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     How Did the Fear of “Death” Contribute Culturally to Making the USA the Supreme Global Super-Power? The Extraordinary Motivational Power of Calvinistic Salvation-Confirming “Career Callings” Drove Protestants to the Brink of World-Ownership.

     How Have Salvation-Actualizing Global Dominance-Drives and Death-Denying Islamic Martyrdoms Whipped up Fire-Storm Twisters of Psycho-Feedback That Turn Combustible Patriots and Believers into Explosive-Grade Holy War Addicts?  

     Professional experts in the field of global military power agree that the USA far exceeds any one potential rival. We are first in strategic nuclear weapons. (1) Our annual military budgets are larger than those of all other nations combined. The latest military budget request from our president is for $622 billion for fiscal 2008. 

    We have a military presence in 153 foreign nations. Our foreign bases number more than 750, with many of them secret and classified (2). We have become God’s Global Police Force.

    When the highest ranking designated spokesmen for our armed forces are asked “What is your mission?” they unhesitatingly reply, “the whole world.” If a nation anywhere on the globe does not have one of our bases, there will usually be some quietly waiting in neighboring areas or on the high seas. 

    Throughout the violent and unstable Middle East we now have dozens of permanent conventional military installations, active corporate security forces and Pentagon “special operations,” including even secret bases in Israel’s Negev Desert. 

    Stretching across the chain of Turkomanic-Islamic Republics north of Iraq, Iran and Afghanistan we have contracted legal military access to airports, and we use “special forces” to monitor areas where major oil and gas pipes are being constructed. 

How long have we been striving to attain such god-like power-status over the world? 

    This essay was researched to discover the specific ways that our great triumph was influenced, driven and shaped by the powerful motivational dynamics of historically dominant salvation-ideologies. (3) It presents the diagnostic discoveries that many social psychologists have made as they analyzed the symbolic death-transcending beliefs and salvation-reassurance policy-strivings that were activated by Protestant career-theologies. 

    From the 1600’s to the ever more “perilous present,” nations driven by a desperate quest for career “signs” of predestined salvation-status created the most highly competitive economic individualism and most Chauvinistic global imperialism.  

    To explain some of the emotional dynamics that these religious beliefs contributed to the phenomenal historic economic, educational, technological and scientific pioneering of North European and North American societies and nations, the author also uses some of the most simple and least controversial concepts and methods of post-Freudian cultural and political psycho-analysis. 

    Finally, turning to the nightly-crashing “negative side” of the American Idol, the essay presents reasons why our sanctified global militarism has provoked great alarm from many foreign leaders and a few U.S. intellectuals who have not been silenced by the intimidations of uncritical populist patriotism, that is, by the “jingoism” of the majority who generally support our imperialist wars until they become total disasters. (4) 

   The essay also surveys the growing political activism of the apocalyptic global “Salvationists” promoted in recent decades by the dynamic and well-organized Christian, Zionist and evangelical third of our nation’s faith-based cultures.(5)

    (Note a disclaimer: In focusing on some of the powerful religious/psychological aspects of the extraordinary industriousness and global dominance aspirations of the American success story, the author does not intend to disjunctively counter-pose this piece of the explanatory puzzle against major materialist factors like the geographical, climatic and “biological” aspects presented by scholars like Jared Diamond in works like his Guns, Germs and Steel. Even the petroleum industry, which catapulted the USA above all nations, was and still is the product of hyper-dynamic “motivation.”)

Heaven-Pointing Secular Career-Success as the Emotional Rocket Fuel 

     For an early example of what is known as the Protestant Work Ethic we might mention the attitudes of the earthly father of Martin Luther. Through a life of hard work he elevated his social status from miner to mine-owner. When his studious son Martin earned much praise as a distinguished university graduate and then promptly cloistered himself in a dank and gloomy monastery, Martin’s father was enraged at the “otherworldly” monks for “wasting” his son’s highly promising magisterial career-potential.

     Later, when Martin became the premier revolutionary theologian of his age, he showed the influence of his dad by greatly expanding the hitherto narrowly cloistered notion of a personal “God-calling” (Beruf in German) to include not just careers in traditional Roman Catholic clerical and monastic professions but also to refer to the divinity of “callings” in all decent secular occupations, from millionaire entrepreneurs to humble farmers and home-makers. Without intending to, he thereby stimulated broad-based sanctified emotional energies which accelerated the productivity of the emerging Commercial and Industrial Revolutions. 

    Here is how the emotional dynamics of obsessive Protestant work-anxiety operated:

When Luther resurrected St. Augustine’s doctrine that eternal life in Heaven was the final destination of an exclusive, divinely-chosen, pre-natal, pre-destined salvation elite, he thereby provided Part One of explosive “binary” motivational beliefs. The followers of Jean Calvin, added a terrifying catalytic emphasis that mere mortals could never know for sure whether they were born into the Glory-Bound group or into the larger human mass doomed to eternal tortures in Hell. This was a logical humility-maintenance doctrine called non certitudo (only God can know absolutely who was predestined for salvation). Why did these fatalistic ideas not foster slothful resignation or lives of natural hedonistic and carnal indulgence? 

    The unanticipated and surprisingly counter-intuitive historical behavioral      consequences of Augustine’s horrifying eternal chasm between the “elect” and the “damned” were discovered and brilliantly analyzed (1904-1905) by the foremost scientific German cultural sociologist Max Weber (6). 

    Weber studied many of the ways that the work- and career-attitudes of most Calvinists and other obsessively salvation-apprehensive groups (Mennonites, Pietists, etc.) differed dramatically from those of most Roman Catholics. The explanation for this appeared to 

be the fact that the Calvinistic denominations came to consider “career-success” to be a major “sign” that a person probably had already been given God’s Eternal Saving Grace before birth; while, on the contrary, an unfortunate person who had, as local gossip expressed it, “not yet found his calling” might be terrified that he was eternally doomed to the Lake of Fire. He might also be stereotyped in the world of work and social status as a sinful hedonist and lazy time-waster. “Idle hands do the work of the Devil.” “Work, work. for the night (of death) is coming.”
    As part of the evidence that the preaching of terrifying “pre-destination” fostered great industriousness in Calvinistic areas of early America, Weber cited many of the famous work-, business- and success-slogans of Ben Franklin. He also made extensive interviews of European employers about the contrasting productivity-attitudes and job-behavior patterns of many diverse Christian denominations. He found that members of Calvinist-derived denominations (Presbyterians, Hugenots, Reformed Church folks and other workalikes) were described as those who “lived to work,” unlike other demographic groups who did not seem to consider their secular work to be their own personal salvation-charged duty (calling), unlike aristocrats who exhibited a proud distain for labor and business, unlike those less affluent who worked mainly to survive or to support their more pleasurable or relaxing activities in life. (7)

    Living one’s life as a highly active quest for “signs” of personal and congregational salvation-assurance also fostered obsessively religious time-management and endlessly enterprising discovery of productivity-boosting skills, technologies and sciences. According to Weber, from the late 1500’s to the 1900’s, the groups who found salvation-signs in “success” pioneered many historic trends in areas of professional entrepreneurial profit-maximization. This enabled them to exploit resources and laborers on a global scale. By the 20th Century, they owned and controlled most of the world’s wealth and military power. America became their model nation.

    Although Calvin had written in his Institutes of the Christian Religion (1536) that all decent occupations were basically godly contributions for the benefit of the social “community,” Weber noted that Calvinists were in many ways extremely “individualistic.” Unlike the Catholic clergy, they did not discourage mastery of the Bible by purpose-driven laymen. More forcefully than other religious groups, wherever they lived or migrated, they promoted universal literacy, education, and righteous resistance to tyrannical, heretical or corrupt political authorities. The major historical example of this for Americans was the English revolution against royal despotism fought by the followers of Oliver Cromwell. 

    The immigrant religious “dissenter” groups that worked and fought their way to becoming the culture-dominant business and governmental minorities in early (and later) America came to see themselves as the historic vanguard of divine destiny, as no less than God’s chosen stewards of the “New World Promised Land.” Because they considered “business” to be a divine calling, by the 19th Century, in their “Gospel of Wealth” they claimed that rich men could afford to do far more godly good deeds than poor men. Calvinistic over-achievers like Andrew Carnegie were their models.  

From Workplace to World-Management

    In the rapidly globalizing economics, politics, technologies, and military hegemonies that American elites still orchestrate in the 21st Century, why would our most pretentious “driven believers” not still naturally presume that they are, manifestly the divinely chosen entrepreneurs and military guardians of most of the world.(8) Why would our power-elites not develop their demagogic rhetorical arts to successfully flatter the vast majority of their citizens to believe that Americans are God’s favorite stewards of humanity? This faith seemed empirically more justified when our globalist military-crusader president seemed to win reelection in 2004 by a popular margin of three million votes.

    Until the USA was suffering years of badly losing the Vietnam War and the Iraq War, no one believing or representing the mainstream consciousness of our grandiose national self-image ever even considered that, for our own benefit as a morally evolving nation, we might need and even deserve to suffer defeat in both of those wars. None but those who were flagrantly denigrated as “fringe radicals,” “godless liberals” or “America-haters” ever dared to suggest that those offensive wars might have been promoted and sustained mainly for profiteering by the major investors, executives, and political “justifiers” of the military-industrial-governmental-massmedia complex.

    If our military intervention to support only one side in each of those remote civil wars was dishonest, unnecessary, illegal, or genocidal, did most Americans have a narcissistic nationalist salvation-myopia that blinded them from noticing the disturbing symptoms that were so obvious to most foreigners? 

The Brilliance of Ernest Becker and Terror-Management Analysis

   There is a recently developed diagnostic school that offers a deeper corollary analysis than Max Weber’s theory of the amazing power of salvation-anxiety as the supreme historic motivation-winner. 

    We should consider it now as some of us cringe and shudder at our government’s eagerness to promote a hate-slinging and war-threatening contest with the government of Iran, which looms on the media as the Number 2 target in our president’s “Axis of Evil.”  

    The “Death-Anxiety” or “Terror Management” school of cultural defensiveness was launched in the 1970’s when Ernest Becker published his Pulitzer winning The Denial of Death and his wife and admirers edited and posthumously published his notes as Escape From Evil. These works capped a distinguished life of original psychoanalysis of culture with massively documented claims that the most powerful beliefs and behaviors of all human societies were contrived and preserved to provide symbolic and behavioral emotional defense-armor against the devastating horror of the consciousness of our unavoidable personal annihilation by “death.” 
    The chronic and dangerous inability of mainstream Americans and their delusion-maestro clerics and leaders to ever admit a “national defeat” or a lesser role for God’s chosen “earth-masters” might be diagnosed as a panic in the face of a total loss of their most grandiose belief-shield, their claim to be the exclusive stewards of human salvation. 

    A humiliating defeat in America’s spiritualized global-historic missions is “unthinkable” because it opens up a huge horrifying gap in the ideological death-terror defense-armor that shields its supporters from awareness of the finality of personal mortality annihilation. 

    The same emotional powers motivate millions of culturally humiliated and religiously armored Muslims. The dominance of the tradition of glorification of “martyrdom” by the Shia has pitted them against both the Sunnis and infidel “occupiers” from the Hindu East and the Christian West. Both branches of Muslims also fight to defend the salvationist believe that they are divinely chosen exclusive stewards of humanity.

    Personal “death horror” seems to have always been such a deeply repressed phenomenon that even Freud and almost all psychoanalysts avoided dealing with it until the 1970’s. (9) Freud too hastily dismissed religion as an irrational “illusion.” He never imagined it would become the “War of the Godzillas,” the End Time mortality-denial apocalypse it seems headed for in what our president excitedly and repeatedly christened as the “First War of the 21st Century.”

    Triumph over terrorists, over evil, over enemies, over secular humanism is based on “victory” over personal “death.” Some salvation-salient churches are called “Victory Church,” and the televangelists use “only Victory should be acceptable” as their most frequent and most powerful rhetorical weapon. At the height of the Cold War, Young Billy Graham preached to thousands, “Let the atomic bombs fall. When you turn your life over to Jesus, all your worries are over.” 

    Robert J. Lifton, the most prolific professor concentrating on “symbolic solutions” to death-anxiety, noted at least five common ways that humans endeavor to protect themselves from the connectiveness-severing, totally obliterating death of the self. (10) 

    First, many cling to a symbolic survival from the mortality-annihilation by focusing on their progeny. Second, there are those like Freud who symbolically transcend death by the “works” that they leave to civilization. A third type of coping with death is a “practice” of going into a state of “the void” where time and ego disappear into nirvana. A fourth might be found in Maoist, Trotskyite or nationalist abandonment of the “self” to the permanent communist revolution or (for Nazis) a Thousand-Year Reich. Most relevant in this essay is the fifth way, “symbolic” eternity with God in Heaven. (Because psychologists do not want their careers or their own lives suddenly terminated by enraged believers, they generally use the shock-absorber term “symbolic” in their public works or talks on coping with the varieties of death-horror “solutions.”)

    Today the most dangerous binary combinations of the hyper-activated forms of these mortality-coping solutions are sanctified “bring-em-on-hunt-em-down” imperialism and the vengeful “terrorism” of its humiliated victims.  

    These symbiotic manias spiral out of control in psycho-feedback loops that promoters call “Enduring Freedom,” “Operation Infinite Justice,” or “Holy Martyrdom.” (11)

Political spectrums within nations become “centrifuged,” turning radio-active religious and patriotic flammables into human high explosives. 

    This process is heated into fire-storm “twisters” because demagogic leaders and clerics on both or all opposing sides sense that whirling through unexpected death-danger disasters makes their lives more exciting and heroic, more inner-connected, like death-defying roller-coaster rides, like surviving a good fight or a screaming trip through the House of Horrors. Week after week we survive while thousands of others die.
    In this potlatch-melee of our own death-denial, latent myths and delusions, hatreds and fantasy-homicides are televisually actualized and expelled, “psycho-projected,” displaced from within the salvation-chosen viewers onto scapegoats, onto evil enemies remotely foreign and remotely domestic. We are protected from seeing caskets coming home. Real death comes only to the blasted terrorists, to insurgents and random groups of foreigners.  

    Triumphing over death by driving through endless blazing and smoking scenes embedded in nightly TV news-reels becomes an exciting and addictive form of mortality-denial permanently there on al Jazeera or the drug-ad-financed American networks. 

    This inferno burns on because it is more exciting than discussing how to reduce carbon emissions to prevent future Katrinas, or how help the impoverished people of New Orleans, Ramallah, Baghdad or Tehran. 

    Our leather-cushioned nightly sattelite tour of the Lake of Fire wins the TV ratings because its viewers are escaping their own real-death consciousness. It keeps viewers in a permanent purgatory of voyeurist danger and protects them with an ever expandable nine trillion dollar federal government credit limit. Sacrificing for the “mission” is shared heavily by future generations.
    For those vicarious “pyros” who are tired of looking down at the flaming devastation of Iraq, Afghanistan, Palestine or Lebanon, there is a steady stream of books coming out with titles like Target Iran and Jerusalem Countdown. (12). For those who believe that our only trustworthy ally-nation in a “world of evil” is the divinely chosen state of Israel, there are books like America Against the World, which gives comprehensive survey-research data on how we are regarded by most foreign peoples. (13)
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