Weekly Overview – Week Two

The central theme of our work this week is an understanding of ideology, of both the concept itself and of the construction, nurturing, perpetuating and adjusting of the webs of social, economic, political, personal, national and international relationships we might identify as ideologies.  To the ideas of Berger, Zerubavel, Satris and Geertz, we add Kavanagh’s incisive exploration of ideology first as the concept is commonly (mis)used, and second, in its meaning, the identification of a pervasive system of dominance which robs the individual of autonomy while perpetuating the illusion that s/he is free.  

An understanding of ideology enables us to dissect the social world around us by asking and answering fundamental questions.  For example, we might ask, “What is natural?”  Or “What does good mean and what does evil mean, and how does distance in time and space influence those meanings?”  Or, more practically, we might ask, “How do social organizations (a church, the family, a television network, for example) exert their control over the individual?”  Or “Why do we obey the prohibitions that stop us from driving on the wrong side of the road or not paying our taxes.”  

For, as the breakdown of the taxation system in contemporary Russia shows, if enough people do not pay their taxes, a state cannot accumulate enough money to pay the administrators, bureaucrats and ultimately, the legal actors (lawyers, judges & police) who can enforce such payment.  In this case, we might ask, “Is power a consensual illusion of the rulers and the ruled?”

We investigate these ideas through a focus on two different aspects of our global social world.  In the first, we look at the relationships between the ideological systems we call religions and the questing mind, initially through two readings from Plato, then through an examination of the historical moment when one of the politically and socially subversive mystery religions of the Roman Empire, Christianity, succumbed to the prevailing social prescriptions (and proscriptions) which, as Elaine Pagels notes at the end of her chapter, dominate it still. 

In the second, we apply what we have learned about the discovery and interpretation of evidence from Natalie Zemon Davis and  Elaine Pagels to investigate the dispute between Palestinians and Israelis over the ownership of the geographical territory called Israel.  We interrogate different kinds of evidence (the essential raw materials of reaching conclusions for ourselves, and not relying on those of others) -- primary documents, journalism, historical analysis, literature and art -- and attempt to understand the complex human histories that lie behind such easy clichés as the “problems in the Middle East.”

Both these areas of study arouse strong emotions and opinions in many people.  In the case of religions, for example, some of us (whatever our faith) may feel, with Tertullian, that we have no need of further knowledge when we have the revealed word of our God to guide us.  Others of us may feel, like Valentinus, that only through the perpetual search for knowledge, wherever that search takes us, can we approach God.  Some of us may feel, like Socrates, that religion short-circuits thought.  Others of us may, like Euthryphro ‘know what we know,’ even if we cannot put it clearly into words or defend it successfully.  Or, perhaps, some of us may reject all religions as illusions designed to enslave the individual intellect, without perhaps realizing that the rejection of religions is as socially constructed as its acceptance.

What is important during this week is not the answers that we reach (individually or collectively) but our willingness to interrogate without pre-judgment the processes by which we reach our answers, to understand both the visible and invisible inheritances that might limit our understanding of our own (and others’) decision-making, and to enjoy (very important!) an intellectual debate about a concept which we, as educated members of the world’s richest nation, cannot ignore.   

Week 3: Imperialism: Locating/Mastering the "Other"

In its most traditional sense, imperialism refers to the extension of rule or influence by one government, nation or society over another. The video on the Reformation highlights the changes in European thought and politics that led to the first Western overseas empire. The readings at the beginning of the week will consider Spanish exploration of the New World, beginning with Columbus in 1492. These readings will illuminate the ways in which "exploration" was, from the very beginning, an imperialist enterprise. The reading by Stewart Schwartz introduces the conquest of Mexico, and then juxtaposes a Spaniard's account of events against a Mexica's account. The readings by Sepúlveda and Las Casas constitute a written debate over how to treat the inhabitants of the New World who were mistakenly called "Indians" by the Spaniards. Two theoretical readings early on will equip us with tools for our analysis; the first, by Mary Louise Pratt, argues that early travel writing produced "the rest of the world" for European readership, and in so doing, garnered support for Europe's expansionist/imperialist agendas. We will employ Pratt's conceptions of "transculturation" and the "contact zone" when we consider various encounters between the Spanish and the indigenous peoples of the Americas. Pratt also makes important connections between European imperialism and the development, and increase in popularity, of "natural history" in the years following 1735. The essay by Foucault uses the famous painting, Las Meniñas, by the Spanish painter Velazquez, to explore changing regimes of the visible. Part of what we will be exploring is the power of the "gaze," the role looking plays in the subjugation of others and in the definition of the self. 

In the second part of the week we will explore imperialism in Latin America in the 20th century, and in particular, the United States' role as an imperial power. In the 20th Century, the United States emerged as the dominant world power, much as the Spanish crown had been in the 15th Century. While the documentary on the School of the Americas and the documents by the CIA and the International Court of Justice reveal the United States' military involvement in Latin America, the essay by Louis Pérez on Cuba, demonstrates a different and perhaps subtler form of imperialism, but one which has become increasingly more common in a global economy: "cultural imperialism." The Pérez article invites us to consider the connections between the importation of US goods and the importation of US ideologies. In his essay, the performance artist, Coco Fusco, describes a project she undertook with another artist, Gomez-Peña, to expose contemporary attitudes towards "natives": they dressed up as Amerindians from the Gulf of Mexico and lived in a cage for 3 days. In so doing they sought to expose the "colonial unconscious of American Society." Gloria Anzaldúa, Mexican-American writer and poet, offers a more sanguine account of life at the interface of two cultures: her work explores the possibilities opened up by life, literally and metaphorically, on the border

Week Four: Identity

In Unit I, you were presented with the question “How do I know who I am?”  Through various readings and classroom discussions both your own sense of self and that of your generation were carefully scrutinized.  In essence, by looking at this question you were pursuing the concept of identity, both on a particular/personal level as well as generally (your generation, and your relationship to it).  In Unit III, you will be expanding this understanding of identity and developing the ability to understand the importance and presence of this concept in different social contexts.  The texts and discussions of week four will challenge you to look again at the shape of personal identity and consider how it is affected by looking both inward and outward.  You will also be asked to analyze how identity emerges and comment on that emergence (as well as its repression) in many geographic, cultural, and temporal locations.

The Return of Martin Guerre will be a constant presence as the various analytic tools are being gathered and developed during week four.  In this story many questions of identity are in play.  Look closely at (among other things) particular characters, the impact of gender, the relationships between individuals and groups to their society (both on a micro and macro level), and the influence of culture and nation.  As you become involved in this history make sure to use it as a sounding board for the ideas and concepts that emerge when reading the other texts, especially the more theoretical ones. Given the theoretical texts and your own exploration through reflection and classroom discussion, consider why the renaissance and enlightenment periods are wonderfully rich staging grounds for pursuing questions of identity.

Along with Martin Guerre and the western civilization texts, we will start the week with an overview by Roy Porter.  In this introduction, Porter will bring many of the texts you have been reading (and will be reading) into view.  He concentrates on the “composition” of self and how it has been constructed while paying careful attention to the many social constructs that impact identity.  These themes also take center stage in the essay by Marilyn Frye, as she turns a discerning eye on the persistence of social constructs and their power to shape the identities of individuals and groups.  Ursula Le Guin, in a fictional piece, and Kate Bornstein in a much more direct fashion, will attempt to turn these constructs upside down, forcing the reader to confront several traditionally held assumptions.

In the middle of the week the work of Sigmund Freud is introduced, both through the texts as well as a lecture by Dr. Debra Bergoffen.  Here the focus will be turned inward as we follow Freud’s exploration of the subconscious and how it shapes who we are.  Allow Freud’s dialog to reverberate through your examination of the construction and emergence of identity in the personal experiences of Kitty Tsui, Bei Dao and Gish Jen, and also as you reflect back on the movie “Vertigo.”  You may want to attempt a momentary bracketing of your personal conceptions of identity in order to approach the various challenges to its emergence in other cultures (for instance, “To Live” is an excellent example of the struggle to maintain a sense of identity during radical cultural shifts). It may be efficacious to allow that bracketing to continue as we close the week with Mircea Eliade and Li Liu considering how our links to the past, both literal and transcendental, can have a tremendous impact on identity.
Week Five: The Nation, the Family
In Week 5 of Unit III, we will incorporate what we have learned about constructed ideologies and personal identities into a study of national and familial identities. We begin the week with an excerpt from Ernest Renan’s “What is a Nation?”—an important  work written in 1882 that continues to influence scholarship on nationalism today. In the essay, Renan, a French historian and essayist, argues that national identity is contingent on memory “of sacrifices that one has made in the past” and on the desire "to continue a common life.” Following Renan's lead, Benedict Anderson, writing a century later, defines the nation as an “imagined political community" that is, paradoxically, both “inherently limited" and "sovereign.” Also influenced by Renan, Ernest Gellner, author of Nations and Nationalism, argues that the Industrial Revolution spawned a kind of nationalism that was dependent on clear ethnic and political boundaries and on ever-changing divisions of labor. 


After discussing these concepts of nation, we will then investigate how the ideology of the nation intersects with the ideology of the family. We look at these ideologies together because the words we use to talk about nations and nationalism often overlap with the words we use to talk about families and familial ties. As a result, relations and behaviors within and between nations are ideologically "naturalized," and relations and behavior within the family are ideologically weighted with significance for the health and well-being of the nation. In particular, we will look carefully at the ways in which the overlap of these ideologies affects who is included or excluded by our terms and definitions. 

For example, when speaking of a nation, we frequently use terms that are associated with personal identities, such as “we are one people,” or “we are like family.” Such emotionally appealing statements of nationalism, however, may fuel intra- and intersociety conflict. For example, as we join hands across the chasms that separate people of different races, classes, and genders after September 11, are we also generating a spirit that incites hate crimes against those whom we exclude from the national "family"? Does the idea that "we (in the nation) are one" make political dissent against  U.S. government policies seem not just disloyal, but somehow unnatural?

The interlocking vocabularies of nation and family also affect the way we view family life and structure. For example, Alexis de Tocqueville, a Frenchman writing in the mid-nineteenth century, analogizes the traditional European family to the old European political order, which gives absolute power to the patriarch. In the excerpt we will read from his American Democracy, he argues for a new “democratic” family based on love and trust, analogous to the spirit of consent and equality he saw in the young American democracy. This appealing and enlightened-sounding analogy, however, masks the pressures on the family structure caused by such "external" structural issues as gender inequality. Friedrich Engels, for example, describes “pairing marriage” as the beginning of the “abduction and purchase of women.” In A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, Mary Wollstonecraft skillfully uses woman's traditional role as mother of "good citizens for the nation" to argue for the right of women to education and to participation in the public arena. In "The Fact of Blackness," we will see how Franz Fanon, a  psychiatrist born in Martinique and writing in the early 1950s, finds the effects of systematic racism permeating every aspect of black identity, down to the very sense of whether one possesses one's own body. We also visit the U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum, where we will bear witness to the extremes of attitudes, behaviors and consequences that may follow when "the nation" and "the family" are ideologically linked. We also will explore new concepts of the family, such as the concept of a "family of choice" discussed by contemporary essayist E.J. Graff in “What Makes a Family.”


To expand our understanding of nation and family beyond Euroamerican traditions, we will explore how these ideologies appear in African nationalist movements. Ben Carton from GMU's History department will be a guest lecturer. We will visit the National Museum of African Art, where we will see a presentation and view artifacts that focus on African nations and families. 


The final day will include a performance and presentation on "Mythic Modernism" by Unit 3 seminar leader Suzanne Scott and guest presenter Lynne Constantine from GMU’s Cultural Studies Department and the College of Visual and Performing Arts. Their presentation will focus on how the twentieth-century movements  known as "modernism" in literature and in the visual arts produced powerful challenges to such romantic myths as those linking nation and family. Ironically, however, modernism's own ideologies were themselves easily co-opted by fascism, and some of the most illustrious modernists allied themselves with fascist ideology without realizing that they were, in effect, condoning genocide.

Week Six – Genocide: The Industrialization of Death


The material for the final week of NCLC 130 is divided into three related parts.  Each part builds on the concepts of family and nation that were discussed in the preceding week.  In fact, the focus of this week acts as a culmination of all of the many threads that have flowed through the course over the past several weeks.  A good way to enter into the material for this week is to ask yourself the following questions:  What does genocide do to history?  What does it do to memory?  How can history, memory, or culture be used to defend genocide?  How does ideology create the conditions of genocide?  How do genocide and imperialism differ?  What are the ramifications of genocide for notions of identity?  How do certain notions of identity predicate genocide?  How are the nation, the family, and genocide interrelated?  The material for this week will help you come to terms with these difficult questions.


The first part of this week’s material focuses on genocide as an abstract concept.  Genocide is not a concept that has a single accepted upon definition.  The two web pages from the Institute for the Study of Genocide provide a series of definitions for the concept of genocide.  The United Nations General Assembly resolution 260A (III) offers the standard definition that most governments accept.  This definition, however, is a problematic one.  As Johasson & Bjornson argue, this definition ignores many potential cases of genocide.  They provide an alternative approach to this concept based on a sociological analysis.  Hirsch, who also disagrees with the UN definition, provides a psychological analysis of the conditions that create complacency in the face of genocide.  The Third Chimp takes a radically different approach to genocide.  It argues from an evolutionary biology perspective how genocide has selective advantages.  However, this argument does not claim that genocide it completely evolutionary; it also has a distinctly human quality.  These readings indicate the range of the debate over genocide.  These competing definitions tend to have their own strengths and weaknesses; they tend to be based on their own ideologies and forget specific histories.


In the middle of the week, we will be examining one of the most far-reaching genocides in the modern world:  the Holocaust. The central text for this part of the week is Spiegelman’s biographical history, Maus.  This narrative follows a different path to uncovering and creating “A Survivor’s Tale.”  The very form of the narrative stands in sharp contrast to the novel we examined earlier in the unit.  This structure and look, much like the Unites States Holocaust Memorial Museum, is not accidental and experiments with form as a means of complicating our understanding of genocide.  This structure should be seen in comparison to the poetry of witness by Delbo, Celan, and Milosz, the narrative of Levi, and the political accounts of Amery and Hitler.


The final part of this week examines genocide as a global phenomenon.  We will be examining the 67 years of genocide that occurred in the African nation of Rwanda.  Berry & Berry provide a chronology of the events that occurred in this small nation.  Destexhe provides an attempt to make sense of the genocidal acts.  He also challenges the notion that a single genocide occurred, but a series of genocides.  Longman’s article moves the discussion of the Rwanda genocide into global relief.  He exposes the western complicity, especially the Christian church, to this genocide.  It is here that the course comes full circle.  As Paniker argues, pluralism is unavoidable in our modern world.  The actions occurring in one location force a global understanding.  The events elsewhere in the world are inextricably connected to our lives.

