Communitarian Letter #33

Question: Nature or Nurture?

The Obama doctrine

North Korea: a test for progressives

David Cameron and the Conservative Party

Rights and Responsibilities in the UK

Communitarian Ideas

Good Reads

Upcoming Events

Endorsements
Feedback
Please email your comments, suggestions, communitarian news, and indications of support to icps@gwu.edu.

Question: Nature or Nurture?

In a recent op-ed in the New York Times, David Brooks contends that books like Geoffrey Miller’s Spent take evolutionary psychology too far, attributing everything from self-harm (such as cutting) to the type of car we buy to inherent evolutionary traits.  Brooks points out that this type of evolutionary psychology contains a problem, one it shares with economics:


It’s too individualistic; individuals are born with certain traits, which they seek to maximize in the struggle for survival. 


But individuals aren’t formed before they enter society. Individuals are created by social interaction. Our identities are formed by the particular rhythms of maternal attunement, by the shared webs of ideas, symbols and actions that vibrate through us second by second. Shopping isn’t merely a way to broadcast permanent, inborn traits. For some people, it’s also an activity of trying things on in the never-ending process of creating and discovering who they are. 


The allure of evolutionary psychology is that it organizes all behavior into one eternal theory, impervious to the serendipity of time and place. But there’s no escaping context. 

What say you?

Please email your thoughts to icps@gwu.edu. Unless otherwise indicated, we assume we are free to post your response.
The Obama doctrine

 
In contrast to the thesis—much promoted by the President himself—that he is not an ideologue but a pragmatic, Obama has laid out a strong new normative foundation for his foreign policy. He seeks to promote peace and security but leave democratization and liberalization to the people who find their regimes oppressive.  This is in direct contrast to the Bush Neocon thesis that forced regime change is essential because only democracies are reliable partners in peace. 

      Obama officially unveiled his doctrine on his first day in office. One is entitled to read much in the following short lines, as every line in major presidential speeches, above all on inauguration day, are carefully crafted, reviewed, and checked one more time, precisely to ensure that they send the right signal. Obama stated: “To those who cling to power through corruption and deceit and the silencing of dissent, know that you are on the wrong side of history; but that we will extend a hand if you are willing to unclench your fist.”      


Soon thereafter Obama ordered a full blown review of the war he declared as the central front of his administration, the war raging in Afghanistan. He concluded that the US goal in Afghanistan was not nation building; the US was no longer seeking to turn Afghanistan it into a shining democracy, to build a civil society, and lay the grounds for a free market economy. The new goal was strictly security related: “to disrupt, dismantle and defeat al Qaeda.” 

     Obama stuck to the same theme in Cairo by stating: “I know there has been controversy about the promotion of democracy in recent years, and much of this controversy is connected to the war in Iraq. So let me be clear: no system of government can or should be imposed upon one nation by any other.”

         The Obama doctrine was tested during the uprising in Iran following the June elections. As long as the demonstrations were peaceful, Obama chose to keep a low profile. Only when the regime used violence to suppress the demonstrations did Obama speak up, stating “The Iranian government must understand that the world is watching. We mourn each and every innocent life that is lost. We call on the Iranian government to stop all violent and unjust actions against its own people.”

        The new doctrine has been well received by those who recognize that our ability to re-engineer other societies is highly limited, and that our forces and resources are over extended, to put it mildly. That is, the doctrine makes sense on pragmatic grounds. 


Still, one should not overlook that it also has a clear and strong normative underpinning. The observation that we value the right to life more than any other is reflected in the finding that in the criminal codes of all free nations, taking a life is punished much more severely than any other violation of rights. Moreover, ranking the value of life over most, if not all, other values reflects on the elementary but profound truth that the respect for all other rights depends on the sanctity of life. People who are shot dead gain little if they have right to freedom of speech, religion, assembly, and so on. In contrast, those whose lives are well protected can live to fight another day, to struggle to gain their other rights. Hence the profound value of promoting security first.

By Amitai Etzioni, originally posted on the Huffington Post here.

North Korea: a test for progressives


North Korean ships are carrying missiles and materials from which chemical and nuclear weapons can be made — to other tyrannies, such as the oppressive regime in Myanmar and in Yemen. The United States leads a group of more than ninety nations that are committed to stopping such traffic, but North Korea has stated that such interventions would lead to war.  One hears extremely little from progressives about what the United States should do next.

       North Korea poses a special test for progressives because unlike the invasion of Iraq—and before that, the armed interventions in several other nations including Panama, Grenada, and Haiti—this time the United State is meeting the criteria previously posed by progressives.
   
 The action is undertaken with the full blessing of the United Nations, which on June 12 passed a Security Council resolution that calls for U.N. member states to inspect all ships entering or leaving North Korea if there is a reasonable suspicion that the cargo contains banned nuclear materials or missile technology.

The action is multilateral rather than unilateral, in the sense that far from acting on its own, the U.S. has consulted many other nations, and is working together with them to try to stop North Korean dissemination of WMD.


Finally, at least so far, the use of force is excluded. There will be no forceful inspection of North Korean ships. First, the United States and other nations merely are asking North Korea to give permission to have its ships inspected while on the high seas.  If North Korea refuses, the nation in which the ship docks to refuel will be asked to inspect the cargo. This is very much in line with international law and it does not involve use of force.


Yet, we hear next to no sounds of approval from the progressive camp; one is hard put to find editorials from the left stating that this time we’ve got it right. Are progressives holding that all problems can be treated with merely goodwill, foreign aid, and talk? Or are they willing to fess up and acknowledge that when all other means have been exhausted, and there is clear and present danger—the time to act is now, and to act may entail putting at least one foot down?

Originally posted on the Huffington Post, here. For more discussion see Amitai Etzioni’s article “Tomorrow’s Institution Today: The Promise of the Proliferation Security Initiative” in the May/June 2009 Foreign Affairs, here. 

David Cameron and the Conservative Party

Recently, the International Herald-Tribune published a profile of David Cameron, the young leader of Britain’s Conservative Party, a man charged with “[rescuing] them from the ideological confusion” that has become a large source of their problems. To do so, he is calling on a communitarian ethic, emphasizing local institutions and community cohesion. 
Original article by Christopher Caldwell, July 11-12, 2009.

Rights and Responsibilities in the UK

The United Kingdom’s government has released a paper titled “Rights and Responsibilities: developing our constitutional framework,” which features a number of communitarian ideas.  The paper is a call for renewed dialogue in the UK about constitutional reform and a reevaluation of the British citizen’s relationship with the state. The paper seeks extensive discussion in order to create a sense of the commonly held values of British citizens, which would then be expressed through a bill of rights and responsibilities. 


While the government does not want fundamental rights to be contingent on responsibilities, it does want to explore the creation of a coherent and accessible document enumerating the responsibilities involved in being a British citizen in order to combat the individualistic and materialistic trend of rights talk in recent years.  These responsibilities might include treating public servants with respect, protecting and supporting the children in one’s care, being an engaged citizen through jury service and voting, reporting crimes, paying taxes, and more generally obeying the law.  


This paper, though, only offers suggestions for the final document. Its primary purpose is to begin a national conversation through which the concrete rights and responsibilities of British citizens will be determined by debate, deliberation and participation. We hope that the effort is a success.


To read the full paper, go here.
Communitarian Ideas

To read what others have been saying about communitarianism and its applications, visit the Communitarian Network’s website, here.

Good Reads

In his book Euroclash: The EU, European Identity, and the Future of Europe (New York: Oxford University Press, 2008), Neil Fligstein analyzes European identity and discusses the past, present, and future of European integration.  He contends that, at present, the EU cannot facilitate the creation of a European state—a contention with which we agree. For our views on the same issue, go here.
Amitai Etzioni’s article “Minorities and the National Ethos” was published in Politics (June 2009).  “Terrorists: Neither Soldiers nor Criminals” has been published in the Military Review (July-August 2009).
Upcoming Events

 “European Society or European Societies?”
Social Theory Conference 
European Sociological Association
September 2-5, 2009
Lisbon, Portugal


For more information, go to www.social-theory.eu
Society for the Advancement of Socio-Economics’ Annual Meeting

Philadelphia, USA

2010, dates to be announced


Founded in 1989, the Society for the Advancement of Socio-Economics (SASE) is an international, inter-disciplinary organization with members in over 50 countries on five continents.


The purpose of SASE is 

· to advance the understanding of economic behavior across a broad range of academic disciplines; 

· to support the intellectual exploration of economic behavior and its policy implications within the context of societal, institutional, historical, philosophical, psychological, and ethical factors; and 

· to balance inductive and deductive approaches to the study of economic behavior at both micro and macro levels of analysis. 


The academic disciplines represented in SASE include economics, sociology, political science, management, psychology, law, history, and philosophy. The membership of SASE also includes business people and policy makers in government and international organizations.


To participate in the Communitarianism section, please contact José A Ruiz San Román at jars@ccinf.ucm.es
Endorsements

The Responsive Communitarian Platform can be found here.  We invite all people who agree to endorse it by sending an email to icps@gwu.edu with the subject “endorse RCP.”
The Diversity Within Unity Platform is here.  We invite all people who agree to endorse it by sending an email to icps@gwu.edu with the subject “endorse DWU.”

Feedback

Feedback to “A Disarmed Palestinian State?” Originally post here.


A comment or two on Amitai Etzioni's remarks on two state solution.

 
1. Nasser never attacked Israel. Nasser said and did many foolish and provocative things in the weeks leading up to the Six Day War, but he never actually attacked. That happened on June 5, 1967 when the Israeli air force wiped out the Egyptian air force in about half an hour and massively rolled into Sinai. It was Anwar Sadat who attacked -- not Israel -- Egyptian forces never got near Israel proper, nor intended to -- but rather he attacked Israeli forces along the Suez Canal and in the occupied Sinai.

 
2. A strong Palestinian internal security force doesn’t contradict a demilitarized Palestine. That means no air force, heavy weaponry (tanks, heavy artillery). That should be much easier for the Palestinians and the Arab states to agree to than to Israeli troops on the River Jordan. Why not NATO or American troops on what will emerge as the final border between Palestine and Israel as well as a UN monitoring force on the Jordan River? The US presence in post-Dayton Bosnia has been quite successful.

 
S. Abdallah Schleifer


Distinguished Professor Emeritus


Department of Journalism & Mass Com


The American University in Cairo

I have several fundamental problems with the two-state solution in the Palestinian/Israeli area. To begin with, I am not sure that the notion of a one-religion and one-ethnicity state is fundamentally supportable in the modern world. Given the large amount of asylum seekers, our nations and communities must be more flexible. Let’s suppose that modern Germany suddenly decided to rid itself of its Muslim minority and to permit only ethnic Germans in the country. I do not even have to wonder what the reaction would be; I KNOW what the reaction would be. And yet, no one seems to raise an eyebrow when Israel claims a right to its own nation with one religion and, essentially, one ethnic group. A fundamental right of displaced persons, such as the Palestinian refugees, is to return to their property. A general amnesty, according to Immanuel Kant, should follow any bellicose action. A general amnesty should also provide for the return of Palestinians to their places of former residence within what is now called Israel. 


The other point that is being illustrated in that region is the ius post bellum problem. If, after a war, not both vanquished and victor have fundamentally the feeling that, despite some setbacks and problems, overall the state of affairs is not entirely bad, then one may assume that the end of the war has been just. For example, after the second world-war, many Germans were evicted from their homes in the eastern parts of Germany and found new homes in what then was West Germany. For a goodly number of years, there were advocate groups for a return to the old places of residence in what then became Poland. The Federation of Displaced Germans, for example, was a formidable political force then. Meanwhile, the economic recovery took hold, and many people found themselves relatively better off than they had been in those areas where they had fled from. Despite parental nostalgia, their offspring felt at home where they were, and the general pleasure with the economic condition let people get over feelings of having been wronged. A similar development might have happened in Palestine if the economic recovery of the Palestinians had not been so brutally repressed by the Israeli state… 


So, where to go? I do believe that the international community must remind Israel of its obligation to accommodate all the citizens of its territory. Separation of church and state as well as accommodation of all ethnic groups is fundamental to responsible living in community. The two-state solution is too much of an appeasement in placating an obviously expansionist state with very strong commitments to value-ranked people: its own as a dominating chosen group and others as riff-raff and dregs.


Reinhold Schlieper 

Associate Professor of Humanities


Embry-Riddle Aeronautical University
Feedback to “Are the culture wars over?” Original comments by David Brooks here.  


A communitarian response to abortion will turn primarily on how we define the community.  If we see the community as including unborn children, they should be protected, even at the risk of “imposing complex and uncomfortable moral decisions on one another.”  History is full of people doing terrible things to people by defining them out of the community. 


Robert F. Cochran, Jr.


Louis D. Brandeis Professor of Law and


Director, Herbert and Elinor Nootbaar Institute on Law, Religion, and Ethics


Pepperdine University School of Law


As you noted, these are important topics and polarizing issues for our society. I'll preface up front that I am against the issues you mentioned, but I am willing to discuss them fairly. I find the term pro-choice as an odd phrase. I wish they would just say pro-abortion. To use the term choice I think tries to make it feel better or seem more acceptable…Gay marriage and similar topics of course rest on one's moral position and philosophical foundation…It is difficult when one feels something is very wrong to lend support for public acceptance, even if one wants to allow others freedom of choice. In our relativistic society, where each person or culture decides right and wrong, it becomes more difficult to find common ground when each side believes itself to be absolutely right.


I believe that today, we have problems as a society because everyone wants a voice and has many public platforms from which to express that voice. Each person or group believes they are right. Our culture tries to give them space to believe that way. In doing so, we have many going various directions and our society is not on the same page. 50 years ago we followed a Judeo-Christian foundation. Many may not have believed in that way but society was on the same page. Now, we are on many pages. I think it will be hard to get people on the same page. With cultural relativism, people want to keep their page. Our society will be one of many pages and therefore it will be difficult to find common ground on a lot of issues.


Michael Gough


Chair and Professor of Business Administration


MidAmerica Nazarene University
We welcome your thoughts, feedback, and communitarian news. Send them to icps@gwu.edu.

Edited by Radhika Bhat
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PLEASE NOTE THAT THE INSTITUTE FOR COMMUNITARIAN POLICY STUDIES MAY PUBLISH ALL SUBMITTED COMMENTS AND FEEDBACK. 

 To read over several decades of Communitarian thinking, please visit our e-storage facility D-Space at http://dspace.wrlc.org/handle/1961/137 
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