greatest influence for the two men who influenced Osama bin Laden the most: Abdullah Azzam and Safar al
Hawali. Both were steeped in the writings of Qutb.
***

The actions of September 11th were really influenced more
by the radical philosophy of Sayyid Qutb than the Quran. The
ultimate goal of Osama bin Laden and his network was the unification of major sects, factions and nation states within Islamic
culture. While some early news reports showed street people
in cities like Karachi and Kabul whipped into a type of frenzied
support for the bin Laden group, there was little evidence that
Muslim leaders had created any formal alliances between parts
of the Muslim world.
If anything, the early results of the terrorist actions served
to unify the symbol of the West rather than the symbol of the
Islamic culture. In effect, it made the West into more of that
“dominant civilization” Siddiqui wrote about. After September 11th, America’s vicious cultural wars arrived at a period
of cease-fire as polls indicated unprecedented support for the
Bush administration from the American people. While the symbol of this new American unity was still liquid and forming, it
seemed Americans would patriotically stand behind whatever it
would eventually become.
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There was a similar type of cease-fire between antagonists
in the international arena. It had the effect of welding together
new Western alliances. Britain seemed closer to America than
it had been in years through the emotional pronouncements of
Prime Minister Tony Blair. There were also statements of support for the new alliance from various Kings and nations of the
Middle East. America took much of these statements coming
out of the Middle East with a well-placed skepticism.
Perhaps the most interesting news was the possibility for
a new alliance between the “big three” superpower nations:
America, China and the Soviet Union. There was the October
2001 economic summit in Shanghai where Bush and Putin met
with Chinese President Jiang Zemin and the prospects seemed
good for a new coalition between them. The last time the three
superpowers were in a coalition to defeat a common enemy
was in the spring of 1945 when Stalin belatedly joined Harry
Truman and Chiang Kai-shek in the battle against Japan.
As David Sanger pointed out in The New York Times, the
1945 alliance was “a fragile alliance of convenience, ridden with
mutual suspicion,” one that all three leaders knew couldn’t last.
Of course it didn’t last and within a year was torn apart by
the emerging Cold War. Yet, as Sanger notes, even the fall of
Communism and the “economic glue” of globalization was not
enough to bring the three together again. “So it was striking,”
says Sanger when “all signed up for the war on terrorism.”  99
The new-found unity of the “big three” created by the terrorist threat was also striking to leading experts. Sanger quotes
Ernest May of Harvard, the dean of American diplomatic historians, as saying “Many of us predicted that sometime, somewhere, there could be a major act of terrorism in the United
States. But it never occurred to any of us that it might trigger a
wholly different relationship among the superpowers and other
governments – and put America, Russia and China back to
roughly where they were at the end of World War II.”  100
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But while terrorism may have been the instigating crisis forging the possibility of a new coalition between the three, it was
really economic interests that provided the real “glue” holding
the superpowers together. President Bush’s national security
advisor Condolezza Rice said the new coalition “has a good
chance of lasting this time” noting:
… the Russians in particular are trying to move toward integration
into the West. And I think the Chinese, while not politically moving in that direction, recognize that the forces of globalization, and
particularly the economic forces, leave them few choices but good
relations with the West.101

President Bush made the economic point even more forcefully by declaring at the summit that world markets were really
the terrorist targets. “Terrorists want to turn the openness of
the global economy against itself,” Bush told a group of chief
executives. “We must not let them.”  102
Bush’s placing an economic “card” on the table seemed
appropriate for an economic summit especially in the context of
declining global markets precipitated by the September attacks.
Yet it also represented a subtle shift in the subtextual strata of
the landscape underlying the emerging battlefield of symbols.
On this new battlefield, the well being of a global economy might serve as a grander symbol for the West than that
tattered old concept of freedom. After all, “freedom” was a
tricky, suspect idea for much of the world, especially the historic Communist regimes of Russia and China. And too, it had
a close association with that label “Made in America” worn by
so many products invading the global economy. Better invoke
the current economic symbol of a global system rather than the
suggestion of the politics behind the system.
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Emerging Symbol City of the Global Economy
“If God lets Shanghai endure, he owes an apology to Sodom
and Gomorrah”  
Shanghai Missionary

The October 2001 economic summit in Shanghai suggested
global economics rather than freedom as the new poster child
symbol of the West. In the reborn city of Shanghai, the global
economy perhaps found embodiment in a glittering new symbol.
It wasn’t really a new symbol, though. Rather it was one
that had “been around the block” so to speak. The Treaty
of Nanking ended the First Opium War between Britain and
China in 1842 and granted trading concessions in Shanghai to
the European powers. The international currents shaping the
city over the next hundred years were a mixture of British
merchants, Chinese warlords, Russian emigrés, Sephardic Jews
and German spies. They exploited its extraterritorial status to
make Shanghai a hotbed of greed, vice, and intrigue. In all of
this, opium was crucial to the city’s extraordinary wealth and
lawlessness.103
Now, with the arrival of the economic summit, there seemed
to be a conspicuous effort to evolve it into the grand symbol
city of the emerging global economy. The venue of the conference in colonial Asia’s most decadent city seemed an important
part of a new realignment of symbols. As is often the case, this
background context revealed as much as the content of actions
in the foreground.
City officials and the Chinese government had worked hard
to give Shanghai a grand face-lift for the international conference. Their efforts paid off. President Bush was amazed at the
modern city he saw from the windows of his limousine on his
ride from the airport to the Ritz-Carlton hotel saying he was
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“startled” by the “mind-boggling,” “miraculous” and “incredible” city.104
Shanghai looked like she was vying for the new symbol city of
the global economy. At least it seemed the Chinese were trying
to remake her into something new and different from the old
city of the Opium Wars. New York City had been the symbol
city for the global economy. But New York was wounded and
still shell-shocked. Was it time to challenge the status of New
York City and even America itself as symbols for the new global
economy?
The Chinese certainly seemed intent on this type of symbol
making activity in Shanghai. Craig Smith writes in The New York
Times that in the year leading up to the summit acres of sod
were laid down and forests of trees planted. Street-front buildings were freshened up with new paint and unfinished buildings
were cloaked behind bright new billboards or neat green netting. Smith notes that nothing was left to chance:
Polluting factories around the city were ordered to shut while
building-top video monitors watched for any offending plume so
that its source could be shut down before smoke marred the blue
October sky.105

And the city government urged Shanghai residents to stay
home which had the effect of emptying large swaths of the city
for the benefit of the city’s important international visitors.
Shanghai city planners may have taken lessons from the designers of Disneyland.
Like Disneyland visitors (or “guests”  ), it was difficult to peek
behind the vast sets and “false fronts” of the sparkling new
mega-city. It was especially difficult for the important “guest”
George Bush in the Shanghai “theme park” to really see the city
behind the fronts. As Craig Smith noted, “President Bush saw
Shanghai … but Shanghai didn’t see much of him.” He came and
went from the Ritz-Carlton by way of an underground parking
116
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garage taking a freight elevator to the 45th floor suite. He was
not even allowed a run in the morning air but instead had to use
a treadmill installed in his room.106
When the conference was over and the world leaders
headed home more than one of them must have wondered if a
new type of global capital was emerging from the rubble of old
Shanghai.

Perceptions of Americans
“Imperialist aggression shattered the fond dreams of the Chinese about learning from the West. It was very odd – why
were the teachers always committing aggression against the
pupil? The Chinese learned a great deal from the West, but
they could never make it work and were never able to realize
their ideals.”
Mao Zedong
1949
“President Bush said he was amazed at the hatred of America
expressed by many people abroad over the U.S. campaign in
Afghanistan. He is right that our target is terrorism, which
hurts the poor as it does the rich. But it is not so surprising that
the miserable of the earth should resent the richest and most
powerful country.”  
Anthony Lewis
The New York Times
October 20, 2001

The influential Wilson Quarterly devoted a special issue in
Spring 2001 to the subject “How the World Views America.”
The issue was precipitated by the puzzlement of Americans in
understanding why they were disliked around the world. As the
editors noted, “The overwhelming predominance of the United
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States in the post-Cold War world has left many Americans
uneasy – and a bit perplexed. Why, we wonder, doesn’t the
world see us as we tend to see ourselves, as selfless champions
of freedom and democracy?”  107
Denis Lacorne noted the French sense that “the United
States has become more arrogant and isolationist.” He discussed the negative perceptions of Americans in a 2001 SOFRES/French American Foundation public opinion poll noting
that nearly half the French (48 percent) express “neither sympathy, nor lack of sympathy” for the United States.108
Allister Sparks wrote of South Africa’s love-hate relationship
with America. “There is a genuine bewilderment,” she said, “at
the fact that the United States is not universally admired but is,
rather, often seen as domineering and manipulative.”  109
Wang Jisi wrote about the Chinese view of America, perhaps
the most important of all in the emerging battle of symbols.
He noted a recent survey of a cross-section of Chinese society
about attitudes towards America. Respondents were asked to
give the first word that came to mind at the mention of the
Untied States. “Thirty-four percent of them answered ‘modernization,’ ‘affluence,’ or ‘high-tech’; 11.6 percent said ‘democracy’ or ‘freedom’; and 29 percent responded ‘overbearing,’
‘hegemonic,’ ‘arrogant,’ or ‘the world’s policeman.’ ”  110
Jisi said the sum of these responses is a fair representation of
China’s ambivalent sentiments about America. While the Chinese people view American “domestic affairs with favorable or
mixed feelings, they take a quite negative view of the role and
behavior of the United States in global affairs.”  111
Overall, Jisi observed most Chinese have a mixture of images
of America.
Deep in the Chinese mind lurks a strange combination of images of
America – a repressive hegemon, a sentimental imperialist, a grave
threat, a hypocritical crusader, a contagious disease, a successful
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polity, a gorgeous land, a ravishing culture, an indispensable partner, a fond dream, and a patronizing teacher.112

Within these mixed images, Jisi noted there is a general feeling in the Chinese that they are used by America.
“United States needed China in the past to counter the
Soviet Union – and needs a new enemy today to continue the
Cold War.”  113
As one might expect, there exists an extremely negative
attitude about America in the Islamic world. Fouad Ajami, one
of America’s leading Middle Eastern scholars, writes that denial
centers around America in the Arab world. “There can be no
written praise of America, no acknowledgement of its tolerance or hospitality, or of the yearnings America has stirred in
Karachi and Teheran, Cairo and Beirut, and in the streets of
Ramallah.” No intellectual can speak kindly of America. “The
attraction has to be hidden, or never fully owned up to.”  114
Disturbingly, Ajami concludes, “I know of no serious work
of commentary in Arab lands in recent years that has spoken
of the American political experience or the American cultural
landscape with any appreciation. The anti-Americanism is automatic, unexamined, innate.” It is ubiquitous also. “To self-styled
‘liberals,’ America is the upholder of reaction; to Islamists, a
defiling presence; to pan-Arabists, the backer of a Zionist project to dominate the region.”   115
The other articles in the special issue only reconfirm these
views.116 From the articles a few conclusions could be reached:
the United States could not avoid engagement with the world;
at the same time, it could not forgo its role as a beacon of liberty and democracy.
However, a subtext underlying global perceptions of America was the notion that American “democracy” itself had also
changed over the years. Once it symbolized freedom from
political oppression. But in the postmodern consumerist world
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democracy better symbolized a freedom to “shop ‘till you
drop” mentality. Cultural critic Morris Berman argued in The
Twilight of American Culture that late 20 th century America had
turned into a “zoned-out, stupefied populace.” Under these
conditions, democracy became “nothing more than the right
to shop, or to choose between Wendy’s and Burger King, or
to stare at CNN and think that this managed infotainment is
actually the news.”  117
Whether one agrees or not with Berman’s assessment of
America, much of the world felt America was operating under
this new hybrid form of “consumer democracy.” These unfavorable symbols were expanded into a broad, “panoramic” view of
America and then transmitted to the rest of the world.

Close-Ups and Panoramas
“They didn’t think we were a nation that could conceivably
sacrifice for something greater than our self, that we were
soft, that we were so self-absorbed and so materialistic that we
wouldn’t defend anything we believed in. My, were they wrong.
They just were reading the wrong magazine, or watching the
wrong Springer show.”
President George W. Bush
March 12, 2002

A large part of the terrorist strategy was to unify the world
while splitting American culture. However, the September
11th actions largely had the opposite effect. The Muslim world
became more segmented while America found a new level of
unity behind President George Bush.
The results were predictable in many respects. It was logical for certain Moslem groups to divorce themselves from the
American consequences of being associated with terrorists. At
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the same time, America always found the greatest unity under
the common banner of patriotism stirred by the violent attacks.
Yet to an extent, the results also seemed shaped by the subtle machinery of propaganda. While one could agree that the
Muslim world was complex and diverse, it seemed that some
were working overtime to make sure this point was brought
home to the American people. The same type of propaganda
machinery seemed at work on the image of America. Certainly
it had found a new unity in its patriotic fervor but it still was
the great melting-pot nation of the world full of diverse groups.
The issues of unity or diversity within Muslim and American
culture became an unsettled topic of debate. The administration argued Muslim culture was diverse and complex and
the radical elements within it only a small part split off from
mainstream culture. But a number of scholars like Bernard
Lewis, Samuel Huntington and Daniel Pipes felt radicalism was
inherent in much of the Muslim world. Strangely, though, there
was little debate about diversity in American culture. Even
raising the question in the first place seemed unpatriotic after
September 11th.
The result was to make the Muslim culture a relatively hard
target for criticism while making the American culture a relatively easy one. The Taliban and fundamentalists were said to
be a small part of the Muslim world. But, as President Bush
mentioned, shows like Jerry Springer were seen to symbolize
overall American culture. One often heard the pronouncement
that not all Muslims are terrorists. Yet one hardly ever heard
that not all Americans watched The Jerry Springer Show. The best
of Muslim culture was presented to the world while the worst
of American culture went forward into the global arena.
A curious reversal process seemed at work here. The world
was asked to focus in on a particular segment of Muslim culture with a telephoto lens. At the same time, it was asked to
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pull back and see American culture with an all-encompassing
wide-angle lens.
There might have been some logic to the views. But manipulation more than logic seemed at work. Behind the views
one sensed some form of director controlling the perspectives
much like a Hollywood director shooting a close-up or sweeping panoramic shot in a movie.

Islam as Medium Cool
“Any hot medium allows of less participation than a cool one,
as a lecture makes for less participation than a seminar, and a
book for less than dialogue … our own time is crowded with
examples of the principle that the hot form excludes, and the
cool one includes.”  
Marshall McLuhan
Understanding Media
“Bin Laden’s elusiveness and invisibility are actually sources of
his strength. Indeed, his absence has become an overwhelming
presence for those who seek him.”  
Mark Taylor
Williams College

In early November of 2001 novelist Salman Rushdie weighed
in on the “clash of civilizations” side of the debate with a
twist.118 Rushdie argued that leaders had been repeating the
“mantra” that the war is not about Islam for various reasons.
Rushdie saw some of these reasons (like deterring “reprisal
attacks on innocent Muslims living in the West”  ) as “virtuous”
ones centered on hope. Others are based on a political strategy
that attempts to play down the size of the opposition for coalition building reasons. As Rushdie said, “if the United States is
to maintain its coalition against terror it can’t afford to suggest
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that Islam and terrorism are in any way related.” The trouble
with this “necessary disclaimer” is that it isn’t true.
If this isn’t about Islam, why the worldwide Muslim demonstrations in support of Osama bin Laden and Al Qaeda? Why did those
10,000 men armed with swords and axes mass on the Pakistan-Afghanistan frontier, answering some mullah’s call to jihad? Why are
the war’s first British casualties three Muslim men who died fighting on the Taliban side?119

Rushdie noted that events like the above showed that “of
course” the conflict is about Islam.
At the same time he pointed out that Islam is a pretty amorphous stand-in for a villain symbol. “The question is,” Rushdie
asks, “what exactly does that (Islam) mean?” Islam can and
does mean a number of things to millions of people around the
world.
After all, most religious belief isn’t very theological. Most Muslims
are not profound Koranic analysts. For a vast number of ‘believing’
Muslim men, ‘Islam’ stands, in a jumbled, half-examined way, not
only for the fear of God – the fear more than the love, one suspects – but also for a cluster of customs, opinions and prejudices
that include their dietary practices; the sequestration or near-sequestration of ‘their’ women; the sermons delivered by their mullahs of choice; a loathing of modern society in general, riddled as
it is with music, godlessness and sex; and a more particularized
loathing (and fear) of the prospect that their own immediate surroundings could be taken over – ‘Westoxicated’ – by the liberal
Western-style way of life.120

It is this amorphous “cluster of customs, opinions and prejudices” that draws together millions around the world with a
particular invisible gravity.
Invisibility, whether it is of the fundamentalist network
around the world or bin Laden and his direct terrorist perpetuators, ironically invites a type of participation mystique. In this
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respect, the very lack of definition allows for others to become
part of the definition by participating in its invisibility. And perhaps even becoming part of this invisibility?
Professor Mark Taylor of Williams College makes an interesting observation about the greater visibility of invisibility.
“Bin Laden’s elusiveness and invisibility are actually sources of
his strength. Indeed, his absence has become an overwhelming
presence for those who seek him. This is why his death will
solve very little. When placed in a ritual context, the sacrificial
victim is reborn in the spirit of the community of his followers.”  121
The wandering, perpetual homelessness of the terrorist
groups allow for imaginations to fill in the blank physical space
of where they are. Much like cyberspace allows this. Marshall
McLuhan would term this transparency of Islam and the terrorists perhaps a form of “cool” medium or a symbol inviting
participation because it was less filled with data than a “hot”
medium. Radio and movies are hot mediums allowing less participation. Telephones and television are cool mediums allowing
more participation.
Arthur Kroker, one of McLuhan’s leading contemporary
translators, applies this to the current situation. Kroker notes
“Dissuasion is inoperative. Again, the code of dissuasion is
intimately linked to a politics founded on preserving territory.
However, viral power is terroristic precisely because it occupies only the imaginary territory of symbolic exchange.”  122
One is reminded of a successful commercial deployment of
the “medium cool” of negative space and its “imaginary territory” in the Absolut Vodka campaign. In the same way that
there is no space inhabited by the “star” brand of the ads, there
is no real space inhabited by the terrorists.
Cultural critic Naomi Klein writes about the power of Absolut Vodka, negative space and the invisible “hero” product
observing, “its brand was nothing but a blank bottle-shaped
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space that could be filled with whatever content a particular
audience most wanted from its brands.”  123
While the hot medium of high information Western culture
confronts the cool medium of low information terrorism, one
might also suggest that the war against terrorists is a low information war.
In effect, the war itself might be viewed as a form of medium
cool in the restrictions of photos and television footage of the
war. We are left to a scattered montage of photos forced to
make sense out of the montage. On the front page of the October 21st New York Times, there are the strange night-vision green
photos of Special Forces. Unlike Vietnam where television journalists reported on nightly news from the frontlines, Americans
are left to connect the lines between the “dots” of information.
They are left to participate in it in their own imaginary way
… to create their own internal images. The war becomes
something like that negative space of the Absolut Vodka ads.
As Canadian media theorist Arthur Kroker observes, “The
terrorism of the new age of viral power … claims no responsibility and thus speaks clearly to the cultural imagination of the
suppressed and powerless everywhere.”  124
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“Couple”
Jan Beran
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“East is East and West is West, and never the twain shall meet.”  
Rudyard Kipling
“Obviously, the West must defend itself by whatever means
will be effective. But in devising strategies to fight terrorists,
it would surely be useful to understand the forces that drive
them.”  
Bernard Lewis
“License to Kill”
Foreign Affairs (November/December 1998)

T

here is the old admonition that it is dangerous to see
the world in terms of black and white. And there was a
revival of this admonition after the events of September
th
11 . Writing in The New York Times Book Review Philip Wilcox,
Jr. argued the West needs to search for ways to “strengthen the
common bonds between Western values and Islam” in order to
“combat the notion” of a clash of civilizations thesis.125
Others disagreed with Wilcox. To them, it was even more
dangerous to see things with the gray pluralistic relativism of
the postmodern years. It was not a matter of “strengthening
common bonds” but of reinforcing separate borders.
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In late September 2001, there was a message scrawled on a
piece of notebook paper and posted on an elementary school
bulletin board in Sonoma, California. The words were written
in what looked like the handwriting of a child learning to write.
The note read “An eye for an eye only ends up making the
whole world blind.” It was a statement from Mahatma Gandhi.
As usual, the truth seemed to lurk somewhere between
extremes. While the symbolism of Western civilization clashing
with Eastern civilization seemed too broad, the symbolism of
America confronting an isolated group of terrorists seemed
too small.
Apart from questions about the size of the symbols in opposition, there were also questions about the nature of the symbols. There were the familiar themes such as a clash between
the rich and poor, industrialized nations and developing third
world nations, liberal democracies and totalitarian regimes,
capitalism and socialism, modernity and traditional cultures,
freedom and slavery.
Arguments will continue about the true nature of the enemy
and the symbols in opposition. In a large sense, they will be
arguments centered on politics and ultimate answers will be
political in nature.
But these arguments will take place in the contextual arena
of symbolism and its dynamic paradigm of two symbol systems in confrontation. Political answers are really expressions
of symbolic dualities. Much of these elements are historical.
Within this large historical context, contemporary expressions
of these symbols battle against each other. Before we can
understand the meaning of contemporary symbols, we need
to first understand the traditional dualities they emerge from.
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West and East
West and East are the greatest geographical divisions but
they are better viewed as psychological dualities rather than
geographic ones.
Freud’s brilliant disciple Otto Rank suggested these psychological dualities when he observed that human psychology is a
paradox caught between the dual fears of life and death. As he
notes in Will Therapy:
The fear in birth, which we have designated as fear of life, seems to
me actually the fear of having to live as an isolated individual, and
not the reverse, the fear of loss of individuality (death fear). That
would mean, however, that primary fear corresponds to a fear of
separation from the whole, therefore a fear of individuation, on
account of which I would like to call it fear of life, although it may
appear later as fear of the loss of this dearly bought individuality as
fear of death, of being dissolved again into the whole.126

To Rank, the conflict was never resolved within the individual. As he observed, “Between these two fear possibilities,
these poles of fear, the individual is thrown back and forth all
his life.”  
These internal dualities have symbolic correspondence to
other psychic dualities like masculine and feminine, consciousness and unconsciousness, fragmentation and wholeness, separation and unity, outward and inward, freedom and equality.
The dynamics of psychology find their broadest external
expression in the global symbolism of East and West. This
symbolism has gained such a wide acceptance that one can talk
of an Eastern and Western zeitgeist or worldview. Historically,
the directions of east and west are closely tied to the daily cycle
of sunrise in the east and sunset in the west. This daily cycle
represents one of the earliest and most powerful symbols to
mankind. Sunrise in the east has always been associated with
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the symbol of birth. Sunset in the west has always been associated with the symbol of death. The day is born in the east and
dies in the west.
And too, from the perspective of linear time, the fact that
civilization was born in the East is one reason it has been called
the “cradle” of civilization. Ancient cultures and values are associated with the East and wisdom associated with the Far East.
Associated with the East are additional symbolic correspondences such as spring, hope and childhood. It is the direction
to which worship is oriented, especially for the solar gods of
ancient times. The East possesses a general symbolism of the
past and the ancient world.
The symbolism of home also has a correspondence to the
symbol of the East because home is associated with birth, childhood and youth. One example of this home symbolism is used
in Hermann Hesse’s The Journey to the East. On admission to a
certain “League” the narrator observes that one of the secrets
of the League is a pilgrimage to the home of the East:
To my great pleasure, immediately on admission to the League,
we novitiates were given insight to our prospects … I realized
that I had joined a pilgrimage to the East … this expedition to the
East was not only mine and now; this procession of believers and
disciples had always and incessantly been moving towards the East,
towards the Home of Light. Throughout the centuries it had been
on the way, towards light and wonder, and each member … was
only a wave in the eternal stream of human beings, of the eternal
strivings of the human spirit towards the East, towards Home.127

For Hesse, the quest for spiritual values is symbolized by a
pilgrimage “home” towards the birth of civilization in the East.
In opposition to the East’s general symbolism of the past and
the ancient world, the West has symbolism of the future and the
modern world of advanced cultures and scientific progress. The
West represents the direction of a journey away from home. It
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has been the major direction of exploration by world explorers
culminating with the discovery of America by Columbus.
West
Masculine
Future
Place
Eye
Relative
Above
Outside

East
Feminine
Past
Space
Ear
Absolute
Below
Inside

Table 5.1
Traditional Symbols of West and East

Associated with the West is the season of autumn, old age
and death. In China, West symbolizes dryness and sorrow and
the element of metal, the color white and the White Tiger. In
Egyptian mythology, the “western lands” are the territory the
souls of the dead make a hazardous pilgrimage to in their quest
for immortality.
Within this Western symbolism lurks an unusual paradox.
From the standpoint of linear, changing time, the West is a
younger culture than the East. It is the Western child of the
Eastern mother. At the same time, Western culture can also
be viewed not as a child of the East but as the wanderings of
the East. In this sense, there is no Western child born from
an Eastern mother but only the wanderings through history
of the original Eastern mother who grows progressively older
and older. Youth and birth spent in the East through history
becomes old age through the journey West.
The symbols of East and West are elaborated by Carl Jung in
Psychology and Religion: West and East. “In the East,” notes Jung,
“the inner man has always had such a firm hold on the outer
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man that the world had no chance of tearing him away from his
inner roots; in the West, the outer man gained the ascendancy
to such an extent that he was alienated from his innermost
being.”  128
Elsewhere in Psychology and Religion Jung speaks of the “extraverted tendency of the West and introverted tendency of the
East.” Jung uses contextual space symbolism in comparing the
East and the West observing the “West is always seeking uplift,
but the East seek a sinking or deepening.” Jung notes that
outer reality, with its bodiliness and weight, appears to make a
much stronger impression on the European than it does on the
Indian. “The European seeks to raise himself above this world,
while the Indian likes to turn back into the maternal depths of
Nature.”  129
In America, the symbolism of East and West has continually
played out throughout the nation’s short history. The West
represents the new and undiscovered and less civilized while
the East represents the traditional and civilized. This dichotomy is seen perhaps most clearly in the genre of the American Western film. A lawman from the East comes to tame a
lawless town of the West. Soldiers from the East come to the
West to tame the lawless native Indians of the West. Culture
throughout American history has been established in the East
and carried out West.
Yet current global symbolism of East and West seems
reversed from this symbolism of America’s own history. In the
new “clash of symbols” the West represents the civilized territory and parts of the East the uncivilized. The free world has
issued its own “Wanted Dead or Alive” posters for the terrorists of the East and symbolically “rides” East to restore law and
order much like lawmen in John Ford’s Westerns ride West to
restore law and order.
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Masculine and Feminine
“Men Are Particles, Women Are Waves.”
Lance Hardie
The Quest
(March/April 1999)
“Man, he lives in jerks-baby born an’a man dies, an’that’s a jerkgets a farm an’ loses his farm, an’ that’s a jerk. Woman, it’s all
one flow, like a stream, little eddies, little waterfalls, but the
river, it goes right on. Woman looks at it like that.”  
John Steinbeck
The Grapes of Wrath
“This primordial pair of opposites symbolizes every conceivable pair of opposites that may occur; hot and cold, light and
dark, north and south, dry and damp, good and bad, conscious
and unconscious.”  
Carl Jung
Psychology and Alchemy

The archetypes of masculine and feminine are some of the
earliest and most powerful symbol dualities. Correspondences
to the feminine symbol are such concepts and phenomena as
equality, commonality, unconsciousness, simultaneity, intuition,
space and oral auditory media. These concepts are associated
with the beginning of cycles. Correspondences to the masculine
symbol are concepts such as freedom, individualism, consciousness, linearity, thinking, place and phonetic media. These concepts are associated with the ending of cycles.
As we have observed, movement between cyclic dualities
proceeds from the feminine to the masculine symbol. While
individuals and cultures all move from feminine to masculine
symbols, one of them comes to dominate cultures during certain periods of history in the guise of matriarchal cultures
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(feminine, mother) or patriarchal cultures (masculine, father)
cultures.
The East has traditionally been associated with the feminine
symbol while the West with the masculine symbol. The Eastern
“mother” gives birth to her Western child. Correspondences
associated with feminine symbols define aspects of Eastern
culture. Correspondences associated with masculine symbols
define elements of Western culture.
In spite of historical associations, there is constant dynamics
between the symbols of masculine and feminine in all cultures.
Within the contemporary world, one observes that the greatest dynamics occur in democracies while the least dynamics
occur in authoritarian cultures.
America represents the greatest contemporary dynamics
between masculine and feminine. As we have noted, the two
symbols are embodied in founding principles and constantly
battle each other in the two political parties. Contemporary
Islamic culture represents the least dynamics between the masculine and feminine symbols with the domination of the masculine symbol and the repression of the feminine symbol.

Future and Past
“Between these two fear possibilities (the fear of death and the
fear of life), these poles of fear, the individual is thrown back
and forth all his life.”  
Otto Rank
Will Therapy

Eastern truth resides in the past. Western truth lingers just
a little beyond reach in the future. This has much to do with the
East’s cyclic belief of time and the West’s linear belief of time.
The East looks backward into the past in what Mircea Eliade
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has called “the myth of the eternal return.” The West looks
forward into the future.
America’s famous novel The Great Gatsby is largely about
this receding, unobtainable future, an important belief for the
nation. Like Gatsby, America believes in “the orgastic future”
that “year by year recedes before us.” The fact it continues to
be elusive does not matter. It only makes America “run faster”
and “stretch out our arms farther.” America beats on towards
this future, like “boats against the current.” In the end, America,
like the last line of The Great Gatsby, is “borne back ceaselessly
into the past.”
If America represents the global desire to “ceaselessly” push
into the future, the modern desire to return to the past is perhaps no where more evident than it is in the Islamic culture.130
The Golden Age of Islam in the 7th century was a time when the
great Arab cities of Cairo, Damascus, Baghdad and Cordoba in
Spain were the intellectual centers of the world nurturing the
foremost philosophers and scientists as well as the finest libraries and universities of the world.
The end of this era still brings a stab of pain in the mosques.
The Christians pushed the Arabs back, town by town, across
Spain. Two North American dynasties came to battle the Europeans and ended up fighting each other.
In 1492 – the year Columbus set sail for America – the
merged kingdoms of Ferdinand and Isabella hoisted the flag of
Christian Spain over the Alhambra, and the last Muslim king,
Mohammed XI, rode into exile carrying a note from his mother.
The note read, “Weep like a woman for the city you would not
defend like a man.”  131
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Place and Space
As we continue to emphasize, one of the key reasons for
American dynamics is the embodiment of Eastern symbols of
equality and Western symbols of freedom within the context
of one culture.
Closely associated with equality and freedom is the symbolism of space and place. One can say that the symbolism of space
has a correspondence to equality while the symbolism of place
has a correspondence to freedom. Space has an homogenized
sameness where specific boundaries disappear. Place is tethered to the particular, the specific.
The clash of the dualities of equality and freedom in American history can also be seen as the clash between the general
symbolism of space and place. Just as freedom and progress of
Western culture as a whole has been identified by a general
movement into a Western place, so too has freedom in America also been identified by a movement into the place of the
Western frontier.
Equality and freedom engaged in a great clash during the 20th
century. With the founding of the American West, an important symbol for Western culture came to an end. For thousands
of years, Western culture was symbolized and mythologized
as a movement west. When western expansion of Western
culture came to a final halt on America’s Pacific coast, a symbol
also came to a halt.
Exploration of the world’s places had finally come to an end.
The world was a discovered place. Large blank areas disappeared from maps, replaced by detailed geography.
***

Revealingly, when the myth and symbol of place had run its
course, the symbol of space began to emerge. It emerged with
that great inward turn away from outside places to inside spaces
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called the psychoanalytic movement. It’s rise to prominence
at the turn of the century were the years which witnessed
the settlement of the American frontier and the final years of
exploration of world places.
At the beginning of the 20th century, America swung away
from the freedom of place to the equality of space. The cyclic
swing in American symbolism expanded outward from the psychoanalytic movement to consumer culture and mass marketing. The swing was from the freedom of outward place to the
equality of inner space.
The result was that the equality symbol associated with space
dominated the first third of the 20th century. Its American cultural symbol was perhaps best expressed in the emergence of
mass culture, mass communications and mass production which
saw the birth of advertising and the golden era of Hollywood
films. On a world scale, the symbol of equality and space was
symbolized in totalitarian movements and their embodiment of
a collective desire to “escape from freedom.”
The space oriented monism of American equality began to
split in the 40s with the creation of a dualistic world of the free
world against totalitarian worlds of Nazism, Fascism and Communism. This symbol of duality dominated American symbolism
from the 50s into the 60s.
From the 70s to the present, America has been returning
to a symbolism of pluralistic freedom and its correspondent
symbolism of place. There has been a symbolic environment of
many small symbols attempting to attach themselves to larger
symbols. In effect, many small “places” have been in search of
one unifying “space.”
Ironically, the postmodern return to freedom and place has
been mixed with the emergence of the Internet and its electronic technology of equality and space. On the Internet, the
equalizing space of cyberspace surrounds the specific place
destinations of web sites. The feminine “sea” of cyberspace
137

Battle of Symbols

contains the masculine “islands” of web sites. In effect, one
can say the non-linear symbol of electricity contains the linear
symbol of the alphabet.
***

While the clash between space and place might have been
most dramatic in America, it certainly has been exported into
the world where it has become a central context in the “battle
of symbols.” The global confrontation between space and place
is much the same as the clash in postmodern America between
the similar homogenized spaces and unique places.
Even in an apparent era of postmodern freedom, there is
still an underlying, subliminal consumer equality demanded by
American capitalism. In effect, Americans have greater choice
to choose more things that are increasingly equal to each other.
Places might appear different but they really are not all that different in the era of fast food restaurants, national chain stores
and ubiquitous entertainment and news beamed into communities from Hollywood and New York.
In this scenario, while American places become homogenized by the symbols of Hollywood and Madison Avenue, so too
have the places of the world become homogenized by overall
symbols from America. For many around the world, especially those in the Islamic culture, their once unique places are
becoming homogenized into the equality of one great American
suburb.
A large challenge in understanding the emerging “battle of
symbols” is for both America and the world to understand how
the dualities of place and space clash in a global context.
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Eye and Ear
“A language is not a medium for messages but an organ of perception, collective, corporate perception. The discovery that
languages are not channels like the telegraph or little messages
but basically forms of perception and association by perception
has been a tremendous revolution in literature.”
Marshall McLuhan

Language is perhaps the greatest symbol system and differences in language between cultures offer key insights into
understanding oppositions between Western and Eastern symbols. One of the greatest twentieth century discoveries about
language was that it was not only a medium for communication
but also a means of perception.
A central difference between Western and Eastern language
is that Western language is a visual language of the eye while
Eastern language is an auditory language of the ear. The auditory nature of Eastern language is even more dramatic within
Islamic culture. This is evident in Islam’s holy book the Koran
which means “that which is to be read aloud.”  
In this sense, the way the English language sounds may have
an effect on how it is perceived by other cultures. In Electric
Language Eric McLuhan observes:
I realized that it is very difficult to ignore the meanings of words
that you know and just listen to the music they make … For some
years now Islamic Arabs have been calling us in North America –
speakers of English – the Great Satan. If this is anything more than
mindless invective then they must have something definite in mind,
but whatever it is eludes us.132

McLuhan notes Islam is an auditory culture, “an ear-world of
resonant domes and minarets, of open-air markets all-a-buzz
… They don’t see sense at all; but they hear the English world as
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certainly Satanic. It’s unmistakable – though concealed from us,
the English speakers who live immersed in it. We’re the worm
in their apple. We’re the snake in their Garden of Eden.”  133
Throughout the world, McLuhan notes, English is called the
“hissing language.” Interestingly enough, the letter “s” is the
most conspicuous sound in spoken English. It’s also the most
frequent initial letter in the alphabet. The Oxford English Dictionary needs two volumes to handle all of the “s” words.
McLuhan suggests this constant sibilance of “s” in the English
language is related to the hissing of a great snake by the Arab
cultures.134
The differences in auditory and visual languages also serve to
reinforce the dualities of group and individualism. As Eric McLuhan observes “Culturally, too, we two are antitheses. They are
group-people, ear-people, tribal peoples. Our tradition is as
eye-folk. We are crowdbane; individualists, private entrepreneurs. All of that merely serves to confirm what their senses
have already established pre-consciously.”  135
McLuhan wonders “What does it do to you when your characteristic sound, your unconscious keynote, is formed forward
in the mouth, not back, back down in the throat? Does it make
it easier for your culture to be outgoing? Forward? Entrepreneurial?”  136
***

Eric McLuhan’s father Marshall McLuhan divided history into
three major periods, each shaped by a dominant communication form: oral, writing-printing and electronic. According to
McLuhan each era is characterized by its own interplay of the
senses and therefore by its own forms of thinking and communicating.
Oral culture was the earliest and dominated by the sense of
hearing and the ear. It was a culture of simultaneity, circularity
and immersion. Hearing is multidirectional, fluid and constant.
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The primary form of communication was speech. All senses live
in relative balance. There is a high interdependence and lack of
individuality in these early oral societies.
Literate culture followed oral culture and was marked by the
development of writing and the phonetic alphabet. It was a culture of linearity. McLuhan noted that literate culture gave oral
peoples an “eye for an ear” making the sense of sight dominant
and distancing people from sound, touch and direct response.
Unlike other senses, the eye can experience the world from
a great distance and with detachment. With the spread of
phonetic literacy, the oral world, which fostered shared experiences for those in the same space, was divided into separate
experiences for those who read and those who do not.
McLuhan suggested that the spread of individual writing and
silent reading encouraged the development of introspection,
individuality, rationality and abstract thinking. The shared experience of the tribe and the experience of the tribe and the
extended family diminished.
With the development of electronic culture, McLuhan saw
a return to the sense world of oral cultures and a type of
“retribalization” of humans. Electronic media returns us to
village-like oral encounters on a global scale. With electronic
media, print-fostered divisions fade in significance and everyone
is involved in everyone else’s business. Empathetic responses
extend beyond local geography. The widespread use of radio,
television, and computer lead to a decline in all those cultural
structures fostered by the spread of printing including onething-at-a-time logic, disciplinary boundaries, print-supported
hierarchies and delegated authority.137
***

One could say that oral culture and electronic culture have
formed a symbol which has traditionally stood in opposition to
the symbol of literate culture. The first is the non-linear ear
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culture where acoustic modes and cyberspace are dominant.
The second is the linear eye culture dominated by visual place.
Eastern culture is associated with the earliest cultures and
appropriately it is symbolized by oral and electronic modes. It
is a world of invisible qualities. Western culture is symbolized by
literacy, industrialization and the eye of rational linearness. It is
a world of visible quantities.
Even images in Eastern culture attempt to merge into a type
of background acoustic invisibility. An example of this is Islamic
art. Writing a few weeks after September 11th, New York Times
art critic Holland Cotter noted the distinction between Western and Islamic art. “In the West, ‘art’ is a category of special,
glamorous things – paintings, sculptures – set apart from other
things. Islamic culture blurs such hierarchies. Instead, everyday
objects are exalted; exalted objects are for everyday.”  138
Cotter observed that Islamic art has an obsession with ornament. Why this obsession? He notes certain theories. “Islam
prohibits the use of the figure in religious art, though the Koran
says nothing about this. Possibly the motives were political. A
still-new religion needed a ‘look’ to distinguish itself from an
image-intensive Christian culture.”  139
But the real reason seems to relate more to the acoustic
media of Islamic culture than political reasons. As Cotter notes,
Islamic ornamental art:
… composed of countless individual, interlocked parts, each giving
birth to the next, offered a visual equivalent of Islam’s holistic,
integrative world view, one that advocates control of mind, body
and space, and that sees the faithful as all part of a single unity.140

In effect, Islamic art offers a visual metaphor for holistic,
integrative acoustic space in much the same way that synesthesia mixes the senses. Cotter notes that ornamental art “visually
atomizes solid structures” serving as a metaphor for earthly
transience and Islam’s deep-seated indifference to, and even
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rejection of, materialism, its view of the physical world as both
a mirage and as a veil obscuring the face of God.141
Islamic art attempts to be medium more than content. In
other words, it tries to be more of a ubiquitous wallpaper background, “heard” rather than “seen” as much as possible.

Relative and Absolute
“When academics say I’m difficult to understand, I don’t pay
attention because I think they are saying, ‘This does not deserve
to be understood.’ ”  
Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak
Professor, Columbia University

The idea of freedom has symbolic correspondence to postmodernism and its rejection of universal absolutes and so-called
“meta-narratives.” In a large sense, relativism is a manifestation
of political freedom while absolutism (and its expression in
totalitarianism) is a manifestation of political equality.
As we argue, freedom and equality have long served as symbols of Western (freedom) and Eastern (equality) civilizations
that have found embodiment in American ideology and culture.
The cyclic battles between the two have formed a ubiquitous,
hidden subtext of American history. Twentieth century American history witnessed the contemporary expression of this
cycle and its movement from equality to freedom. The final
two decades of the twentieth century saw the steady decline of
equality and rise of freedom. In market terms, the change has
been from a mass market to segmented, niche markets: three
television networks became five hundred cable channels; a few
types of soup broke into fifty flavors; magazines became customized for smaller and smaller audiences.
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The 90s in America saw the mixture of French postmodern
ideas with the cyclic movement towards freedom in the world’s
longest and greatest experiment in capitalism. Whether postmodernism invaded and infiltrated American academia, or was
simply a useful ideological explanation in the right place at the
right time, is still debatable.
***

Whatever the case, the greatest extension of the symbol of
freedom and relativity was represented by America in the 90s.
On September 11, 2001 it stood directly against the equality
and absolutism of Islamic culture.
Both freedom and equality, though, have changed through
the years. The darker unconscious “shadow” qualities of both
symbols have hijacked the symbols. Freedom from oppression
that America’s founders fought so hard for became little more
than a justification for a relativistic culture of extreme capitalism, market populism and “feelings” with a decaying sense of
ethics and morality. Freedom for many Americans no longer
meant the freedom to escape oppression and begin a new life
but rather the freedom to go to the mall at any hour and buy
any product or drive the biggest SUV possible. Events like the
O.J. Simpson trial, the Clinton affair and the post-Presidential
battles of November 2000 reinforced the idea that everything
was relative … and free, attached to no “meta-narrative” of
morality.
Likewise, the original ideas of equality associated with early
American history had also been hijacked. Equality of opportunity had slowly evolved into equality of experience serving as
a foundation stone for mass production, mass communication
and mass culture. And, in the Islamic civilization, the equality
that the Prophet Mohammed brought to a segmented culture
fourteen hundred years ago had become a dangerous new
“virus” of religious totalitarianism.
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What would be the long-term effects of the events of September 11th on relativism and absolutism, those shadow siblings
of freedom and equality? Would a new light be cast on them and
bring them out of the shadows? Would cycles in Eastern and
Western civilizations continue along their natural paths returning equality to America and a new understanding of freedom to
the Islamic world?
***

September 11th may have been a step away from postmodern relativism but there was still a lot of it lingering in the
air. In October of 2001, ABC News President David Westin
found himself at the center of a growing media firestorm after
saying he had no opinion if the Pentagon was a legitimate target
for terrorists. Appearing at a Columbia University Graduate
School of Journalism event in late October, Westin declared
“The Pentagon as a legitimate target? I actually don’t have an
opinion on that.”  142
Stanley Fish, dean of the college of liberal arts and sciences at
the University of Illinois at Chicago and a leading postmodernist
scholar, directly discussed the events of September 11th and
their relationship to postmodernism.
During the interval between the terrorist attacks and the United
States response, a reporter called to ask me if the events of Sept.
11 meant the end of postmodernist relativism. It seemed bizarre
that events so serious would be linked causally with a rarefied
form of academic talk. But in the days that followed, a growing
number of commentators played serious variations on the same
theme: that the ideas foisted upon us by postmodern intellectuals have weakened the country’s resolve. The problem, according
to the critics, is that since postmodernists deny the possibility
of describing matters of fact objectively, they leave us with no
firm basis for either condemning the terrorist attacks or fighting
back.143
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Fish speculated whether the atrocities of September 11th
ushered in the end of the postmodern age of relativism. Like
any good postmodernist, rather than answer it he turned the
question into another element of relativism by suggesting it
depends on how one defines the question:
Is this the end of relativism? If by relativism one means a cast of
mind that renders you unable to prefer your own convictions to
those of your adversary, then relativism could hardly end because
it never began. Our convictions are by definition preferred; that’s
what makes them our convictions. Relativizing them is neither an
option nor a danger.144

So it depends on how one defines relativism. The question
was relative so of course it followed that the answer was
also relative. One is reminded of President Clinton’s phrase
“It depends on what is is.” In the verbal high jinks Fish plays,
the question of whether convictions are even sustainable in a
relativistic culture in the first place, not to mention whether
some obtain the “privilege” of being “preferred” over others, is
somehow lost.
In the process, Fish changes the moral relativism of postmodern freedom into a method for understanding by offering a
new “preferred” definition:
But if by relativism one means the practice of putting yourself in
your adversary’s shoes, not in order to wear them as your own
but in order to have some understanding (far short of approval)
of why someone else might want to wear them, then relativism
will not and should not end, because it is simply another name for
serious thought.145

A good thought in some ways but postmodern relativism
in America has never meant this and there is little hope that it
ever will.
More than a type of “walk a mile in my shoes” mentality, the
hyperextension of freedom in America had created a narcissis146
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tic “bowling alone” attitude. It was freedom from convictions
while at the same time unattachment to any particular conviction. In effect, it was little more than a re-engineering of that
old shadow face of freedom.
In all of this, there was the danger that relativism and absolutism – those shadow qualities of freedom and equality –
would march off to war in the emerging “battle of symbols”
while their real “mother ship” symbols of freedom and equality
would remain on the sidelines, relegated to little more than
feeble cheerleaders in a distant battle.

Above and Below
(Vertical and Horizontal)
“Our current cultural landscape, which seems so new, really
represents an age-old topography in which good and evil
appear as the opposition between above and below ground
… While we no longer live in caves, caves still inhabit us. The
cave dweller is both the other we oppose and the figure of dark
forces lingering within each of us, to which we are drawn.”  
Mark Taylor
Williams College
“The West is always seeking uplift, but the East seeks a sinking
or deepening.”  
Carl Jung
Psychology and Religion: West and East

Western civilization might be considered a culture of above
space symbolized by the grand verticality of Western urban
centers and particularly those key vertical symbols called skyscrapers. The attack on the World Trade Center was in a
sense an attack on this vertical space symbolism. (Interestingly
enough, the world’s tallest skyscraper now exists in the Moslem
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country of Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia. Is there any emerging new
symbolism in this?)
In contrast, the Middle Eastern world is largely one of horizontality and below space largely symbolized by the vast sand
seas of Middle Eastern deserts. Significantly, the terrorist enemy
of the Western above space lives in caves, perhaps the greatest
symbol of below space.
The below space of caves has much powerful symbolism
in religion. Joseph Campbell in Thou Art That reminds us that,
“The motif of birth in a cave is very ancient.” Campbell finds a
number of strong symbols associated with the below spaces of
caves:
The cave has always been the scene of initiation, where the birth
of the light takes place. Here as well is found the whole idea of the
cave of the heart, the dark chamber of the heart, where the light
of the divine first appears. This image is also associated with the
emergence of light in the beginning, out of the abyss of the early
chaos, so that one senses the deep resonations of this theme.146

For the Islamic world, caves have a special importance. It was
during the prophet Muhammad’s visits to the cave in Mt. Hira
on the outskirts of Mecca that he received his first revelation
from the angel on the First Night of Power. When his life was
endangered in Mecca, he fled to a cave that, according to legend, was concealed by a spider’s web.
Significantly, much of the war against terrorism played out in
these underground places so symbolic of creation and destruction. In a sense, when bin Laden hides in the caves of Afghanistan, he symbolically repeats the retreat of the Prophet.
Williams College Humanities and Religion Professor Mark
Taylor weighed in with interesting comments on the mythology
of caves.147 As Taylor rightly observes,
In recent weeks, we have found ourselves lost in caves. While
President Bush accuses Osama bin Laden and his followers of
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being cowards for fleeing to caves and promises to ‘smoke them
out of their holes,’ Vice President Cheney retreats to a secure
bunker many assume is underground. If this deadly game of hideand-seek were a film or novel, the symbolic significance of caves
would be unmistakable.148

Taylor underlines the comments of Campbell noting in many
religious traditions, caves are highly charged, sacred spaces
associated with life and death, creation and destruction, light
and darkness. “In religious traditions from France to Korea,
Mexico to India, Canada to Australia,” he notes, “deities are
worshiped in caves. Traces of these long-forgotten traditions
flow through our collective memory in ways that transform
the first war of the 21st century into a ritualistic repetition of
ancient conflicts.”  149
Caves symbolize both creation and destruction. Caves symbolize creation in a number of North American Indian myths.
“In Zuni and Hopi as well as Aztec and Mayan myths,” Taylor
notes, “the cave is the navel of the universe, the privileged place
of birth. The Aztec earth deity was actually called ‘Long Cave.’
In a sacred cave in Chalma, near Mexico City, Oztoteotl, the
god of caves, was worshiped. As the locus of creation, the cave
is nothing less than the womb of the entire cosmos.”  150
But caves are also sites of darkness and destruction. As Taylor observes, “Hades after all, is also ‘the underground,’ a place
where evil lurks. For Plato, the darkness shrouding the cave is
the mark of ignorance, which we can escape only through the
illumination knowledge brings. The demons of the cave embody
psychological and cosmic forces that threaten to tear self and
world asunder. Ultimately, the cave anticipates the tomb to
which we all inevitably return.”  151
Mark Taylor correctly pinpoints the core of the cave symbolism involved. It’s more than a symbolism of West and East; it’s
one between good and evil in mythology. “Our current cultural
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landscape, which seems so new, really represents an age-old
topography in which good and evil appear as the opposition
between above and below ground. Make no mistake about it,
we are engaged in a religious war, which both sides understand
as an apocalyptic conflict between light and darkness. What the
West regards as light, radical Islam regards as darkness, and
vice versa.”  152
It has been common to view bin Laden’s underground maneuvers as acts of a hiding coward. While there is certainly a good
argument for this, there might be more insight from viewing
his cave occupations as being symbolic of an ancient religious
drama which enhances his spiritual power and his political effectiveness with his followers.
The images he manipulates are not only those of modern
culture but also religious symbols, which pulse in the psychic
underground of the unconscious. In this sense, bin Laden’s elusiveness and invisibility might actually be sources of a symbolic
power. As we have previously noted, his absence has become an
overwhelming presence for those who seek him. This is why his
death might solve very little. When placed in a ritual context,
the sacrificial victim is reborn in the spirit of the community of
his followers.
And how appropriate, notes Taylor, that the final conflict
may ultimately play out in the caves of Tora Bora.
As places where good and evil repeatedly collide in the interplay
of creation and destruction, caves are fraught with ambiguity. This
shadowy realm in which gods and demons mingle is the point of
transition between worlds.153

Those who venture into this netherworld, concludes Taylor,
enter a realm that harbors the threat of death as well as the
promise of rebirth.154
As Joseph Campbell observes in The Hero With A Thousand
Faces, “The unconscious sends all sorts of vapors, odd beings,
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terrors, and deluding images up into the mind – whether in
dream, broad daylight, or insanity; for the human kingdom,
beneath the floor of the comparatively neat little dwelling that
we call our unconscious, goes down into unsuspected Aladdin
caves.”  155

Outside and Inside
(Extraversion and Introversion)
There has always been a duality between the objective outside world and the subjective inside world. This duality has correspondence with a number of other traditional dualities. For
example, the objective outside world finds more of a relationship to the symbols associated with the West, masculine, place,
eye, relative and above. On the other hand, the subjective inside
world finds more of a relationship to the symbols associated
with the East, feminine, space, ear, absolute and below.
While the duality of the outside and inside world was viewed
philosophically since ancient times, in the 20th century it was
given psychological dimensions by Carl Jung who saw it as attitudes within individuals. An orientation towards the outside
world of objects was called extraversion while an orientation
towards the inside world of subject was termed introversion.
The extravert orients himself predominantly by the outward,
collective norms, the spirit of the times. The attitudes of the
introvert, on the other hand, are determined mainly by subjective factors. Often, an introvert is poorly adjusted to his or her
environment. Both attitudes are present in everyone at all times
with one dominant over the other.
Until Jung placed extraversion and introversion into the context of a dualistic system, the two were mainly related to psychiatric disturbances. The psychiatric textbooks of the late 19th
century noted that the form of neurosis most likely to afflict
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the extravert was hysteria, which typically manifested itself
as a pronounced identification with persons in the immediate
environment.
During these early years of psychoanalysis, introversion was
related to autism or the schizophrenic tendency. As Edward
Whitmont notes in The Symbolic Quest, “In old textbooks of
psychiatry the schizoid person is frequently called an introverted or autistic person, both terms referring to the same
psychological state.”  156
The attitudes also have a relationship to culture in general.
In Psychological Types (1921), Jung wrote about a back and forth
swing of culture using the poles of introversion and extraversion as the key dualities:
No culture is ever really complete, for it swings more towards one
side or the other. Sometimes the cultural idea is extraverted, and
then the chief value lies with the object and man’s relation to it;
sometimes it is introverted, and then the chief value lies with the
subject and his relation to the idea.157

When a culture is extraverted, it takes on more of a collective character. As Jung says, “The extravert’s philosophy of life
and his ethics are as a rule of a highly collective nature with a
strong streak of altruism, and his conscience is in large measure
dependent on public opinion.”  158
When it is introverted, it takes on more of an individual
character. In The Symbolic Quest, Edward Whitmont observes
that our culture still has a profound distrust of the introvert.
Yet Jung notes that the introvert’s “retreat into himself is not a
final renunciation of the world, but a search for quietude, where
alone it is possible for him to make his contribution to the life
of the community.”  159
An interesting question is the effect of extraversion and
introversion applied to global political systems like socialism,
totalitarianism, authoritarian and democracies. What defines
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the dominant attitude of these systems? Or, the application
of extraversion and introversion within the American cultural
landscape. Does extraversion or introversion relate more to
the ideas of freedom and equality and ultimately the Republican
and Democratic political parties?
In the global “battle of symbols” these attitudes of cultures
might offer one of the most important contexts where the content of symbols do battle. Understanding the context of cultural
attitude might offer great insight into understanding the real
meanings of the symbols being sent into battle.
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“Olomouc, Czech Republic”
Alex Fraim
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“Terrorism has clearly taken over that pride of place communism occupied for so long in American propaganda. And not
a moment too soon: ten years ago, with the fall of the Soviet
Union, Colin Powell, then chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff,
blurted in a moment of unwonted candor, ‘Think hard about it.
I’m running out of demons. I’m running out of villains!’   ”  
C. G. Estabrook
“American Crusades”  

T

raditional symbol dualities such as East and West, feminine and masculine, past and future, space and place,
below and above, find expression in contemporary symbol dualities. To paraphrase Jung, traditional symbols require
“new interpretations” so as not lose their spellbinding power.160
But new interpretations of old symbols does not mean that
new symbols are cut-off from their traditional origins. Contemporary symbol dualities have profound correspondence to
traditional symbol dualities. They need to be seen more as old
characters wearing new clothes than as new characters with
new clothes.
For example, consider the correspondence between the
traditional dualities of below and above and the contemporary dualities (discussed below) of networks and pyramids. The
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traditional symbols representing the context of below space
become embedded in underlying network systems prevalent in
Eastern societies. At the same time, traditional symbols representing above space create the vertical pyramid structures of
Western organizations.
Again, though, we need to admonish readers about the
ever-changing dynamics of symbols. While contemporary
Western culture might be structured more by an above symbolism expressed in pyramid institutions, this does not mean
that it has completely rejected the network symbol or does not
have cycles when the below of network symbolism increases as
pyramid symbolism decreases. In many ways, the Internet presents the symbol of networks introduced into a pyramid culture.
Much of the promise (as well as the problems) of the Internet is
the result of this clash of symbols.
West

East

Electricity

Fire

Spiritualism

Religion

Physics

Biology

Pyramids

Networks

Production

Consumption

Export

Import

Capitalism

Fundamentalism

Old Generations

Young Generations

City

Country

Pluralism

Totalitarianism

Table 6.1
Contemporary Symbol Dualities

Traditional and contemporary symbol dualities have their
grandest global expression in the symbolism of East and West.
Yet we need to again remind that East and West are places
within the individual in addition to places in the world outside.
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Just as the duality symbols of below and above, networks and
pyramids, wage a global “battle of symbols,” so too do they
wage an internal battle within the American psyche and culture.

Electricity and Fire
After the events of September 11th a number of documentaries appeared on television offering “inside” views of Afghanistan and Pakistan. In one of the documentaries, Abandon All
Hope by independent film maker Len Sherman, there is the
scene of a dim room in an Afghanistan home. The only light
comes from a flickering light bulb not much stronger than candlelight. The narrator tells of the destruction of the electric
plants in Afghanistan during the Russian war years. Now there
are only a few electric plants operating and electric power is
sporadic.
The scene suggests the symbol of electricity confronting
the symbol of fire. Marshall McLuhan argued electricity has a
re-tribalization effect which creates a type of “global village.”
Yet ironically, while electricity is the technology of the West, it
belongs more to the symbolism of the East. This is so because
electricity’s relationship to space and auditory communication
gives it greater symbolic correspondence to Eastern than visual
based Western culture.
This irony has particular relevance to the clash between
Christianity and Islam. In The Medium and the Light, McLuhan
makes the striking assertion that electricity has little in common with Christianity:
Christianity definitely supports the idea of a private, independent
metaphysical substance of the self. Where technologies supply no
cultural basis for this individual, then Christianity is in for trouble.
When you have a new tribal culture confronting an individualist
religion, there is trouble.161
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The relevance of this observation to the modern electric
world is obvious. Christianity arose during a time of the creation of a linear, visual technology which encouraged privacy.
Yet the dominant medium today is not the linear, visual one
of print but rather the non-linear, auditory one of electricity.
In the electric global village, privacy is increasingly difficult to
obtain.
“If the private person is an artifact,” McLuhan observed,
“then it becomes criminal to perpetuate him technologically
in the electronic age.”  162 In 1977, towards the end of his life,
McLuhan pushed his speculations on religion and Christianity
even further with the following startling observation:
In a certain way, I also think that this could be the time of the
Antichrist. When electricity allows for the simultaneity of all information for every human being, it is Lucifer’s moment. He is the
greatest electrical engineer. Technically speaking, the age in which
we live is certainly favourable to an Antichrist. Just think: each
person can instantly be tuned to a ‘new Christ’ and mistake him
for the real Christ.163

The crucial thing needed in this critical period, is not the
ability to see a new concept but rather to feel a particular
“frequency.” As McLuhan notes in the final paragraph of The
Medium and the Light, “At such times it becomes crucial to hear
properly and to tune yourself to the right frequency.”  

Spirituality and Religion
(Seeing is Believing … Believing is Seeing)
“Western religions have suffered from understanding their
symbols (especially their religious ones) in a literal rather than
a metaphoric way.”  
Joseph Campbell
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Thou Art That
“Americans face constant temptations to pass over the wisdom
of the ancients in favor of the guru of the month.”  
Timothy Jones and George Gallup, Jr.
The Next American Spirituality

American religion, once dominated by the strict fundamentalism of a few key sects, has gone the way of many other institutions in a postmodern culture of freedom and segmentation.
In this atmosphere, spiritualism has replaced religion for many
Americans. One might say, somewhat facetiously, that spiritualism is the “religion” of Americans.
Spiritualism has caused a significant drop in American church
attendance since the 1950s. In Surveying the Religious Landscape,
pollsters George Gallup Jr. and Michael Lindsay remind us that
American churches and synagogues in the 1950s were full and
growing. “In God We Trust” became the national motto. Since
that time, attendance at houses of worship has dropped significantly. Increasingly in the 1990s spirituality plays an important
part of American religious life.164
Leading religious scholar Robert Wuthnow also notes this
trend away from traditional American religions and towards
spirituality in the last half of the 20th century. In After Heaven
he observes that much of America’s interest in spirituality lies
outside organized religion.165 The change was from a structured spirituality of dwelling that was characteristic of mainline
denominations up through the 1950s to that of a spirituality
of seeking developed in the 60s that went outside established
religious institutions.
The spirituality of dwelling was a strong component of traditional American religions. Wuthnow notes that it was animated
by a desire to be in place and emphasized habitation, an expression of belief in God’s occupation of definite places. During
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the 70s and 80s, there was an emphasis on disciplines that
attempted to correct some of the excesses of the more eclectic
spiritual searching of the previous decades. However, as Wuthnow argues, the concern did little to stop the fragmentation of
spirituality that continued through the 90s. In the aftermath of
the unsettling 1960s, the spirituality of dwelling gave way to one
of “seeking” which was marked by negotiation.166
The fragmentation of American spirituality reached a peak in
the postmodern 90s. In Spiritual Marketplace, Wade Clark Roof
observes that in large chain bookstores the “religion” section is
gone and in its place reside an expanding number of peripheral
topics such as angels, Sufism, journey, recovery, meditation,
magic, inspiration, Judaica, astrology, gurus, Bible, prophesy,
evangelicalism, Mary, Buddhism, Catholicism and esoterica. As
Roof notes, such changes over the last two decades reflect a
shift away from religion as traditionally understood to more
diverse and creative approaches.167
Roof observes the emergence of five religious subcultures
in contemporary America: dogmatists, born-again Christians,
mainstream believers, metaphysical believers and seekers and
secularists. The key generation shaped by the new spirituality
of seeking is the 76 million baby boomers that have been instrumental in shaping the landscape for all Americans. As Roof
notes, the boomers have shifted attention from the institution
to the individual, emphasizing a lived religion (religion in practice) and a quest culture.168
Several themes emerge for Roof in the spiritual lives of the
baby boom generation. They are more interested in spirituality
than religion. They are concerned with the extent to which
faith is beneficial or instrumental to them. They are relativistic in their religious identity, with the vast majority unable to
assert that one religion is any better or truer than another –
many are skeptical of institutional religion. And finally, the baby
boom generation see themselves on a spiritual journey.169
160
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Others reinforce the assessments of Wuthnow and Roof.
In Shopping for Faith: American Religion in the New Millennium
Richard Cimino and Don Lattin note that Americans today seek
religions in the same way they look for household goods. They
go shopping. The authors argue that “mall mentality” affects
religious choices throughout the country. American consumers
like to buy spiritual experiences and ideas instead of buying into
doctrine. This is why Buddhism has much more success in the
form of books and Zen audiotapes than it does in attracting
followers to join an institution.170
In the summer of 2002, Pope John Paul made some interesting comments on the lack of symbolism in the modern Catholic
church. “Our postconciliar (post-Vatican II in 1965) theological
training in the seminaries and my own graduate-student training
is analytic,” he said. “It atrophies the sense of the symbolic. My
sense of the symbolic was diminished.”  171 Of course his comments had an immediate application to the millions of Catholics
in America. But they also seemed to have application in general
to the overall state of spirituality in America which had lost
large symbols in its segmentation into so many tiny pieces.
***

The new American spirituality might be represented in things
associated with religion like angels, Sufism, recovery, meditation, magic, inspiration, astrology, gurus prophesy, evangelicalism and esoterica. But it is more likely that popular culture
and its various genres, entertainments and diversions form the
landscape containing the “spiritual supermarkets.”  
Victoria Nelson argues this point in The Secret Life of Puppets.
Nelson illuminates the deep but hidden attraction the supernatural still holds for a secular mainstream culture that forced the
transcendental underground and firmly displaced wonder and
awe with the forces of reason, materialism, and science.
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The result has been a curious reversal in the roles of art
and religion in current culture. Where art and literature once
took their content from religion, we increasingly seek religion (covertly) through art and entertainment.172 Her research
focuses into the mass cultural phenomena of puppets, horror-fantasy literature and cyborgs.
Along the way, she discusses the works of such representative artists of the fantastic in popular culture as Kleist, Poe,
Musil, Lovecraft, Philip K. Dick and virtual reality simulations.
As Nelson argues, by consuming art forms of the fantastic,
Americans allow themselves to believe.173
***

Against this freedom of American “consumer” spirituality is
the equality of Islamic religion. For America, “seeing is believing” while in Islamic civilization “believing is seeing.” Belief follows the events of the material visual in the West while belief
precedes events of the material world in the Islamic culture.
Samuel Huntington notes in his Clash of Civilizations that the
West has generated ideologies while the East has generated
religions.
With these dualities in opposition, there is little wonder why
the West is mystified by the Islamic culture. Huston Smith, a
leading scholar of religion, observes the difficulty the West has
always had in understanding Islam even though it is similar in
many ways to Western religions:
Of all the non-Western religions, Islam stands closest to the West
– closest geographically, and also closest ideologically; for religiously it stands in the Abrahamic family of religions, while philosophically it builds on the Greeks. Yet despite this mental and
spatial proximity, Islam is the most difficult religion for the West
to understand.174
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Many others echo the observations of Huston Smith. Charles
Le Gai Eaton observes that “No part of the world is more
hopelessly and systematically and stubbornly misunderstood by
us than the complex of religion, culture and geography known
as Islam.”  175
Paradoxically, though, the modern “religion” of American
consumerism needs equality in many ways to make it work
while the fundamentalism of Islamic religion is fired greatly by
outbursts of freedom within its vast sea of equality. Benjamin
Barber makes this point in his book Jihad vs. McWorld suggesting the central conflict of our time is between consumerist
capitalism and religious, tribal fundamentalism. Western capitalism works to create common consumer markets of equality
in much the same way as great fast-food franchisers duplicate
their menus. At the same time, Islamic fundamentalism is making everything unequal by fragmenting the world into smaller
and smaller tribal units.176
An important question is whether a new symbol of alignment
will emerge from the dualities of Western and Eastern religions.
Will God and religion continue to be defined by the clash of
Western and Eastern religion? Might Western and Eastern religions switch symbols as the West moves into a cycle of equality
while the East moves into a cycle of freedom? Will equality or
freedom come to be the dominant global symbol or will global
religion evolve into some hybrid symbol with elements of both?
Certainly, contemporary religion in America has a direct
relationship to cultural freedom and freedom’s numerous
reflections of religion in the growing materialism of American
culture. And just as certainly, religion in the Islamic world has
supported equality with its common reflection of one religion.
The equality symbol of the East perhaps will break into parts
so that God and religion can live in the world. And too, the freedom symbol of the West might merge into a new whole from
the shattered pieces of postmodernism. Somewhere between
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Islam’s strict fundamentalism of the past and America’s dizzying
search for the future, something new might emerge.

Physics and Biology
Much of the emerging battle of symbols may take the form of
a struggle between physics and biology. Physics symbolizes the
power of the nuclear world while biology symbolizes the viral
power of international terrorist groups.
Canadian media theorist Arthur Kroker observes that the
th
20 century took place under the dominance of the physics of
nuclear superpowers. This all ended on September 11th.
The field of power flipped. The triumphant era of the last superpower suddenly gave way to the contagious logic of viral power.
In place of the certainty principle of nuclear stalemate, there
emerges now the radical uncertainty of the terrorism of micropower … The logic of deterrence no longer functions. Deterrence
only works in a deadly game in which adversaries have a primary
interest in preserving their own lives. Sacrificing one’s own life is
the first gambit, and real psychological fuel of suicide commandos.177

Against the new biology of viral power, Kroker notes that
the dissuasion (of physics) is inoperative. The code of dissuasion “is intimately linked to a politics founded on preserving
territory.” But viral power is “terroristic precisely because it
occupies only the imaginary territory of symbolic exchange.”  178
Kroker argues that the viral terrorism of the new age, has
certain symbolic qualities which serve as dualities to traditional
Western power. It is a micro-power, not a superpower. It is
low tech, not high tech. (Therefore, it is invisible to the optical
scanners of the ruling technological regime.) It is subterranean,
secretive – driven by a crusading spirit equal to the religious
zeal of the Middle Ages. “Breaking the rules of publicity cul164
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ture,” Kroker says, “it claims no responsibility and thus speaks
clearly to the cultural imagination of the suppressed and powerless everywhere.”  179
The new viral terrorism, notes Kroker, is a matter of biological violence not physics. It operates more like a cancer than an
army or a nuclear bomb:
Flowing invisibly through the rhetorical screen of the ‘anti-ballistic
missile system,’ viral power adopts the strategy of the attacking
parasite: invading the body of the host (the American homeland),
bleeding its tactical intelligence (those flight schools in Florida),
circulating in its commercial bloodstream (American airlines), and
imploding in a violent fatal metastasis that has as its aim the infiltration of the mediascape through its apocalyptic effects.180

As Kroker observes, this biologic viral power avoids conflict
with the real military assets of the host nation because its actual
intention is a strategic media strike. “It is understandable only
in the language of the media: the twin spectacles of sadness and
terror, the doubled language of fascination and dread.”  181

Pyramids and Networks
“But terrorist organizations are generally referred to as networks, which can be quite varied. Instead of being built around
a controlling hub surrounded by terrorist cells, a network can
be a sprawling, decentralized arrangement. In fact, the declarations that Americans are engaged in a different sort of war
than ever before may have to do with this structure and not
just with terrorism itself.”  
Edward Rothstein
The New York Times
October 20, 2001
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There is little doubt that the electronic age (and its expressions in information production and Internet technology) has
brought forth a flattening of Western pyramid structures of
organization and a spread of decentralized and unregulated networks. Still, American (and Western) institutional structures
(such as corporate and military forms) remain based on the
pyramid paradigm rather than the network one. This is especially apparent after the collapse of the network-centered dot.
com companies and failures of large unregulated corporations
like Enron. After the postmodern proclamations of the 90s that
free-form electric networks were replacing structured institutional pyramids, the real-world “bricks and mortar” pyramid is
still dominant in Western culture.
Yet the pyramid’s period of dominance seems limited in an
increasingly networked world. Areas such as computer science,
sociology, mathematics, engineering, biology and social psychology increasingly use a network paradigm for their model. One
might even argue that the interest in networks is a harbinger
symbol of a new cycle of connection after the postmodern era
of differentiation. One of the first indications of the beginning
of cycles might very well be based on the network dynamics of
connection.
One of the most innovative explorations of networks is
occurring in the area of computational theory. By analogizing groups of insects (swarms of bees, colonies of ants) to
human intelligence new applications are emerging for creating
intelligent systems in computers. The book Swarm Intelligence
by James Kennedy and Russell Eberhart argues that intelligent human cognition derives from the network interactions
of individuals in a social world and that this view can be effectively applied in computational intelligent systems. The authors
derive a family of optimization algorithms that shed new light on
human information processing.182
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Leading sociologist Manuel Castells argues in his important
The Information Age that the development of computer networks, the Internet and banking networks has begun to affect
world order. Networks are creating new social structures and
seriously threatening a current world order based on nation
states.183
For Western democracies, based on nation states, there is
consequently a challenge posed by networks. Perhaps the most
visible challenge so far is in the growth and proliferation of terrorists networks such as Al Qaeda. Agents within them ignore
national boundaries, rely on remote financial dealings and use
the Internet for obtaining news, sending e-mails and booking
airline flights. This type of coordination and communication
would have been close to impossible under a pyramid form of
organization.184
Buried somewhere within these terrorist networks are leaders like Osama bin Laden. In a large sense, bin Laden can be
likened to the evil spider-like Professor Moriarty (nemesis of
Sherlock Holmes) Sir Arthur Conan Doyle described in The
Final Problem:
He sits motionless like a spider in the center of its web, but that
web has a thousand radiations, and he knows well every quiver of
each of them. He does little himself. He only plans. But his agents
are numerous and splendidly organized (though it is) impossible to
get evidence which could convict in a court of law.

While the early months of the “battle of symbols” showed
decisive victories for the pyramid system against the networks
of terrorists, the bin Laden “spider” still remained elusive. In
all of this, there was a growing reason to suspect that future
“battle of symbols” would become entangled in these network
webs of terrorists.
In this sense, Western forces will need to understand network symbolism and apply its methods and techniques. Dis167
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abling networks require different strategies from those used
to attack nation states based on pyramid hierarchical structures. Rand Corporation researchers David Ronfeldt and John
Arquilla in Networks and Netwars argue this view forcefully.185
Netwar is an emerging mode of conflict in which the protagonists
– ranging from terrorist and criminal organizations on the dark
side, to militant social activists on the bright side – use network
forms of organization, doctrine, strategy, and technology attuned
to the information age. The practice of netwar is well ahead of
theory, as both civil and uncivil society actors are increasingly
engaging in this new way of fighting.186

They note that strategists and policymakers have begun to
discern the dark side of the network phenomenon but they still
have much work to do to begin harnessing the bright side.
But beyond the war against terrorism, Ronfeldt and Arquilla
suggest that diplomacy and statecraft also have to adjust to the
new paradigm of networks. Concepts of national security will
be out of date in a new network paradigm:
Most central concepts about national security are over half a century old now. Containment, mutual deterrence, coercive diplomacy, all seem ever less relevant to the types of challenges confronting nation states. Netwar – with its emphasis on empowering
dispersed small groups, its reliance on the power of the story, and
its suitability to leaderless networks adept at swarming – should
call forth a strategic renaissance among those who would either
employ it or oppose it.187

They observe this new “conceptual rebirth” will undoubtedly take us all far from the old paradigms. While deterrence
and coercion will not disappear entirely as tools of statecraft,
more and more often, “persuasion will have to be tried, as our
understanding of the limited usefulness of force grows ever
clearer.”  188
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Production and Consumption
“In a reversal of the modern industrial logic (in which the firm
prepares a good and then considers how to market it), the
postmodern firm begins with the celebrity, the pop-culture
character, logo, or news event – and then asks about the selection of mundane salable items to which it can be attached.”  
Ernest Sternberg
Economy of Icons

Production and consumption are two of the most basic
activities of life. Everyone is both a producer and a consumer.
In a general sense, production is accomplished through daytime
work while consumption is accomplished through nighttime and
weekend leisure activities.
For those who attempt to “read” symbols, the major productions and consumptions of a culture offer the best tools
for understanding them. While production serves to create
symbols, consumption activities serve to choose leadership
symbols. Consumption does this by “voting” certain produced
symbols into leadership positions through the actions of spending time or money on them. Leisure time consumption activities
provide the key insight into a symbolism of popular culture.
Many have observed a long-range trend from the production
of products to services. Some (like Ernest Sternberg in the
quote above) suggest we have moved beyond producing services and are now engaged in producing images.
***

In spite of the fact that everyone is both a producer and consumer, production and consumption might also be considered
duality symbols with cyclic movement between consumption
and production. For example, the dynamics of an individual life
suggest youth is dominated by consumption while adulthood is
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dominated by production with a return to consumption in the
final years of life.
One can also say that cultures move through the same cycle
as individuals from consuming more nourishment in the early
years of cultural cycles to producing more in their “adult” years
and then returning to consumption in the final years of their
cycles.
Is there a symbolic correspondence between consumption
and production to Western and Eastern culture? Has Eastern
culture been symbolized by consumption or production? Has
Western culture also been identified with the symbol of consumption or production?
An interesting approach to locating producing and consuming
nations on a global scale is provided by Benjamin Barber in the
Appendix of his book Jihad vs. McWorld.189 Barber proposes that
production of nations be measured by Global Domestic Production (GDP) or the percentage their economies provide to
global production. He suggests that consumption of nations be
measured by the percent of world energy they use. The result of
the ratio between GDP and percent of energy used is an index
Barber terms a “justice of energy distribution index” (JEDI).
Ranking

Country

% World Pop.

% World Energy

JEDI

1

Chad

.11

.001

.009

2

Ethiopia

.94

.01

.01

8

Pakistan

2.07

.27

.13

15

China

21.71

8.49

.39

37

UK

1.12

3.03

2.70

41

Saudi Arabia

.28

.90

3.21

42

Russia

5.58

19.56

3.51

46

USA

4.84

24.24

5.01

47

Canada

.51

2.65

5.20

Table 6.2
Energy Usage and Population (1990)
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Barber argues that there is a radical injustice in patterns of
production, distribution and usage of energy resources that
undermines a global integration of nations. Using two indices
(based on statistics in The Economist Book of Vital World Statistics190) Barber notes one can see clearly the injustice among
nations.
If we compare the amount of energy a nation uses as a percentage of world usage to that nation’s percentage of world
population, a justice-of-energy-distribution index (JEDI-A) is
arrived at. If this index is greater than 1, injustice is present.
Ranking

Country

% Word GDP

% World Energy

JEDI

1

Chad

.86

.001

.001

2

Ethiopia

.03

.01

.33

31

Pakistan

.23

.27

1.17

46

China

1.19

8.49

7.13

18

UK

4.60

3.03

.66

40

Saudi Arabia

.42

.90

2.14

45

Russia

3.27

19.56

3.51

25

USA

27.30

24.24

.89

47

Canada

.51

2.65

5.20

Table 6.3
Energy Usage and Gross Domestic Product (1990)

Saudi Arabia, despite its enormous reserves uses more than
three times its fair share as measured by population and is inefficient to boot. The US and Canada are unjust in their usage by
population (five times what they deserve and ranked 46th and
47th out of the 47 nations surveyed). However, they are efficient
and fair in their usage as measured in GDP.
***

Another way of viewing the symbolism of production and
consumption is by locating a correspondence of production
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with the symbolism of freedom and consumption with the
symbolism of equality. As we have previously shown, there is a
correspondence between freedom and Western culture as well
as a correspondence between equality and Eastern culture.
Production = Freedom = Western Culture
Consumption = Equality = Eastern Culture
In terms of global markets, one might suggest that Western
capitalism desires the freedom of production yet needs the
equality of Eastern consumption. Western culture might claim
it desires freedom worldwide but freedom is a much less trustworthy consumer market than equality. America learned this
important lesson in the development of its own mass culture.
It is not likely to forget this lesson when it deals with the rest
of the world.191

Export and Import
(Localism vs. Globalism)
“With Dynasty, Donahue, Dinky Dog and The Simpsons being
beamed in courtesy of Star TV to compete with what Iranian
skeptics call ‘the man of the balcony’ (Ayatollah Khomeini) it is
hardly surprising that the Iranian state believes ‘the satellite is
exactly against the honorable Prophet’ and is trying to ban the
import, manufacture, and use of satellite dishes.”  
Leslie Planner and Cherry Mosteshar
“Bringing A Beam of Delight to the Closed World”  
The Guardian
August 5, 1994
“Foreign imports are nice as shiny or high-tech ‘things.’ But
intangible social and political institutions can be deadly.”  
Prince Bandare Ibn-Sultan
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The New York Times (Advertisement)
July 20, 1994
“A noontime stroll I took on a regular weekday in downtown
Des Moines in April 1995 comes to mind, the streets unpopulated, the desolation complete. It made an Edward Hopper
painting look like Mardi Gras.”  
James Kunstler
Home From Nowhere

Trade is the basic activity of exchange and one can say it
concerns a number of dual symbols such as production and
consumption, export and import, place and space, freedom and
equality, and, that heated debate between localism (freedom)
and globalism (equality). Export involves local productions,
resources or services sent outside the local area where they
are made or mined to another area where they are consumed.
Import involves productions, resources or services from outside a local area brought into a local area where they are consumed.
One tends to think of export and import as transactions
between nations. However, they have much greater impact in
transactions between communities, cities, states and regions
within nations. In effect, local areas within nations can be likened to nations on an international scale in the sense that they
engage in export and import activities.
Generally, communities maintain their uniqueness and economic competitiveness by greater exportation than importation of products, services and resources. Communities such as
suburbs with high importation to exportation ratios become
more homogenous with their surrounding environment and
ultimately their nation. Communities based on higher export
than import possess greater distinction from their surrounding
environment. High export serves to protect boundaries of local
places from the homogenizing encroachments of imports.
173

Battle of Symbols

The importance of export, locality and place seems counter-intuitive to contemporary trends. As Harvard Business
School professor Michael Porter notes, “In theory, location
should no longer be a source of competitive advantage. Open
global markets, rapid transportation, and high-speed communications should allow any company to source any thing from any
place at any time.”  192
But Porter has argued in a number of important works that
location remains central to competition. Competitive advantage lies increasingly in local things – knowledge, relationships,
and motivation – that distant rivals cannot replicate. Today’s
economic map of the world is characterized by what Porter
calls “clusters” or critical masses in one place of linked industries and institutions. These range over the entire economic
spectrum from suppliers to universities to government agencies
that enjoy unusual competitive success in particular fields. The
most famous examples are found in Silicon Valley and Hollywood yet clusters increasingly dot the global landscape.193
***

From a symbolic perspective, local communities are similar
to “islands” existing in the common “sea” of national cultures.
High importation communities are almost like sea level reefs
allowing the sea to flood over them with its homogenizing
waters. On the other hand, low importation communities are
like great islands rising high above sea level where the sea seldom floods their interiors.
Local suburbs are a good example of these sea level islands
constantly “flooded” with the importation of such things as
national media, advertising, entertainment, news and franchise
and chain retail stores. Little is exported from suburbs.
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Figure 6.4
Export and Import
Greater Import Into Local = More Equality of Local to Non-Local
Greater Export Into Non-Local = More Freedom of Local from Non-Local

The equalized homogeneity of American suburbs is considered a prime source of many social problems. In America
groups like the Congress for New Urbanism attempt to address
problems associated with a “placeless” culture represented
largely by the commonality of American suburbs.
Certainly much of this homogenized numbness has been at
the center of violence in American elementary and high schools.
Columbine is the most notorious. In May of 1999, Lakis Polycarpou, a 1990 graduate of Columbine High School, reflected
about her old high school suburb of Littleton, Colorado.
The absolute interchangeability of place is at times stretched to
more absurd proportions. Not five minutes from Columbine is a
closed Kmart that was converted into a church; the giant K was
simply replaced with a neon cross. Thousands of people move
through this world every day without a trace of irony, unconscious
of the underlying world view that produces such a culture, a literalism that marks the ultimate separation of form and content. The
ideology of extreme utilitarianism permeates everything.194

The imported symbols that caused the tragedy at Columbine
are similar to the imported Western symbols in the suburbs of
Kabul and Damascus. The violence of the two teenage boys in
the “import-heavy” suburbs of Columbine is matched by violence from others in “suburbs” all over the world.
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***

The earliest communities were largely self-sufficient containing little exchange of export or import. As culture grew,
exchange and trade increased. Eventually certain localities of
the world became identified with the exportation of certain
types of products, services or natural resources. At the same
time, certain localities also became identified with the importation of certain products, services and natural resources.
From the perspective of export and import on a global perspective, one can say America and Western culture has become
identified with the exportation of cultural symbols while the Eastern culture has become identified with the importation of cultural
symbols. In a similar way, America and Western culture has
become identified with the importation of natural resources while
Eastern culture (specifically the Middle East) has become identified with the exportation of natural resources (specifically oil). The
result is that the East imports and consumes cultural symbols
of the West while the West imports and consumes natural
resources of the East.
Nations of the world are similar to local communities with
high importation or exportation activities. The suburbs of
America have a direct symbolic correspondence to the world
suburbs and especially those of Middle Eastern cities. In effect,
much of the problem underlying the battle of symbols is that
the Middle East feels little more than a vast suburb of America
importing symbols into it. Like their American counterparts,
Middle Eastern nations produce few symbols themselves in the
form of entertainment, advertising, media, news and distinct
architecture. Most are imported from the West in the same
manner as American suburbs import national media, news and
entertainment from New York, Washington and Hollywood.
***
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The contemporary duality symbols export and import have
correspondence with traditional duality symbols of freedom
and equality, place and space. Greater export creates greater
freedom and less equality with the surrounding environment
and a greater sense of place. On the other hand, greater import
creates greater equality and less freedom from the environment and a greater sense of “placelessness.”
These traditional duality symbols play out on a global scale in
the on-going debate between giving dominance to localism or
globalism.195 In many ways, the debate is really a contemporary
symbolic reversioning of the traditional clash between Western
freedom and Eastern equality.
And in this debate, have the meanings of the words been
subtly reversed so that the word freedom really means equality? For example, there is the prevailing laissez-faire attitude of
globalism arguing free trade through lower tariffs, free (unrestricted) competition, privatization of state enterprises and
unrestricted foreign investments. Most of these are supported
by corporate executives and government leaders who regularly
attend the World Economic Forum.
But globalism, while outwardly marching under the banner
of freedom, opens the floodgates protecting the local, allowing
more imports to wash in to local areas. The world perhaps
becomes more equal but not necessarily more free. In effect,
the symbol of freedom offered by globalism really becomes the
a deceptive symbol of freedom to become more equal.
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Capitalism and Fundamentalism
“Caught between Babel and Disneyland, the planet is falling
precipitously apart and coming reluctantly together at the very
same moment … Belonging by default to McWorld, everyone is
a consumer; seeking a repository for identity, everyone belongs
to some tribe. But no one is a citizen.”  
Benjamin Barber
Jihad vs. McWorld

Some suggest the central conflict of our time is between
consumerist capitalism and religious, tribal fundamentalism. As
the argument goes, consumer capitalism is dissolving the social
and economic barriers between nations and transforming the
world’s populations into a blandly uniform market. At the same
time, the ethnic, religious and racial hatreds of fundamentalism
are fragmenting the world into smaller and smaller tribal units.
Benjamin Barber effectively brings forth the duality symbols of capitalism and fundamentalism in his book Jihad vs.
McWorld.196 Barber sees the contemporary world caught in a
paradoxical struggle between these two symbols. “Our world
and our lives are caught between what William Butler Yeats
called two eternities of race and soul: that of race reflecting our
tribal past, that of soul anticipating the cosmopolitan future.”  197
As Barber puts it, “Belonging by default to McWorld, everyone is a consumer; seeking a repository for identity, everyone
belongs to some tribe. But no one is a citizen.”  198
According to Barber, the “Jihad” is “the bloody search for
bloodlines,” while “McWorld” represents “the bloodless search
for markets.”  199 Barber notes that the Jihad holds out grim
prospects of continued war while McWorld threatens to “mesmerize” the world into a global consumer tranquility. The Jihad
scenario rooted in race …
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… holds the grim prospect of a retribalization of large swaths
of humankind by war and bloodshed: a threatened balkanization
of nation-states in which culture is pitted against culture, people
against people, tribe against tribe, a Jihad in the name of a hundred
narrowly conceived faiths against every kind of interdependence,
every kind of artificial social cooperation and mutuality; against
technology, against pop culture, and against integrated markets;
against modernity itself as well as the future in which modernity
issues.200

But the picture of a global McWorld has its own nightmarish
qualities even though its future is painted,
in shimmering pastels, a busy portrait of onrushing economic technological, and ecological forces that demand integration and uniformity and that mesmerize peoples everywhere with fast music,
fast computers, and fast food – MTV, Macintosh, and McDonald’s – pressing nations into one homogeneous theme park, one
McWorld, tied together by communications, information, entertainment, and commerce.201

While the symbols of Jihad and McWorld clash all over
the modern world, nowhere is the tension more evident than
between the McWorld of American consumerism and the fundamental Jihad of the Islamic world.

Old and Young Generations
“The sector between fifteen and twenty-five is the one with
the ability for jihad and sacrifice.”  
Osama bin Laden
“It must have been easy work for the recruiters who gave Atta
a sense of mission, a way of doing penance for the liberties
he had taken in the West, and the material means to live the
plotter’s life. A hybrid kind has been forged across the seam
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between the civilization of Islam and the more emancipated
culture of the West.”  
Fouad Ajami
The New York Times Magazine
October 7, 2001

Contemporary duality symbols are largely contained within
the demographics of age and the conflicts between different
generations on a global scale.
In Gray Dawn, former Secretary of Commerce and advisor
to presidents Peter Peterson warns of an “iceberg” ahead for
industrialized nations called global aging which will transform
America and the Western world.202 Peterson argues that the
populations of the world’s leading economies will age and shrink
while those of the third world will continue to become younger
and increase. The future scenario could pit a decreasing and
aging Western population against a growing youthful Eastern
and Middle Eastern population.
Whether one buys into Peterson’s argument or not, there
is little doubt that the contemporary battle of symbols involves
a drastic conflict of generations. American culture is under
the control of the famous Baby Boom generation (those born
between 1943 – 1960) while the Middle Eastern culture is under
the control of Generation X (those born between 1961 and
1980) and the Millennial Generation (those born after 1981).
One of the more incredible statistics to emerge from an
analysis of global symbols is that 75% of the population of the
Moslem world is under the age of 25. In effect, the symbolism
of the American Baby Boom generation stands in juxtaposition
to the Islamic Millennial generation.
***

In October of 2001, columnist Eric Boehlert wrote about
a form of Arab baby boom. As he noted, the idle youth of the
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Middle East provide easy recruits for extremist groups, and as
he observed, there are more idle youth every year.203
Boehlert talks about the new “wall kids” of the Middle
East. “A telling new slang term has sprung from North Africa
in recent years: hittite,” he says. “Playing off the Arabic word
for wall (rather than the name of the ancient tribe that once
conquered Mesopotamia), the phrase describes the ubiquitous
throngs of young people who gather in towns and literally stand
up against walls.”  204 As Boehlert notes “From North Africa to
Central Asia, nations in the region are teeming with a youthful
population and awash with idle hittites. The situation is most
pronounced among the Arab states, where approximately 60
percent of the population is under the age of 20, compared to
just 29 percent in America.”  205
As’ad Abukhalil, associate professor of political science at
Cal State Stanislaus, notes “It’s basically crowds of youth with
nowhere else to go.” Although many among the congregated
have college degrees, “They have no jobs, no prospects, and
they are not happy.”  206
The Arab baby boom has created all sorts of new social and
political tensions in the region as millions of underemployed
youths search for a future. As the world discovered on September 11th, more of those youths have turned to radicalism.
***

Interestingly enough (yet not surprising), September 11th
terrorist Mohamed Atta was a member of this young bored
Generation X of Islamic culture.
One of the West’s leading Islamic scholars Fouad Ajami
wrote about the “nowhere man” of Atta in October 2001.207
Islam didn’t produce Mohamed Atta, Ajami argued. Rather he
was born of his country’s struggle to reconcile modernity with
tradition. “I can make out the life of the 33-year-old man,” says
Ajami, “one of a vast generation of young Egyptians making
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their claims on a crowded land, picking their way through the
cultural confusion that has settled upon the country in recent
years.”  208
Ajami writes revealingly about the “torment” of Atta’s young
generation of Islamic youth. It was (and is) a generation that
couldn’t go back and yet couldn’t go forward. Like occupants
trapped in some great cultural “car” spinning its wheels, there
was indeed a great frustration in the young passengers of the
car. As Ajami observed:
There had come to Egypt great ruptures in the years when the
younger Atta came into his own. A drab, austere society had suddenly been plunged into a more competitive, glamorized world
in the 1970’s and 1980’s. The old pieties of Egypt were at war
with new temptations. There must have been great yearning and
repression in Mohamed Atta’s life; it is the torment of Atta’s generation. They were placed perilously close to modernity, but they
could not partake in it.209

Their home was no longer theirs. It was changed, “affected”
with “an unaccustomed hipness” observes Ajami. The big new
hotels, the cultural clutter of Europe and America, the steady
traffic of foreign tourists throwing in the air intimations of more
emancipated ways in less constricted, repressed lands. “But the
sons and daughters were to be chaste, and the old prohibitions
were to be asserted with increasing stridency.”  210
Mohamed Atta, like a lot of the members of his Middle Eastern generation, was caught in a twilight zone between the past
and future. He wanted to return to a traditional past but it was
nowhere to be found in the modern Egypt. He took on a form
of global homelessness.
The modern world unsettled Atta. He exalted the traditional, but
it could no longer give him a home. He drifted in ‘infidel’ lands but
could never be fully at ease. He led an itinerant life. The magnetic
power of the American imperium had fallen across his country.211
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The result, writes Ajami, was that Atta arrived in America
with a presumption and a claim. “We had intruded into his
world; he would shatter the peace of ours. The glamorized
world couldn’t be fully had; it might as well be humbled and
taken down.”  212

City and Country
(Culture and Nature)
“Anti-liberal revolts almost invariably contain a deep hatred of
the City, that is to say, everything represented by urban civilization: commerce, mixed populations, artistic freedom, sexual
license, scientific pursuits, leisure, personal safety, wealth, and
its usual concomitant, power.”  
Ian Buruma and Avishai Margalit
The New York Review of Books
January 17, 2002
“(The) chief function of the city is to convert power into form,
energy into culture, dead matter into the living symbols of art,
biological reproduction into social creativity.”  
Lewis Mumford
The City in History

The city and the country are powerful duality symbols.
While one could argue that the symbolism of the city might be
related more to Western culture than Eastern culture, a better
way to view the duality of city and country is as a psychological
duality rather than a geographical one. In this scenario, the
country represents nature and unconsciousness while the city
represents culture, civilization and consciousness. Life moves
from unconsciousness into consciousness. In a similar way, one
could say that symbols move from the country to the city.
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But like the symbols of freedom and equality, there are
always dynamic back and forth swings. Probably the greatest
study of cities ever undertaken is The City in History by Lewis
Mumford. The legendary philosopher identifies the real symbols behind cities as related to the early years of life and the
swings between movement and settlement:
Human life swings between two poles: movement and settlement.
The contrast between these modes may be traced back to the
original break between the mainly free-moving protozoa that
formed the animal kingdom and the relatively sessile organisms.213

Here, one identifies a symbolic correspondence of cities
with consciousness and settlement and country with unconsciousness and movement.
Raymond Williams in The Country And The City notes that
the country offers “the idea of a natural way of life: of peace,
innocence, and simple virtue.” On the other hand, the city …
… has gathered the idea of an achieved center: of learning, communication, light. Powerful hostile associations have also developed: on the city as a place of noise, worldliness and ambition: on
the country as a place of backwardness, ignorance and limitation.
A contrast between country and city, as fundamental ways of life,
reaches back into classical times.214
***

The duality symbols of city and nature have offered a contextual background symbolism for many narratives, story forms
and film genres. Perhaps the best exploration of the correspondence between cities and story forms is in Frank McConnel’s
Storytelling & Mythmaking. In this enlightening book, McConnel
superimposes four traditional narrative forms over a perennial pattern of founding, socializing and moralizing cities. He
attempts to show that throughout our cultural past, all of our
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major dramatic modes have reflected these few basic forms of
archetypes which recapitulate the history of civilization itself.215
For example, in epics the hero is the king and he is the
founder of the city. Examples run throughout history. Homer
and Virgil in The Aneid and the beginnings of Greek nationalism; the King Arthur legend where Arthur is the founder of
the city of Camelot and the Round Table. In the characters of
the American Western film, McConnel notes that we can see,
with very little stretching, the heirs to the Arthurian legends.
In Westerns, the king or founder, is represented by the figure
of the frontiersman or the cattle baron who carves out from
an inhospitable landscape a space that human beings can live in.
The frontiersman John Wayne in the film Red River provides a
good example. It is a vision created by film director John Ford.
Here is the city as it was founded and the audience is left to
imagine the way things must have come to be.
On the other hand, romances are concerned with knights
rather than kings. These knights evolve into marshalls in Western films. Here the city founded by the king is now socialized.
The hero is less than a king but more than a common man.
Henry Fonda in the film My Darling Clementine represents this
type of romantic hero. The “Thou Shalt” types of laws are
formulated in these cities. The mission here is to establish secondary codes of conduct that make city life tolerable and the
greatest fear is the breach of the code of social behavior.
In melodramas heroes become pawns in cities. Here cities
offer the originating problem for the hero rather than the end
solution for the hero’s activity. The hero is a conscious agent
and a conflict between morality and the violation of established
laws is developed. Criminal laws, or the “Thou Shalt Not” type
of laws, are formed in these cities. The hero is an investigator
or a detective. In Westerns, the hero is now the sheriff such
as Gary Cooper in High Noon. McConnel notes others such as
directors Alfred Hitchcock and Fritz Lang and novelists such
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as Tolstoy, Dickens, Conrad and Greene working in this melodramatic form. The city has become corrupt and threatens the
lives of its citizens. The negative implications of the social code
outweigh their positive implications.
Finally, in satires, the hero is seen as a fool. This city represents a new interior city and the hero is seen as a Messianic
figure, a madman. An example is St. Augustine’s City of God.
Here, there is a possibility for internalized heroism.
***

Despite the dramatic modes contained within the symbolism
of cities, perhaps the most dramatic narrative contrasts have
been between the symbolism of the city and the country.
Apart from the wild, untamed country of Western films
and the cool rationality of urban detective films, most today
are familiar with the often-repeated story line of the innocent
country bumpkin who comes to the big city where he or she
is corrupted by material things and loses their innocence. One
of the most popular television series in history – The Beverly
Hillbillies – was a humorous variation of this theme. The 2001
film Mulholland Drive by David Lynch is a darker postmodern
re-working of this theme.
The same drama has been repeated throughout the world.
But its symbolism has been put into much more ominous use
than for Hollywood genres or story lines. Rather than representing a contrast between the cycles of time (youth versus
age) the symbols of city and country have been put to work as
symbols of evil and goodness. The most far-reaching use of this
theme has been in the political arena. In effect, this symbolism
has been one of the key images behind some of the greatest
totalitarian movements and dictators of modern times.
As cultural critics Ian Buruma and Avishai Margalit note,
there are echoes of the city and country symbolism in Hitler’s
life in Vienna, Pol Pot’s in Paris, Mao’s in Beijing as well as the
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lives of many Muslim youth in Cairo, Haifa, Manchester or
Hamburg.216 In these various lives, the city is a great evil corrupting force.
One of the most famous literary images of the city as a
corrupting force and breeding ground for anarchists is the London of Joseph Conrad’s Secret Agent. Written in 1903 and first
published serially in the New York weekly Ridgeway’s in 1906
and 1907, the story weaves around an attack on the Greenwich
Observatory in 1894 masterminded by Verlac, a Russian spy
working for the police, and ostensibly, a member of an anarchist
group in Soho.
Historically, the city as evil symbol finds greatest expression
in the ancient superpower of Babylon. As Buruma and Margalit
remind, holy men of the three monotheistic religions – Christianity, Judaism and Islam – denounced Babylon as the sinful
city-state whose politics, military might, and very urban civilization posed an arrogant challenge to God. The fabled tower
of Babylon within the city was a powerful symbol of hubris and
idolatry.217
The Bible speaks of Babylon and the tower of Babylon in a
number of places. A few of the relevant passages are from Genesis and The Book of Revelation:
“Let us build a city and a tower, whose top may reach unto heaven;
and let us make us a name.”
Genesis 11:4
“… the mother of harlots and the abominations of the earth.”  
The Book of Revelation 17:5

There are also passages in the Koran relating to Babylon,
particularly 16:26 which says “Allah took their structures from
their foundation, and the roof fell down on them from above;
and the Wrath seized them from directions they did not perceive.”
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One could make a good argument that the dual symbols of
city and country have served as a type of place symbolism for
the war against terrorism. The grand “Symbol City” of the west
was attacked by terrorists living in the caves and hills of a desolate country, symbols of the Middle East and especially symbols
related to the birth of major world religions.
Ironically, September 11th terrorist Atta and gang again
proved true the idea that the city corrupts. While they were
from the country, they came to the “city” and lived there for
a number of months before the attacks. They even visited
cities like (that modern Babylon) Las Vegas for meetings. The
corrupting influence of the “city” again worked its old mythical
magic on them catching Atta in a Florida topless club the night
before the attacks.
In attacking New York City, the terrorists were perhaps
attacking the symbol of the city more than (the popular notion)
the symbol of capitalism or freedom. Ian Buruma and Avishai
Margalit express it well when they observe “The modern city,
representing all that shimmers just out of our reach, all the glittering arrogance and harlotry of the West, has found its icon in
the Manhattan skyline.”  218
One might add that, in the terrorist’s minds, the ancient city
of Babylon found its modern symbol in New York City. And to
them, the ancient tower of Babylon became the twin towers of
the World Trade Center.

188

6. Contemporary Symbol Dualities

Pluralism and Totalitarianism
(An Invisible Civil War)
“True Jihad today is not in the hijacking of planes, but in the
manufacturing of them.”   
Izzat Majeed
The Nation (Pakistan)
November 9, 2001
“On the surface, we see the war in Afghanistan as a just war
to end terrorism. Beneath the surface, both Pakistanis and
Afghans see it as a war between the Taliban … and the Northern Alliance … For us this is good vs. evil; for them it is the
Hatfields versus the McCoys – Round 50.”  
Thomas Friedman
The New York Times
November 11, 2001

While the greatest duality symbols exist between cultures,
there are many within individual cultures. The conflict between
freedom and equality in American culture is one example.
Another is the current battle between modernity and education within the Muslim world. In effect it forms the basis of a
civil war that rages on almost invisible to the outside world.
The common view is that most Moslems reject the 21st
century. Perhaps a more realistic view is to see a raging debate
within the Moslem culture on the best way to enter the 21st
century rather than a total rejection of it. While there is (as
yet) no dominant voice rising above the Islamic clash between
modernity and traditional education, most share a conviction
that Islam contains the seeds of its own modernization.
Cultural critic Thomas Friedman suggests this debate within
Arab-Muslim states might be seen as considering them consisting of two internal islands. One island is occupied by the secular
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autocratic regimes and the business class around them. The
other island is occupied by the mullahs, imams and religious
authorities that dominate Islamic practice and education. The
latter is still based largely on traditional Koranic interpretations
which do not embrace modernity, pluralism or the equality of
women. As Friedman observes, “The governing bargain is that
the regimes get to stay in power forever and the mullahs get a
monopoly on religious practice and education forever.”  219
Secular
Regimes
Business Class
Pluralism
Modernity

Traditional
Religious authorities
Mullahs
Authoritarian
Koranic interpretations

Table 6.5
Duality Symbols Within Moslem Civilization

Ironically, Osama bin Laden might take much responsibility
for this debate. As Friedman notes, “Although it was never his
intention, Osama bin Laden has triggered the most serious
debate in years, among Muslims, about Islam’s ability to adapt
to modernity. In Arab states this debate is still muted. But in
Pakistan and other Muslim countries with a relatively free press,
writers are raising it openly and bluntly. Nothing could be more
important.”  220
Reporter Frank Viviano observes that “At the heart of the
debate is the search for a ‘Muslim approach’ to contemporary
democracy, for political reforms that are rooted in Islamic tradition but that counter the authoritarian systems that today
govern almost all Islamic nations.”  221
Abdul Latif Arabiyat, secretary-general of Jordan’s Islamic
Action Front, says “There is no question that reform is necessary.” But to be successful “it must have an Islamic character.”  222
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Any other approach to modernization “will be regarded as
something imposed on our society from the outside, implanted
by force, and is certain to fail,” says Dr. Esam el-Arian, a member of the Muslim Brotherhood. “The way to achieve modern
progress must come from the inside.”  223
Maha Dabous, a spokeswoman for the dissident Ahmadi sect
in London that has an estimated 150 million followers worldwide, says “We want to bring Islam back to its uncorrupted
essentials, to its embrace of more pure forms of democracy
and justice.”   224
While a debate rages within Moslem culture, the gulf between
the two sides of the debate is indeed a wide one. For instance,
take the growth of the traditional educational system of madrasas schools in Pakistan. In 1978 there were 3,000 madrasas
but in November 2001 there were 39,000. This is disquieting
because their almost entirely religious curriculum was designed
by Mogul emperor Aurangzeb Alamgir who died in 1707.225
Still there is much power and passion on the business and
secular side of the debate urging modernity. Consider the
remarkable open letter to Osama bin Laden (and the Islamic
traditionalists) Pakistani writer and businessman Izzat Majeed
wrote in the popular Pakistani daily The Nation in early November:
We Muslims cannot keep blaming the West for all our ills … The
embarrassment of wretchedness among us is beyond repair. It is
not just the poverty, the illiteracy and the absence of any commonly accepted social contract that define our sense of wretchedness; it is, rather, the increasing awareness among us that we have
failed as a civil society by not confronting the historical, social and
political demons within us … Without a reformation in the practice of Islam that makes it move forward and not backward, there
is no hope for us Muslims anywhere.226
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In the end, one can see the conflict between America and
Islam in terms of a conflict between the duality symbols of pluralism and totalitarianism. Rabbi David Hartman of the Shalom
Hartman Institute in Jerusalem says it well:
The opposite of religious totalitarianism is an ideology of pluralism
– an ideology that embraces religious diversity and the idea that
my faith can be nurtured without claiming exclusive truth. America is the Mecca of that ideology, and that is what bin Laden hates
and that is why America had to be destroyed.

But one can also see that this great conflict also rages inside
the Islamic culture. In effect, the modern Islamic business class
is a type of “Mecca” of pluralism within a totalitarian culture.
And perhaps, the internal conflict rages with even more intensity than the international one.
In the end, the dualities within the Islamic world do not
involve the relatively clear lines of American dualities between
Republicans and Democrats. Rather they are dualities existing
in much of the Islamic world all the time. A good word for this
is ambivalence or the attraction of two dual symbols exerting
their force at the same time. Well-known Islamic scholars such
as Fuaud Ajami have noted this ambivalence.
A revealing example of the ambivalence in Arabic peoples
between old values and modern ones is captured in the following report from The Cairo Times (a week before the September
11th attacks). It is about a trial of a wealthy Islamic businessman.
Sex, lies and bizarre legal maneuvers have been the hallmark of
Ragab Al Suweirki’s trial, a trial that has put the private life of the
wealthy businessman, owner of the popular clothing-store chain
Al Tawheed Wa Al Noor, in the spotlight … The saucy details
of his marriages, and illicit affairs he’s allegedly had, have been
too hot for a conservative public to handle. In fact, it may be one
of the main reasons Judge Lutfi Hassanein kicked out reporters,
relatives and other nonlawyers from court proceedings … That,
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of course, was coupled with the fact that the court was severely
overcrowded.227
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“Do you have the patience to wait
Till the mud settles and the water is clear?
Can you remain unmoving
Till the right action arises by itself?”  
Tao Te Ching

A

merica in the 90s was about discovering differences in
the commonalities of the once dominant mass market.
It was a relativistic period of pluralism when symbols
grew in number while they shrank in meaning. There was more
and more of less and less. The so-called “information age” was
really an age of symbols running rampant over the landscape,
pervasive in the atmosphere like summer smog over Los Angeles.
The challenge to American symbols now is getting into alignment with the emerging cycle of equality and moving away from
the downsizing and differentiation of symbols – using them to
find commonalities in differences rather than differences in
commonalities. This is a job for large archetypal symbols rather
than small niche brand symbols.
Yet, at the same time, many of the concepts and techniques
used in building American consumer brands might find application in aligning culture with these larger symbols.
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East and West Commonalities
There is the old Rudyard Kipling adage that “East is East and
West is West and never the twain shall meet.” There is also the
folk wisdom from Pogo countering the Kipling saying that “We
have met the enemy and it is us.”
Certainly as we have briefly outlined above, there is a long
history of traditional symbols associated with the East and
West. While there may be an enduring truth to the dualities
of East-West symbols, they are also subject to cyclic swings
back and forth. In other words, there are times when freedom
is ascendant in the East and equality is ascendant in the West.
In this respect, it is unwise to characterize the current
situation (using Samuel Huntington’s paradigm) as a clash of
different symbols. Certainly there are East and West symbols
in opposition. Yet the clash between key symbols on a global
scale might not necessarily be a clash between historic dualities
as much as between cultures at different points in their cycles.
For example, after running the cycle from equality to freedom
in the twentieth century, America looks to return to equality
again. Ironically, this return to the archetype of equality might
come at the time of the Islamic culture’s move from equality
into the archetype of freedom.
But there may be a number of contemporary commonalities
within the archetypal symbols associated with East and West.
Leading cultural critic Walter Truett Anderson feels so and
argues this point in All Connected Now. Calling Huntington’s
“clash of civilization” thesis a form of “antiglobalist conservatism” Anderson criticizes the “clash of civilizations” thesis as
offering its “own map, with different shadings and cross-hatchings.” As Anderson notes:
It does not attempt to identify all the different groupings and communities within these civilizations – nationalities, classes, genders,
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political opinions, economic interests, lifestyles, worldviews. It
assumes that the civilizations are in some sense entities, geographically identifiable, capable of clashing with one another.228

To Anderson, it extends the “billiard-ball” paradigm. “We
have seen the billiard-ball theory of nations and the billiard-ball
theory of cultures; Huntington gives us the billiard-ball theory
of civilization.”  

Hybrid Symbols and Dandelion Seeds
A better paradigm than clashing billiard balls is perhaps one
of “cultural hybridization” a label coined by sociologist Jan Nederveen Pieterse.229 In this hybrid world, Walter Truett Anderson observes “Symbols of all kinds have detached themselves
from their original roots and float freely, like dandelion seeds,
around the world.”  230
The new paradigm of floating symbols mixing with others is
expressed well by cultural critics W. Rowe and V. Schelling:
How do we come to terms with phenomena such as Thai boxing
by Moroccan girls in Amsterdam, Asian rap in London, Irish bagels,
Chinese tacos and Mardi Gras Indians in the United States, or
Mexican schoolgirls dressed in Greek togas dancing in the style
of Isadora Duncan? How do we interpret Peter Brook directing Mahabharata, or Ariane Manouchkine staging a Shakespeare
play in Japanese Kabuki style for a Paris audience in the Theatre
Soleil?231

The variations in symbols from popular culture are endless
today creating much of the content of postmodern culture in
mixtures such as Klezmer flamenco, Japanese salsa and French
bluegrass.
In our new salad bowl world of mixed symbols, open borders
and worldwide electric media, old monolithic symbols of East
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and West take on contemporary ornamentation. If the Eastern
world was somehow embodied in a type of roadside billboard,
it might feature Eastern characters dressed in Western Levi’s.
And, if the Western world was embodied in a similar type of
billboard, it might feature American cowboys against rice fields
and Mt. Fuji in the background.
A popular television commercial ran in America after the
September atrocities. It began with an American family in an
SUV on vacation. It was a long trip and the kids were getting
restless and asking how long it would be until they stopped.
The next scene repeated the first scene with a family from
another culture with kids asking the same question in another
language and the mother wearily answering. The next scene
again depicted a repetition with a family from another culture.
One suggestion was that vacations and families from different
cultures have much in common. The logo at the end of the commercial featured a well-known tire company. There is the additional suggestion that all these families travel via SUVs and need
good safe tires for the long journeys. Different families were
sharing a common experience and all using a common tire.
In the new hybrid global world of cross-pollinated symbols, it
is difficult for the traditional symbols of East and West to really
clash with each other. Going into battle against each other, they
really go into battle against parts of themselves. It was always
like this throughout history: the beginning of a cycle in opposition to the end of a cycle, the person of one’s youth in battle
with the person of one’s adulthood; the feminine in man in battle with the masculine in man, the masculine in woman battling
the feminine; the unconsciousness of life in battle against the
consciousness.
But now there is the vital need to recognize that duality is
born from the same mother. Even more, it is the same person,
only at different times.
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How is alignment and equality expressed on a global scale?
What are contemporary elements of this new alignment of
global symbols? Some are suggested below. They transcend
national and even cultural boundaries. Ultimately, they may
form the basis for powerful new global virtual communities and
perhaps herald the emergence of new virtual nations unified
by common symbols rather than common places or common
ideologies.

Generations
		

“It’s the battle for the 11-year-old mind.”  
Charlotte Beers
Undersecretary of State
October 2001

Generations can work as both duality and alignment symbols
on a global scale. Different generations serve as duality symbols
both within a nation and between cultures. On the other hand,
the same generations serve as alignment symbols both within
nations and between cultures on a global scale.
A number of leading researchers suggest generations are
key symbols defining markets. In Rocking the Ages Yankelovich
Partners executives J. Walker Smith and Ann Clurmans provide
a new paradigm of generational marketing suggesting generations center around particular experiences, archetypes and
products. They argue that key ideas, values and products relate
to the three key current generations in America: the matures,
baby boomers and the Xers. In effect, their argument can be
seen as one suggesting that product symbolism clusters around
generations.232
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Matures

Boomers

Xers

Defining Idea

Duty

Individuality

Diversity

Celebrating

Victory

Youth

Savvy

Style

Team Player

Self-Absorbed

Entrepreneur

Reward Because

You’ve earned it

You deserve it

You need it

Work Is

Inevitable obligation

Exciting adventure

Difficult challenge

Education Is

A dream

A birthright

Way to get there

Future

Rainy day to work for

“Now” more important

Uncertain

Program Means

Social program

Cult deprogrammers

Software

Brands

Converse/Wayfarer

Adidas/Vuarnet

Nike/Oakley

Memories

Marx brothers

Smothers brothers

Mendendez brothers

Home Stuff

Timex

Casio

Swatch

Media

Peyton Place

Dallas

Melrose Place

Technology

Slide rules

Calculators

Spreadsheets

Table 7.1
Current Generations Products, Media & Values
(From Rocking the Ages)

More than create a theoretical hypothesis, the authors provide numerous products and values associated with the three
leading contemporary generations: the Matures (born between
1925 and 1942), the Boomers (born between 1943 and 1960)
and Generation X (born between 1961 and 1981). A brief outline of some of their findings is reproduced above.
Smith and Clurmans argue that generational links bind
together widely disparate individuals of varying education,
incomes and life stages. These links cut across demographic and
psychographic niches and might be a more effective means of
segmenting markets than traditional marketing methods.
In The Fourth Turning, Neil Howe and William Strauss place
contemporary generational segments in a historical context.
They suggest a key feature of American history is the cyclic pattern of generations constantly repeating a four-stage sequence.
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For example, a contemporary generation might possess more
of an alignment with a past generation in the same sequential
stage than with other contemporary generations.233
While the research applies to American generations one
cannot help but wonder about the importance and viability of
applying American generational research to global generations.
Might global generational coalitions forge new inter-cultural
alignments? Certainly this is an interesting (and urgent) contemporary idea. For example, the American Baby Boom generation
might find stronger alignments to its generation throughout the
world than to other generations within its own culture. Is this
form of “generational patriotism” drawing new invisible nation
states?

Technology
One of the great alignment symbols has always been the pervasiveness of the common technology of historical periods. The
mechanical age provided a common world-view. The electric
age provides another common worldview. Marshall McLuhan
suggested that electricity would shrink the world into the commonality of a “global village.”  
Perhaps the greatest symbol of modern electric alignment
is contained in the philosophy and technique of the Internet.
Technology such as collaborative filtering is able to align online
surfers with products and people, finding hidden commonalities
that were previously invisible. Selecting a book on Amazon
leads to the suggestion of a number of other books.
And there is an emerging corporate philosophy garnered
from the dot.coms of partnerships and affiliate relationships, of
contracting out functions of businesses once under one “brick
and mortar” roof.
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But the crash of the dot.coms and the New Economy raised
doubts about the utopian visions of many so-called “techno-enthusiasts.” The Internet began to be controlled much more by
large conglomerates like AOL than its early social visionaries.
In light of these developments, McLuhan’s theme that electronic technology is a unifying zeitgeist came under attack as
more of a Western notion than a world reality. In an interesting
article from the online CTheory, Songok Han Thorton pondered
whether McLuhan’s idea of a “global village” was more Western
elitist than international.
Marshall McLuhan’s vision of the ‘global village’ had a Second Coming with the Internet surge of the 1990s. There is sharply divided
opinion, however, on the question of McLuhan’s broader relevance
to the cultural morphology of our times. It is easy enough to agree
with McLuhan that high tech vastly extends our senses. But his
suggestion that this development liquidates spatial boundaries –
and thus belongs to humanity, not just to the world’s elite – is far
more controversial.234

Thorton wondered if McLuhan’s “medium is the message”
technologism could survive the dot.com collapse. She termed
McLuhan’s “global village” theory a “myth” and wondered how
long the myth could be sustained “in the face of a widening
gap between rich and poor nations, and between the rich and
poor inside those nations.” For Thorton, a more likely scenario
was the coming of a global “gated community” rather than a
global village.235 In fairness to McLuhan and his idea of a “global
village,” though, Canadian media scholar Donald Theall notes
McLuhan later thought the phrase might better have been a
“global theatre” or a “global metropolis.”  236
***

There was some credence to Thorton’s claim that the benefits of electricity were confined to world elites. Certainly in
202

7. Contemporary Symbol Alignments

2001 (when Thorton wrote her article) the Internet still had a
relatively small penetration into overall world population.
The real issue regarding commonality and alignment of electricity was not access to electricity but rather use of electricity.
Many of the early assumptions about the Internet assumed that
access would itself bring about a homogenizing equality. But the
later commercialization of the Internet proved that use rather
than access was the determining factor. More and more, the
Internet came to be used for one-way communication. Internet
companies broadcast content to online audiences in much the
same way that the television networks broadcast programming.
The possibility of electric alignment and commonality exists
in two-way interaction between the Internet audience rather
than one-way communication between Internet “servers” and
“clients.” Perhaps the greatest modern technology allowing
people to communicate with each other and share information
is peer-to-peer (P2P) communication.237
There is a strong probability that P2P communication technology has already created powerful international virtual communities. The possibility of using P2P technology to let similar
global generations communicate has not yet been explored
but offers much potential for the creation of new symbols of
alignment.
Linking global generations perhaps through an Internet based
P2P system seems like a viable option for lessening the growing
dualities between East and West. But one of the problems to its
implementation is the same problem that has precluded domestic adoption. American symbol makers see “profit centers” only
in one-way communication – broadcaster to audience, server
to client, advertiser to consumer – rather than two-way communication between market members.
For example, Napster’s hugely successful peer-to-peer communication and exchange system almost ruined the American music industry. American symbol creators and marketers
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worry that the same type of thing might happen on a global P2P
basis if global generations are given the power to communicate
directly between themselves rather than simply receive oneway communiqués from global marketers.238
But there could be immense social and political paybacks in
alignment of symbols if global Internet peer-to-peer communication could be implemented to connect global generations.
For example, one of the leading commonalities in the Muslim world is a preponderance of those under the age of 25
estimated by experts as composing an amazing 75 percent of
the population of the Muslim world or over 750 million people.
In effect, the contemporary Muslim world comprises a huge
Millennial generation (those born after 1982). Might there be
the creation of Internet P2P alignments between the Muslim
Millennial Generation and the Millennial Generation around the
world? The battle of symbols in this respect becomes finding
commonality within a global generation.

Genders
“I think we probably bring – and I don’t mean this to sound
sexist – but we probably have more of a subconscious outrage
at these issues. This is something that crosses my mind every
day: a third of these women in pre-Taliban days were doctors,
lawyers and teachers. You can’t help but be outraged.”  
Mary Matalin
Chief Political Adviser
Vice President Dick Cheney

Women and men around the world have a number of strongly
felt shared interests in such things as work, family, peace, secu-
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rity, and individual rights. They represent the potential for a
vast new global alignment symbol.
The war against terrorism created an especially strong aligning symbol for women around the world. With the horrible
treatment of women under the Taliban regime there were
great emotional forces aligning the feminine symbol around the
world, pulling women across cultures together on a global scale.
In Kabul, Afghanistan alone, there were 70,000 female beggars
who lost their husbands in war and were now forbidden to
work by the Taliban.

Lifestyles
It is of course common wisdom that there are many different lifestyles around the globe. However, there are also many
shared lifestyles.
Sophisticated marketing techniques such as the Stanford
University VALS program or Claritas’ PRIZM have been used
to segment America into sixty-two clusters. However, these
clusters might also be used to align America and discover new
commonalities between the sixty-two clusters. The act of alignment has the effect of reducing segments rather than increasing
them as differentiation does.
One of the principles behind PRIZM is a variation on that
old adage “Birds of a feather flock together.” For Claritas, the
consumer “birds” of America flock together in similar places
defined by zip codes.
People may be defined by distinct places but a subtle corollary to this is that different places in America contain similar
people. Aging Baby Boomers in upscale suburbs termed “bobos
in paradise” in one popular book have more in common with
other bobos in different places than with non-bobos within
their own community.239 In effect, those who frequent places
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like Starbucks in different locations have more in common than
those who frequent different coffee places in the same locations.
The same may hold true on a global scale. Different places in
the world contain similar people who are demographically and
psychographically aligned. Michael Weiss discusses this exciting
new prospect of global clustering in his important book The
Clustered World. It needs to be more fully explored by political
leaders as well as the American symbol making community.240

Beliefs
“We see the Almighty one way, the Jews have a slightly different conception and the Christians a third. To us, all our different visions are irreconcilable. But what we forget is that before
God we are like blind men stumbling around in total darkness.”  
Jalal-ud Din Rumi
13th Century
“Certainly, if a monk from sixth-century Byzantium were to
come back today, he would find much more that was familiar in
the practices and beliefs of a modern Muslim Sufi than in, say, a
contemporary American evangelical. Yet this simple truth has
been lost by our tendency to think of Christianity as thoroughly
Western, rather than the Oriental faith it actually is.”  
William Dalrymple
The Independent
October 12, 2001

An interesting story which hit the headlines on the Drudge
Report in November 2001 was the Bush-Putin cross story. Was
there a chance that Putin believed in the symbolic power of the
cross of Christianity? According to Peggy Noonan, Bush and
Putin bonded when they discussed a Christian cross that Putin’s
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mother gave him. Putin had the cross blessed in Jerusalem and
wore it all the time. The cross story exchange occurred when
the two leaders met in the summer of 2001.
In the book When Character Was King, Bush tells Noonan it
“seemed he was saying there was a higher power.” The content
of the story involved a good deal of symbolism. Putin told Bush
he thought the cross was lost forever in a fire. Then, a worker
walked over to Putin and opened his hand and there was the
cross. Putin told Bush “It was as if something meant for me to
have the cross.” Bush tells Noonan he said “Mr. Putin, President Putin, that’s what it’s all about – that’s THE story of the
cross.”  241
Noonan writes “I thought later, after I had left the White
House, that Bush, as a believer who feels he has been born
again in Christ, would likely have interpreted what happened
between them with great simplicity: God is here, is operating
through us, wants good for the world, performs miracles.”  242
Of course the context of the story was also important and
insightful. Like a dutiful urban legend, truth should not stand in
the way of a good story. In this sense, the real story behind the
cross episode was that Christianity was on a type of recruitment campaign and it had just enlisted the major symbol of
Russia.
***

The war against terrorism and the recent tendency to
demonize Islam has led to an atmosphere where few in either
camp are willing to acknowledge the kinship of Christianity and
Islam. Yet there are many commonalities between the two that
have been buried under the emotions of September 11th.
In October, as American special forces troops moved into
Afghanistan, religious scholar William Dalrymple observed
“The links that bind Christianity and Islam are so deep and complex that the occasional confrontations should perhaps more
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properly be looked upon as a civil war between two different
streams of the same tradition than any essential clash of civilisations.”  243
He is right in many respects. Islam accepts much of the Old
and New Testament, obeys the Mosaic laws about circumcision
and ablutions and venerates both Jesus and the ancient Jewish
prophets. Islam also inherited the same Greek and Roman
foundations as Western culture. Indeed Muslims preserved the
classics for the Western world before passing them back via the
universities of Islamic Spain and Sicily.
Commonalities were seen from the very start of the Islamic
religion. One of the greatest theologians of the early Islamic
church, St. John of Damascus (d. 749), was convinced Islam was
a variation of the Judeo-Christian religion.244 The perception of
St. John seems particularly remarkable when one considers he
grew up as a young Arab aristocrat in the Ummayad Arab court
of Damascus – the hub of the young Islamic world – where
his Orthodox Christian father was the Chancellor.245 St. John
himself was an intimate boyhood friend of the future Caliph
al-Yazid. The two boys’ drinking bouts in the streets of Damascus were the subject of much gossip in the capital.246
William Dalrymple observes the longer one spends in the
Christian communities of the Middle East, the more they
become aware of the extent to which Eastern Christian practice formed the template for the basic conventions of Islam.247
There are a number of striking similarities: the Muslim form
of prayer with its bowing and prostration’s appears to derive
from the older Syrian Orthodox tradition still practised in
pewless churches across the Levant; the architecture of the
earliest minarets, square rather than round, derive from the
church towers of Byzantine Syria; and Ramadan, at first sight
one of the most distinctive Islamic practices, can be viewed as
an Islamic version of Lent, which in Eastern Christian churches
still involves a grueling all-day fast.248
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Muslim writers have known the essential kinship of Islam
and Christianity for centuries. Jalal-ud Din Rumi (Rumi), the
13th-century Sufi (d. 1273), was perhaps the greatest of all the
mystical writers of Islam. Rumi lived in Konya, in Anatolia, at a
time when its population was almost equally divided between
Muslims, Christians and Jews.
When Rumi was asked about the relationship between these
three apparently incompatible religions, he told a story about
an elephant which came to a city where everyone was blind. A
delegation of three men was sent to find out what the elephant
was. All three felt different parts of the elephant and then
headed back to report to the inhabitants of the city what an
elephant was.
The first man said: ‘An elephant is like a vast snake!’ The second
man was indignant at hearing this: ‘What nonsense!’ he said. ‘I felt
the elephant and what it most resembles is a huge pillar.’ The third
man shook his head and said: ‘Both these men are liars! I felt the
elephant and it resembles a broad, flat fan.’ All three men stuck
by their stories and for the rest of their lives refused to speak to
each other. Each professed that they and only they knew the truth.

All three blind men were partially right. The first had felt
the trunk of the elephant, the second the leg and the third the
ear. However, none grasped the totality or the greatness of the
beast. If only they had listened to one another, they might have
understood the true nature of the beast. But they were too
proud and preferred to keep to their own half-truths.
“So it is with us,” said Rumi. “We see the Almighty one way,
the Jews have a slightly different conception and the Christians
a third. To us, all our different visions are irreconcilable. But
what we forget is that before God we are like blind men stumbling around in total darkness.”   
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The Technique of Analogy
Apart from some of the areas for alignment discussed above,
the technique that offers potential for alignment is found in analogy rather than analysis. Analogy poses an intriguingly ancient
and modern conundrum. How, in the face of cultural diversity,
can a unique someone or something be perceived as like what it
is not? The question has a particular relevance in the emerging
dynamics of global symbols.
Analogy is contained more in the province of literature and
art history than religion or politics. Some of the most daring,
experimental writing in the field of art history is being done by
Barbara Maria Stafford, a professor at the University of Chicago. Her book Visual Analogy is perhaps the leading contemporary exploration of analogy, or, the perception of similarity
in difference.249 As she notes, “We possess no language for
talking about resemblance, only an exaggerated awareness of
difference.”  250
Stafford offers a plea for the restoration of analogy not only
in art and non-art visual forms, but also in other areas. As a
culture, she says we withstand the damaging daily effects of
“an explosion of discontinuous happenings,” which are brought
on in part by the emphasis on “personal statements, irreducibly distinctive subjects, and contradictory opinions.”  251 At the
beginning of the new millennium, the “diversification of diversity” and the postmodern assault on analogical reasoning have
left us “incapable of speaking across differences.”  252
Stafford notes some of the contemporary issues involved
with analogy are cloning, social inequity, identity politics and
electronic copying. She suggests a historical tug-of-war between
analogy and allegory. Since the Romantic era, Stafford argues
we have been living in polarizing allegorical times.
The shift to allegory is rooted in the movement from a magical universe (modeled on sexual bonds) to an engineered world
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built on discrete automated units. She argues that there are
major phenomenological questions about memory, emotion,
intelligence and awareness related to exploration of analogy. In
the end, Stafford proposes a new humanistic cognitive science
with analogy at its core.

Merger of Symbols
A new commonality is likely to arise from a merger of symbols. In this scenario, Eastern symbols move closer to Western
symbols while Western symbols move closer to Eastern ones.
America might be the current leading exporter of global
symbols. But America obtains its symbols more and more
from a global repository. In a world where national boundaries
become more porous through electronic technology, a nation’s
exports are more and more similar to its imports. The symbols
nations export today, they import tomorrow in slightly changed
forms.
Warren Cohen, a leading historian of the relationship
between America and East Asia (China, Japan and Formosa),
addresses this merger of symbols in his small but important
book The Asian American Century.253
America is now focused on the Middle East. Yet ultimately
far more important might be the symbols of the Far East. The
dynamics of America with Far Eastern symbols of China and
Japan might be the real “engine” controlling the dynamics of
global symbols.
Cohen observes this back and forth merger of American and
Far Eastern symbols in the mixing of cultures. He suggests the
creation of a powerful back-and-forth flow. As America exports
more products to Asia, it also “imports” more Asian symbols
into her symbol making machinery. These Asian symbols are
imported in the form of Asians citizens travelling to America,
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living and working in America and raising families in America.
It is also in the form of the increasing number of American
products produced in Asia as well as an increasing number of
cultural imports such as Chinese restaurants and popular films
like Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon.
As Asia becomes more like America, America becomes
more like Asia. While Asia is changing American identity, America changes Asian identity. Cohen notes that by mid-century,
approximately one in ten Americans will be Asian. Somewhere
in this movement towards each other, there is the possibility
that a commonality or alignment will be achieved. How emotionally powerful this alignment symbol will be remains to be
seen.
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“To subdue the enemy without fighting is the supreme excellence.”  
Sun Tzu
The Art of War

R

eporter Michele Landsberg remarked that the image of
the war against terrorism that kept coming to mind was
one of “a gigantic global carnival game of Whack-A-Mole.
Slam one terrorist into the ground, and up pop a dozen more,
their desolate lives kindled with the pure fire of meaning by the
drive for revenge and transcendence.”  254
But President Bush found a more powerful symbol for the
war than Landsberg’s perpetual carnival game. On October
10, 2001, he announced the creation of a most wanted list of
international terrorists, a roster of 22 suspects led by Osama
bin Laden and several of his lieutenants. Mr. Bush (or perhaps
more appropriately in our symbolic perspective, Marshall Bush)
promised multimillion dollar rewards for their capture.
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Marshall Bush and the Duke
Leave it to a President from Texas to evoke the powerful
symbolism of the American West when he tells the nation the
terrorists are “Wanted dead or alive.” The Old West symbolism is given weight by the creation of a page on the FBI web site
with photos of the key terrorists wanted by America with price
tags on them. The old wanted posters that used to be tacked to
the sides of ramshackle wooden buildings in Wild West towns
now became posters “posted” in cyberspace.
Will other grand symbols of America’s cowboy past emerge
to fire up the American posse? Perhaps so. Former Reagan
speech writer Peggy Noonan laments the absence of old-style
heroes in post-Clinton America. At the same time, she suggests
that “manly virtues” may rise from the ashes of September 11th:
It is not only that God is back, but that men are back. A certain
style of manliness is once again being honored and celebrated in
our country since Sept. 11. … I am speaking of masculine men,
men who push things and pull things and haul things and build
things, men who charge up the stairs in a hundred pounds of gear
and tell everyone else where to go to be safe. Men who are welders, who do construction, men who are cops and firemen. They
are all of them, one way or another, the men who put the fire out,
the men who are digging the rubble out, and the men who will
build whatever takes its place.255

Noonan’s links that “certain style of manliness” to that grandest symbol of the American West, John Wayne, the ultimate
cowboy hero. The perfect symbol for the difficult times after
9/11. Noonan talks about the dominance of the Duke’s symbol
and then chastises groups that “killed” America’s grand symbol:
I was there in America, as a child, when John Wayne was a hero,
and a symbol of American manliness. He was strong, and silent.
And I was there in America when they killed John Wayne by a
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thousand cuts. A lot of people killed him – not only feminists but
peaceniks, leftists, intellectuals, others. You could even say it was
Woody Allen who did it, through laughter and an endearing admission of his own nervousness and fear. He made nervousness and
fearfulness the admired style.256

Noonan misses the Duke, but suggests he has returned in
the symbol of the New York City firemen. “I think he returned
on Sept. 11. I think he ran up the stairs, threw the kid over his
back like a sack of potatoes, came back down and shoveled
rubble.”  257
The symbol of rescue turns into one of revenge. The famous
old cowboy now rides east toward the caves of Afghanistan. As
Noonan puts it, “I think he’s in Afghanistan now, saying, with
his slow swagger and simmering silence, ‘Yer in a whole lotta
trouble now, Osama-boy.’ I think he’s back in style. And none
too soon. Welcome back, Duke.”  258
A symbolic cartoon called “Passing the Colors” appeared
on a web site during this time.259 In the back box of the cartoon, you can make out the faint outline of the New York City
horizon with the two World Trade Center towers rising high
over the other skyscrapers of the city. Immediately to the left
of them, you see the image of the Statute of Liberty across the
water. Imposed over the bottom-right section of the box is
another box containing a fireman bursting out of his cartoon
frame and handing an American flag to a soldier in the top-left
box. The soldier steps out of his cartoon box to grab hold of
the flag like one grabs hold of a baton in a relay race. The soldier
says, “I’ll take it from here.”
The fireman and cowboy heroes of the cartoon on the Web
merge into the rescuing and revengeful hero of Peggy Noonan’s
John Wayne. One gets the impression that the “wanted page”
of President Bush’s terrorists is pretty close to all of this.
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Even the Taliban seem ready to partake in the symbolism
of America’s Old West. Not to be outdone by the Wild West
macho challenge of President Bush, the Taliban leader Mullah
Mohammad Omar proposed a duel with President Bush and
Prime Minister Blair. The Taliban Foreign Minister Maulvi Wakil
Ahmed Mutawakil is quoted as saying:
The Americans have launched propaganda that Mullah Omar has
gone in hiding, so I will propose that Mr. Blair and Mr. Bush should
take Kalashnikovs and come to a specified place where Mullah
Omar will appear with the Kalashnikovs to determine as to who
will run. … Mullah Omar changes places because of security … He
effectively runs affairs of the government as in the past.260

Should Marshall Bush and Sheriff Blair ride into Afghanistan
at high noon? If only the Duke were around to ride with them
and John Ford were there to film it.
In mid-November, a little more than a month after “Marshall
Bush” announced rewards and the formation of a posse to go
after the terrorists, the Western theme resurfaced with photos
of special-ops forces on horseback in Afghanistan. The posse
continued to hunt for the bad guys deep in bandit country. The
noose was tightening. Wanted: Dead or Alive.
On November 17th, the reward for Osama bin Laden saw
a huge increase from $5 million to $25 million. The American
radio messages about the reward were broadcast into Afghanistan by an airborne Special Operations Forces radio station
aboard an EC-130 aircraft code-named Commando Solo. The
messages called on the people of Afghanistan to “drive out the
foreign terrorists,” and promised cash rewards for information
on the location of Mr. bin Laden and eight other Al Qaeda leaders – indicating that the United States had gathered more information on the identities of Al Qaeda leaders still in Afghanistan
than previously disclosed.
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The Frontier Symbol
For the battle of symbols at hand, President Bush attempted
to rally the American people around that grandest old symbol
of American freedom: the American frontier. The historian
Frederick Jackson Turner argued in his well-known “frontier
thesis” that it was the freedom of pushing west into the frontier that formed the American spirit more than anything else.
The thesis was later embodied in Turner’s book The Frontier in
American History.
Turner made his proposal in the final decade of the nineteenth century when the legendary cowboys of the West were
becoming domesticated and the great American frontier was
dying from increasing colonization. In 1890, the U.S. Census
Bureau proclaimed the frontier closed. Turner, a University of
Wisconsin historian, saw great significance in this. In 1893 he
propounded his frontier thesis before the American Historical
Association.
Up to our own day American history has been in a large degree
the history of the colonization of the Great West. The existence
of an area of free land, its continuous recession, and the advance
of American settlement westward explain American development.261

To Turner, the frontier Americanized Americans. The individual was rapidly acclimatized, though the process lasted 300
years. Cheap or even free land provided a “safety valve” that
protected the nation against uprisings of the poverty-stricken
and malcontent. The frontier transformed the adventurer, producing a man …
… of coarseness and strength … acuteness and inquisitiveness,
(of) that practical and inventive turn of mind … (full of) restless and nervous energy … that buoyancy and exuberance which
comes with freedom …262
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To Turner, this was something new, something quite independent of the European experience. The hinterland slighted
Eastern habits of deference to authority and its premium on
social organization. While social conditions crystallized in the
East, the West produced the world’s first authentically free
man.
The Turner thesis contrasted sharply with a historical orthodoxy dominated by the Eastern Seaboard’s perspective, which
viewed America’s European past as definitive. America was
Europe transplanted. Turner’s rebuttal gave the frontier experience a new dignity.
The closing of the frontier marked the end of the first chapter of American history. Democracy, nationalism, and individualism had been engendered in the American people. So, too,
had the symbol of American freedom.

Sending Wrong Symbols
President Bush evoked this powerful symbol of the American West to establish the setting for the battle of symbols.
John Ford couldn’t have created a better background set. The
Western genre, its legendary cowboys and outlaws and its
own brand of “law and order,” were powerful symbols for a
postmodern America where heroes and villains were hard to
distinguish.
Yet even so, there were a number of initial symbol bungles.
Before Bush settled on the Wild West theme he used a religious symbol defining the war against terrorism as a “crusade”
and invoking the symbol of that grand battle of Christianity a
thousand years ago against the Islamic culture to deliver the
Holy Places from Mohammedan tyranny.
There was the poor choice in the traditional “branding” of
the combined military efforts by giving it the conceited label of
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Operation Infinite Justice. The implication of course was that
one nation (or at least the free-world coalition) was in sole possession of this quality called justice. But even beyond this, there
was the confusing qualifier of “infinite” on the word “justice”
suggesting the relativism of the word. Were there now degrees
of justice? What happened to that unqualified word justice?
Evidently, a number of others recognized the poor branding
choice for the upcoming efforts and the label Operation Enduring Freedom became the new banner for the overall operation.
With the use of the word “freedom” the branding strategy was
back on track and connected again to the traditional American
symbol of freedom. And too, to that nostalgic memory of freedom at its height (being called up in the American psyche by
Marshall Bush and Peggy Noonan) centered on the American
frontier, the Wild West and The Duke.
But there were a number of other mistakes in the opening rounds of the battle of symbols that projected the wrong
symbols into the Islamic culture. Even such humanitarian
efforts as food drops over Afghanistan managed to transmit
(and reinforce) a particular silly image of Americans to the
native peoples. American forces dropped over 100,000 yellow
ration packets into Afghanistan. The labeling in the food packets
seemed totally inappropriate to the overall message America
was trying to convey. Each packet, decorated with an American
flag, contained one day’s worth of food, a book of matches, and
a Moist Towelette that read in English:
Here is your Moist Towelette. It will clean and refresh your hands
and face without soap and water. Self-dries in seconds, leaving
your skin smooth and soft.263

The real message here was the reinforcement of an image of
Americans held by millions in the Islamic world: a preoccupation with material things like outward appearance when others
are occupied with just staying alive.
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And too, there was the symbolic linking of force and food.
Writer Roger Hodge quotes Jean Ziegler, the United Nations
Special Rapporteur on the right to food, as saying the food drop
was “totally catastrophic for humanitarian aid” because it linked
such aid with military operations. Ziegler also is quoted as
warning that the indiscriminate “snowdropping” of food could
lead hungry children into mine fields.264

A Nameless Event
In the early stages of the war, when symbols were being mustered, some pondered whether the events of September 11th
were capable of definition by more than a date. Perhaps history
might ultimately give them a label like other horrific events
happening on one day. But so far there were problems with the
events of September 11th.
Columnist William Safire noted that the surprise attack in
1941 by the Japanese is remembered as Pearl Harbor, the
bloodiest day in all American wars identified as Antietam Creek
and the murder of a president known as the Kennedy Assassination.265 Safire observes some problems of defining the events
on September 11th with more than a date. “Because the calamities occurred almost simultaneously in two cities, they could
not adopt the name of one locality or single structure.”  
Initially, President Roosevelt focused on the December 7,
1941 date of the Japanese attack noting that it was “a date
which will live in infamy.” However, as Safire observes, in time
it was replaced by the location of the disaster as Americans
came to “Remember Pearl Harbor.” Will history provide a new
overall designation for the events of September 11th?
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Casting Hollywood in the Battle
In early October, the government and military were becoming aware of the symbols they were recruiting into battle and
that the overall war was a symbolic one as much as a military
one. This realization led to an interesting meeting between the
Army and screenwriters in Hollywood.
A discussion group between military and movie representatives was held at the University of Southern California in early
October 2001. The group was said to have been set up by the
United States Army to discuss future terrorist activity in the
wake of the September 11th attacks.266
There were some things the masters of screen suspense
could offer the US Army in the way of tactical advice. In particular, the entertainment industry could offer expertise in
understanding plot and character, as well as advice on scenario
training.267 This was one reason that the US Army was behind
USC’s Institute for Creative Technologies (ICT) that called on
the resources and talents of the entertainment industry and
computer scientists to help with virtual reality scenario simulations.268

Elements of the Battle
But putting symbols into battle involves much more than the
Army sitting around a table with Hollywood screenwriters.
What are the key elements in this battle? In many ways, they
are closely related to those main functions of modern business organizations: production, marketing and management.
Rephrasing these functions somewhat we arrive at the following
elements in the “battle of symbols.”  
• The creation (production) of symbols in Hollywood’s entertainment industry and Madison Avenue’s advertising industry.
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• The transmission or communication (marketing) of symbols in the
communications and media industries.
• The management of symbols by a coordinated effort between
government and private industry.
• The understanding of symbols using marketing research techniques to discover trends and offer predictions.

The particular themes and characters in the battle will
change over the years but they will operate under the above
elements within the context of a global dynamics.
It will be a long battle going far beyond a few television
seasons and mega-star telethons. More than likely, it will be a
subtle, perpetual battle creating a new form of “Cold War.”  
In a sense, the attacks of September could be viewed more
as a response to the exportation of American symbols rather
than the workings of American diplomacy or foreign policy. It
was a “one way street” in that American symbols were exported
to the Middle but few were imported from the Middle East.
The result is that the Middle East (as well as the rest of the
world) has come to view America by the symbols she creates
and exports more than anything else. This presents a distorted
view of the nation since most American symbols are created in
just a few places like Los Angeles, New York and Washington.
That great American hinterland symbol creators fly over on
their journeys between coasts is like a “silent majority” to the
rest of the world.
For the most part, these new American “coastal” symbols
are a small, petty bunch distant from the grand old symbols
wrapped in the sweeping context of John Ford Westerns on
Frederick Jackson Turner’s American frontier.
President Bush made an attempt to summon back the powerful, forgotten symbols of America with his reference to the
Old West and the “wanted dead or alive” poster for the international outlaws.
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But the battle of symbols is ultimately too large for Marshall
Bush, or for that matter, even The Duke. There is the need
for all Americans to participate in creating grand symbols once
again that attract commonalities rather than perpetuate differences. American symbol creation needs to migrate away from
its production factories on the loud, flashy coasts and into the
silent, hidden America of small towns and farms. This is the
America that its current symbol makers pass over at 30,000
feet and 600 miles an hour.
America also needs to take seriously the suggestion of Peter
van Ham in Foreign Affairs that the modern world is made up of
competing symbols called “brand states.” In effect, it needs to
consciously manage these symbol images rather than let them
slip out as silent invading forces made up of day-time American
soap operas or evening re-runs of Dallas.
But it is doubtful America will ever be able to manage the
symbols she sends outward into the world until she is able to
manage the symbols Hollywood and Madison Avenue sends
inward to her own heartland.
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The Entertainment Industry

“The essential goal is to affect behavior all the way from getting
people to engage with our brand up to stopping some kid from
strapping on a load of dynamite and going out to kill people.”  
Peter Sealey
Former Head of Global Marketing
Coca Cola Company
“Our vast entertainment industry can’t even put together a
sales pitch to sell American values abroad. But boy can they
undermine them at home.”  
Ellen Goodman
The Boston Globe

O

ne of the first major responses from the entertainment industry was to come together on September
21st to raise funds for the September 11th tragedy. The
cooperative effort called “America: A Tribute to Heroes” was a
live two-hour, commercial-free, simulcast linking top American
and English entertainers.
It was produced in a low-key manner and appropriately filled
with the quiet symbolism of candlelight. The music and words
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from leading stars were emotional and even eloquent. The telethon garnered more than $150 million in pledges. According to
the Associated Press, this amount was the greatest of all the
mega-star fundraisers, topping even the Live Aid concerts and
Band Aid all-star Christmas recording during the 1980s, which
raised a reported $110 million in relief for African famine victims.
A telecast spokesman reported that 89 million viewers
tuned into at least part of the event that was broadcast on 31
networks and seen in 200 countries around the globe – even in
Afghanistan. During the show’s two hours, an average of 59.3
million were tuned in at any given point. By comparison, President Bush’s 45-minute speech on September 20th, broadcast on
ABC, CBS, NBC, and Fox, averaged 82 million viewers.
The telethon was certainly a successful and well-staged
event. And yet it was another variation of that popular Hollywood humanitarian feel-good “genre” that might be termed the
“tragedy telethon.” A lingering question after it was whether
the great tragedy of September 11th demanded something more
than a telethon, and more importantly, whether the entertainment industry was capable of something larger.
There was initial discussion by leaders in the entertainment
business that the atrocities would re-arrange entertainment
genres and content. In the new “got religion” virus that quickly
sweep over Hollywood leaders, films scheduled for release
in the coming months like Arnold Schwarzenegger’s Collateral
Damage and Tim Allen’s Big Trouble were deemed inappropriate
and release dates pushed back or postponed indefinitely.
A few weeks after the tragedy of September 11th, John
Leland and Peter Marks wrote about a new look for entertainment in a “terror-conscious” world:
All fields of culture are feeling the uncertainty. Playwrights and
novelists are reassessing their subjects. Fashion houses, architects
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and industrial designers, buffeted by both the tragedy and the
sinking economy, are rethinking the role of irony, luxury and security.269

Jonathan Galassi, Editor-in-Chief of publisher Farrar, Straus
& Giroux, weighed in with his assessment of the situation. “That
sort of ironic, hip attitude is going to have to undergo revision.
Any sort of sense of cynicism and self-absorption – nobody is
going to be interested in that.”
Yet, in the immediate aftermath of September 11th it was
extremely unclear what “revision” that grand producer of symbols called entertainment would take. A few weeks after the
atrocities, newscaster Tom Brokaw saw the American ship
headed into an “unknowable future” and asked:
Will gratuitous violence in movies and the cheap and titillating
confrontation of talk shows give way to a longing for more serious
themes? Will the surge of bipartisan spirit endure, washing away
the pettiness that devalues public life and alienates voters?270

They were good questions and ones that were impossible to
answer at the time. Everyone agreed there was a need to create
bigger, more important symbols. But it was difficult to see the
outlines of these bigger symbols.

Television Entertainment
For that temperature gauge of current fad and fashion called
the television entertainment industry there was little choice in
its response to the September 11th situation. The new season
schedule was already finalized, advertisers lined up, programs
in the can. This worried a number of television executives. In
the wake of September 11th, the state of current television programming with its frivolous, “dumbing down” shows became all
the more apparent.
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Yet everyone knew that ultimately the “season must go on”
and the 2001-2002 television season approached opening week
and a changed audience unable to change course in much the
same way the ill-fated Titanic approached the iceberg.
Media critic Bill Carter wrote “The television season finally
arrives tonight, tiptoeing in as carefully as it can, still not sure if
it is appropriate to try to amuse and entertain a wounded country.” For Carter, two forces seemed to be working at the same
time. “The attacks on New York and Washington,” he notes,
“have clearly made the question of what kind of television show
is going to work seem both inconsequential and harder than
ever to answer.”  271
As inconsequential and difficult as they were to make, predictions were still offered about which shows would survive in
the new changed landscape of the American audience. When
the premiere week opened in late September, comedy and
familiarity was bet on more than reality programming. Symbols
associated with the four Fs – funny, family, familiar, friends –
rose to dominate industry executives’ picks for winners.
“It’s pretty clear that comedies have a chance to do really
well,” said Jeff Zucker, president of NBC Entertainment. Lloyd
Braun, the co-chairman for entertainment at ABC, cited his
network’s family comedy My Wife and Kids as something that
fits the national mood noting “It’s family and funny.”  
Familiar and established hits were also predicted to do well.
CBS Television president Leslie Moonves observed that “people
are looking for a comfort level” and this was a reason they had
turned to Dan Rather, Peter Jennings and Tom Brokaw. Sandy
Grushow, Chairman of Fox Entertainment, observed “My gut is
that people will go to the familiar.”  
This proved to be an accurate prediction in the short-run
with the decline in reality programming. One indication of this
was the cancellation of ABC’s ambitious new midseason reality
show The Runner due in January of 2002. And too, ratings for
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Survivor were off sharply after September 11th. In the previous
season it had averaged 30 million viewers a week but this season it had dropped to 22 million and in mid-October it was
down to 20 million. It had been beaten badly in its first two
outings of the new season against the familiar, feel-good NBC
comedy Friends. As one network executive put it, this was the
most noticeable thing about how people were watching television now. “They are flocking to comfort shows,” he said and
“Friends is the ultimate comfort show.”  272
Still, long-range predictions about television programming
were impossible to make. Perhaps CBS Television president
Leslie Moonves expressed the overall sentiment of television
executives best in the immediate post-September 11th atmosphere of the new television season. “I frankly have no idea
what to expect. To be honest with you, I’ve been finding it very
hard to concentrate.”  
***

The advertising industry was an important participant in
the debates. It had much influence on program content and its
clients and brands had more to lose than the entertainment
industry. It was one thing to make a stupid show. Another thing
altogether to have your brand sponsor a stupid show. Television
shows came and went but there was great brand equity to be
lost by ill-placed brand associations.
Television programming executives were caught in a moral
dilemma between profit and conscience – a rare and unfamiliar
territory for them. Advertisers wanted to pull back from sponsorship of a number of programs. In effect, they wanted off that
ill-fated “Titanic” of the television season before it charged into
the “iceberg” new season immediately ahead.
But the television industry was not very interested in providing the advertising industry with lifeboats. Advertising trade
paper editor Joe Mandese summed up the attitude of television
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executives fairly well. “The networks do want to be accommodating in helping advertisers get out from commitments that
now seem ill-advised, but on the other hand, they do need
revenue to stay in business.”  273
***

In spite of the early shell-shocked expressions of television
executives like Leslie Moonves, many cultural observers waited
to see how the television industry would ultimately exploit the
events of September 11th. They didn’t have long to wait.
In early January of 2002, The Hollywood Reporter announced
the story of the hijacked United Airlines Flight 93 (which had
crashed in a Pennsylvania field on September 11th) was the subject of a telefilm called The Real Story of Flight 93. It was being
developed by Moonves’ CBS.274
Lawrence Schiller who was developing a number of other
CBS projects based around high-profile news tragedies would
produce it. Among others, Schiller had Columbine USA and
The Washington Scandal (inspired by the Chandra Levy case) in
development.275
The Flight 93 project was only one of several September 11th
– themed long-form projects in development. Alliance Atlantis
was developing a movie that centered on the Hamburg terrorist
cell that allegedly included at least three of the September 11th
suicide attackers, including ringleader Mohamed Atta.276
As the atrocities of September receded farther into the past,
there would undoubtedly be other television dramatizations of
the worst disaster in American history. Some would most likely
be better than others. Yet one questioned the pursuit of the
September 11th genre of entertainment drama in the first place.
Whatever the case, watching the events of September 11th
on television mixed with commercials would be a strange event.
Especially for children who were able to watch it. Would they

232

9. Creating Symbols: The Entertainment Industry

believe the events had been sponsored by American advertisers
rather than Islamic terrorists?
***

Beyond exploitation of the events of September 11th with
television movies, there was also evidence post-September 11th
expressions of a restraint in television programming ideas was
not taking hold. This was most apparent in the new crop of
television quiz shows which premiered in the months following
the September attacks.
There was The Chamber where contestants got doused with
icy water and hurricane force winds while being held just above
flames like meat over a barbecue. There was Fear Factor that
involved large numbers of rodents crawling over volunteers.
One of the most absurd was The Chair hosted by former tennis
star John McEnroe. The show featured contestants strapped to
a kind of evil-looking dentist’s chair. They answered mind-expanding questions like “Which motel chain has the sleepy bear
in pajamas as its mascot?” All of this happened as tarantulas
were dropped near their heads and flames shot up around
them.277
The quiz shows offered a sharp contrast to the attitudes of
restraint bantered about by all sectors of the entertainment
industry after September 11th. In January of 2002, columnist
Ellen Goodman observed “Just a few months ago the entire
country was soberly and communally attentive to real suffering,
to firefighters rushing into buildings and to families in mourning.
Now, faster than you can say ‘closure,’ suffering lite is entertainment and endurance is a contest.”  278
While the nation was distracted by this heart-stopping “lite”
entertainment and fake torture, the real heart-stopping escapade of the war against terror continued on. Osama bin Laden
was still on the loose. As Goodman says, “Part of the Muslim
world still thinks he’s a hero and part still thinks he’s innocent.
233

Battle of Symbols

The FBI hasn’t found the guy with the anthrax.”  279 This all
seemed reason enough for excitement in the real world without another crop of dumb television quiz shows.
Goodman summed up what many Americans felt as entertainment got back to show business after all. “Our vast entertainment industry can’t even put together a sales pitch to sell
American values abroad. But boy can they undermine them at
home.”  280

Films
Like the television industry, the film industry was also in a
quandary about predicting the future course of entertainment.
But apart from canceling a few blatantly inappropriate films
ready for release the long lead time for developing film projects
offered an assurance that the post September 11th crop of Hollywood films would have more time to consider emerging new
entertainment symbols.
Ron Simon, television curator at the Museum of Television
and Radio, observed this is why Hollywood is so slow and
cautious to pick up on current events. Films run the risk of
“becoming outdated very fast, because it takes a while to make
a film and world events are moving very quickly.” As a result,
their speculations after the September 11th tragedy were more
philosophical, going beyond the confines of genres and the
particular fashionable topics of television to broader considerations of evil and heroics in general.
One question on the mind of a leading screenwriter was
whether stars should be recruited into battle against the devil.
Andrew Klavan, author of the novel Don’t Say A Word which
became a popular film right after 9/11, confessed his love for
action films and his desire to see Schwarzenegger “vanquish
a terrorist about now.” For Klavan, the screen hero had the
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effect of boosting his faith in the real heroes sent to fight the
war:
Indeed, Mr. Schwarzenegger’s oversized screen persona will
strengthen my faith in the real Schwarzeneggers who have to
fight our battles for us – so much greater than the screen image
because they are so much smaller, so much braver because they
are so mortal and fragile and afraid.281

As Klavan notes, this kind of faith in movie heroes is an integral part of action stories. He recalled seeing Schwarzenegger’s
End of Days a few years ago in which Arnold took on Satan
himself. “I felt a warm sense of certainty flood through me, and
I ate my popcorn thinking, ‘The Devil doesn’t stand a chance.’   ”
He reflected, “I would like very much to feel certain of that
again – if only for a couple of hours.”  282

New Heroes and Villains
In early October when Klavan made his comments, most
Americans would probably have agreed with him and defined
the heroes of the moment as action oriented – like John Wayne
and the New York City policemen and firemen. But even if
action heroes like Arnold could be put into battle against the
devil, the film industry was having a difficult time deciding
exactly who the devil was. One would think that after September 11th the answer to this question would be easy: the new
villain would wear the costume of an Osama bin Laden and
the film set would be the caves and mountains of some distant
ravaged land.
Yet the answer was not so easy. There was still an on-going
debate whether the villains were confined to terrorist cells
around the world or occupied the rather large fundamentalist
wing of Islam. President Bush and the administration worked
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hard to confine the symbol of villains to the terrorists while
others suggested it was far more than just the terrorists.
But apart from this background debate, it was a new experience for Hollywood even if a new villain could be found. The
important thing was that Hollywood was not creating its own
“home grown” villains and heroes. It now seemed confused and
unusually silent when real ones were delivered to it on silver
platters.
One of the greatest studies about the symbolism of Hollywood films is Hollywood Genres by Thomas Schatz. In the book
Schatz observes one of the secrets of Hollywood’s traditional
magic was to nurture growth of genres so that the nation could
come to imagine itself in Hollywood’s stories and narratives.
Time was needed for the evolution of collective dream images
and a general consensus about heroes and villains.283
In all of this, Hollywood had been the final arbiter of the
popular symbols for good and bad. But the events of September 11th changed this process and threw a form of “monkey
wrench” into the studio machine. The fact that a real villain was
immediately handed to the nation caused creaking strains in the
Hollywood edifice. Symbol making seemed momentarily taken
out of their control.
And too, there was the modern problem of creating “politically correct” villains in an increasingly diverse America. It was
important that particular groups were not offended within the
film-going market. Columnist Rick Lyman noted the problem
was different from the months after Pearl Harbor when the
movie industry enthusiastically embraced stereotypes of Japanese evil. “This time the entertainment industry has opted for
restraint to avoid accusations of bias and the danger of offending
audience sensibilities in an increasingly multiracial America.”  284
Robert Sklar, a film historian at New York University,
observed this fear of offending minorities was the reason many
film and television villains were evil white guys. The subtextual
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suggestion, noted Sklar, was “a kind of turncoat or traitor figure, as opposed to an enemy from outside.”   285 Hollywood was
much more adept at creating turncoat internal enemies than
foreign enemies. And too it was a much safer symbol for their
growing multicultural film audience.

Hollywood’s Symbols for Evil
“The main question Hollywood storytellers are asking themselves now is whether the public will want this particular anxiety over threats of terrorism and germ warfare dealt with in
some roundabout, metaphoric way, like the giant bugs, or more
directly.”
Rick Lyman
The New York Times
October 13, 2001

In Hollywood’s debate over new villains, there was the possibility of returning to that old metaphor formula for evil – a
mutant strain of villains neither evil white-guy-traitor or suicidal
Japanese fighter pilot. Towards the end of October, six weeks
after September 11th and in the middle of the war’s second front
of anthrax attacks, a key Hollywood question was whether the
public wanted their particular anxiety – then over threats of
terrorism and germ warfare – dealt with in some roundabout,
metaphoric way, like the giant bugs of science fiction films, or
more directly. Like most speculation, the answer was unclear
because the definition of the new villain was unclear.
This grand metaphoric type of villain symbol was similar to
the force of nature in films like Titanic or The Perfect Storm or
novels like The Grapes of Wrath. Or, it was something more
alien and inhuman than nature, turning Cold War villains into
pod people (like the 1956 film Invasion of the Body Snatchers) or
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converting the evils of atomic weapons into the giant insects
(like the 1954 film Them!).
The search for these symbolic Hollywood villains had been
a lively one after the audience got tired of seeing Americans
kill Japanese over and over or wrestle science fiction creatures
through the fifties. As Jeanine Basinger, professor of film studies at Wesleyan University, observed “We’ve had the I.R.A. as
villains, we’ve had international drug dealers, we’ve had Arabs,
we’ve had vague Asians who you weren’t quite sure what country they were from.”  286
There was the suggestion that the genre of the horror film
was the best context for the new villain, especially in October when the threat of invisible anthrax seemed the modern
symbol for the fear of atomic radiation of the 50s. As Syracuse University professor of media and popular culture Robert
Thompson noted:
The horror movie is just sitting there waiting to deal with this. It is
one of the most versatile genres out there, a universal solvent of
virtually any news issue. And it is now perfectly positioned to cop
some serious attitude, to play a role where it’s not simply a date
movie but going further back, to the 1950’s, where you have the
horror movie as metaphor.287

Others echoed Thompson’s suggestion that the genre of the
horror film was appropriate to deal with the massive tragedy.
Acclaimed cinematographer and director Ernest Dickerson,
whose film Bones opened in October 2001, observed, “When
society is trying to deal with the unimaginable, it’s interesting
how often it is horror films that help them cope with it.” Science fiction films become a cushion for future shock, Dickerson noted, while horror films “become a cushion for terror
shock.”  288
There was a precedent in earlier films about the hidden horrors of microscopic killers like anthrax. Robert Wise’s Androm238
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eda Strain (1971), based on the Michael Crichton thriller, was
about microbes from outer space. And Wolfgang Petersen’s
Outbreak (1995) was about high-tech scientists racing to control
an escape of a plague-like virus.289
Some predicted a new type of horror film was emerging to
deal with modern anxieties. Robert Thompson suggested “The
horror movie is going to move away from the age of Godzilla …
and its going to move away from Michael Myers and fears about
adolescents being messed up by the corruption in our culture.
Instead, it’s going to be much more on the X-Files model, where
the villain is elusive and perhaps conspiratorial.”  290
***

The debate would continue between a direct and symbolic
approach that did not force audiences to face anxieties directly.
But even if it came to be more of a symbolic one, the symbols
would be different than the old ones of the 50s. Rick Lyman
observed “It might not be giant bugs, but some sort of shape
will be found to symbolize today’s faceless villain.”  291
Perhaps the real question was not who the villains were but
how big Hollywood could make them. Film historian Robert
Sklar wondered if the film industry still had the ability to even
create large, adult sized villains in an increasingly teen directed
film market. “It has achieved such an effective system based
upon marketing to teenagers and opening weekends that I am
not sure it has the capability to reassert a mature entertainment viewpoint.”   292
Steven Gaghan, winner of an Oscar for his screenplay Traffic,
observed that there would be a waiting period and a collective
holding of breath while everyone sorted out their own personal
response. “But eventually the metaphor will be found, and with
the metaphor the villain.”  293
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The Government as Hero
The debates over defining the new Hollywood villains would
continue. Yet a little over a month after the tragedy, a certain
consensus developed within the film community concerning the
general outline of a new hero.
Yes, in ways this new hero would be the action figure embodiment of those brave firemen who rushed into the collapsing
towers. But the new hero also looked strangely like that perpetual villain of the film business called the American government.
In mid-October, Yahoo Daily News reported Hollywood would
give a boost to the image of the government in movies quoting
experts as saying “The war on terrorism is set to unleash a rare
phenomenon in the US film industry – a new, positive portrayal
of the US government and its agencies.”  294
It was a complete reversal of the government’s traditional
Hollywood role. Jonathan Kuntz, associate professor on the
television faculty at UCLA, observed “For the past 20 years at
least the main villains in movies have been government, police,
FBI and CIA conspirators.”  295
Leo Braudy, the well-known professor of cinema history at
USC, noted this idea of government conspiracy developed in
the wake of the Kennedy assassination. The Watergate episode
certainly helped to fuel the conspiracy paranoia. It was carried
forth with popular films like Stanley Kubrick’s Clockwork Orange
and Sydney Pollack’s Three Days of the Condor. Both films helped
seal the initial villainous image of the government. The image
continued through films of the 90s and the popular television
series X-Files.
It was really in response to growing fears of bio-terrorism
in October of 2001, that government took on the new role of
protector hero. As Leo Braudy observed “The government is
now seen as the shield protecting the country and I don’t think
we are going to find very many movies where there is a con240
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spiracy within the government or government itself as a huge
conspiracy.”  

Hollywood Goes to War
In all of this, there was the strong indication of rare cooperative efforts between Hollywood and Washington to shape
the American image abroad. There was a growing consensus to
put American entertainment symbols into conscious, directed
efforts rather than let them aimlessly flood world satellite networks with more trashy pop entertainment and evil white guy
villains working against a conspiratorial government.
There were attempts to firm up and formalize this consensus between Washington and Hollywood when officials of the
Bush administration met with leaders of the film and television
industry on October 17th and called on them to join the effort
against terrorism. However, some in attendance expressed
frustration because of the lack of specifics.
The urgency of enlisting the Hollywood symbol-making
machinery only grew in importance after the October meeting
especially with growing reports that America was losing the
public relations battle. This led to a larger and broader meeting
at the Peninsula Hotel in Beverly Hills on November 11th.
On the Sunday morning of November 11th, appropriately
perhaps the American Veteran’s Day, Bush’s senior advisor
Karl Rove, met with the entertainment industry’s top leaders,
including Viacom chairman Sumner Redstone and News Corporation chairman Rupert Murdoch. The goal was to create a
more specific agenda for the entertainment industry to aid the
fight on terrorism. While the October meeting had involved
mainly filmmakers and actors, the November meeting resembled an industry summit of Hollywood’s senior statesmen.296
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Invitations to the meeting were signed by Motion Picture
Association of America president Jack Valenti, Viacom Entertainment CEO Jonathan Dolgen and Paramount Pictures chairman Sherry Lansing at the instigation of the White House. The
invitations subsequently went out to the owners and CEOs of
the various studios and networks. Most of them quickly agreed
to attend.
As Peter Bart, Variety Editor-in-Chief noted, the invitation
stressed the nonpartisan nature of the meeting – Lansing and
Dolgen being well-known liberals – while stressing the importance of launching an industry-wide effort to help the war
effort. The purpose of the meeting was to identify strategies
and agree on practical ideas, which might involve films as well
as TV messages.297
***

Hollywood had recast the government in the role of hero
rather than villain. Now, the government seemed to be recasting Hollywood in the role of propaganda agent. It was not
exactly a new relationship for them.
In World War II the Office of War Information essentially
acted as a liaison to Hollywood about the kind of films that
should be made. Modern Hollywood’s efforts seemed similar
in ways to Hollywood’s response after Pearl Harbor. After the
attack in World War II, there was the creation of short documentaries carrying positive messages like “This is the Army”
and feature films like Wake Island and Torpedo Boat. Alfred
Hitchcock’s patriotic 1942 film Saboteur was even adapted to
frontline news while still in production. And directors like John
Huston and William Wyler made landmark documentaries,
detailing the scope of the war effort and the ordeal of the soldiers in the trenches. Even film titles were rearranged to boost
domestic morale. For example, the film Message From Main
Street became Main Street on the March.
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But production of outright propaganda films was not on
the table at the November 2001 meeting. Show business, as
the invitation said, has long held the power “to communicate,
educate and inspire.” These skills needed to be dedicated to the
crisis. Variety’s Peter Bart quoted a top Hollywood executive
as saying “Hollywood can contribute in positive ways without
becoming a propaganda organ.”  298
Apart from the desire of Hollywood leaders not to create
outright propaganda, there was also the changed landscape of
the American entertainment audience. Americans had become
much more media savvy and cynical since the 40s about efforts
to persuade. This presented a more complex problem for Hollywood, at least for films directed at the domestic audience.
There was also the changed structure of media and Hollywood’s major studios. In the 1940’s, Hollywood was a group of
powerful studios, each with its artists under contract. There
was no Internet or television. But modern movie studios were
fairly small parts of global media conglomerates. In the fast new
media and entertainment world, timing was also a problem
in that films had a long lead time and found it difficult being
newsworthy. By the time images of the war on terrorism would
reach multiplex screens, they will have been seen thousands
and thousands of times on 24-hour news channels and network
broadcasts.

The Role of Stars
And what would be the new role in all of this of those grand
symbols of popular culture called Hollywood stars? What new
symbols would they project in the war against terrorism? What
part would they play in the larger “battle of symbols?” Television historian Ron Simon reflected that during World War II
the Hollywood stars did special broadcasts for armed forces
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radio. American stars might not be at the World War II stage
but Simon observed, “there is a reconsideration as to what artists should be doing and how they should be using their talents.”
Most likely, it would involve something between brief roles on
disaster telethons and continuing propaganda cheerleaders for
the government.
Whatever the outcome, in early November 2001 it was
apparent that America was more interested in sports stars than
film stars. On November 4th, the long postponed endeavor
of television’s self-congratulatory ceremony called the Emmy’s
was finally broadcast on CBS. It went up against baseball’s
World Series broadcast by Fox. The result (reported by Nielsen ratings) was that the World Series smashed the Emmy
Awards, receiving a 27.0 rating/38 share of the audience to the
Emmy’s 12.7/17. The disparity between Hollywood and baseball
was even greater in New York City where the series gained an
amazing 49.3/70 share of the market.
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“If advertising is an emblem of capitalism and self-indulgent
prosperity, and if capitalism and self-indulgent prosperity are
part of what many Middle Easterners detest us for, does advertising have any hope of ameliorating things? Might it actually
exacerbate things? Glossy, air-dropped brochures with hilarious Arabic puns aren’t going to cut it.”
Rod Kilpatrick
Advertising Executive
“What would they (Americans) be selling? The American soul?
What is the American soul – freedom, justice and a new Frigidaire? How could they sell consumerism to Islam?”  
Lyndy Stout, Editor
Shots Magazine
“Why, I ask, isn’t it possible that advertising as a whole is a
fantastic fraud, presenting an image of America taken seriously
by no one, least of all by the advertising men who create it?”
David Riesman
The Lonely Crowd
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G

round zero of the terrorist attacks in lower Manhattan
was close to ground zero of the American advertising
industry just a few blocks away on Madison Avenue.
While it was not literally hit, advertising was hit in a figurative
way with a ripple effect extending far beyond New York City.
This was inevitable for the advertising industry, the key symbol
of American symbol-making power in a battle largely caused by
symbols and about symbols.
The immediate effect was similar to the response from the
entertainment industry – some advertisements were deemed
inappropriate and media schedules were pulled. This had a big
impact on broadcasting and magazine publishing largely financed
by the advertising industry. Faced with gaps in program sponsorship, one of the major effects was a large drop in the networks’ prices for commercial time.
Wayne Friedman, Los Angeles bureau chief for leading industry publication Advertising Age, noted the attacks forced agencies to rethink product media plans.299 And advertising writer
Stuart Elliott observed “Sitcoms may seem too trivial to viewers” while serious shows too much a reminder of the tragedy.300 Elliott suggested there might be problems with terrorist-themed episodes of shows like The Agency, 24 and Alias referring to new dramas on CBS, Fox and ABC. Coming close after
the events, though, most of this was just speculation and Elliott
suggested that terrorist-themed shows might be accepted. In
the patriotic fervor we’re in, Elliott observed, “maybe if they
catch the bad guys, that’s something we’d want to see.”  301
In the midst of this late September 2001 speculation, O.
Burtch Drake, president of the American Association of Advertising Agencies, sent an advisory letter to the association’s
members. “Advertising can and will play a crucial role in moving
the country forward as we continue our recovery” Drake said
in his letter. At the same time, the association “is aware of the
gravity of the current situation and the mood of the nation.”
248

10. Creating Symbols: The Advertising Industry

In light of this, he urged member agencies and their marketer
clients “to exercise sensitivity as they began to resume advertising.”  
The letter was believed to be the first of its kind in the 94
year old history of the association. Drake told The New York
Times’ Stuart Elliott in a telephone interview “There’s certainly
been nothing like this in my experience. It seems different from
everything else.” Yet Drake noted that advertising “is how the
economy works, and how the media can afford to do what they
do.” While “ultimately it’s the agency acting on behalf of the client to determine the appropriateness of advertising material in
print and on the air, the media need to have a more heightened
awareness, too.”  

Return of Singing Toilet Bowls
But by early October, advertising critic Stuart Elliott reported
the advertising economy had returned to business as usual.302
It was “spurred in large part by the requests of President Bush
and Mayor Rudolph W. Giuliani that regular routines should
resume – especially those that would help keep the national and
New York economies from faltering further.”  303 One of Elliott’s
readers wrote suggesting “Normal advertising messages could
help aid in the mental recovery.”  
Even so, questions of taste and tone lingered on because the
nation, and its symbol-making machine of advertising, was in
new and uncharted territory. Stuart Elliott saw a paradox. On
one hand, there was the desire to return to the normality of
a world full of persuasive advertising symbols. It was the view
expressed by Elliott’s reader above. On the other hand, there
was the growing suspicion that a world filled with singing and
dancing symbols was perhaps not all that normal after all.
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Elliott noted “On one hand, pitches can be perceived as
a welcome reassurance of normality and even a momentary
escape from reality. On the other hand, are singing toilet bowls,
hard-selling infomercials and gross-out humor appropriate at
this moment?”  304
By the middle of October, research on consumer attitudes
was getting back into full swing. One of the first groups to
conduct research were advertising agencies. They did research
for clients to gauge how consumer attitudes and behavior had
changed after the terrorist attacks.305 A large research effort
was undertaken by Euro RSCG Worldwide which conducted
surveys – first in the United States, then overseas – intending
to discern short and long-term shifts in consumer attitudes.
Joseph Plummer, director of global brand strategy at the World
Group in New York, said, “We mobilized our network. Drop
whatever else you’re asking about, the latest Nescafé coffee or
movies or fashion, and ask about this.”  306
But American consumers seemed to be lining up for singing
toilet bowls. Joseph Plummer was surprised at “the requests by
consumers to see advertising again” after the initial coverage
of the attacks ran without commercials on many TV networks
and without adjacent advertisements in many magazines and
newspapers. “They aren’t always kind to advertising,” Mr. Plummer said of consumers, “but they said that if advertising came
back, it would be one more sign to them of trying to get on
with it.”  307
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Campfires of Brands
“To speak of American ‘materialism’ is … both an understatement and a misstatement. The material goods that historically
have been the symbols which elsewhere separated men from
one another have become, under American conditions, symbols which hold men together. From the moment of our rising
in the morning, the breakfast food we eat, the coffee we drink,
the automobile we drive to work – all these and nearly all the
things we consume become thin, but not negligible, bonds with
thousands of other Americans.”  
Daniel J. Boorstin
The Decline of Radicalism
“Truly great brands are far more than just labels for products.
They are symbols that encapsulate the desires of consumers;
they are standards held aloft under which the masses congregate.”  
Tony O’Reilly,
Former CEO, Heinz

Many Americans wanted to bring back advertising shortly
after the September 11th atrocities. This attitude could be
viewed in a few ways. One could see it as the desire to show the
terrorists they could not alter the American lifestyle. Another
way to view it was as an expression of patriotism to help
“jump start” the falling economy. Let the “hidden persuaders”
of advertising start working their magic once again so that
America could be persuaded to consume once again.
Yet behind these surface reasons there also existed a more
subliminal one. As Daniel Boorstin notes, material goods historically separated people. But in America they were symbols
which held people together forming bonds of “thin, but not
negligible” virtual product communities. In a sense one could
say advertising created the “signs” directing people to the com251
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munities of same-product consumers. Advertising was the first
step in the road back to the modern symbol of “communion”
in consumption. One might say it was the entrance back to the
religion of consumerism that had been forgotten in the immediate aftermath of September 11th.
In the postmodern American culture of symbols, images
and declining social capital, these communities of consumption
were as strong as real communities, perhaps even stronger.
One might have more in common with a neighbor’s products
and brands than with the neighbor. Consumers desired a return
to advertising because it was that “siren” song beckoning one
back to community.
So consumers needed the communities promised by the
symbols of advertising as much as advertising needed target
market niches of consumers. This in spite of the fact that advertising was rated close to the lowest of professions by a Gallup
Poll “Honesty/Ethics in Professions” in late November 2001.308
(The only group lower was car salesmen.) Ironically, the great
symbol creators of modern culture were both the least trusted
and most needed.
Advertising professor James Twitchell discusses this need for
advertising and the “goods” it offers in his important book Lead
Us Into Temptation.309 Twitchell starts with the simple observation that “we are powerfully attracted to the world of goods
(after all, we don’t call them ‘bads’).” Far from being forced upon
us against our better judgement, Twitchell observes, “consumerism is our better judgment.” This is so because increasingly,
products and brands are what hold us together as a society,
doing the work of “birth, patina, pews, coats of arms, house and
social rank” – work previously done by religion and bloodline.
Twitchell suggests modern consumers immediately understand the connotations of status and identity exemplified by the
Nike swoosh, the Polo pony, the Guess Label and the DKNY
logo. The commodity alone is not what they are after. Rather,
252

10. Creating Symbols: The Advertising Industry

they actively and creatively want that logo and its signification,
the social identity it bestows upon them.
Rather than seeing advertising as brainwashing consumers –
pulling them into stores and malls against their will – Twitchell
sees products and their advertising messages as types of social
campfires offering warmth in the cold night wilderness of postmodern life. The purchase and possession of things are the
self-identifying acts of modern life. Not only does the car we
drive tell others who we are, it also tells us who we are. The
consumption of goods provides us with both tangible everyday
comforts but, even more importantly, a crucial inner security in
a seemingly faithless age.
This invisible community called together by advertising and
congregated around the “campfire” of brands needs to be seen
in the context of declining social capital in America, a growing
mistrust of others and a decline in social activities. Harvard professor Robert Putnam has advanced the metaphor of “bowling
alone” to describe these social trends in the America of the 90s
in his book Bowling Alone.
Could it be that those few days and weeks immediately after
September 11th – when consumers forgot about these product
symbols for a while – were too lonely for them? Not only were
they “bowling alone” but they were also abandoned by the
familiar musak of advertising and its friendly, familiar symbols.
The return of those symbols of singing toilet bowls and dancing seltzer tablets was not like some door-to-door salesman
wedging his way back into the American home. Rather it was a
type of place – a warm campfire – that consumers searched for,
searched to return to, even more than it searched them down.
In a “bowling alone” culture that suddenly needed to retrieve
its sameness, the things of advertising might gather people
together again. Philosopher Hanna Arendt says it well in her
book The Human Condition with her observation:
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The things of the world have the function of stabilizing human life,
and their objectivity lies in the fact that … men … can retrieve
their sameness … by being related to the same chair and table …

Against this subjectivity, Arendt notes, stands the objectivity
of the man-made world rather than the sublime indifference
of an untouched nature. Advertising seemed to bring back the
man-made world after what seemed like a horrible indifference
of nature.

Chianti Over Cabernet
“Simple may look easy, but it isn’t easy. Simplicity exposes the
quality of an idea. Although we may have become accustomed
to over-thinking and over-producing, now is the time to simplify.”  
Steve Novick, Vice Chairman
Grey Global Group
October 2001

While it is apparent that Americans in the months after the
September attacks desired a return to the familiarity of their
brands and the normality of consumer culture, it is also apparent that their culture had changed in basic ways. Many advertising, research and opinion firms conducted surveys attempting
to get a picture of the new consumer landscape. But in the
months immediately after the events of September, there were
constant “aftershocks” which continued to shift the landscape
making prediction almost impossible.
Still, there were general outlines of the emerging landscape a
number of experts agreed on. The hip, trendy advertising that
dominated the 90s and first years of the new millennium was
very out of place in the post-September 11th world. And also
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fading was the complexity brought on by the new technologies
and the information revolution.
Steve Novick, Vice Chairman of the large international
advertising firm Grey Global Group, observed a trend towards
simplicity. A number of others had seen this trend emerging
before September 11th. As Novick observed in the October
2001 edition of the firm’s newsletter Grey Matter “Everyone’s
mental switchboard is on overload. People everywhere talk
about being distracted, being unable to finish projects, even
being unable to sit still. Anxiety and concentration can’t co-exist. Being nervous – being jittery – means being unfocused. In an
increasingly complex world, we’re all yearning for simplicity.”  310
The theme of simplicity, comfort and family would dominate
the American cultural landscape in the next few months. It
would manifest itself in a number of ways. There was the growing desire to stay home and cocoon which left trendy hot spots
empty. There was the increased consumption of comfort foods
and decline in lavish, expensive gourmet meals. As Novick suggested “a bottle of Chianti instead of an overpriced Cabernet.”
The heady conceit of postmodern culture before September
11th now seemed pointless and advertising it now appeared
tasteless.
Advertising needed to mirror the new simplicity. As Novick
noted in Grey Matter “In a world where people have trouble
focusing, they can’t be expected to decipher complicated advertising. No one wants to pay that much attention. No one has
the energy. Don’t expect people to work so hard – they’re not
going to be studying our ads.”  311
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Advertising the “Lion of Islam”  
“As the (cell) phone rings a graphic of bin Laden appears on the
screen with the words Sher-e-Islam – Lion of Islam.”  
Yahoo News
Quetta, Pakistan

In a strange and distorted way, the atrocities of the terrorists
contained the elements of a powerful publicity and advertising
campaign. A great symbol was used and communicated to millions of people around the world in an effort to persuade. One
of the target markets for the message was of course Americans.
But other target markets were terrorists around the world as
well as those sympathetic to terrorist causes.
The bizarre campaign gave the terrorist group perhaps the
greatest amount of publicity and advertising in history. It was
admittedly the worst kind of publicity. Yet it served to solidify
certain groups centered within and around the terrorist organizations.
Five weeks after the atrocities and American bombings in
Afghanistan, Osama bin Laden had become a nefarious type of
legend to many in the Middle Eastern world. The online Yahoo
News reported that Osama bin Laden products were blitzing
Pakistani markets and selling like hot cakes:
From chocolates to mobile phone messages and posters to
t-shirts, the bearded image of Osama bin Laden is everywhere in
Pakistan and fans of the West’s most wanted man can’t buy enough
… the US bombings of Afghanistan in response to the September
11 terrorist attacks of New York and Washington blamed on bin
Laden have bolstered the Saudi dissident’s standing in the eyes of
many. 312

Yahoo News reported posters were one of the most popular
bin Laden products. In one poster, bin Laden is riding a wild
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stallion and wielding a silver sword. Another poster shows
him in army green camouflage sporting a digital watch with a
compass. In other posters he is carrying Uzi and Ak47 machine
guns and rocket launchers. The most popular poster is a finger
waving posture of bin Laden as he appears ready to launch into
a lecture. This poster has been a trademark at militant rallies.313
Ghulam Farook, a vendor based outside the Mutton Market
in Pakistan’s southwest city of Quetta, says “Osama is very
good for one side of business.” Farook was selling 100 color
glossy posters of bin Laden a day for a few US cents each and
could have sold more but the printers were not able to keep up
with demand.314
The posters hung in street stalls beside cricket and body-building magazines, or above bin Laden wrapped sweets at the candy
shop near the Quetta railway station. But Farook added that
poverty meant people were restricted in their spending habits
and bin Laden was cannibalizing other potential sales.315
“We have lost elsewhere in sales because people cannot
afford to buy their traditional magazines, books and newspapers, whether they are Islamic orientated or not,” Farook said.
Another vendor, in Quetta’s Central market, Sabil Jamail, said
white t‑shirts with a black bin Laden print were selling by the
thousands for about four dollars each.316
“They are all over Pakistan – Karachi, Peshawar, Islamabad
and Lahore and they are very popular, we don’t have any, anymore. The people who support bin Laden are very dedicated,”
Jamail said.317
Meanwhile, product sales in the jihad, or holy war, market
were also strong. Al Bador, a Quetta-based recruitment office
for holy wars in Afghanistan, Kashmir, Palestine and Chechnya
has its own products of grisly posters and bumper stickers available for a “donation.”  318
The donations are used to fund training camps and Al Bador
official Shahbaz Baloch said their campaign, coupled with the US
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strikes on Afghanistan, had attracted hundreds of Islamic fighters. Outside the jihad recruitment offices and the madrassas
(Islamic schools), another key source of holy war fighters, there
is no shortage of consumers with opinions.319
“The Taliban is Islamic and America wants to attack Islam
and not Osama bin Laden,” said Abmat Unnah, who runs a
nearby kitchen utensils shop.320
“America is going the wrong way and we want the Taliban.
This war will take two years to finish, and we will win.”  
That message is echoed when his friend answers a text
message on his mobile phone. As the phone rings a graphic of
bin Laden appears on the screen with the words Sher-e-Islam
– Lion of Islam.321

Fashion Goes Out of Fashion
“Being fashionable used to entail a kind of visibility. But when
buildings are targeted for their symbolic might and bio-terror
is directed at public figures, fame and the red carpet seem like
liabilities.”  
Kate Betts
The New York Times
October 28, 2001

Fashion has always been a close relative of the advertising
industry. Whether advertising creates fashions or mirrors fashions has been debated for years. What is not debatable is that
after September 11th fashion itself seemed to be going out of
fashion and there wasn’t much advertising could do about it.
The problem with the fashion industry was similar to the one
experienced in the entertainment industry. After the events
of September the glitter and excess of contemporary fashion
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seemed a strange anomaly in the sober new national mood of
simplicity.
The fluffier fashion magazines had the most difficult time.
Fashion writer Peter Carlson observed there was a “plague of
self-doubt, hand-wringing and existential angst” among their
editors.322 He sarcastically noted a certain consensus among
them. “You agonize in print about the cosmic meaninglessness
of your magazine and then you urge your readers to fight terrorism by continuing to do exactly what they were doing before
– particularly those activities that the magazine covers.”  323
Glenda Bailey, Editor of Harpers Bazaar asked “What are
we supposed to feel for fashion right now?”  324 One solution
seemed to be wrapping fashion in the red, white and blue of
patriotism. To this end Harpers posed actress Meg Ryan against
an American flag on the cover of its December 2001 issue.
“These tragic events made us, like everyone around the world,
reassess what is valuable and important,” wrote Bailey. What’s
valuable and important turned out to be handbags and shoes.
“Our aim,” wrote Bailey, “is to share the thrill of finding the ultimate handbag or the perfect shoe; the one that fits you, suits
you, and reflects your personal style.”  325
Over at Vogue a similar spell of self-doubt was taking place.
“This issue was supposed to be a music special,” Vogue Editor
Anna Wintour wrote in the November issue. “But after September 11, that idea suddenly felt all wrong.” What felt right to
Vogue (in Wintour’s words) was publishing “a heartfelt salute
to American fashion.” The salute consisted of a cover photo
of Britney Spears stretched languorously atop the Stars and
Stripes. Wintour claimed the pose was meant to evoke Betty
Grable rallying the troops in World War II. The theme of patriotism continued inside Vogue’s fashion pages promoting forms
of Americana with photos of models wearing clothes by American designers while waving a flag (or waving two flags) or sitting
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on a flag or wearing a flag pin on a blouse that was cut almost
down to the navel.326
Meanwhile, the editors of Maxim, the magazine of guy humor
and almost naked women, were also wrestling with existential
doubt. “It feels so wrong to ‘get back to work’ after what’s happened, particularly when your job is putting out a sexy humor
magazine,” wrote editor Keith Blanchard. “Our staff met in the
early, shell-shocked days … and we talked about how much
easier it would be to just throw in the towel.”  327
But that, the staff concluded, is “exactly what (the terrorists)
want.” So the editors vowed to carry on – “if only to show the
little bastards they accomplished nothing at all.” Showing “the
little bastards they accomplished nothing” produced an issue
packed with such terrorist-tormenting articles as “Touch Her
Anywhere!” and “Win Sex With His Fiancée!”  328
In all of this self-doubt and existential angst, one magazine
seemed more in fashion at the time than any other. At Soldier
of Fortune, the magazine for armchair commandos, nobody was
suggesting niceness or agonizing over editorial mission. The
magazine came out resolutely in favor of torture, assassination and the deployment of a space-based laser that could zap
terrorists with a beam that caused all their fat molecules to be
“instantly vaporized in a pillar of fire.”  329
And, Soldier of Fortune writer Jack Wheeler provided a helpful
list of targets for the space laser. “We need to kill Saddam Hussein individually, kill Osama bin Laden individually, kill every Taliban assisting Osama bin Laden, kill every member of every cell
of Osama bin Laden, kill every member of Hezbollah, kill every
Iranian government sponsor of Hezbollah, kill every member of
the Palestinian Islamic Jihad, kill every Syrian government sponsor of the Palestinian Islamic Jihad – all of them must be located,
hunted down, targeted and personally put to death.”  330
Whatever the case, after September 11th the symbolism of a
certain fashionable era of excess and belly-button-baring celeb260
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rities seemed part of a bygone past. Fashion writer Kate Betts
expressed it well in late October 2001.
Farewell to belly-button-baring celebrities like Britney Spears. A
mere seven weeks ago, they paraded into premieres and blacktie benefits in a frenzy of exhibitionism. The more they flashed
their diamonds and borrowed designer dresses, the louder the
applause. It was the apogee of an American culture of conspicuous
display … Now fashion magazines, advertisers and consumers are
looking for new direction. What kind of style icons will emerge
when the conspicuousness of style itself seems hazardous?331

It was a good question. One that all those creators of American symbols – the entertainment industry, the advertising
industry, the fashion industry – were asking in the aftermath of
September 11th.

Advertising Goes Out of Fashion
Questions went beyond ones concerning new directions for
advertising to the continued growth of the industry in general.
Was there something in the events of September 11th that created distaste for advertising among advertisers?
The year 2001 for advertising had not started out well even
before September 11th. There were huge advertising losses in
all industries but the magazine industry was one of the hardest hit. It posted the worst one-year erosion in ad strength
in nearly a quarter century. The full-year ad pages were down
double digits, 11.7 percent to 237,613 ad pages in 2001, according to the official tally released in early January 2002 by the
Publishers Information Bureau.332
Much of it was brought about by a particularly dismal December where ad pages fell an incredible 19.4 percent. Due to the
long ad closings on most monthly magazines, December was
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the first month to reflect advertiser reaction to the shock of
September 11th.333
Some of the advertising decline was due to the poor economy and the fall-out from the dot.com crash. But much of the
decline could be laid at the foot of newly emerging cultural
attitudes. Ironically, advertising which had created fashion in the
first place, was itself a victim of the whims of fashion.

Advertising Becomes Invisible
The Plot Thickens
“Susan Lucci’s Erica Kane has battled kidnappers, posed as a
nun, been married nine times, and stared down a grizzly bear in
her rise from beauty queen to evil executive on the long-running ABC soap opera All My Children. Now she will face her
biggest threat, Revlon.”  
Joe Flint and Emily Nelson
The Wall Street Journal
March 15, 2002

The days when advertising was friendly and consumers giggled with its witty humorous messages are fading fast in the
postmodern era. Advertising decline seems especially dramatic
in the post-September 11th era. Gone are the days of advertising icons like Speedy Alca Seltzer, Mr. Clean and the smiling
Quaker who were once welcomed into American homes.
With advertising going out of fashion, one response from
the advertising industry was to make it more invisible and
transparent. Unlike those years when ads competed for the
creativity awards, postmodern advertising sought greater anonymity. The trend was only intensified by a changing cultural
attitude brought about after September 11th. More and more,
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a message’s connection to an ad was a consumer cue to divert
attention rather than focus attention.
New tricks were called for. But Madison Avenue has never
been short of tricks. One new trick was something which might
be termed plot placement. Rather than just place products
(like Cokes) in scripts, the new method involved placing scripts
around products.
Products sponsoring television programming was not exactly
a new thing. In the archives of early television there were
shows like Texaco Star Theater (the number one TV show of
1950), Alcoa Presents, The GE Theater and of course Bonanza
(that long-running advertisement for the emerging technology
of color television).
But the modern version of sponsorship in plot placement
takes advertising out of the commercial breaks and weaves
it into the fabric of the television program. Television shows
become subtle infomercials without the 800 number on the
screen.
One of the first inroads of plot placement came in that
rather innocent realm of day time television called soap operas.
In March of 2002, Susan Lucci’s Erica Kane on ABC’s All My Children started battling Revlon. Wall Street Journal reporters Joe
Flint and Emily Nelson write, “The plot sounds tailor-made for
an advertiser, and it was.” On the show, the cunning Erica runs
the cosmetics company Enchantment and Revlon, her biggest
competitor, tries to hire away Greenlee Smythe, one of her
employees. But Erica tricks Revlon by sending her estranged
and naïve daughter, Kendall, to infiltrate her rival and become a
corporate spy.334
As Flint and Nelson note, the show’s staff conceived the
idea and took it to Revlon which jumped on board. In return
for becoming a major plot line for three months on one of TV’s
most watched soaps, Revlon agreed to spend several million
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dollars in advertising on the show, as well as put up with being
called “vultures” by Erica.335
It will be interesting to see if plot placement spreads to the
rest of television programming beyond its initial inroad of All
My Children. It has the elements that make it appealing for both
advertiser and media in today’s tough markets. Advertisers are
searching for new ways to slip their message in front of consumers before they know its an ad and hit the remote button or
turn the page. And TV networks are looking for ways to generate revenues for falling programming areas like soap operas.
Will it move into Hollywood films? Although product placement is increasingly common in Hollywood films, plot placement has yet to migrate to the big screen. Scripts are still
written to attract stars rather than products. But then stars are
increasingly becoming products themselves or spokespersons
for products.
The time doesn’t seem far away when screenwriters will
meet for power lunches with products rather than celebrities.
Across that lunch table from a screenwriter at the “in” restaurant on Melrose Avenue might be a round seltzer tablet, a baldheaded genie or a Quaker. They have become tired of just living
in our homes and now demand leading roles in plots on the big
silver screen.
And even beyond this, the time doesn’t seem far away when
the entertainment and advertising industry meets with government officials to weave plots into a wide variety of cultural and,
yes, political narratives.
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“Grandfather’s Lesson”
Jan Beran
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“The 19 men who changed the world on Sept. 11 used as their
primary weapon not box cutters or jet airliners but something
more American and much more powerful: the television set.
The box cutters and the planes were tools in constructing
the great master image, the Spectacular; the television set was
their delivery vehicle.”  
Mark Danner
The New York Times
October 16, 2001
“The biggest mistake the casual observer makes about fundamentalism is that people think this is the ‘old-time religion.’ In
fact, no religious forces are more effective at using the technical instruments of modernity. They will preach sermons against
science and technology, but they will seize these instruments,
which is why we see them as very modern movements.”  
Martin Marty
The New York Times
September 30, 2001
“The medium is the message.”  
Marshall McLuhan
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any feel the attack on the twin towers was an attack
on key symbols of American financial power. Yet the
attack, centered within New York City, could also be
viewed as an attack on the world’s great symbol of media and
communications technology. This was perhaps the greater symbol attacked.
The symbol of media and communications, though, had lost
a lot of credibility with a cynical American audience. In fact, the
September attacks came at a time when America had reached
a low point in its trust of mass media. Revealingly, a Gallup Poll
conducted immediately before the September 11th events indicated American “trust” in mass media was close to its lowest
point since the early 1970s when the polls started.
Gallup Poll – Media Use and Evaluation
Great Deal

2001 (9/7-9/10)

12%

Fair Amount
41%

Not Much
33%

None
14%

No Opinion
*

2000 (7/6-7/9)

12

39

37

12

*

1999 (2/4-2/8)

11

44

34

11

*

1998 (12/28-12/29)

11

44

35

9

1

1997 (5/30-6/1)

10

43

31

15

1

1976 (June)

18

54

22

4

2

1974 (April)

21

48

21

8

2

1972 (May)

18

50

24

6

2

Table 11.1 Trust In Media
An analysis of the Gallup Polls from 1972 to 2001
indicates a gradual decline of trust in mass media.
“In general, how much trust and confidence do you have in the
mass media – such as newspapers, T.V. and radio – when it comes
to reporting the news fully, accurately, and fairly – a great deal, a
fair amount, not very much, or none at all?”  
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While a number of conclusions could be drawn from this
information, the most relevant from a “battle of symbols” perspective was that news media symbols had lost much of their
unquestioned authority of past years. Now, with other competing news media like the Internet, mass media news was taken
with more of a grain-of-salt attitude. Entertaining to many,
frustrating to some, but generally not trusted by a new skeptical
and questioning audience.
Great media consolidations had been standard fare throughout the 90s and many realized the growing politics and economics
of news. In fact media observers like Robert McChesney argued
that mass media, far from providing a bedrock for freedom and
democracy, had become a significant antidemocratic force in
America and, to varying degrees, worldwide. McChesney’s controversial Rich Media, Poor Democracy addressed the corporate
media explosion and challenged the assumption that a society full of commercial information choices was automatically a
democratic one. According to McChesney, the real beneficiaries of the so-called Information Age were wealthy investors,
advertisers and a few vast media conglomerates.336
And too, there was still the bitter taste of the dot.com
collapse in the memory of millions who had watched the news
media (especially the financial news media) sing the praises of
the new economy. The feeling of being duped was something
millions of investors had not forgotten, even in a “short attention span” culture.
All of this pretty much assured that news about the war
against terrorism would fight an up hill battle for believability.
The mass media effectiveness in enlisting the support of the
American public was greatly diminished since the early 1970s
and even more since the two world wars of the twentieth century when trust in media was far greater.
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TV News – Branding an Olympics of Terror
The most popular media after the September 11th attacks
was television and specifically television news. The three major
networks, ABC, CBS and NBC, doubled the number of news
stories on their nightly broadcasts to meet an increased appetite for news after the tragedy.337
A journalism think tank in Washington, D.C. documented
that in October the three big networks devoted 80% of the evening report to “hard news.”  338 This was a substantial increase
from June 2001 when “hard news” only garnered 45% of the
evening reports. Celebrity news, which had been 5% on evening
news, disappeared altogether after September 11th. A similar
pattern was apparent on the morning news shows of the three
networks with “hard news” increasing sevenfold between June
and October and celebrity news dropping from 25% in June to
12% in October.339
Perhaps the most noticeable symbol on television news programming were perpetual on-screen logo headings like “America Under Attack.” It was the same type of branding logo the
networks used to brand ongoing media events like the Olympics or presidential elections.
Not surprisingly, this news branding had an extremely negative effect on viewers. Advertising executive Joseph Plummer’s
firm World Group in New York conducted qualitative surveys
in 38 countries to gauge consumer attitudes towards the September events. One finding that surprised him was the intensity
of the negative response to the packaging and branding by the
media of the coverage of the terrorist attacks. The response
was not just in the United States but in the rest of the world
as well. Plummer noted “It created a media-circus feeling.”  340
The findings of the World Group survey were confirmed by
research from other advertising firms. According to respondents from the McCann Pulse Report, the “flashy graphics and
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instant replays” made “an overwhelmingly powerful news
event” seem “like the Olympics of Terror.”   341

Declining Interest in the War
In spite of television’s efforts to “brand” an “Olympics of
Terror” research showed that by late October interest in war
news was waning among the American public. As media critic
Richard Huff reported, “viewer interest in wall-to-wall coverage of the war against terrorism appears to be fading.”  342
Neilsen Media Research reported that the decline for all
three major all-news networks – CNN, Fox News and MSNBC
– had been steady since the attacks in September.343 The only
exception in the decline was the week the United States began
retaliating when ratings spiked. The terrorist attacks drove
viewers to the cable news networks in huge numbers the week
of September 11th. However, with the passage of time and few
new developments in the story, viewers had switched to other
programming.344
Throughout, CNN was the most-watched of the three networks, though it also had lost some of the audience it had for
the early stages of the war. For the week including September
11th, CNN’s 24-hour viewership soared to 3.3 million, according to Nielsen. But by the week of October 22-28, the audience
had fallen to 946,000. For the last week of the month, CNN
was up 144% from its average of 387,000 viewers for the month
of October 2000, but down 70% from the first week of the
crisis.345
The Fox News Channel averaged 1.75 million viewers the
week of September 11th but by October 22-28, the number had
dropped to 738,000 viewers. This number, though, was still up
from its average of 245,000 viewers on a 24-hour basis.346 In
the first week, MSNBC averaged 1.28 million viewers, falling to
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547,000 viewers the last week of October. Again, these numbers were still 176% ahead of October 2000.347
Overall, the three news channels combined drew about 4.4
million viewers in prime time during October 2001, up from
1.75 million in October 2000.348

CNN and the “Shelf Life” of News
The most damaged news network from the September
attacks was CNN. Its biggest problem was perhaps its ultra-liberal attitude during a time when consumer trends (and politics)
were moving toward a new conservatism. Many in fact had
labeled it the “Clinton News Network.” Its biggest competitor
was the fledging five-year-old Fox News Channel, an increasingly popular destination for conservative viewers. At the end
of 2001, CNN showed an average prime time viewership of
805,000 homes, up 32 per cent over the previous year while
Fox was up 94 per cent, with average viewership of 659,000
homes.349
Politics aside, though, the problem with CNN was also
related to poor management by new owner America Online
in navigating the changing media waters it was moving into.
There were other challengers like Fox for news programming.
But mainly CNN was trying to find its way between periods of
hard news (like contested elections and terrorist attacks) and
soft news elevated to attention by America’s focus on celebrity
culture.
As one former CNN staffer put it, “CNN is like a home
encyclopedia set. It’s a great resource, everybody wants to
have it, but they’re only going to look at it when they need it.
They’re not going to pull it down off the shelf every night.” The
challenge to CNN was to make the audience find a reason to
pull it down off the shelf all the time.350
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At Fox, the news was proudly secondary so it had already
found reasons other than news for its audience to “pull it down
off the shelf.” And too, a former long-time CNN employee
observed that Fox learned personalities gain viewers. Once Fox
made it plain you can get viewers by relying on personalities,
CNN started remaking itself by using personalities.351
The new emphasis on stars at CNN was underlined by the
Andrea Thompson episode. The former NYPD Blue actress left
Hollywood in 2000 for an entry-level reporting gig at a local
Albuquerque, New Mexico station. After only a year she was
plucked from covering cat-up-a-tree stories to take over the
anchor desk at CNN Headline News. News professionals were
outraged.352
As the war on terrorism lost the hard news it possessed
in September and October, CNN continued to struggle with
these problems. They continued to repackage themselves, polishing up their personalities and even tried to make some of
them sexy. There was the Paula Zahn “zipper” incident in early
January 2002. A promotional spot appeared on Good Morning
America featuring the star anchorwoman. “Where can you find
a morning news anchor who’s provocative, supersmart and oh
yeah, just a little sexy?” a voiceover asked. “CNN, yeah CNN,”
was the answer laid atop a shot of Zahn.
However, a number of observers noticed the word “sexy” in
the ad was accompanied by the sound of a zipper. CNN maintained it was only a record scratch, a common TV sound effect
emphasizing surprise. But network executives were outraged
by the piece and quickly yanked it off the air.
In early January of 2002, a long-time CNN executive said the
network was turning a corner and that the past four months
had shown the new bosses at AOL that CNN should be left
alone, that viewers value it as much as they always have. “I think
our management discovered hard news is really important, that
hard news is what made CNN great and it is what makes us the
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leader again at this point. I perceive a new emphasis on hard
news.”  353
A few hours after he offered his prediction that CNN was
returning to its roots in hard news, the network cut away (as
did Fox and MSNBC) from its regularly scheduled programming
to air testimony in the so-called “rink-rage” trail in Cambridge,
Massachusetts. It was another version of those hard to believe
Jon-Benet Ramsey/Susan Smith genre of events that perpetually
peppered news of the 90s. A father had killed another father
over an incident at an informal “stick practice” hockey game in
Boston.
The coverage of the “rink-rage” incident was the first time
since the September attacks that the cable news networks
had cut to a breaking story that wasn’t related to terrorism.
To many observers, it felt like a return to the “good old days”
before September 11th. One newspaper noted that it was a
relief “soft” news was back.354 But what a “pleasant” event to
herald the return to the normality of soft news.

Today’s War Brought to You By …
Television may have drawn more viewers in the months
following the September events but there was little advertising
that could be placed in front of these new viewers. Advertisers
had no desire to see their products associated with the gloomy
news. For decades, many marketers, on the advice of Madison
Avenue, had avoided running commercials and advertisements
that would appear in news coverage deemed too downbeat or
depressing. The rationale was that it was counterproductive to
associate products with bad news.
The networks suffered big losses. Huge expenses were
incurred for covering the war but advertising revenues were
minimal. In late October, industry experts estimated that news
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media companies (specifically television news) probably spent as
much as $100 million beyond their previous budgets to report
the conflict.355 But that was just a drop in the bucket compared
to the more than $500 million in advertising revenues lost as
they went to 24-hour coverage.356 One Wall Street analyst
estimated that each of the three major broadcast networks was
now spending about $1 million a day in extra costs covering the
war on terrorism.357 Wars are especially expensive when they
can’t be sponsored by advertising.
By early November, ABC, CBS and NBC collectively
reported a loss of $880 million in advertising revenues for the
third quarter, a slide of 28.6% from the same period in 2000.358
The Broadcast Cable Financial Management Association that
compiled the figures, said the quarter-to-quarter drop-off was
the worst it ever recorded.359
One of the solutions to the problem was for news media
to attempt to persuade marketers and advertising agencies to
reconsider their reluctance to advertise alongside coverage of
the calamities.360 Television was most vocal in this campaign
but all news media were effected. Since September 11th, news
media had been urging advertisers and agencies to rethink their
longtime sensitivities. Business executives from the news media
were developing and reworking sales presentations, commissioning surveys, distributing “open letters” to media buyers and
running trade campaigns, all intended to generate additional ad
dollars or bring back skittish clients.361
It was a difficult proposition for the news media to sell.
News had always been a sponsored business. The news of
September 11th and the war against terrorism, though, entered
into new territory. The terrible events seemed enveloped in a
certain sacrosanctity which made attaching anything relating to
consumerism an act of bad taste. Putting your product in front
of more viewers was one thing. But putting it in an unfavorable
context in front of more viewers was something else altogether.
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The Arab CNN
As American news media struggled with falling ratings, revenues and trust, there was one media that seemed an undisputed
winner in the early months of the war. This was the satellite
television station Al Jazeera.
The five-year-old, state-financed satellite news station in
Qatar that provided CNN-type coverage, had been the first
“port of call” for opponents of the governments in Saudi Arabia, Egypt or Libya. Its airwaves were open to a wide cross
section of Middle Eastern voices from peaceful dissidents to
Osama bin Laden. Representatives of bin Laden sent Al Jazeera
his denial of responsibility for the New York terror as well as a
videotape of him at his son’s wedding.
Founded in 1996 on a start-up grant from the Qatar government, Al Jazeera had revolutionized news coverage in the
Arab world, presenting uncensored reporting and open debate
on regional issues. In the process, the station had frequently
angered Arab leaders.
The motives of the station, however, were questioned by
Fouad Ajami, one of the leading American scholars of Islam. It
was Ajami’s contention that the station was really a channel for
radicalism rather than a balanced viewpoint.362

Box Cutters and A Disaster Spectacular
The terrorists had learned much from the American communications media. While American media responded heroically in the weeks following the atrocities, the real story was
not this response but rather how effectively American media
and communications had been hijacked. Importantly, the terrorist message was not carried just on terrorist controlled
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media but on American media. Did this foreshadow a new use
of the media in coming battles of symbols?
Growing up within the ubiquity of an invasion of Western media into their culture, the terrorists had learned from
the invader. And, American media might learn something from
them.
As terrorist activity grew around the world, the need seemed
to be for greater publicity and “audience share” than for actual
people killed. However, killing lots of people in dramatic ways
still seemed an effective way for terrorists to gain wide publicity.
This emerging new publicity need of terrorism was presciently noted in the late 80s by Brian Jenkins. Noting the
growth of terrorism, Jenkins commented, “The increase in the
volume of terrorist activity has been matched by the geographic
spread of terrorism – a slow, long-term trend … The number
of countries experiencing some sort of terrorist activity has
increased each year … (as) the total volume of terrorist activity
grows.”  363
Jenkins importantly saw this leading to perhaps a need for
greater publicity rather than more terrorist actions. A great
audience for small actions might be better than a small audience
for large terrorist actions.
Will terrorism escalate? Simply killing a lot of people has seldom
been a terrorist objective. Terrorists want a lot of people watching not a lot of people dead … Unfortunately, as we have seen
in recent years, things are changing. Terrorist activity over the
past twenty years has escalated in volume and in bloodshed …
Terrorists can no longer obtain the same amount of publicity with
the tactics they used ten years ago. They have to escalate their
violence in order to keep public attention. 364

As Jenkins observed, “Terrorists have become technically
more proficient, enabling them to operate on a higher level of
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violence.”  365 This new technical proficiency was sadly on display in front of their greatest audience in history on September
11th.
***

The real power of the terrorists came more from their utilization of the power of media than from their willingness to
sacrifice their lives for Allah. In fact, many of them did not even
know they were on a suicide mission and making a sacrifice to
Allah in the first place.366
But the sacrifice to Allah story came under additional suspicion after September 11th with reports of the strange final week
of the terrorists. There was the story of terrorist Atta and
crew in a topless bar in Florida drinking it up the night before
the atrocities and boosting loudly that they were going to pull
off something terrible.
Their concern was less about the image of their conduct in
America and more about the symbolic image they would leave
in American mass consciousness. As media critic Mark Danner
observed, their real weapon was not dime store box cutters
but the indirect “purchase” of hundreds of hours on American
prime time television.367 In effect, the terrorists hijacked American media in addition to the four airliners. It was the largest
media buy and advertising campaign in American history with
a “brand” burned forever in American consciousness, its horrifying “logo” represented by a 767 jet crashing into one of the
world’s greatest symbols of American capitalism.
Everyone is aware of the spectacular images of the attacks
– a leading symbol of American technology attacking a leading
symbol of American capitalism. But a large reason for this
awareness is the timing of the events, the fact that they were on
a weekday during that important media period called morning
“drive time” rather than relegated to a media “backwater” of
weekend, afternoon or late night television.
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The attacks, around 8:00 a.m. EST on a weekday, assured
that most of the nation would be at home and able to see the
events live on their home television sets rather than at work
and away from direct access to television. The use of two planes
in the World Trade Center attacks, the second within minutes
of the first, assured live media attention would be focused on
the first building and the second plane would garner a greater
television audience.
Rather than interrupt afternoon soap operas, the Jerry
Springer genre of “confrontational” gladiatorial television, the
sacrosanct Oprah Winfrey Show or old science fiction movies
on late night TV, the attacks were at a time which insured maximum audience share. In the eastern time zone, Americans were
just leaving home or arriving at work. In the central time zone
they were gathered around the breakfast tables, the “musak”
of morning television in the background. In the mountain and
Pacific time zones they saw much of the horror unfold as
they turned on their televisions. It was an unthinkable type of
morning “wake-up call.” And too it was something that most
American children saw live on television, unlike the Kennedy
assassination when most of the nation’s children were in school
and away from television.
All of this helped insure that the symbolism of the event
would have the highest audience share possible, burning the live
image in the maximum number of American’s minds in a key
audience share time for television.
But it was also in the spectacular images the terrorists were
able to “produce” that showed they knew how to manipulate American symbols. Perhaps they had seen grand American
film disaster spectaculars like Irwin Allen’s The Towering Inferno
(1974). It was the image of the spectacular they wanted to create in the “studio” of world television. A symbol that would be
burned into the consciousness of millions. In the end, it was so
much greater than just another common suicide mission for
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Allah in some media poor city of the Middle East. By choosing
the capital of symbol making and symbol transmission they
assured the power of their own symbolic message.
They may have been irrational and evil but they did understand an important point. They understood the battle of symbols between the West and the Islamic world was a one-way
affair in that most symbols were produced and broadcast from
America into the Islamic world. Very few went the other way
and came from the Islamic world to America. The factions they
came from in the Islamic world could hardly afford a serious
advertising campaign of their “brand” image into the free world.
The hijacking and spectacular crash of the jets was their method
of “purchasing” the most commercial television time in history.

Epidemic of Fear
“We’re selling more Cipro in a day than we used to in a month.
It’s more popular than Viagra.”  
Alex Orergel, Pharmacist
Tijuana, Mexico
“However ardently we stare at the blurry night-vision photographs from Kabul, the battlefield is here, in the American
mind. The anthrax incidents, in bringing to the surface a latent
hysteria, are more important skirmishes in this new war than
anything that happens in the Afghan mountains.”  
Mark Danner
The New York Times
October 16, 2001
“Militant extremist terrorism is the anthrax of civilization.”  
Benjamin Netanyahu
Former Israeli Prime Minister

280

11. Transmission of Symbols: Media & Communications
MSNBC’s Hardball
October 17, 2001

In October 2001 the symbolism of the terrorist attacks
moved from huge airliners and crashing towers to microscopic spores contaminating mail. In Florida there was the first
reported death from the anthrax virus in the offices of the
nation’s largest tabloid newspaper. The story was something
that even the tabloid could not have improved upon. Other
incidents of anthrax spread around America. But the fear of the
virus spread far wider and faster than the virus itself.
The invisible was more frightening to a nation that understood big, visible things better than small, invisible things. The
first threat of terrorists on airliners was associated with travel.
It was horrifying to be sure. But it was also something that
might be protected against by less travel and more security.
But the threat of microscopic terrorists in the mail was a public
threat associated with work and also a private threat associated
with homes.
Microscopic terrorists might come to the home and not
through invasions of evil men and trucks spraying chemicals
throughout the neighborhoods but rather through that letter
informing someone they had won a million dollars from Publishers Clearing House. Or, even a letter from mother. The senders
were crafty. The letter containing anthrax addressed to newsman Tom Brokaw had a return address scrawled out in a child’s
handwriting saying it came from a 4th grade class.
The symbolism of anthrax enlisted the modern American
phobia about virus, a symbol perhaps as powerful in its own
way as crashing airplanes. Anthrax was related to much of
the virus symbolism that reached epidemic proportions in the
American consciousness of the 90s and early years of the new
millennium.
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The popularity of books like Laurie Garrett’s The Coming
Plague (1994) and Richard Preston’s The Hot Zone (1994) were
about large-scale viral epidemics caused by killer microbes from
the rain forest and jungle. Apart from the truth of the stories
they told, their best-seller status indicated these themes were
on a lot of minds at the time.
During the 90s, the American press was full of stories of
other epidemics such as Chronic Fatigue Syndrome or Gulf
War Syndrome. During this period, there were also “epidemics” claiming recovered memories of childhood abuse or alien
abductions. In the 1998 book Hystories: Hysterical Epidemics and
Modern Culture, Princeton University professor Elain Showalter
argued that much of the interest in virus was a manifestation
of mass cultural hysteria, more symbolic and symptomatic than
real. As Showalter observed, many of these sensational cases
were “individual hysterias connecting with modern social movements to produce psychological epidemics.”  368
Books by Malcolm Gladwell and Seth Godin discussed the
virus-like spread of information. Gladwell wrote in his best-selling Tipping Point “The best way to understand the dramatic
transformation of unknown books into bestsellers … the phenomena of word of mouth or any number of the other mysterious changes that mark everyday life is to think of them as epidemics. Ideas and products and messages and behaviors spread
just like viruses do.”  369 Seth Godin’s Unleashing The Idea Virus
suggested the symbolism of epidemics and viruses had application to marketing and business ideas.370
While virus and epidemics offer forms of symbols in contemporary culture, they are not exclusively modern. They may be
cyclic. Modern media might harbor a good deal of the responsibility for these epidemics, but researchers have found similar hysterias during other periods of time. For instance, Elain
Showalter notes the witch-hunts of the 1690s and the hypnotic
cures of the 1890s.371 The appearance of hysterias might sug282
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gest fears and anxieties of cultures on the edge of drastic social
change.

The Virus of Postmodern Culture
“For the time being I gave up writing– there is already too
much truth in the world – an over-production which apparently
cannot be consumed!”  
Otto Rank
Letter to a friend (1933)

The anthrax virus had a connection to postmodern relativism and the information revolution. Virus, postmodernism and
information all had a symbolic correspondence. In the postmodern cycle, symbols were overproduced and getting smaller
and smaller. Like a virus, they were approaching invisibility. Like
information and its specialization into smaller topics, there was
more symbols about smaller things in life.
At the beginning of the information revolution, there was the
belief that more information would lead to greater wisdom and
knowledge. But America learned that more information often
resulted in greater confusion rather than greater knowledge.
Rather than ushering in a new age of enlightenment, information seemed to cloud everything in a “data smog” which perpetually hung over the cultural landscape. This overproduction of
postmodern knowledge seemed like that “subject” Mark Twain
once referred to when he said, “The researches of many commentators have already thrown much darkness on this subject,
and it is probable that, if they continue, we shall soon know
nothing about it at all.”  372
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Information itself became a type of virus and it seemed
impossible to reduce its spread. The information virus had a
close connection to the new economy and the dot.com phenomena. One realization from the failure of the dot.coms was
that there could be too much information.
While the anthrax fears of Americans were real and serious, it is likely these fears were fueled by this virus symbolism
of the postmodern era and its information revolution. After
the events of September 11th, America was on the verge of
attempting to reduce the virus of information and return to
larger symbols. Americans wanted to venture back and once
again create grand swaggering symbols like John Wayne and the
grand sweeping landscapes of John Ford films.
Then, along came the invisible virus of anthrax. America
feared the health consequences of anthrax but behind this fear
was a fear of a return to a period dominated by small symbols.
For the time being, the anthrax episode kept America’s attention focused on small symbols and invisible enemies. But a creation of larger symbols was needed now more than ever.

Going Postal
By late October of 2001 it was clear that this virus of fear
was spreading a lot faster than the actual anthrax virus. It was
even beginning to infect that great annual symbol of candy consumption called Halloween.
Columnists Mitchell Maddux and Peter Pochna noted that
the FBI was investigating a few large purchases of candy. “The
FBI said Friday (October 19) that it is investigating the cash purchase of ‘large quantities’ of candy from Costco stores in Hackensack and Wayne.”  373 The article quotes FBI spokeswoman
Sandra Carroll as saying, “We have been advised and we are
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looking into the incident of a gentleman buying large quantities
of candy.”  
The confused reaction of the federal government was beginning to remind columnist Maureen Dowd of the Amity town
council in the film Jaws. “Afraid panic will spread and business
will suffer, they keep telling us to go back into the ocean before
they’ve figured out how to fight the shark. And people keep
dying.”  374 In this growing environment of panic, even the venerable Center for Disease Control seemed inept.
Up until now, we thought the Centers for Disease Control was
all-knowing about abstruse organisms. But the U.S. Postal Service
followed the C.D.C.’s advice not to test the Brentwood workers
or give them antibiotics after the poisoned letter to Tom Daschle
passed through the facility, based on a specious assumption that
workers could not be contaminated by sealed letters (which are
often not that tightly sealed anyway and may have terrorist pinpricks and are put through machines cleaned by blowers). 375

“Apparently, closed envelopes can transmit as well,” Dr.
Jeffrey Koplan, the C.D.C. director, told the Senate. “A costly
lesson,” notes Dowd, “with two Brentwood workers dead and
more infected.”  376
As America in October of 2001 ran madly around buying
anthrax remedies, gas masks and guns it also tried to see the
symbol of the enemy. Was it hiding in the caves of Afghanistan
or was it right here in our own mailboxes?
In October of 2001 America seemed pulled in two directions. There was the desire to put an end to the international
hibernation and introversion of the 90s and move outward into
the global culture. The September attacks had focused American attention on foreign issues like few other periods in history.
At the same time, it seemed impossible to simply look outward
when the threat seemed increasingly to come from within. In
September it was the public threat to American transportation.
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In October it was the private threat to American communication with infected letters that might arrive at home.

Symbols of the Night
Were Islamic fundamentalists attempting to hijack America’s symbol making ability on a global scale? For years they had
been able to dip into these symbols via satellite dishes. They
had grown up on American symbols. In effect, they had learned
from the “master” and were applying these lessons. The result
was a great animosity in fundamentalists about American symbols. They had been moved by them and, at the same time,
they despised these symbols and finally despised themselves for
being moved by them.
Even more than the hijacking of commercial airliners, they
might have hijacked a part of America’s symbol making ability. In
some respects, they understood American symbols better than
Americans understood them. This is not surprising. Marshall
McLuhan once said “We don’t know who it was that discovered
water, but we’re pretty sure it wasn’t a fish.”  
But they understood American symbols in a different way
than Americans did. To Americans these entertainment and
advertising symbols were only competing symbols in a vast
everyday battlefield of symbols. The entertainment symbols
of Hollywood and the advertising symbols of Madison Avenue
owned the leisure time of Americans – the evenings and weekends – centering on consumption of symbols rather than their
daily production.
These modern symbols of entertainment and advertising had
originally been extracted by Freudian analysis from the night
world of patient’s dreams. Later, they were sent to enslave the
day world of consumer culture. The fact that America’s symbols came from a dream world was lost on much of the world.
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Especially the Islamic fundamentalists. But it was even lost on
America herself. The fantasies of dreams made into films and
television programs worked to create a dream world out of
reality. Ironically, this dream world enslaved America as much
as it enslaved America’s enemies.
But to fundamentalists, entertainment and advertising symbols provided a type of 24/7 image of America. They assumed
America was in pursuit – both day and night – of these symbols
they saw. In effect, the image they had of America centered
on our culture at leisure rather than at work. They knew little
about the working America. Ironically, American symbols were
produced at work but they were not really about work, about
the day time consciousness of America. They were about the
fantasies away from work, the nighttime fantasies of dreams and
nightmares. It was these fantasies the fundamentalists saw and
concluded they saw everything about America.
Americans knew entertainment and advertising never portrayed all of America. Yet it was entertainment and advertising
that became the grand symbol “spokespersons” for America
in a media saturated modern world. Hollywood and Madison
Avenue images became reality far more than American reality
was transformed into image.

One Way Transmission
“When we look at revolutions, we find that the outward acts
against the old order are invariably preceded by the disintegration of inward allegiances and loyalties. The images of kings
topple before their thrones do.”  
Peter Berger
Invitation to Sociology
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Understanding the war against terrorism (from a symbolic
perspective) begins long before the events of September 11th
and continues long after them.
One can say this “global revolution” started with the invasion of modern Western cultural symbols. In this sense, it was
always a one-way affair. America and the West were the great
producers and transmitters of symbols. The rest of the world
(particularly the Middle East) was the great market for symbols.
There was little in the way of symbols transmitted back to
America. The result was that the world was filled with symbols
of America while America had few symbols of the rest of the
world.
Economist Diane Coyle addresses this one-way transmission of Western symbols in Paradoxes of Prosperity. As Coyle
asserts, resentments among the billions of people in the world
who live on less than $2 a day have long been simmering partly
because of the West’s ability to broadcast images of affluence
and self-contentment toward them.377
In an interview Coyle observes “There are countries where
almost everybody lives in poverty. They can see what is going
on in America because of global television. I think it must make
people feel powerless.” She recalls the attempt to gain power
through association with the invading symbols:
I saw a picture in a magazine recently of an African man who had
just bought a pair of beat-up used shoes. He painted the Nike symbol on them. He had seen it somewhere on television. He wanted
the same lifestyle and comfort that he’d seen. 378

At the same time, apart from making millions envious of the
American symbols, another effect of this one-way transmission
of symbols was to allow others to understand America’s deepest dreams and fears. As Coyle notes in the above interview
“we put our deepest fears on display in Hollywood movies. The
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terrorists seem to understand very well how easy it is to make
people afraid. It is fear itself that could do the most damage.”  379
The attacks in September and October 2001 might be viewed
as one of the first reversals of this one-way transmission of
symbols. A certain milestone event. Now, symbols were being
transmitted back at America. Symbols based on grand Hollywood spectaculars of destruction and America’s deepest fears.
The terrorists had learned much at the knee of the master.

Media and the Muslim World
The Western world hears of the effect of the Koran on
Islamic culture. Yet few hear of the powerful contemporary
impact of modern mass media on Islamic culture and, indirectly,
its effect on the way the Koran is seen in the modern world.
Dale Eickelman, an anthropologist at Dartmouth College
and leading scholar on Islamic culture, argues that the effect
of media on Islam has been revolutionary and that it is one
of the keys to understanding modern Muslim societies. The
effect of new media on the Muslim culture has been profound.
The “conjuncture of mass education and the proliferation of
new media and patterns of communication,” he observes, “is
as important as the introduction of the printing press in 16th
century Europe.”  380
Much of Eickelman’s focus is how fax machines, the Internet, pulp fiction and video cassettes, have transcended local
and state boundaries and worked to reform notions of gender,
authority, justice, and politics in Muslim societies. Rather than
see the developing media in Islamic culture as another factor leading to Huntington’s “clash of civilizations” Eickelman
believes Islamic media contains the seeds of reconciliation with
Western culture and political practice. In this respect, easy
stereotype buzz words like “fundamentalism” or “clash of civili289
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zation” theories obscure and distort the immense spiritual and
intellectual ferment taking place among the world’s nearly one
billion Muslims. The result is that the Muslim world is seen as
a fanatical rejection of everything modern, liberal and progressive. Eickelman argues that this is simply not the case.381
To be sure, Eickelman notes fanaticism plays a part in what
is happening. But it is far from the whole story. A far more
important element is the unprecedented access that ordinary
Muslim people now have to sources of information and knowledge about religion and other aspects of their society. Eickelman notes that in country after country, government officials,
traditional religious scholars, and officially sanctioned preachers
are finding it very hard to monopolize the tools of a literate
culture. The days are gone when governments and religious
authorities can control what their people know and think.382
To Eickelman, what distinguishes the present era from prior
ones is the large numbers of believers engaged in the “reconstruction” of religion, community, and society. “In an earlier
era,” he notes, “political or religious leaders would prescribe,
and others were supposed to follow. Today, the major impetus
for change in religious and political values comes from below.”
The changes wrought from mass education and communications are revolutionary in the Islamic world:
Both mass education and mass communications, particularly the
proliferation of media and the means by which people communicate, have had a profound effect on how people think about
religion and politics throughout the Muslim world. Multiple means
of communication make the unilateral control of information and
opinion much more difficult than it was in prior eras and foster,
albeit inadvertently, a civil society of dissent. 383

Eickelman observes that we are still in the early stages of
understanding how different media – including print, television,
radio, cassettes, and music – influence groups and individuals,
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encouraging unity in some contexts and fragmentation in others.384
But a few salient features may be sketched. He notes, at the
“high” end of this transformation is the rise to significance of
books such as al-Kitab wa-l-Qur’an (The Book and the Qur’an)
(1992) written by the Syrian civil engineer Muhammad Shahrur.
This book has sold tens of thousands of copies throughout
the Arab world in spite of the fact that its circulation has been
banned or discouraged in many places. As Eickelman notes:
Its success could not have been imagined before there were large
numbers of people able to read it and understand its advocacy of
the need to reinterpret ideas of religious authority and tradition
and apply Islamic precepts to contemporary society. On issues
ranging from the role of women in society to rekindling a ‘creative
interaction’ with non-Muslim philosophies, Shahrur argues that
Muslims should reinterpret sacred texts and apply them to contemporary social and moral issues. 385

The results of much of this new media culture of Islam is
the emergence of what Eickelman terms a “public sphere.”
Without fanfare, the notion that Islam should be the subject of
dialogue and civil debate is gaining ground. This new sense of
public space is shaped by increasingly open contests over the
use of the symbolic language of Islam. Increasingly, discussions
in newspapers, on the Internet, on smuggled cassettes and on
television, overlap, contributing to a common public space.386

The Internet Trickster
“The hijackers even walked out of one hotel because it did not
offer high-speed Internet access.”  
Edward Rothstein
The New York Times
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The Internet played a dual role as both protagonist and
antagonist in the war. In effect, it was the first war to utilize
the information and mis-information abilities of the Internet.
While few would dispute its usefulness in the dissemination of
information, providing alternative views to media pundits and
the government, there was also much evidence of its utilization
by the terrorist network as well.
One of the more obvious observations one can make about
the Internet was the huge increase in Internet usage immediately after September 11th. Interesting statistics were offered
by the Pew Internet and American Life Project which compared
Internet use before and after September 11th.
The increase in Internet usage would continue over the
next few months. At the end of November 2001, the Internet
Archive Project estimated there were 500 million Web pages
created around September 11th. This represents five terabytes
of information or 1/20th the total Internet archive of 100 million
terabytes tracked by the Archive Project since its inception in
1996.
9/4-5

9/11-12

% Increase

Site Visits

1 billion

3.4 billion

240%

Page Downloads

5.7 billion

21.2 billion

272%

Minutes Online

8.2 billion

28.3 billion

245%

Table 11.2
Internet Site Visits Pre & Post 9/11
Source: comScore Networks

This great explosion of digital information allowed for an
unprecedented spread of viewpoints, rumors (in the form of
war-themed “urban legends”  ) and outright propaganda. On the
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positive side, it provided a type of electronic public commons
for debates and opinions of common citizens about the war
unavailable through the other media (except talk radio). The
value of this seemed especially important in a war whose operations were strategically kept from the media.
It also served as a form of cyberspace “idiots guide” for a
quick education on the Islamic religion and the lifestyles of the
repressed populations of Afghanistan and Pakistan. In this area
it gave voice to certain human rights organizations such as the
Committee for the Defense of Human Rights in the Arabian
Peninsula (www.cdrhap.com) and the Movement for Islamic
Reform in Arabia (www.islah.org).
More importantly, it also provided worldwide recognition for
certain depressed groups within the Islamic world. Perhaps the
best-known group identified were women under Taliban rule
in Afghanistan. Their voice was collectively heard through the
site for the Radical Association for Women of Afghanistan or
RAWA (www.rawa.org). Through this web site, RAWA gained
huge publicity leading to appearances by its spokeswomen in
leading American media.
***

But Internet usage was very lopsided between America and
the Arab world where it was estimated only 1% were online.
Despite the low overall usage of the Internet in the Islamic
world, a large percentage of the terrorist network used the
Internet as a means of communication.
By late October 2001, the FBI was seeking unprecedented
power to wiretap the Internet. As columnist Kelley Vlahos
noted, the new power sought by the FBI went far beyond “even
the new measures afforded in anti-terror legislation signed by
President Bush.”  387 Stewart Baker, an attorney at the Washington D.C. law firm Steptoe & Johnson and a former general
consul to the National Security Agency, said the FBI had plans
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to change the architecture of the Internet and route traffic
through central servers so that it would be able to monitor
e-mail more easily.388 These plans went well beyond the Carnivore e-mail-sniffing system allowing the FBI to search for and
extract specific e-mails off the Internet.389
But much of the targeted terrorist communication was outside the area of e-mails and accomplished through a process
called steganography. This was an Internet version of invisible
ink accomplished through the new technology of embedding
hidden messages in digital photographs or music files.390 For
example, with a few clicks and the right password, a terrorist
could use a picture of the Mona Lisa or an MP3 of the national
anthem, to carry a secret coded message, such as a seating
chart for an airliner or a list of flights out of Boston.
In early October, it was reported that Western intelligence
officials learned that instructors at Osama bin Laden’s camps
in remote Afghanistan trained followers in steganography.
And French investigators believed that suspects arrested in
an alleged plot to blow up the U.S. Embassy in Paris were to
get the go-ahead for the attack via a message hidden in a picture posted on the Internet.391 One of the men in custody,
described by French officials as a computer nerd well versed in
the messaging technique, was captured with a notebook full of
secret codes.392
Apart from steganography, hijackers in the September
attacks also had e-mail accounts at Yahoo! and Hotmail. Suspected ringleader Mohamed Atta was seen repeatedly by witnesses using his Hotmail account at public libraries in Florida to
surf the Internet, downloading what appeared to be pictures of
children and scenes of the Middle East.393
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The Internet and Authoritarian Regimes
“You can look straight and eat from that palm tree as much as
you want. But if you ever try to look to your right or left side,
there’ll be a sword waiting to chop off your head.”   
Young Saudi Arabian

Beyond the specific uses of the Internet in the war against
terrorism, there lingered the larger question of the effect of the
Internet on promoting freedom in general. In the early years
of the Internet in America, this seemed a “no brainer” type of
question. Of course the Internet promoted freedom, was the
quick response. More than just promoted freedom, the Internet symbolized freedom.
But a much more cynical America was not so sure about this
in the early years of the new millennium. There had been a lot
of “water under the bridge” since those early days of the Internet and many saw the huge commercialization of the Internet
as another form of one-way communication. A new group of
Internet pessimists had risen to counter the optimistic views of
the so-called “techno-enthusiasts.”
Former leading enthusiasts like Sun Systems guru Bill Joy
were now suggesting a darker side of the Internet. Stanford law
professor Lawrence Lessig in Code and Other Laws of Cyberspace
suggested that many were blind to the ever-increasing regulation of the Net by businesses that found little opposition to
their schemes from consumers, competitors or Internet cops.
Even those once sacrosanct virtual communities were subject to growing criticism. One survey in the late 1990s of Internet politics concluded that virtual communities “resemble the
semiprivate spaces of modern health clubs more than the public
spaces of agoras … Instead of meeting to discuss and debate
issues of common concern to the society, members of these
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virtual communities meet largely to promote their own interests and to reinforce their own like-mindedness.”  394
As a result, cultural critic David Shenk wrote in his book
Data Smog, “It appears that rather than our world becoming a
cozy village, we are instead retreating into an electronic Tower
of Babel, a global skyscraper. Instead of gathering us into the
town square, the new information technology clusters us into
social cubicles. There are fewer central spaces, and not even a
common channel.”  395
***

The question of the effect of the Internet in authoritarian
regimes and specifically the Islamic culture was an important
question in the war against terrorism and the emerging battle
of symbols. But it needed to be considered against this overall
background of its still undetermined effect in the Western
world and the free world. Once the modern “poster child” for
freedom, it had lost much of its luster. How could it promote
freedom in authoritarian cultures if it couldn’t promote freedom in the free world?
Within the debates on the effect of the Internet in the
Islamic world, some argued its largely positive effects in providing a type of “public space” for greater dialogue between
the Moslem faithful and curious around the world. The believers and the seekers one might say.396 Islamic scholar Jon W.
Anderson argued the Internet offers this new public space centering around the interpretation of Muslim religion, its requirements and expressions and, above all, the meaning of its central
texts.397 The Internet enables a new class of interpreters who
are able to “reframe Islam’s authority and expression for those
like themselves and others who come there.”  398
Yet the “jury” is not in on the effect of the Internet in
authoritarian cultures like Islam. Two researchers at The Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, Shanthi Kalahil and
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Taylor C. Boas, looked at the Internet in China and Cuba with
the surprising contrarian conclusion that it supported these
authoritarian regimes as much as undermined them. Their
research was first published in August 2001 on the Internet site
First Monday (www.firstmonday.com) noting:
It is widely believed that the Internet poses an insurmountable
threat to authoritarian rule. But political science scholarship has
provided little support for this conventional wisdom, and a number of case studies from around the world show that authoritarian regimes are finding ways to control and counter the political
impact of Internet use. While the long-term political impact of the
Internet remains an open question, we argue that these strategies
for control may continue to be viable in the short to medium
term. 399

They observed that many authoritarian regimes translate a
long and successful history of control over other information
and communication technologies into strong control of Internet
development within their borders. In these regimes, potential
challenges to the state arise from Internet use in areas like the
mass public, civil society, the economy and the international
community.400
Kalahil and Boas argue authoritarian states respond to these
challenges with a variety of reactive and proactive measures.
Reactive measures involve forms of censorship of restricting
Internet access, filtering content, monitoring online behavior
or prohibiting Internet use entirely. Proactive measures center
on guiding Internet development for promotion of the interests
and priorities of authoritarian states. The researchers conclude
“Through a combination of reactive and proactive strategies,
an authoritarian regime can counter the challenge posed by
Internet use and even utilize the Internet to extend its reach
and authority.”  401
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Their specific findings suggest China and Cuba are maintaining control over the Internet’s political impact in their nations
through different combinations of reactive and proactive strategies. Contrary to popular assumptions, they note, “Different
types of authoritarian regimes may be able to control and profit
from the Internet.”  402
The debate about the use of the Internet in authoritarian cultures became more than academic in the middle of November
2001 with news of the Saudi Arabian government’s attempt to
block access to Web sites they deemed inappropriate. Reporter
Jennifer Lee noted that nearly half a dozen software companies
(mostly American) were competing for a contract to help the
Saudi Arabian government censor Web sites for the nation’s
half-million Internet users.403
Pornographic sites, the biggest Internet business in other
countries, made up the overwhelming majority of the sites
attempted to be blocked in Saudi Arabia. Distantly following
these were sites sensitive for political or religious reasons.404
By royal decree, virtually all public Internet traffic to and
from Saudi Arabia is required to be funneled through a single
control center outside Riyadh since the Internet was introduced in the kingdom in 1998. Dr. Hajery, the control center
director, notes his staff of a dozen employees receives more
than 500 suggestions a day from the public to block sites that
the authorities have missed. The staff reviews the requests and
about half of them are ultimately added to the blacklist. This
amounts to up to 7,000 URLs monthly.405
While many Saudis support the government’s ban on pornography, sites banned for political reasons incite protests. A
28-year-old claims assistant at Royal and Sun Alliance Insurance
(a member of the Shiite minority in Saudi Arabia where the
majority of Muslims are Sunni) comments in an e-mail interview
that a Web site containing basic information about his village
near the town of Qatif had been blocked.406 He compared
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Internet filtering to the Saudi national emblem: two crossed
swords below a date palm. “You can look straight and eat from
that palm tree as much as you want. But if you ever try to look
to your right or left side, there’ll be a sword waiting to chop off
your head.”  407
Whatever the case, these questions presented American
capitalism with an ethical issue. Should American companies
be used to create greater censorship in Islamic countries? Or,
might this type of activity be bordering on a form of treason?
Jack Balkin, a professor of law at Yale Law School suggested
capitalism would ultimately win out over ethics. “We have a
really serious problem in terms of the American free speech
idea. But it is very American to make money. Between anti-censorship and the desire to make money, the desire to make
money will win out.”  

The Ghost Town of High Tech
Surprisingly, hardly any of the discussions about high technology and the Internet generated by September 11th related to its
use in proactive, positive ways. Most saw little beyond the use
of hi-tech for defensive purposes. The positive symbolism of
the Internet’s original promise was all but forgotten during the
months after September 11th.
Business 2.0, one of the leading dot.com magazines, exemplified the position of many in the high-tech industry. The cover
story of their November 2001 issue was titled “The Hope of
Technology: Stopping the Next One.” Inside, the magazine
offered a series of articles on topics such as “how the latest
advances in surveillance, avionics, bomb detection, and biometrics can help protect us.”
Few, though, considered employing some of the Internet’s
key communications theories, philosophies and technologies
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for a more positive, offensive attack against terrorism. For
example, there was hardly any discussion of applications in the
war of the open source philosophy of Linux, the peer-to-peer
technology of Napster, the self-organizing concepts of Slashdot,
the dynamic exchanges of Ebay, the collaborative filtering and
affiliate ideas of Amazon or the virtual community ideas of The
Well.
Lacking in the first months of the war against terrorism
was any application of one of the grand new philosophies of
new economy marketing first employed by Hotmail called viral
marketing. Later renamed “ideavirus” by marketer Seth Godin
and popularized by the books Tipping Point and The ClueTrain
Manifesto, this new philosophy suggested that companies let
their customers be their marketing departments. As Godin
said “The future belongs to marketers who establish a foundation and process where interested people can market to each
other.” The challenge, according to Godin, was to “Ignite consumer networks and then get out of the way and let them talk.”
Through the magic of “word of mouse,” Godin suggested the
Internet offers a unique opportunity for interested individuals
to transmit ideas quickly and easily to others of like mind.
These technologies, ideas and companies were the grand
survivors of the dot.com collapse. Yet it seemed difficult at
the time for anyone to consider their ideas might have application outside business models.408 Interestingly and revealingly, in
the first few months of the war the government saw a strong
connection between Hollywood entertainment and Madison
Avenue advertising in the war against terrorism but failed to
see applications to leading technologies. A former advertising
executive led the administration’s propaganda efforts and top
officials in the Bush administration journeyed out to Hollywood
a number of times for advice and support. But they made no
trips a few hundred miles north to Silicon Valley.
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Only a year earlier in the presidential elections, both parties
had madly courted Silicon Valley. Now, though, it seemed like
a forgotten ghost town with dot.com tumbleweeds blowing
through it. War was a matter of advertising and entertainment.
But it didn’t seem to be a matter of leading business technology.
***

Surprisingly, the only attempt to utilize some of the leading Internet philosophy in fighting the war came from that
ultimate “bricks and mortar” symbol, The Defense Department. Towards the end of October, The Defense Department
announced a form of “open source” national competition to
find the best ideas for thwarting terrorism. As reported by
Reuters, the Pentagon said it was looking for help in “defeating
difficult targets, conducting protracted operations in remote
areas and developing countermeasures to weapons of mass
destruction.”  409
The goal was to find concepts that could be developed and
fielded in 12 to 18 months. Laying out a streamlined threestep application process, the Pentagon called for one-page idea
descriptions by December 23rd. Those retained would be asked
to provide up to 12 pages of details. An official statement said
the department would invite those with the most promising
ideas to submit full proposals in a third phase “that may form
the basis for a contract.”  410
A week after the Defense Department announcement, the
FBI also went public in a similar type of “open source” appeal to
the general public for help in solving the riddle of the anthrax
attacks. FBI director Robert Mueller said that after weeks of
investigation, the government had no idea who was behind the
anthrax attacks. He appealed to the public for help in solving
the case. “We have not said it’s domestic, we have not said
it is international,” Mueller said. “We have not precluded any
possibility.”  411
301

Battle of Symbols

By announcing a contest and appealing to outside help, the
Pentagon and FBI were in effect using the radical “open source”
philosophy of software development first introduced by Linus
Torvalds. A better way to utilize leading edge Internet technology and philosophy in the war might have been for the government to create a Web site using some of the above technologies
of the Internet’s most successful business firms. In effect, this
could have been a virtual community of those interested in
contributing ideas to the efforts to defeat terrorism. But at
least the government demonstrated they were open to using
Internet ideas.
But still, the overall position towards the Internet in the
immediate months after September 11th was one of controlling
it rather than utilizing it. There seemed a need to let the greatest communications tool in history be utilized so that more
Americans could communicate about the war between themselves and their leaders. But the focus seemed only on decreasing communication among terrorists or potential terrorists.
A number of Americans worried that efforts at decreasing
communication against some groups would end up decreasing
communication within the general American population. It was
a valid concern before September 11th and it became a genuine
threat after September 11th.

Radio in Afghanistan
“Daily at this time, we shall speak to you about America and
the war. The news may be good or bad. We shall tell you the
truth.”  
Voice of America
First broadcast
February 24, 1942
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In the euphoria of new communications technologies there
was an important point repeatedly overlooked. It was not just
about transmission technology but also reception technology. To
paraphrase an old saying, great technology often falls on blind
eyes or deaf ears. This has been a painful and frustrating lesson
for leading edge web designers who build amazing cyberspace
islands of technology few can view.
This was especially true in the Islamic civilization and particularly Islam’s backward cultures like Afghanistan. Here the gap
between transmission and reception, between the American
sender and Afghanistan receiver, was one of the greatest in the
world. The world’s most high tech nation was communicating
with one of the world’s most low tech nations.
Few had televisions in Afghanistan and if they did there were
more than a few penalties for watching it. And fewer still had
access to that new communications technology called the Internet. But many had access to radio.
The media of radio therefore played an important part in the
war in Afghanistan. For the average Afghan, the primary source
of news was the radio. More often than not, it was a crude
transistor radio made 30 years ago. As columnist William Safire
observed “Most people in Afghanistan – including Taliban soldiers, suffering civilians and wavering warlords – have one link
to the outside world: shortwave and AM transistor radio. No
television, FM, newspapers or Internet. Radio is it.”  412
Media research in recent years suggested that Afghans had
a strong desire for news and views from the West, particularly
from America. Since its first broadcast in 1942, Voice of America (VOA) had become the major source for political information around the world about America broadcasting 900 hours
of original programming every week, in 53 languages, to some
100 million people around the world.413 The VOA audience in
Afghanistan ranked fifth in the world in VOA listeners following
only China, Bangladesh, Ethiopia and Nigeria.414
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Former head of VOA Sanford Ungar observed that “Research
in 2000 estimated that 80 percent of the men in Afghanistan
listened to VOA news at least once a week … and 67 percent
listened every day … Even some of the Taliban themselves have
admitted to visiting American journalists that the VOA is their
main news source. They know that their own radio is pure
propaganda.”  415
The Taliban were certainly using the power of radio in their
propaganda campaign against America. The Taliban’s Radio Shariat (meaning “Islamic law”  ) was spewing out hatred of America
all the time. In the early stages of the war in Afghanistan, there
was little from VOA or Radio Free Europe to counter this.
William Safire asked:
Why is there no Radio Free Afghanistan broadcasting the truth
about the consequences of harboring the headquarters of terrorism? Why are Afghans not told that their rulers’ decision to hide
Osama bin Laden is the direct cause of the withdrawal of U.N.
relief and the starvation that they now face? Why are the voices
of revered, mainstream Muslim clerics not broadcast denouncing
the perversion of Islam by the terrorists, and reminding the faithful that murder by suicide will lead not to heaven but to eternal
damnation?416

Safire suggested that the United States should have been
using the radio for psychological warfare before a single bomb
was dropped on a suspected training camp. “The U.S. should
be doing what it knows best how to do: using psychological
warfare to weaken the grip of the terrorists on the local population.”  417
In the next few months, radio became perhaps the most
important weapon of psychological warfare. By November 1,
the American bombing had knocked out the Taliban broadcast
studios. Some transmissions from fanatics in Pakistan could still
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be heard but the American forces had a relatively clear broadcast band to get their messages across.418
Radio as a propaganda weapon had an important advocate
in Karl Rove, the key political adviser to President Bush. In the
summer of 1994, Rove had flown to Prague on a mission to save
Radio Free Europe. Then a member of the board overseeing the
government stations that once broadcast into the Soviet Union
and Eastern Europe, Mr. Rove was fighting both President Bill
Clinton, who considered Radio Free Europe a relic of the Cold
War, and a bipartisan group of lawmakers who wanted to close
it down.419
Kevin Klose, head of Radio Free Europe in 1994 and now
president of National Public Radio, observed that Rove “saw
for himself how powerful radio had been, bringing in the news
about those communist countries to their own people in their
own language, and it made it crystal clear to him that it had to
be saved.”  420 While Radio Free Europe was saved, its $200 million budget was cut to $75 million.
It wasn’t surprising that radio broadcasts were returning to
the center of the war effort. It had proved a valuable weapon
in the past and was even more valuable in a nation that had few
competing media to radio. As Elizabeth Becker noted, “Foreign-language broadcasts are just one of the old ideas being
dusted off and given a new life in an effort to recreate the kind
of propaganda campaigns that were waged against the Axis
powers in World War II and against communism in the Cold
War.”  421 Karl Rove was radio’s right person at the right time.
As Kevin Klose suggested, “It’s time to bring back the idea of
an Edward R. Murrow in Arabic, modernized of course, using
satellites and shortwave, and Karl Rove understands all this
perfectly.”  422
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“Before Removal”
Jan Beran
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12. Managing Symbols
“Public sentiment is everything. With public sentiment nothing
can fail; without it nothing can succeed. He who molds public
sentiment goes deeper than he who enacts statutes or decisions possible or impossible to execute.”  
Abraham Lincoln
1860
“For some people, war is terror, disaster and death.
For others, it’s a PR problem.”  
Norman Solomon
“Ars est celare artem!” (The true art is to conceal art.)
The Art of Noise
In No Sense? Nonsense!
(Liner Notes)

T

he American entertainment, advertising and media industries had become the world leader in creating and communicating symbols. Yet none of these industries were
involved in managing an overall symbol of America to the rest
of the world. All were hostages to the vagaries of shifting public
moods or the ups and downs of corporate balance sheets. The
fact of the matter was that when all was said and done, there
really was little money in constructing one big “silver screen”
symbol of America and selling it to the rest of the world.
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This was not a new development. The global image of America had for years been a function of a rather secretive government function called propaganda. It was something more
aligned with the quiet invisibility of public relations than the
loud visibility of advertising; more inclined towards spinning one
big ubiquitous mythology rather than the thousands of smaller
mythologies spun out from Hollywood and Madison Avenue
around brands and products.
Its importance came and went with America’s cyclical interest in the world. This interest seemed greatest during domestic
depressions and international wars. It seemed lowest when the
domestic economy was good and the nation was self-satisfied
and introverted.

Father Spin
“Bernays was also a far-sighted architect of modern propaganda
techniques who, dramatically, from the early 1920s onward,
helped to consolidate a fateful marriage between theories of
mass psychology and schemes of corporate and political persuasion.”  
Stuart Ewen
PR! A Social History of Spin
“The engineering of consent is the very essence of the democratic process, the freedom to persuade and suggest.”  
Edward L. Bernays
“The Engineering of Consent” (1947)

While America’s interest in propaganda came and went,
its birth and growth was tightly entwined with the birth of
advertising, mass production, collective psychology, the ominous rumblings of the First World War and an eccentric, genius
named Edward Bernays.
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Psychology was nearby at the beginning of American propaganda. In large part this was because Edward Bernays was the
double nephew of Sigmund Freud. His mother was Freud’s sister and his father was Freud’s brother-in-law. Born in Vienna in
1891, the early days of Bernays’ career were spent as a Broadway press agent (1917), which eventually brought him together
with leaders of the arts and entertainment communities including such notables as Caruso, Florenz Ziegfeld and Nijinsky.423
Bernays’ youth in the early decades of the twentieth century saw the crumbling of the Victorian era and the approach
of the First World War. It was a period that brought about a
new “social conscience” of democracy. Bernays once remarked
that public relations arrived with this new social conscience. As
social historian Stuart Ewen notes in PR! A Social History of Spin,
this new social conscience:
… arrived at that moment when aristocratic paradigms of deference could no longer hold up in the face of modern, democratic,
public ideals that were boiling up among the ‘lower strata’ of society. At that juncture, strategies of social rule began to change, and
the life and career of Edward Bernays … serves as a testament to
that change.424

In the early years of Bernays’ life, Ewen notes “the explosive
ideals of democracy challenged the ancient customs that had
long upheld social inequality.”  425 Social institutions had operated pretty much outside the spotlight of public scrutiny. But
now they were the targets of a new public interest. As Ewen
observes:
A public claiming the birthright of democratic citizenship and
social justice increasingly called upon institutions and people of
power to justify themselves and their privileges. In the crucible of
these changes, aristocracy began to give way to technocracy as a
strategy of rule. Bernays came to maturity in a society where the
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exigencies of power were – by necessity – increasingly exercised
from behind the pretext of the common good.426

The rise of this new symbol of democracy and equality paralleled the growth of its cultural symbols in mass production and
mass communication. All of this arose with the dark clouds of a
great war approaching and the effort to sell Woodrow Wilson’s
isolationist America on involvement in the war. Perhaps appropriately, the American propaganda industry was born during
the time of its greatest challenge.
***

During the First World War, Bernays served as a foot soldier
for the United States Committee on Public Information (CPI).
This vast American propaganda apparatus was first mobilized in
1917 in an effort to package, advertise and sell the war as one
that would “Make the World Safe for Democracy.” The CPI
became the mold that shaped marketing strategies for subsequent wars … all the way up to the present.
While the CPI realized that emotional appeals and simplistic
caricatures of the enemy influenced many Americans, it also
recognized that there were different market segments requiring
different messages. For example, to reach intellectuals and pacifists, the CPI claimed military intervention would bring about
a democratic League of Nations and end warfare forever. To
appeal to business, the CPI modified its arguments and interpreted the war as “a conflict to destroy the threat of German
industrial competition.” For the labor community, the war was
one to protect the American standard of living. For nationalists,
the CPI “positioned” the war as one to preserve civilization and
for religious and idealistic groups it became one to “make the
world safe for democracy.427
Bernays learned much from his experience with the CPI
and the CPI also learned a lot from Bernays. In 1923, he wrote
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Crystallizing Public Opinion, the first of a famous series of books
about his conceptions of the emerging field of public relations
and propaganda.428 In 1928, in one of his most famous books
Propaganda he candidly remarked, “If we understand the mechanisms and motives of the group mind, it is now possible to
control and regiment the masses according to our will without
their knowing it.”
Twenty years later in 1947 with “The Engineering of Consent” he coined the famous term “engineering consent” to
describe his technique for controlling the masses. Bernays saw
it as the key to democracy. As he wrote “The engineering of
consent is the very essence of the democratic process, the freedom to persuade and suggest.” In “The Engineering of Consent”
Bernays elaborated on this idea:
The conscious and intelligent manipulation of the organized habits
and opinions of the masses is an important element in democratic
society … Those who manipulate this unseen mechanism of society constitute an invisible government which is the true ruling
power of our country … In almost every act of our daily lives,
whether in the sphere of politics or business, in our social conduct
or our ethical thinking, we are dominated by the relatively small
number of persons … who understand the mental processes and
social patterns of the masses. It is they who pull the wires which
control the public mind.

While this view of democracy might be too cynical for many,
(it has been reported that on occasion even Bernays recoiled
from the anti-democratic implications of his theory) it cannot
distract from the fact that Bernays was one of the first to make
the first major introduction between business and psychology.
In effect, a large part of the Bernays genius was in mixing the
esoteric, dream theories of Freudian psychology with the growing demands of an emerging consumer culture. He did this in

313

Battle of Symbols

an interesting behind-the-scenes manner that made corporate
clients into social heroes. As Ewen notes:
In the twenties, Bernays fathered the link between corporate sales
campaigns and popular social causes, when – while working for
the American Tobacco Company – he persuaded women’s rights
marchers in New York City to hold up Lucky Strike cigarettes as
symbolic ‘Torches of Freedom.’ In October of 1929, Bernays also
originated the now familiar ‘global media event,’ when he dreamed
up ‘Light’s Golden Jubilee,’ a worldwide celebratory spectacle
commemorating the fiftieth anniversary of the electric light bulb,
sponsored – behind-the-scenes – by the General Electric Corporation.429

By the 1930s, the ideas of Bernays and the new science of
propaganda had filtered into various government institutions.
In 1937, the Institute for Propaganda Analysis was created to
educate the American public about the widespread nature of
political propaganda. Composed of social scientists and journalists, the IPA published a series of books with titles like The Fine
Art of Propaganda, Propaganda Analysis, Group Leader’s Guide to
Propaganda Analysis and Propaganda: How To Recognize and Deal
With It.
The IPA is best known for identifying the seven basic propaganda devices: Name-Calling, Glittering Generality, Transfer,
Testimonial, Plain Folks, Card Stacking and the familiar Band
Wagon. These seven devices have been repeated so frequently
in lectures, articles and textbooks ever since that they have
become virtually synonymous with the practice and analysis of
propaganda in all of its aspects.430
***

By World War II, the methods and techniques of propaganda
were successfully embodied in the Office of War Information.
In a sense it acted as a type of liaison between Washington and
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Hollywood influencing the type of films that were to be made.
Propaganda had migrated to entertainment and found worthy
partners in the powerful Hollywood moguls and their ironclad
control of the old studio system.
The spectacular new power and wealth of America after
World War II brought new challenges for propaganda. If a large
part of its early growth had been fostered by the attempt of a
new “social conscience” to cover up inequalities within a particular society, now the challenge seemed to be more involved
with addressing the inequalities between America and the rest
of the world.
One of the leading liberal figures in the post World War II
State Department, George Kennan, expressed this new, emerging idea of global propaganda well. In 1948 Kennan produced a
top-secret document known as The Policy Planning Study 23 in
which he wrote:
… we have about 50% of the world’s wealth, but only 6.3% of its
population … In this situation, we cannot fail to be the object of
envy and resentment. Our real task in the coming period is to
devise a pattern of relationships which will permit us to maintain
this position of disparity … To do so, we will have to dispense
with all sentimentality and day-dreaming; and our attention will
have to be concentrated everywhere on our immediate national
objectives … We should cease to talk about vague and … unreal
objectives such as human rights, the raising of the living standards,
and democratization. The day is not far off when we are going
to have to deal in straight power concepts. The less we are then
hampered by idealistic slogans, the better.431

Kennan was moving Edward Bernays’ societal ideas into the
international arena. But Bernays was himself moving more into
the international arena.
As the new decade of the 1950s approached, Bernays was
now in his 60s. But the old spin machine was still whizzing away
at full speed. There is the story of Bernays’ propaganda cam315
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paign for the United Fruit Company (today’s United Brands)
that led directly to the CIA’s overthrow of the elected government of Guatemala.432
The term “banana republic” actually originated in reference
to United Fruit’s domination of corrupt governments in Guatemala and other Central American countries. The company had
brutally exploited virtual slave labor in order to produce cheap
bananas for the lucrative U.S. market. When a mildly reformist Guatemala government attempted to reign in the company’s power, Bernays whipped up media and political sentiment
against it in the communist-craze of the 1950s.433
Articles began appearing in The New York Times, The New
York Herald Tribune, The Atlantic Monthly, Time, Newsweek, The
New Leader and other publications all discussing the growing
influence of Guatemala’s Communists.434 As Larry Tye notes in
The Father of Spin:
The fact that liberal journals like the Nation were also coming
around was especially satisfying to Bernays, who believed that
winning the liberals over was essential … At the same time, plans
were under way to mail to American Legion posts and auxiliaries
300,000 copies of a brochure entitled ‘Communism in Guatemala
– 22 Facts.’  435

As America entered the 60s, 70s and 80s Bernays moved
into the background and retired to his stately home in Cambridge located in a maze of old, tree-lined streets bordering
Harvard Square.
But his legacy lives on in that powerful, ubiquitous and relatively invisible industry called public relations and its government creation called propaganda. As author Larry Tye suggests,
“That is why it is essential to understand Edward L. Bernays if
we are to understand what Hill and Knowlton did in Iraq – not
to mention how Richard Nixon was able to dig his way out of
his post-Watergate depths and remake himself into an elder
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statesman worthy of a lavish state funeral, how Richard Morris
repositioned President Bill Clinton as an ideological centrist in
order to get him reelected and how most other modern-day
miracles of public relations are conceived and carried out.”  436
***

In the end, one wonders whether Edward Bernays was lucky
to have Sigmund Freud as an uncle or if Freud was really the
lucky one to have Edward Bernays for a nephew. There is even
the suggestion that Freud’s reputation as “the father of psychoanalysis” owes a fairly large debt to Bernays’ publicity efforts.
And, while Bernays regarded Uncle Sigmund as a mentor, using
Freud’s insights into the human psyche and motivation to design
PR campaigns, there is evidence he was also trading on his
famous uncle’s name to inflate his own stature.437
But there was really a striking contrast between uncle and
nephew. As some commentators have pointed out, Uncle Sigmund’s “talking cure” was designed to unearth his patients’
unconscious drives and hidden motives in the belief that bringing them into conscious discourse would help them lead healthier lives. Bernays, by contrast, used psychological techniques to
mask the motives of his clients, as part of a deliberate strategy
aimed at keeping the public unconscious of the forces that were
working to mold their minds.438
Bernays died in 1995, in the midst of that grand campaign of
modern spin called the Clinton administration. He had many
great and famous clients during his lifetime. Yet his most enduring and important client was perhaps the fledging discipline
known as the PR industry. He built it into the great manipulator
of symbols and gave it a powerful image and mystic. But perhaps
his greatest achievement was in pioneering the industry’s techniques for achieving invisibility.
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Spinning Outward
“The State Department has taken the view that to know us is
to love us.”
Richard Boucher
State Department Spokesman
April 2001
(Interview with Advertising Age)

In spite of PR’s brief flirtation with the foreign arena, American propaganda symbols were mostly directed at the domestic
front rather than the international one. The real goal was selling war to a nation isolated from the rest of the world by the
embrace of two great oceans. Sending the symbols of American
propaganda overseas to do battle in foreign nations seemed to
Washington outside the scope of the American propaganda
machine. And too, compared to its home-front challenges, the
foreign job seemed a rather minor one.
Meanwhile, during the second half of the twentieth century,
propaganda from abroad increasingly filtered into America in
various forms such as campus speeches, mimeographed leaflets
and smudged ink publications. There were the cover associations and institutes and there was the McCarthy era “witch
hunt” to ferret out the communist infiltrators.
All the while, there was relatively little propaganda consciously directed at the world from America. One might argue
that the Truman Doctrine of 1947 or the Eisenhower Doctrine
of 1957 offer evidence to refute this allegation. However, both
essentially involved economic and military aid to nations fighting for independence rather than direct propaganda.439 When
one looks back, there was really little more than radio’s Voice
of America or the covert operations of the CIA. While these
were significant they were a far cry from the grand domestic
propaganda campaigns during the world wars.
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America in fact had little use in converting the world to a
political ideology. Rather she became much more interested
in marketing her consumer ideology. Her interest was more
in selling the world the idea that market forces were more
influential than political forces. As one Islamic leader observed,
her Coke was much sweeter than her ideology. Only later did
America realize that consumer culture came with its own subtle
political ideology.
But America was always more interested in using the grand
symbol making machinery of propaganda for persuading her
own citizens rather than converting foreigners. Before selling
the rest of the world the new ideology of consumer goods,
there was the not insignificant, and considerably more lucrative,
job of selling her own people.
Between the wars the great wartime propaganda institutions
like the Committee on Public Information of WWI (CPI), the
Institute for Propaganda Analysis of 1937 (IPA), the Office of
War Information of WW II (OWI) and the US Information
Agency (USIA), never really went away or lost their importance
in times of peace. Rather, they simply became more subtle and
subliminal in their migration from Washington to Madison Avenue and Hollywood.
***

In the last decades of the twentieth century, the inward
directed efforts of American propaganda had succeeded brilliantly in working magic for the advertising and entertainment
industries (as well as the news industry increasingly owned
by entertainment conglomerates and increasingly oriented
towards entertainment). The technique for achieving invisibility
in the PR industry pioneered by Bernays had been successfully
transplanted to an invisible consumer ideology. The great wartime propaganda machine was now working 24/7 in peacetime
America. And few suspected its operation.
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It had achieved that ubiquitous invisibility of an environment.
In effect, it had become a medium. As Canadian media theorist
Eric McLuhan observes, “the real power of propaganda doesn’t
consist of messages fired off at an audience or in the content of
that medium.” Rather …
Propaganda consists of being immersed in an environment of
information. When all the available media are moving in the same
direction – that’s propaganda. Saturation advertising – that’s propaganda; saturation anything, including ‘information overload.’ The
natural state of any medium, particularly any new medium, is to act
as an environment while the attention is drawn to the content or
use: the medium is thereby complete propaganda and easily forms
a new distinct culture with all the old forms as its content.440

But the inward spin of the PR machine was at the expense
of the American image abroad. While America was intently
focused on using propaganda to reinforce domestic consumer
ideology, foreign nations and radical groups were using propaganda to extend political ideologies into the international arena.
America, the world’s greatest symbol making power, was of
course the model. Bernays (who died in the mid-90s) must have
been smiling down from somewhere on this strangely ironic
outcome of the events he set in motion.
America seemed encased in a type of “glass house” made
of one-way mirrors – its activities and culture highly visible to
the rest of the world but not allowing Americans look out at
the rest of the world. From one side of the glass, the world
peered in at America and took notes like members of a market
research team. They looked at a self-indulgent culture, feverishly going about its consumer business, unaware they were
being monitored by the world.
The image of America the world saw in the 90s was not a
managed or branded one like the sweet, syrupy brands it produced. Rather it was a haphazard mixture of television shows,
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movies, violent sports events, glitzy advertising and a political
scandal involving the President. It reinforced the image in many
around the world that America was like a vast Disneyland or an
endless Las Vegas strip.
The world’s leading symbol maker showed a stunning lack of
interest in her overall symbol in the world marketplace. This at
a time when the nations of the world were beginning to adopt
the idea that they had to market themselves like American
symbols.
***

America’s image to the rest of the world was captured in the
Spring 2001 issue of the influential Wilson Quarterly by leading
observers in nations around the world. The cover story was
“How the World Views America.” The overwhelming consensus was not very good.
After the September attacks, President Bush was quick to
realize public relations would play a huge part in the war against
terrorism. Twenty-four hours after the attacks, he summoned
presidential counselor Karen Hughes into his office and told her
the job of coordinating wartime public relations would be hers.
“When he called me in that morning, he told me that this
will be an ongoing process of educating the public,” recalls Ms.
Hughes. “He said, ‘O.K., go for it.’ ”  441
The emotions of the moment were on the side of America.
The terrorist events had caused an international spike of sympathy for America and put some polish on a tarnished image.
But with the beginning of the October war in Afghanistan new
image problems were created. The specter of bombs falling
on an impoverished country ravaged by two decades of war
offered powerful ready-made propaganda images for the Taliban who were quick to exploit the situation. As the war intensified in October, anti-American propaganda efforts by other
groups and nations began to intensify.
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It soon became apparent to many that the American propaganda spin machine urgently needed to be directed in a new
outward direction at international enemies rather than its traditional inward direction at American citizens. Support for the
war against terrorists was at a record level in all the national
polls. The American public did not need the traditional wartime
persuasion developed by organizations like the Committee on
Public Information of WWI or the Office of War Information
of WWII.
Still, there was confusion from the start as to who the
enemy was and what the war was about. President Bush at first
referred to the enemy as “evil-doers” and then settled on the
more descriptive word “terrorists.” But a debate grew about
the true size of the enemy. Was it confined to the terrorist network? Or was it the larger group of Moslem fundamentalists?
Or might it even be the billion plus Islamic civilization in general
as Huntington’s “clash of civilizations” thesis had it?
As the war started many began to realize there was the
possibility for a lot of confusion and misunderstanding about
American efforts. There was also an expressed amazement at
the hatred of America around the world. President Bush said
in an October 2001 press conference “I’m amazed that there
is such misunderstanding of what our country is about, that
people would hate us. I … like most Americans … just can’t
believe it. Because I know how good we are, and we’ve got to
do a better job of making our case.”  
***

Early in the Afghanistan war, Defense Secretary Donald
Rumsfeld made the comment “We need to do a better job to
make sure that people are not confused as to what this is about.”
With the administration’s policy of logistical secrecy this was a
difficult challenge. Pentagon press briefings often turned out to
be confrontations between the press and Pentagon spokesmen.
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A few weeks after the attacks, the Pentagon hired a top PR firm
– the Rendon Group – in a $397,000 contract to deal with the
bombing campaign in Afghanistan.442
But on-going public relations in the hushed-up war proved to
be a difficult task. By November it was apparent to many that
the PR war was not going well. In early November, a month into
the military war, Thomas Friedman wondered if America was
winning the PR war. “I have no doubt, for now, that the Bush
team has a military strategy for winning a long war. I do worry,
though, whether it has a public relations strategy for sustaining
a long war.”  443 Over time, Friedman suggested that Arab and
Muslim public opinion would become increasingly important.
As Friedman observed, the silent majority in Pakistan, which
for now was supporting President Pervez Musharraf’s newfound alliance with the U.S. – something that is strategically
critical for us – would be influenced by the broad trends in
Arab-Muslim public opinion. So too would the next generation
in the region. It is critical for that generation to see bin Laden
as a rogue, not a role model.444
Friedman noted “it is no easy trick to lose a P.R. war to two
mass murderers – but we’ve been doing just that lately.”  445
A few days after his comments, Friedman’s observations
were confirmed by the administration. Concerned that public opinion abroad was turning against the military campaign
in Afghanistan, the Bush administration implemented a major
effort to take its case directly to the foreign (especially Islamic)
news media.446
On November 5th, Secretary of State Colin Powell gave an
interview to Egyptian television. And, on November 6th, President Bush gave a speech about fighting terrorism beamed by
satellite to a conference of Central European leaders in Poland.
Top policy makers also made themselves available to the
Islamic news media. The most influential was Al Jazeera, the
all-news Arab satellite television channel, the so-called CNN of
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the Arab world. Senior administration officials conceded that
the White House was slow to realize the power of Al Jazeera as
a channel to the Arab world. Valuable time was therefore lost
in the early days of the war by not pushing its message to the
satellite channel.
There were a number of actions by the administration in
October and November to rectify this situation. Condoleezza
Rice, the national security adviser, Mr. Rumsfeld, General
Myers and Secretary Powell all gave interviews to Al Jazeera.
In addition, Secretary Powell gave an interview to Al Hayat, the
influential Arabic-language newspaper in London. Senior State
Department officials also began to speak regularly by video
conference call with Arab journalists based in London.
To influence international public opinion, the United States
and Britain established information centers in Washington,
London and Pakistan to field questions about the war.
On November 3rd, the Bush administration learned that
Osama bin Laden had made a second tape available to Al
Jazeera. The White House arranged for Christopher Ross, a
former American ambassador to Syria fluent in Arabic, to go on
Al Jazeera and read a statement in response.
To counter the concern on conducting war during Ramadan,
the Moslem holy month, the Voice of America began broadcasts on November 5th into Afghanistan citing seventh-century
battles by the Prophet Muhammad to argue that Islamic armies
have conducted attacks during Ramadan. As President Bush
said, “The enemy won’t rest during Ramadan, and neither will
we.”  
The United States was beginning to realize the war was one
requiring the interweaving of special symbols in the global airwaves with Special Forces on the ground in Afghanistan.
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The Madison Avenue Spin
“Uncle Sam is a harder sell these days than Uncle Ben ever
was.”  
Margaret Carlson
Time Magazine
December 21, 2001

The Office of Public Diplomacy and Public Affairs (OPDPA)
was created by the merger of the U.S. Information Agency
and the Department of State. They were integrated into the
Department of State and headed by an Under Secretary for
Public Diplomacy and Public Affairs.
During the Clinton years when interest in foreign affairs was
at a historic low, the OPDPA was somewhat a lazy “backwater”
office in Washington, off the main current of things. The last
(as well as the first) Undersecretary of State for Public Diplomacy was Evelyn Lieberman, wife of Senator Joseph Lieberman.
While she did have credentials within the Democratic Party, it
still was more of a “plumb” position (given like ambassadorships
as political “thank yous”  ) rather than a strategic part of the
administration.
But there was a hint that things were starting to change
in the OPDPA under the new Republican administration. In
March of 2001 President Bush nominated Charlotte Beers to
head the organization as the new Under Secretary of State for
Public Diplomacy. Starting her career in Houston as the first
female Product Manager for Uncle Ben’s Rice, she rose through
the ranks to become Chairman of two of the world’s greatest
advertising agencies, Ogilvy & Mather and J. Walter Thompson.
She was the only executive in the advertising industry to have
served as chairman of two of the top ten worldwide advertising
agencies.
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Her achievements were well recognized in the business community. In 1992, Glamour Magazine recognized her as one of
their “Women of the Year” for the distinction of “cracking the
glass ceiling in advertising.” She received the prestigious Matrix
Award from New York Women in Communications for her
outstanding accomplishments in advertising. In 1997 Fortune
Magazine put her on their cover in their first issue to feature
the most powerful women in America.
Beers was sworn in as the new Under Secretary of State on
October 2, 2001. A week later, in a statement to the House
International Relations Committee, she discussed the daunting
nature of her new task and the war on terrorism.
“This is a war about a way of life and fundamental beliefs in
values we did not expect to ever have to explain and defend –
such as freedom and tolerance,” she said.447
The burden, she explained, was to redefine the identity of
the United States “for audiences who are, at best, cynical.” In
a statement before the House International Relations Committee on October 10th she said:
We need to become better at communicating the intangible, the
behavior, the emotions that reside in lofty words like ‘democracy.’
When we say it, we think people know what we mean. It’s not
what we say, it’s what they hear. So the burden is now on us to act
as though no one has ever understood the identity of the United
States, and redefine it for audiences who are at best cynical.448

She did not say how she planned to accomplish this, but she
did make it clear that product-style advertising would play an
important role. In an interview with Advertising Age, she said,
“If I have to buy time on Al Jazeera, I would certainly consider it.”  449 In her comments to the House committee, Beers
acknowledged that the most important task was to communicate that the war on terrorism was not a war against Islam.450
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As Beers might put it in advertising terms, America did not
want to start a “brand” war against that big brand called Islam,
Incorporated. Had the old propaganda methods of Bernays
morphed into modern advertising? Or had modern advertising
simply grown out of the seeds scattered about by Bernays? Was
modern propaganda based more on a sales message than the
subtle behind the scenes trickery of public relations? Or had
modern sales learned to simply be trickier itself?
And, was Beers the best to carry forth the message? Some
certainly felt so. When Colin Powell went before the Senators
on the Foreign Relations Committee wanting to know what
America could do to reverse the image of America as the Great
Satan in the Arab world, he found himself explaining his choice
of Charlotte Beers to fill the position of Undersecretary for
Public Diplomacy.451
“Well, guess what?” he told the Senators. “She got me to
buy Uncle Ben’s rice and so there is nothing wrong with getting
somebody who knows how to sell something.”  452

Branding Problems
“What’s not to like we’ve been asking ourselves. If Osama bin
Laden & Company – and a significant number of apparently not
clinically insane Muslims worldwide – hate the West, it must be
because they misunderstand the product, right?”
Simon Dumenco
New York Magazine
November 12,2001
“How is it that the country that invented Hollywood and Madison Avenue has such trouble promoting a positive image of
itself overseas?”  
Henry Hyde, Chairman
House International Relations Committee
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One of the more interesting subtexts of the news in the
months after the attacks was that America’s image to the rest
of the world was being managed largely by women. It offered
up some strange dynamics on the global stage. That masculine
culture of America now projecting an international image controlled by women against that strange brotherhood of men
called the Taliban.
Charlotte Beers shared the PR function with three other
women: Karen Hughes, counselor to the president; Victoria
Clarke, chief Pentagon spokeswoman and Mary Matalin, chief
political adviser to Vice President Dick Cheney. The overall
coordinator was Karen Hughes.
Mary Matalin expressed things well when she noted “In the
coming weeks the press operations … will highlight issues like
the Taliban’s treatment of women, that cast the Afghan leadership in a negative light.” She pointed out it was perhaps not a
coincidence such issues would be front and center. “I think we
probably have more of a subconscious outrage at these issues,”
she said. “This is something that crosses my mind every day: a
third of these women in pre-Taliban days were doctors, lawyers
and teachers. You can’t help but be outraged.”  453
There was substantial evidence that the Beers advertising
and branding philosophy had infiltrated the upper ranks of the
Bush administration. The Thursday before September 11, Colin
Powell stood before hundreds of his charges – mostly State
Department types – at a D.C. conference and declared, “What
are we doing? We’re selling a product. That product we are selling is democracy. It’s the free-enterprise system, the American
value system. It’s a product very much in demand. It’s a product
that is very much needed.”  454
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“When I heard Colin Powell talking about all that brand
stuff,” one Madison Avenue veteran noted. “I thought, That
came directly from Charlotte.”  455
***

Was something new in the Washington air? By selecting
someone with a total lack of diplomatic experience, was Colin
Powell suggesting marketing is more powerful than diplomacy?
Or might he be acknowledging the general triumph of the private sector in figuring out new ways to win hearts and minds?
Others were not so sure that marketing held the answer to
conveying the American image to the rest of the world.
“You can’t boil down America into a slogan,” said William
Rugh, president of a Washington D.C. organization that promotes understanding between the U.S. and the Middle East.
“America isn’t a single product – it’s not Coca-Cola. If Charlotte
Beers thinks America is a product to sell, that won’t work.”  456
Rugh was in a good position to offer opinions. He had served
as the U.S. Ambassador to Yemen during the eighties and
Ambassador to the United Arab Emirates in the nineties. A
career diplomat who also held several jobs at the old USIA, he
had seen the “Let’s sell America” approach waft through Washington before. As Rugh recalled, “We had one USIA director
who was responsible for the Wrigley’s account, and he said he
wanted those of us who had been in the business to develop
a slogan to identify America that was like a gum slogan. Well,
most of us are skeptical of slogans and bumper stickers. We
never came up with one because we thought it was a dumb
idea.”  457
***

But there were more marketing problems other than branding by slogans. A not insubstantial one was directing messages
towards the right target markets. John McNeel, former chair329
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man and CEO of Saatchi & Saatchi Middle East who spent five
years in Dubai, weighed in on the target market issue.
We tend to lump the Middle East into one big pot of terrorists,
or people engaged in sort of messy peace-process questions, or
oil sheiks – very stereotyped and superficial views. But if you consider the difference between a country like Saudi Arabia and, say,
Egypt, those are two radically different regimes, radically different
cultures that have completely different demographics.458

McNeel offered a quick course in Middle Eastern marketing
demographics. Perhaps the most Westernized demographic in
the region was the wealthy, 2 million-strong United Arab Emirates, where one could find swanky malls and cineplexes. Tiny
Qatar – home of Al Jazeera and site of the region’s first women’s tennis tournament in February (Martina Hingis played, and
she wasn’t wearing a burqa) – has just 700,000 inhabitants.459
Egypt, the biggest country in the region, with 69 million
people, is avoided by some Western multinationals because of
widespread poverty. Iran, with a population of 66 million, and
Iraq, with 23 million, are markets that have been written off
by many Western marketers because of the political tensions
there. Home to 22 million people, Saudi Arabia is a traditional
U.S. ally, but its ruling royal family places extreme restrictions
on its media.460
McNeel discovered these media restrictions when he ran a
campaign for Pampers. “It was illegal to show a baby’s bottom,”
he relates, “because that’s a display of naked flesh.” McNeel
says Saatchi & Saatchi would often simply do an end run around
the censors because it was estimated that two thirds of Saudi
homes had (technically illegal) satellite dishes.461
But just because a given region might have access to – and a
seeming appetite for – Western media product, doesn’t necessarily translate into receptivity to American propaganda. In fact,
the opposite might be true.
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The American PR efforts were much different than those
of other nations. For many nations of the world, it was a matter of creating a PR image in the first place. But for America it
was always a matter of changing the current image in millions
of minds. Thomas Sattizahn, a Chicago-based consultant who
helped set up broadcast operations in more than 56 countries
had a good take on the situation. “You can’t have all those violent American movies out there and then think that a re-branding effort can change our image overnight.”  462

Beyond Branding
Broadcasting executive David Hoffman suggested America
needed to look beyond the whole area of public diplomacy. It
was not a matter of censorship or broadcasting counter-propaganda messages to the Islamic world, no matter how well these
messages might be crafted or targeted to the correct markets.
Rather, it was really a matter of providing the tools to let the
Islamic world broadcast their own messages amongst themselves.463 Hoffman, President of Internews Network, noted:
Washington should make use of the greatest weapon it has in its
arsenal: the values enshrined in the First Amendment of the U.S.
Constitution. The State Department should make the promotion
of independent media a major priority in those countries where
oppression breeds terrorism.464

Rather than simply luxuries of the West, Hoffman argued
that freedom of speech and exchange of information “are
the currency on which global commerce, politics, and culture
increasingly depend.”  465 If Muslims want to participate in this
new arena, they will need access in the global marketplace to
goods and ideas, information and freedom of expression. “That,
more than any number of advertisements about American val331
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ues,” Hoffman noted, “is what will bring light to the darkness
from which terrorism has come.”  466

Spin Laden
When the dust settled from the shock of those first few
months after September 11th, one had the uneasy feeling that
much of American propaganda techniques were being used
against it.
As that great American philosopher Pogo once said, “We
have met the enemy and it is us.” And so it was with the terrorist enemies of America. They had trained in America, they had
used American airplanes and they had emulated the Hollywood
spectacular in their dramatic acts.
Their leader Osama bin Laden posed by machine guns and
gave pronouncements over world television from caves in the
hills of Afghanistan and waved a copy of the Koran at the Western world.
Many around the world saw him as some modern incarnation of the ancient prophet Mohammed. But British Prime
Minister Tony Blair perhaps best defined the essence of the
terrorist leader with the bumper sticker slogan designation of
“Spin Laden.”  
Yes, bin Laden waved a copy of the Koran at the world. But
under its covers was really the book on spin that Edward Bernays had written so long ago.467
America had become the greatest creator, communicator and
manager of symbols. A final challenge was understanding its
symbols. Understanding was essential in the global “battle of
symbols.” But understanding was the most difficult task of all …
especially for a nation that had made symbols so powerful and
ubiquitous to the world yet so invisible to herself.
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“Night Walker”
Jan Beran
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“It’s difficult to get a man to understand something when his
salary depends on his not understanding it.”  
Upton Sinclair
“… the massive influx of impression is so great; surprising, barbaric, and violent things press so overpoweringly – ‘balled up
into hideous clumps’ – in the youthful soul; that it can save itself
only by taking recourse in premeditated stupidity.”  
Friedrich Nietzsche

I

n his October 2001 speech before The United Nations, New
York Mayor Rudolph Giuliani observed that the evidence of
terrorism’s brutality and inhumanity lies beneath the rubble
of the World Trade Center. The attack may have been symbolic
but the results were all too real. He voiced the feelings of many
Americans when he said it “is not a time for further study or
vague directives.”  468
While it might not have been a time for “further study and
vague directives,” it also seemed to be a time for more than military retaliation. As President Bush and numerous leaders said,
the war would be long and it would be fought on many fronts,
using many resources.
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In this environment, one of the real challenges for a nation
filled with the desire for revenge was finding space to attempt
a contemporary understanding of symbols and their dynamics. This might sound like Mayor Guiliani’s admonition warning
against “further study” leading to “vague directives.” Yet within
the emotions of the times America needed to consider the
probability that the war on terrorism (as well as all wars of the
new millennium and the emergent global culture) would largely
be “battles between symbols” more than battles between technologies.

Observing Her Creations
There is little question that America is the world’s greatest
producer of symbols. Yet in the midst of all of her busy production, she finds little time to be an observer of her own productions. Observation is one of the first steps to understanding.
There is little understanding in production alone. Yet ironically,
greater production leads to less and less observation and ultimately less understanding.
Symbols increasingly form the core of the contemporary language of communication. Just as communication involves both a
sender and receiver, so too that aspect of communication called
language consists of the dual elements of both speaking and listening, writing and reading. America spends much time speaking
and writing her language of symbols but very little time listening
to or reading the language she has created.
Meanwhile, others in the world have become the best observers of the productions of America and the West. They may
not produce or send many symbols but they listen and read the
symbols they receive from America. In spite of the burgeoning
economy of China, most symbol production still happens in
Western culture while most symbol reception takes place in
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Eastern cultures. This is even truer of Middle Eastern cultures
that produce few symbols yet receive many. Increasingly, the
real duality symbols in the world are between Western symbol
production and Eastern symbol reception.
If America continues to produce symbols without making
attempts to observe and understand them it seems likely that
others will come to understand them far better than America
does. These others might increasingly be the enemies of America.

The Paradox of Understanding
There is a great paradox involved with understanding
though. Understanding symbols offers the threat of reducing
their power. In the same way that greater production leaves less
time for observation, more time spent on observation leaves
less time for production. In an American culture built around
symbols, this potential threatens a drastic alteration of American culture. This is the real subtextual message running beneath
efforts to understand American symbols.
Upton Sinclair’s cynical comment that its difficult to get a
man to understand something when his salary depends on his
not understanding it has relevance to the paradox of understanding. Sinclair’s “salary” means buying into the symbols of
consumer culture. In this sense, it is difficult to get America to
understand symbols when the growth of its consumer culture
depends on it not understanding them.
Yet it is important America make an attempt at understanding. American symbols are being observed and understood by
many others around the world. Many of these “others” are
American enemies. The “Hollywood spectacular” nature of
the September 11th attacks offers an example of the “playback”
understanding of American symbols by extremist groups.
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We have spent considerable time on the creation, transmission
and management of American symbols. Now it is time to spend
time on attempting to understand them through observation.

Introversion and Production of Symbols
“America is not only big and rich, it is mysterious; and its capacity for the humorous or ironical concealment of its interests
matches that of the legendary inscrutable Chinese.”  
David Riesman
The Lonely Crowd

One of the key dynamics of American symbolism in the twentieth century was a movement from mass culture to segmented
culture, from equality to freedom. A psychological dimension
of this cultural movement was a change from an outward-directed extraversion to an inward-directed introversion. These
cultural and psychological dimensions were matched by an economic change from a socialistic to a free market economy and
a political change from public Democratic programs to private
Republican businesses.
The large archetypal symbols of mass culture began to crumble in the late 50s as the smaller symbols of segmentation began
to rise in the 60s, 70s and 80s reaching their zenith in the 90s
with postmodernism. In a sense, the term postmodernism is
another term for a culture dominated by numerous symbols
rather than few symbols. The relationship between the overall
psychological orientation of a culture at a point in time (outward and towards the world and society or inward towards the
self) has a profound relationship on the symbols it creates and
the symbols that define it.
Ultimately, this plays an extremely important (albeit subtle
and subtextual) role in the “battle of symbols” America and the
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Western world are engaged in. Large symbols of alignment are
difficult to produce in a culture of dominating differentiation
and introversion. This is so even when the world’s greatest
symbol making machinery is in place.
No matter how proficient symbol-making technique is, it
cannot go against symbol-expressing cycles. The former is controlled by culture. The latter is controlled by nature.
***

One of the first books to comment on long-term cycles of
American symbols was David Riesman’s The Lonely Crowd (1961).
While Riesman’s research extends back into American history
beyond the twentieth century, he does locate a general trend
extending into the first half of the twentieth century. The major
change in the American character Riesman observes is from
a character type centering on production in the early years
of the nation to one centering on consumption in mid-twentieth century America. The long-term trend Riesman defines
is a change from the “tradition-direction” character types to
“inner-directed” types and finally to “other-directed” types. In
effect, a long term change in American character from rugged
individualism captured in Ralph Waldo Emerson’s famous essay
“Self-Reliance” to a type of peer-defined “organization man” of
modern American bureaucratic organization.
While Riesman’s book was prescient in ways, it was also a
product of the cultural context of its times, the zenith years
of mass culture in 1950 when it was first published. For this
reason, it perhaps gave more importance to long-term trends
towards extraversion while playing down the rise (re-emergence) of individualism and introversion in America. In this
sense, one might suggest that Riesman’s linear analysis stopped
at the end of a long cycle and was unable to see (or admit into
its argument) that the cycle was about to repeat itself again.
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Almost twenty years after Riesman’s Lonely Crowd cultural
segmentation had replaced much of the vestiges of mass culture. The Riesman thesis of an “other-directed” culture was
certainly true in some respects by American’s notions of “keeping up with the Jones” next door and defining themselves largely
by peers rather than family. Yet a better definition of American
character in the decade of the 70s centered around the word
“narcissism” with the persuasive arguments of Christopher
Lasch in Culture of Narcissism (1979). For Lasch, the emerging
niche culture was not a pretty sight with the appearance of
a self-absorbed (though not self aware), greedy and frivolous
society which depended on consumerism, demographic studies,
opinion polls and Government to know and to define itself.
One of the key books analyzing the changing dynamics of
American character in the late twentieth century was Habits of
the Heart (1985) by University of California Berkeley sociologist
Robert Bellah. It rapidly became one of the most discussed
interpretations of American society in the twentieth century.
The book and its extensive research was about those two
duality symbols of freedom and equality perpetually at battle in
America.
The trend towards segmentation was extended into the 90s
by Harvard sociology professor Robert Putnam. In his wellknown book Bowling Alone, he documented a decrease of “social
capital” or the institutions, practices, behavior, and attitudes
that create and sustain human communities in postmodern
America. Putnam argued that civil society was breaking down
as Americans became more disconnected from their families,
neighbors, communities, and the republic itself. The organizations that gave life to democracy were fraying. As Putnam
observed:
Television, two-career families, suburban sprawl, generational
changes in values – these and other changes in American soci-
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ety have meant that fewer and fewer of us find that the League
of Women Voters, or the United Way, or the Shriners, or the
monthly bridge club, or even a Sunday picnic with friends fits
the way we have come to live. Our growing social-capital deficit
threatens educational performance, safe neighborhoods, equitable
tax collection, democratic responsiveness, everyday honesty, and
even our health and happiness.

Putnam’s initial research was greatly expanded with the creation of the Saguro Institute at Harvard with the help of some
50 assistants and multimillion-dollar support from foundations,
including Carnegie, Ford, Rockefeller and the Pew Charitable
Trusts.
Based on this research, Putnam argues that the hollowing
out of American democratic infrastructure began suddenly in
the late 1960s, when the first generation raised on television
reached adulthood. The privatizing effects of television, Putnam
suggested, caused about 25 percent of the decline in social and
civic engagement.
To a lesser degree, Putnam also cited the rise of two-career
families, suburban sprawl and the resulting increase in commuting, all of which siphon off time, energy and interest in social
activities. Combining these factors with devastating demographic momentum, where decreasing engagement by parents
begets even less involvement on the part of their children, the
result is a very slippery slope indeed.

America in the 90s
“It was the best of times, it was the worst of times.”  
Charles Dickens
A Tale of Two Cities
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“Formerly, new technologies appeared once a generation or
two, and there was time to accommodate and adapt to their
demands. Presently, innovations of incredible transforming
power appear every two or three years, leaving ordinary mortals inadequate time to adjust to the new circumstances. The
pressure to retreat to the robotic condition of the well-adjusted has never been stronger.”  
Eric McLuhan
“Synesthesia and Society”  
(Unpublished)

A final part of Sir James Frazer’s famous The Golden Bough is
titled “Between Old and New.” It talks about the in-between
periods in ancient cultures when the old king had been removed
and the new king had not yet been installed. Normal life exists
in a state of suspension.
Frazer observes this period is represented in popular customs by a period of license. During this time, the normal order of
society is halted or deliberately inverted, and a slave, misshapen
person, or condemned felon is allowed temporarily to exercise sovereignty. During this time, “the whole population gives
themselves up to extravagant mirth and jollity” and “the darker
passions find a vent which would never be allowed them in the
more staid and sober course of ordinary life.”  469
The Roman Saturnalia is a relic of these rituals of license. So
also is the European Feast of Fools, with its Lord of Misrule and
Abbot of Unreason. In America, the in-between time rituals
are celebrated yearly with the Mardi Gras activities in New
Orleans.
But one might define the entire decade of the 90s as an
on-going Mardi Gras or period of license. Rather than some
strong stage in the cycle of symbols, it was an in-between time
between the end of an old cycle and the beginning of a new one.
As Frazer might say, it was that period of license between the
removal of the old “king” and the installation of the new one.
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One of the best descriptions of America in the 90s is The
Best of Times: America in the Clinton Years, by Pulitzer Prize-winning journalist Haynes Johnson.470 Not surprisingly, Johnson
characterizes the American 1990s as “an era characterized by
accumulation of wealth and self-indulgence.” Johnson casts a
cynical eye on what he sees as a nation of voyeurs, fixated on
reality shows, the Internet, celebrities, screaming pundits and
an utter contempt for privacy.
Johnson divides his ambitious social history of America at the
“zenith” of power and influence into four intertwined sections:
Technotimes, Teletimes, Scandal Times and Millennial Times.
In short, America in the 90s is viewed as similar to that fateful, paradoxical year of 1775 Charles Dickens described in the
opening lines of A Tale of Two Cities noting “It was the best of
times, it was the worst of times.”
And so it was for America in the 90s. It was the “best of
times” in a culture dominated by a growing Internet and biotechnology technology including the Human Genome Project,
cloning, and genetically modified crops. Yet it was also the
“worst of times” in the same culture with the growing power
and consolidation of a celebrity-possessed media entranced
over O.J. Simpson, Jon Benet Ramsey, the Menendez brothers
and ultimately the on-going soap opera of the Clinton-Lewinsky scandal. Johnson is scathing about the role of the broadcast
media and the entertainment industry, arguing they essentially
made a business decision to appeal to the lowest common
denominator. In retrospect, it seems to Johnson the country
was ripe for Bill Clinton.
Johnson traces the right wing’s paranoia about Clinton from
Whitewater to the death of Vince Foster, to Travelgate and
Filegate, and asserts that there was no wrongdoing on the
president’s part. Johnson’s parade of characters includes the
usual suspects: Ken Starr, the special prosecutor whose office,
according to Johnson, perpetrated “a disgraceful episode in the
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annals of American jurisprudence”  ; Monica Lewinsky, touchingly ingenuous one moment, scheming the next; Linda Tripp,
who comes across here, as she appeared to many at the time, as
a sordid character; and, of course, the news media, caught in a
frenzy that, according to Johnson, was “motivated by a desire to
become the next Woodward and Bernstein, to discover scandal
where in fact none exists.”
Throughout, Johnson sees America filled with missed opportunities. It was a nation “at a moment of peak power and influence” that spent so much time, so much political energy and
so much talent on “self-destructive squabbles, petty political
assaults, growing inattention and the diversions of the electronic entertainment and scandal culture.” He acknowledges
the scientific and technological achievements of the age but he
seems mystified that the nation that produced such technological and economic progress could, at the very same moment,
become so obsessed with notorious celebrities on television
trial in front of the nation.

The Symbol of Bill Clinton
“Greatness in politics is rarely self-created; it is a consequence
of trouble in the world. A leader without a crisis is usually consigned to the periphery of history …”  
Joe Klein
The Natural

Leaders of nations are some of the greatest symbols of all.
But whether these symbols reflect or create their culture continues to be debated. To a large extent, the debate is influenced
by one’s politics and membership in one of America’s historical
dual symbols, the Democratic or Republican party.
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Democrats tend to believe that symbols reflect and serve
their cultures. Republicans are more likely to believe symbols
create their culture rather than reflect it.
But apart from politics, the two views are also influenced
by the success or failure of symbols. Everyone wants to take
credit for successful symbols while few want to take blame for
unsuccessful ones.
Much of this enters into the consideration of the Clinton
presidency and whether it created the 90s or reflected them.
An interesting book that attempts to navigate between these
two views is The Natural by political analyst Joe Klein, author of
the bestselling Primary Colors.
While Klein discusses many of the mistakes made by Clinton,
he finally comes to see Clinton more as a reflection of his times
than a creator of them. As Klein observes towards the end of
the book, Clinton:
… had hoped to do so much more – and now, in a final twist of
fate, his public service may be defined by the snug, shallow serenity
of his time. He may be remembered as the President who served
before history resumed its contentious dance, before life got serious again.471

Out of these debates between leaders creating or reflecting
their times comes the scapegoat view of leaders. In the ancient
world, a scapegoat symbolized the pathologies of his society.
Leaders were often sacrificial victims to assuage cultural guilt.
This guilt is greatest at times of prosperity. In modern America,
does this guilt linger on as a vestige of a puritan heritage?
One of the great scapegoat theorists is Stanford University
literature and religion scholar Rene Girard. His book Violence
and the Sacred explores the purposes of the scapegoat ritual in
the ancient world. In The Natural, Joe Klein relates that Rene
Girard told him Bill Clinton was a classic scapegoat.
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Klein is quick to point out, though, this does not mean Clinton was wrongly accused. Quite the opposite. As Girad tells
Klein:
In Greek mythology, the scapegoat is never wrongly accused. But
he is always magical. He has the capacity to relieve the burden of
guilt from a society. This seems a basic impulse. There is a need to
consume scapegoats. It is the way tension is relieved and change
takes place.472

The debate about the Clinton years will continue for years
and be influenced (in many ways) by one’s politics. Seeing Clinton as a symbol responsible for creating the 90s has some truth.
But truth is also found in seeing Clinton as a reflection of the
90s.
In a way, the reflection view (whether one is Democratic
or Republican) is more valuable and forces us to look at our
overall culture. It also seems more in alignment with cycles of
American history in the twentieth century. The equality of mass
culture in the early part cycled into a postmodern freedom of
the 90s and large symbols fell to the relativity of small symbols.
Clinton may have over-utilized the postmodern symbols but it
is questionable whether he created them in the first place.

Idealism Shattered
Much of the media focus of the 90s was on the scandals
largely within the Baby Boom generation. But ultimately the
more lasting effect of the 90s was on the young millennial generation. Throughout American history the youth of the nation
has held the ideals and dreams of the culture. In effect, they
create the large, hopeful new symbols of the culture.
But the 90s went a long way towards smashing these ideas
on the rocks of cynicism. As Robin Toner noted in her book
review of the Johnson book “There are few voices more haunt346
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ing in Haynes Johnson’s history of the Clinton years than those
of the young.”  473 This was the millennial generation, that generation entering adulthood in the year 2000 with an expectation
of “peace and prosperity and a boundless belief in the private
marketplace.” They were the “exemplars of their age” as Johnson points out, the idealistic young hope of a new America:
A survey of American college students in 1997 found that 77 percent believed they would become millionaires someday. Four years
later, with the New Economy in tatters and the nation reeling from
the Sept. 11 terrorist attacks, it is almost painful to read of the
innocence – or is it hubris? – of the millennials, like peeking in on
the English in the spring of 1914. They had no idea what was coming. For that matter, neither did most of their elders.474

The millennial generation that Johnson describes toward the
end of The Best of Times was remarkably uninterested in government. One Stanford senior told Johnson, “A lot of our generation feels we’re doing so well now, and America’s succeeding
in so many ways, that there’s not anything you feel charged to
change at this point.”
It was a belief that was almost certainly not confined to the
young: the sense that government was, in the end, pretty irrelevant, just another show. It now sounds like the most self-indulgent myth from the 90’s.

The Glass House
“Their opinion of us should matter much less to us than our
opinion of ourselves. For in the end, our opinion of ourselves
will determine their opinion.”  
John O’Sullivan
National Review
November 5, 2001
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“The enemies of free speech and tolerance … will always attack
us for what we are, rather than what we have done …”  
Victor David Hanson
November 11, 2001

In all of this, Johnson notes there was some encouraging
news. This was the fact that the American people didn’t buy the
media hype. Johnson defines the schism among Beltway Washington, the media, and the American public:
From beginning to end, the American people display great maturity and sound judgment as they assess the scandal being reported
so incessantly and excessively. And from the beginning, the overwhelming public reaction stands in stark contrast to the view of
the scandal as reported from the political insiders of Washington.

Even if Johnson is right in his assessment that Americans in
general did not buy all the media hype, there is little doubt that
the nation projected some strange symbols during this period
to the rest of the world.
Other nations pondered these symbols. They were symbols
America never really understood herself or even realized she
was creating. Other cultures and nations studied and learned
about America from these symbols while America came to be
more oblivious to them. Had the toxin powers of products and
symbols finally overtaken American culture? In many ways, the
growing “battle of symbols” contained the answer.
The international posture of America in the 90s was an
extension of these domestic trends. In an era of excess, introversion and overproduction, America had little interest in pulling herself away from its narcissistic trance into the mirror of
its own culture. There seemed renewed echoes of Christopher
Lasch’s Culture of Narcissism updated into perhaps a Millennium
Edition.
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America had created a “grand glass house” visible to those
outside yet invisible to those inside. It was a key problem with
that grand cultural edifice of symbols. It was always broadcasting grand visual symbols into the growing world culture while
at the same time blind to the places and people these symbols
fell upon.
It was one way-transmission of symbols. Half of a language,
based on talking but not listening, writing but not reading, producing but not observing the lives of its productions. Others in
the world were receiving the symbols but America was unable
to discern in-coming symbols with her cultural radar. Especially for the Islamic world that was fueled to a sense of anger
with these symbols of America they pulled from American
films, television and radio programs through satellite dishes and
scratchy radio broadcasts.
One can be sure that many people in the world received
the symbols of America in the 90s. But only in the abbreviated
form featuring soap operas, afternoon talk/confrontation television, the worst America had to offer from Hollywood. Seen
in this perspective, it is less difficult to understand the rise in
fundamentalist Islam and its hatred of America. While it might
be wrong to blame America for the creation of the terrorism
monster, it seems naïve to suggest she had no blame at all.

One-Way Mirrors
The effect was ironic. At a time when America’s grand rival
symbol of Russian communism fell and America rose to unprecedented world power, Americans had an unprecedented lack of
interest in world symbols.
It was as if the American “glass house” the world looked in
on was really composed of one way mirrors all around. The
world could look in on America but America could not look out
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at the world. When it made an attempt to look out it simply
saw its own reflection in the one-way mirror.
The introversion of America in the 90s is captured eloquently by one of America’s leading historians David Halberstam in War in the Time of Peace.475 In an era when Americans
were feeling fat and happy at home and the nation at the pinnacle of its power, there was a reluctance to commit itself abroad.
For Clinton, always close to the public pulse, Halberstam notes
that foreign policy was “an inconvenience, something that might
pull him away from his primary job at hand – domestic issues,
above all the economy.”  476 Clinton learned (from George Bush,
Sr.) that even successful wars like the Persian Gulf War paid
back little political gain in an increasingly self-indulgent culture.
It was a lesson Clinton did not forget.
Even moral wars like Bosnia were unable to attract the
attention of an introverted nation. Washington preferred not
to think about the big issues involved. Halberstam notes that
senior members of the State Department did not want to know
about Serbian atrocities such as the systematic execution of
Muslim leaders, the detention of Muslim men in concentration
camps and the rape of Muslim women.
Halberstam argues that the media helped America bury its
head in the sand. As newspapers were exposing the Serbian
atrocities, experienced war correspondents languished in their
European bureaus, unable to get pocket change from their
superiors to travel to Bosnia. All of this fit into Clinton’s belief
that the American people were not eager to know about the
persecution of minorities abroad.
The introverted domestic focus led to increasing cuts in
overseas news bureaus. Veteran foreign correspondent Nina
Burleigh confirms this cutback in foreign news observing:
Foreign news cutbacks are not a recent phenomenon. National
newspapers and magazines have shut scores of overseas bureaus
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in recent years. The cutbacks not only save money for the
bean-counters but reflect an editorial decision-making process
that judges Americans’ need to know based on focus groups. This
tool of advertisers and political consultants has declared that
‘serving the public’ means more stories about cars, celebrities and
cures that don’t involve pain. Forget foreign affairs.477

The result was another aspect of America’s one-way transmission of symbols. The effects were disparaging. As Burleigh
says, “The foreign news blackout means that the rest of the
world knows far more about America than we know about ourselves, let alone what we know about them. And this triumph of
ignorance means that Americans can’t even comprehend what
motivates those who hate us.”  478
This lack of interest in Arab affairs Burleigh experienced as
a freelance journalist went far beyond the glossy, fashion magazines. As she notes, “The television networks, newspapers and
magazines have all been cutting back on foreign coverage for
years. A few months ago, one of the nation’s biggest news magazines cut loose a group of reporters, among whom was their
most experienced Middle East war hand.”  479
As a result of these years of diminishing foreign news coverage, Burleigh says America entered the terrorist crisis in a perilous “knowledge vacuum” with little chance of things improving:
Sadly, we have no indication that Bush’s advisors are any more
informed on the complexities of the Arab region than the general
population. Their public statements don’t show it. And it doesn’t
look like the American media is poised to shed much light either
as we enter darker days.480

Consequently, as Burleigh concludes, Americans have little
to go on to assess Osama bin Laden, his followers, the Arab
people, and the states that (we are told by the President)
harbor the terror networks. “The White House would have
the public believe that we’re hated because we are the land of
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the free,” she says. “If only the current state of affairs were so
simple.”  481

Extraversion and Reduction of Symbols
The Observation Booth
“The real issue for future technology does not appear to be the
production of information … Almost anybody can add information. The difficult question is how to reduce it.”  
Eli Noam
“We do not lack communication, on the contrary we have
too much of it. We lack creation. We lack resistance to the
present.”  
Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari

The ability of America to create and market symbols certainly played a part in the scenario of segmentation. But it is
apparent that segmentation and differentiation were cultural
reflections of the cyclic natural archetype of freedom hovering
over (or behind) the noise of shouting brands.
Even before the events of September 11th, it was evident that
the dominance of segmentation and differentiation were starting to give way to a new search for commonalities and attempts
to align different market niches into larger new markets.
In The Natural, Joe Klein relates an interesting story. Perhaps the key person behind the incredible rise of polling that
occurred during the Clinton administration was Mark Penn.
The advice Dick Morris gave to Clinton was the result of the
polls Penn conducted. As Klein relates:
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Deep in the affluence and lethargy of the late twentieth century,
I once stumbled across an astonishing fact during a conversation
with Mark Penn. I was asking about the damage to Clinton’s reputation that had resulted from the campaign finance ‘scandal,’ the
selling of the Lincoln bedroom and the White House parties for
big donors. ‘Practically none,’ Penn scoffed. ‘Those stories had
a penetration rate of only eight percent. If you want a point of
comparison, the attempt to land a spacecraft on Mars had a penetration rate of nine-three percent.’ 482

Klein finds a lesson to be learned from this. Even in times of
great peace and prosperity, there was an “inchoate public need
for a sense of unity and purpose.” As Kennedy found in the
1960s, “there is a certain amount of civic passion inherent in a
national effort to explore the universe – or a national effort to
do anything that is deemed worthy.”  483
Perhaps America was regaining its passion to do large, worthy things that would connect the culture rather than further
segment it. Searching for demographic commonalities to align
with equality would be a new on-going political and economic
goal. The challenge for the new cycle would be the reduction of
symbols rather than the production of symbols.
A month after the September 11th events, priorities of
Americans had dramatically shifted away from domestic issues
to international ones. A Gallup Poll in early October asked
Americans to rate how important it was for the president and
Congress to deal with eight different issues.484
The results released on October 9th showed that 95% of
Americans thought it “extremely” or “very important” for the
president and Congress to deal with terrorism in the next year.
The percentage of Americans saying that military and defense
issues and foreign affairs are important had increased dramatically (by roughly 30 percentage points) when compared to
polls taken earlier in 2001 while the importance attached to
most domestic issues other than the economy had declined by
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about 10 points.485 To illustrate the shift, education, which had
been the top-ranked issue earlier in 2001, now placed fifth in
a list of eight issues, trailing three international issues and the
economy.486
Did the results of the Gallup Poll (and a number of others that followed it) indicate a return of extraversion and the
reduction of all the small introverted symbols with the concomitant return to large symbols? Or, were they little more
than stray “off-course” blips on the big radar screen of cultural
forecasting? With the emotions of September 11th filling the air
it was still too early to tell. One always needs to consider when
polls are taken rather than what (or who) they ask – especially
in America that has a reputation for a short attention span.
At the time America was beginning to wake from her 90s
introversion and focus outward into the world, there were the
anthrax attacks. If the big symbols of hundred story buildings
falling moved her into a new (and promising) extraversion, the
microscopic invisible symbols of anthrax moved America back
into a new domestic introversion. It wasn’t really about Afghanistan half a world away but rather about invisible “terrorists”
in the mail system. The first attack had been carried out with
America’s greatest symbol of transportation. Now, the second
attack was being carried out with America’s grand traditional
(“snail mail”  ) symbol of communication, her mail system.
In all of this one had to wonder if there was any prime “suspect” for a grand archetypal symbol about to step forward out
of the “line up” of symbols, so to speak. And if one symbol did
step forward, would it act like some cultural “black hole” pulling
all the tiny symbols of the postmodern cultural wars into its
gravity and then melting them together into something new?
Could America ever be a “melting pot” again or was it fated to
be a haphazard tossed salad in perpetual creation?
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Could a new symbol again put America in some type of
contemporary alignment with the great historical cycles of the
nation?

Twilight Time of Symbols
“We cannot say that truth lies in the centre between the spiritual and material conception, since life must be one thing or the
other. But can it be both?”  
Cyril Connolly
The Unquiet Grave
“A wise man will see that Aristotle Platonizes.”  
Ralph Waldo Emerson
“Circles”  

A few months after September 11th, no grand archetypal
symbol had yet appeared. American symbols were still knocking
together like carnival Dodgem cars, continually shifting and taking on new shapes. The shapes themselves were in a constant
state of metamorphosis, like caterpillars that couldn’t quite be
reborn into butterflies, like floating globs of colored oil in old
lava lamps.
The cultural vehicle was “spinning its wheels,” stuck in a
twilight time between the end of one cycle and the beginning of another. In this strange cultural Wonderland, things
were turned upside down and short counterintuitive reversals
seemed to offer more trustworthy paths to wisdom and understanding than continuing extensions of prevailing wisdom and
logic. It was a time when simple questions had greater value
than elaborate answers.
It was a continuing story, a developing narrative and perhaps
even the birthing process of a new mythology. It wasn’t another
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story that could be summarized on the six o’clock news, a
special on CNN, an article in The New York Times, a movie of
the week. (Or books like this one for that matter.) After all the
words were written and spoken, symbols still seemed to linger
just a little out of sight from the interstate of American culture,
accessible only to those few adventuresome souls with the time
and willingness to track them down.
The usual gang of explainers – media pundits, talking heads,
culture gurus – were examining the shifting shapes and offering
predictions and prescriptions. But ultimately, their words were
just more untethered, differentiated symbols of the confused,
unsettled times rather than common aligned explanations of
them.
Perhaps the most reliable observation one could make about
the shifting landscape of symbols was that America found little
time or interest in observing them herself. The symbols she
produced were similar to the “latch key” kids left at home in the
Columbine suburbs of America while the parents were away
at work producing more. Parents no longer understood their
children in the same way that America no longer understood
her symbols.
***

All of this made it difficult and unpopular to understand American symbols in the first place. The difficulty related to beliefs
and perspectives. Upton Sinclair touched on the belief issue
when he noted it is difficult to get one to understand something
when their livelihood depends on them not understanding it.
And Marshall McLuhan addressed the perspective issue with his
remark “We don’t know who it was that discovered water, but
we’re pretty sure it wasn’t a fish.”
The unpopularity of understanding symbols was related to
their strong relationship to cultural and political criticism and
the fact that the events of September 11th tended to reduce
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this type of criticism. While many Americans (from all political
persuasions, both left and right) were critical of the moral relativism and cultural excess of pre-September 11th America, this
criticism seemed swept away in a post-September 11th patriotic
fervor that crashed over the mood of the nation like a psychic
tsunami wave.
Interestingly, even criticism from the left was questioned by
one of the old leaders of the left Todd Gitlin (former President
of the radical SDS and a key organizer of the first national
demonstrations against the Vietnam War). In the liberal publication Mother Jones Gitlin wondered “Why are some on the left,
who rightly demand sympathy for victims around the world, so
quick to dismiss American suffering?”  487
But Gitlin noted that one needed to make a distinction
between a general cultural criticism of America (felt by many)
and what he termed a type of “new left-wing fundamentalism.”
As Gitlin observed:
… old reflexes and tones cropped up on the left – smugness,
acrimony, even schadenfreude, accompanied by the notion that
the attacks were, well, not a just dessert, exactly, but (a) payback
rooted in America’s own crimes of commission and omission reaping what empire had sown … in the wake of September 11 there
erupted something more primal and reflexive than criticism: a kind
of left-wing fundamentalism, a negative faith in America the ugly. In
this cartoon view of the world, there is nothing worse than American power – not the woman-enslaving Taliban, not an unrepentant
Al Qaeda committed to killing civilians as they please – and America is nothing but a self-seeking bully.488

In this left-wing fundamentalism, American motives were
seen as an “oil-soaked power lust.” To Gitlin, this New Leftist
fundamentalism looked on “the bright side of societies that
cultivate fundamentalist ignorance … an anti-Americanism that,
whatever takes place in the world, wheels automatically to
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blame America first.” For the left-wing fundamentalist, “the
only interesting or important brutality is at least indirectly the
United States’ doing.”  489
Once this new left-wing fundamentalism could be extracted
from general cultural criticism, one wondered if this general
cultural criticism and patriotism could exist together under one
roof? Or was this simply new reversionings of those paradoxical
dual American symbols of equality (patriotism) and freedom
(criticism)? Novelist Kurt Anderson expressed this paradox
well when he noted “the America that we now find ourselves
fighting a war to defend is the ultratolerant America of free
expression and eccentric ideas and – figuratively and literally –
rock ‘n’ roll.”  490
Did one have to start drawing battle lines again for a renewal
of the cultural wars? Was the President Bush’s “either-or”
admonition to foreign nations (that “you are either with us or
against us”  ) applicable to separating the domestic activities of
patriotism and criticism?
At a time when America was the subject of criticism from
abroad (especially from Islamic fundamentalists) criticism of
America by Americans seemed to place these critics in some
strange form of alliance with America’s foreign critics and even
its foreign enemies. Even Hollywood seemed to get off the
hook as the destination location for pointing fingers. As Syracuse University’s Robert Thompson noted “Up until September
11, it was as though Hollywood was the whipping boy for almost
any domestic problem that we had, from teenage pregnancy to
school shootings. But now you can’t make the kind of argument
that you used to be able to make without allying yourself with
the terrorists.”  491
***
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These “twilight zone” periods when the dual symbols fight
each other for dominance historically generated the most creative periods in cultures. In this hazy “crack between worldviews” new symbols are nurtured and grow before ascending
into their “adult” noontime dominance. America and the West
have always better understood the daytime dominance of symbols in familiar settled cycles than their transition period into
new emerging cycles. The East has always better understood
the transition times.
In these rare periods, truth is not contained in one symbol
(introversion or extraversion, freedom or equality, pluralism
or monism, materialism or spiritualism … West or East) but
is a mixture of both. Culture is able to observe and appreciate
paradox during these times. As British critic Cyril Connolly
pondered in The Unquiet Grave “We cannot say that truth lies in
the centre between the spiritual and material conception, since
life must be one thing or the other. But can it be both?”  492
Truth seemed to be “both” in the 90s, reaching a type of
crescendo in the months immediately after September 11th. It is
well mapped by critic and author Victoria Nelson. In The Secret
Life of Puppets 493 she argues that truth lies in recognizing both:
Though their adherents have always been adversarial, the two
worldviews are actually complimentary; neither perspective qualifies as rigid dogma or superstition so long as it is applied to its own
turf. We get into trouble only when we mix territories, expecting
the transcendental to do the work of the empirical and vice versa.
Unfortunately, only during the briefest of historical interludes have
the two coexisted in their more or less appropriate realms. The
most intellectually exciting and innovative times in our culture
have been just these rare periods when the two worldviews overlapped in open conflict and neither was dominant.494

In many ways, the most creative periods in history have
resulted from the extreme dynamics of symbols, the dualities
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bumping into each other like those old Dodgem cars. Victoria
Nelson suggests that the Renaissance “when the Platonic worldview coexisted with the Aristotelian” was a prime example of
this creative twilight period where no symbol was dominant. As
usual, though, it is difficult for Western culture dominated by
the Platonic symbol to see this. As Nelson says:
From our current Aristotelian mode, we assume that the extraordinary vitality of that period was the result of the gradual displacement of religious ‘superstition’ by the rise of rationality and
scientific method. It might equally be seen as the result of the
dynamism of the two points of view vying with each other, contesting territories.495

The astrological symbol of the fish of the Pisces era is changing into the water carrier of Aquarius. If water can be carried,
then “fish” might finally discover the “water” that ubiquitously
surrounds them. Marshall McLuhan’s statement that fish did not
discover water perhaps needs to be re-evaluated in light of this
new transition.
It is a difficult but exciting time of abandonment of one
“home” before a new one has been found. The boundaries of
the old world are beginning to be known including that pervasive feminine symbol of water. Virginia Nelson concludes The
Secret Life of Puppets with an interesting observation. “For it is
precisely the moment when we become completely conscious
of the boundaries of the worldview we have comfortably inhabited for several centuries that is also, inevitably, the moment
when we abandon it.”  496
***

As symbols duel each other in this murky twilight period,
the challenges ahead in the “battle of symbols” are beginning to
crystallize. Will America continue to move forward, producing
more symbols under an introverted trance? Or, will she make
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an effort to slow down symbol production and attempt to
observe and understand the symbols she had created for the
rest of the world? In some respects, the renewed interest in
children, family and home (all forms of symbols) is itself a symbol that America is beginning to show a renewed interest in the
symbols she has produced.
The future holds danger but it also holds exciting and promising possibilities. If America stops to observe her own symbols,
she might even sense the faint presence of foreign symbols. As
social critic Walter Truett Anderson observed “Symbols of all
kinds have detached themselves from their original roots and
float freely, like dandelion seeds, around the world.”  497
America has welcomed millions of immigrants into her land.
Will she now welcome “immigrant” symbols? Will she allow
them to settle in her soil and take root? Will she try to understand her symbols and remake herself into a new global empire
of symbols? Or will the symbol “baton” be passed onto another
nation or perhaps … another culture?
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“There will be chameleons good at posing as America’s friends
but never turning up when needed. There will be one way of
speaking to Americans, and another of letting one’s population
know that words are merely a pretense.”  
Fouad Ajami
Foreign Affairs
November/December 2001

I

n the emerging world of the 21st century where symbols
battle more than nations and armies, alignments arise from
traditional dualities while dualities arise from traditional alignments.
The discovery of commonalities between traditional dualities (like East and West) will create new symbolic states and
nations. At the same time, the location of dualities within traditional alignments (like nations or cultures) will reanimate frozen
dynamics.
Consider the duality of current population age between the
Arab world and America. The Arab world has a large youthful
population while America has a large aging population. However, within the duality of young and old populations, there is an
alignment of similar generations: the young and old generations
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of America have alignment with their counterpart young and
old generations in the Arabic world.
On the other hand, consider the relative absence of duality
symbols within the authoritarian world of Islam, specifically, the
absence of the feminine symbol. Understanding this authoritarian commonality and the lack of cultural dynamics could lead to
a new creative dynamics of symbols in the Islamic civilization.
Alignment of common symbols (such as generations) around
the world might create new communities more powerful and
cohesive than traditional nation states. It could do this in much
the same way the Internet has drawn together powerful cyberspace communities transcending localized communities based
on place. The recognition of dynamics within authoritarian
nations and societies has the potential to fill them with new
energy and growth.
The dynamics of symbols are only beginning to be understood
in the context of particular communities, nations and societies.
Virtual communities are beginning to create national alignments
across old societal boundaries of geography and demography.
Connected communities and cyber cities are starting to create
urban alignments within metropolitan areas. And productions
of societies are being understood more in terms of back-andforth cyclic movement of both production and consumption
rather than one-way linear progression.
There are many challenges to understanding symbols within
their societal context. Societies like America containing a great
number of symbols offer the best opportunities for observing
symbols. At the same time they also present the greatest challenges to understanding them.
Ultimately, the greatest challenge is understanding symbols
within their global context, outside their residencies in specific
nations or societies. In effect, the alignments and dualities of
symbols in particular nations need to be placed in the context
of global alignments and dualities.
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Nations are using modern branding, advertising and PR techniques to market themselves to the global market. The trend is
not likely to disappear. Nations in the 21st century will gain or
lose power based more on their advertising image than political
ideology or economic reality.
Cities historically developed relationships with certain symbols. The great cities of the world own particular symbols. Now
nations are beginning to develop relationships with symbols.
Like cities, nations will soon come to “own” particular symbols
in the emerging global dynamics.
And what will become of the grand duality symbols of East
and West? Do the dynamics of symbols require there always
exist this grand opposition in the world? Or is this historic
duality open to some new form of alignment under an all-encompassing global symbol?
Any grand new symbol for the world may involve awakening
something sleeping rather than growing something new. One
needs to consider the difference between awakening and growing. The metaphor of awakening from sleep has been central to
many “enlightened” philosophies of both East and West. And, in
considering this difference between the two words, one needs
to take account of an interesting statement made by cultural
critic Howard Bloom:
The modern growth of Islam is the coalescence of a superorganism drawn together by the magnetic attraction of a meme. But
this meme has an advantage: The social body it is trying to pull
together has existed as a unified social beast in the past. The old
reflexes of solidarity are still there, waiting to be aroused. The
meme of the new Islam is not laboring to generate a small and fragile embryo. It is simply attempting to awaken a sleeping giant.498
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In essence, the goal of Osama bin Laden was more to awaken
this “sleeping giant” of the East rather than to stir the forces of
the West.
Within the three-month “lab” we set up for observation this
did not come about. There were indications that the Islamic
giant was stirring. But in the end the real sleeping giant Osama
bin Laden awoke was not the Islamic culture but America. For
years America had been caught within the introversion of her
own cycles of postmodernism and cultural wars, of more and
more information about smaller and smaller subjects: differentiated products, the buzz word of American marketing in the
90s; raging battles between Democrats and Republicans and
the isolation of the 90s and the Clinton years.
The collapse of the two great towers in New York might
have stirred some parts of the great “sleeping giant” of Islam
but in the tears of Americans a much greater sleeping giant was
stirred up. The giant that was “asleep at the wheel” for so many
years was beginning to awaken.
The American giant might stumble, sleepy-eyed, out into the
daylight of the global arena it created but never confronted.
One is reminded of the image of that proverbial country bumpkin coming to the big city.
Islamic scholar Fouad Ajami compares America’s new awakening and “coming out” experience to a naïve newcomer walking down the midway of a great global carnival warning that:
There will be regimes asking for indulgence for their own terrible
fights against Islamists and for logistical support. There will be
rulers offering the bait of secrets that their security services have
accumulated through means at odds with American norms. Conversely, friends and sympathizers of terror will pass themselves off
as constitutionalists and men and women of the ‘civil society.’ They
will find shelter behind pluralist norms while aiding and abetting
the forces of terror. There will be chameleons good at posing as
America’s friends but never turning up when needed. There will
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be one way of speaking to Americans, and another of letting one’s
population know that words are merely a pretense. There will
step forth informers, hustlers of every shade, offering to guide
the foreign power through the minefields and alleyways. America,
which once held the world at a distance, will have to be willing to
stick around eastern lands.499

The admonitions of Ajami are not solitary ones. Samuel Huntington echoes Ajami’s concerns also warning that the world is
a dangerous place where large numbers of people resent America’s wealth, power and culture and vigorously oppose efforts to
persuade or coerce them to accept American values of human
rights, democracy, and capitalism. 500
Like Ajami, Huntington sees America entering a type of
global carnival atmosphere where it will be important to distinguish between friends and opportunists:
In this world America must learn to distinguish among our true
friends who will be with us and we with them through thick and
thin; opportunistic allies with whom we have some but not all
interests in common; strategic partner-competitors with whom
we have a mixed relationship; antagonists who are rivals but with
whom negotiation is possible; and unrelenting enemies who will
try to destroy us unless we destroy them first. 501

Yes, there is much to worry about in the new world America
is entering. But the real concern is not about outsiders who
trick and deceive her but whether she will continue to allow her
own internal symbols to deceive her.
If America can arrive at an understanding of her symbols,
the over-production of tiny symbols might disappear into the
gravity of a grand, new symbol. This new symbol might pull the
small symbols of differentiation and overproduction into it like
a black hole sucks up entire galaxies. The new symbol might
create a new alignment and commonality out of all the dualities
and relativistic battles of postmodern culture wars.
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America is only vulnerable when she is lulled back into that
trance-like sleep of her own symbols. They sing a soothing lullaby and have put America to sleep for long periods before. It
is conceivable they can do it again. Even after the wake up call
of September 11th.

368

369

“Hello”
Jan Beran

370

Epilogue:
Looking For Home

“Well, we keep looking for Home and not finding it, so I thought
that if we looked for this Pit, we’d be sure not to find it, which
would be a Good Thing, because then we might find something
that we weren’t looking for, which might be just what we were
looking for, really.”  
Winnie the Pooh
“The world is what it is. Those who are nothing, who allow
themselves to become nothing, have no place in it.”  
V.S. Naipaul
A Bend in the River

T

he Fall of 2001 came late to the California wine country
after a summer that lingered into October covering the
land with warm days. But in November the trees finally
exploded in color and there was that familiar feeling of a new
season being born. The grapes had been harvested and the
vineyards were bare awaiting the grapes and weather of a new
season. Soon, the annual rains started pounding down on the
Valley of the Moon turning everything mushy, green and lush.
Quiet little creeks became roaring rivers of white water rushing
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down the mountainsides. Patches of thick fog hovered in the
hills like chunks of dirty cotton candy.
There was a certain reassurance that similar cycles like these
were repeating all across America: on little farms in Ohio, Indiana and Maine; on the ranches of Texas and Montana; in the
apple orchards of Washington, the orange groves of Florida, the
lettuce farms of California’s Central Valley.
And there was also the feeling that nothing could stop these
cycles – not the efforts of bin Laden or the Taliban, or, for that
matter, Madison Avenue advertising, Hollywood entertainment
or Washington propaganda.
America seemed to be moving back to her natural cycles
after being derailed for a few months. By the first week in
November, Americans’ concern with being a victim of a terrorist attack reached its lowest point since the September attacks.
Public concern about the possibility of further terrorist attacks
was also declining. 502
As the New Year approached, one had a renewed sense of
hope. The Taliban had been toppled. With their end, there was
the possibility and hope for something new in the ravaged land
of Afghanistan.
In late November there was again music in the air in Jalalabad, the capital of Nangarhar in eastern Afghanistan. A new
provincial government had been established. As one reporter
observed:
Radio Nangarhar is on the air, 1,000 watts of poetry beaming out
over Afghanistan. Until Sunday this was Radio Shariat, the voice of
the Taliban – all Koran, all the time. Now Sher Shah Humdard is
at the microphone reciting a new work by a blind Kabul poet, Al
Hajj Barakatullah Salim. The lyrics lose a little in translation, but it
is a love poem, full of loneliness and longing, something like a Hank
Williams song. A harsh God is not in sight. 503
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The station announcer Sher Shah Humdard is a poet. He
tells the reporter “For 23 years, it’s been blood and guns and
death – what other theme? But now we are broadcasting this
poetry of love to the people. Today we talk about the beautiful
lips, the beautiful hair, the beautiful cheeks of our beloved. And
that is the change.”  504
Storeowner Lal Agha has returned to Jalalabad after a long
wait for an end to the Taliban. He has opened his hole-in-thewall shop in the center of the city where he sells cheap radios
and tapes. For years, he sold only Taliban cassettes of religious
recitations. Now he is waiting for a shipment of music tapes. 505
In Peshawar, Pakistan, a few days before the New Year,
Osama bin Laden’s “star” has faded. Reporter David Lamb
observed that a few months ago his portrait adorned posters
and T-shirts and mothers even named their babies after him. 506
But there is little evidence of this exuberance now. As Lamb
notes “His myth lingers only in grainy videos showing a gaunt,
hunted man living in a cave, leading remnants of a defeated
foreign army and speaking of the deaths of 3,000 civilians as a
‘blessed event.’ ”  507
Imtiaz Ahmad who sells tea in Peshawar’s busy bazaar
expressed much of the December 2001 sentiment about bin
Laden in Peshawar. “I think morally he has the obligation to
come out of the caves and step forward. Otherwise the killing
won’t end in Afghanistan. If he hadn’t been there, there would
have been no bombing, no killing, so I’m just as glad he’s history.”  508
The mosque near Ahmad’s stall was the center of a rally
that drew twenty-five thousand demonstrators in November
to denounce the United States and praise bin Laden. But in late
December no more than 100 worshipers empty out of it. They
march beneath banners towards Peshawar’s Memorial Square.
Now the slogans are directed against India and its policy in the
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contested Himalayan region of Kashmir. The United States and
Osama bin Laden are yesterday’s news. 509
***

My September trip to Disneyland and Los Angeles was far
away now, as if part of another country, another era. The darkness of the past few months seemed to be slowly lifting like
early morning fog in the Valley of the Moon.
But still I wondered what shape the new “season” of American history would take. Would it bring forth a renewed American spirit? Would it generate a new American symbol?
Or, would fashion come back into fashion? Would glitzy
celebrity culture move to center stage again? Would America
again fall under the spell of the bright, loud symbols she creates? Would they move into the “showrooms” of America like
shiny new car models? Or would they become more subtle and
less visible? As the war in Afghanistan ended, would there be a
resumption of American “cultural wars?”  
A number of polls in October and November indicated a
return to pre-September 11th trends and moods. A Gallup Poll
in late November indicated religion in America was returning to
its normal levels. Frank Newport, editor-in-chief of the Gallup
Poll, said “I just don’t see much indication that there has been
a great awakening or a profound change in America’s religious
practices.” People seemed to be treating the September events
like a “bereavement, a shorter-term funeral kind of thing”
Newport said. “But once past that, their normal churchgoing
behavior passed back to where it was.”  510
For the last three decades, the percentage of Americans who
told the Gallup Poll that they had attended church or synagogue
in the previous week had hovered between 39 and 43. In May
2001, the figure was 41 percent. In the 10 days after September
11th it climbed to 47 percent. This was a noticeable rise, but no
more than what is usually seen during the Christmas or Easter
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seasons. By early November, attendance had dropped back to
42 percent. 511
The result noted Robert Wuthnow, director of the Center
for the Study of Religion at Princeton University, was that the
terrorist attacks did not change the nation’s basic religious equilibrium of one-quarter of the population devout, one-quarter
secular and one-half mildly interested. 512
In December, a Gallup Poll found the emotional state of
Americans had returned to what it was at the beginning of
2001. 513
***

One chilly evening a few days before Christmas, there was a
small Christmas party at Ground Zero in New York for those
who were working there.
Not far away was the opening of the new $40 million Prada
Store designed by the hot architect Rem Koolhaas and promoted as “the New York Epicenter.”  514
One reporter observed the Prada was as elegant and striving
as “Gatsby’s shirt drawer.” Everything was “state of the art,
over the top.” Seat cushions in the store were made of medical
orthopedic recovery gel. Video flat panels flashed everywhere,
with hyper-hip montages of exclusive Prada fashion shows, the
Prada America’s Cup yacht and attractive people in swimsuits.
Like a museum, the store proudly displayed “unique luxury
items” such as white mink capes for $13,200, men’s crocodile
overnight bags for $19,000, black mink and leather-trimmed
throws for $7,400 and a Mongolian lamb pillow for $5,100. 515
Ground Zero and the new Prada Store were, of course, symbols in many ways. At the end of one of the most tragic years
in American history, it seemed appropriate (and revealing) they
were juxtaposed so close to each other.
This Christmas scene in New York made one contemplate
the emerging battle of symbols. While it might ultimately be
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a global battle, it would first be a battle within the heart and
soul of America. Would a new America congregate around the
memory of the symbol of Ground Zero? Or, would the relatively dim “light” of this symbol fade next to the resurgence of
the bright lights of America’s familiar old symbols?
It was (and is) a good question.
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