Class 2, Money, Culture and Globalization

September 13/06

What Is Truth?

In this class I explored the idea of truth and its relationship to conceptions such as culture, religion, relativism, absolutism, science, reason, law, and faith. Is it possible to identify universal truths whose validity is universally self-evident to most human beings? Or does the channeling of human perception through the lens of different cultures, religions, and languages impede the possibility of recognizing common truths that extend throughout the entire human family to all life forms and even to the very frontiers of the known universe? Is it necessary to identify universal conceptions of truth in order to justify, for instance, strategic instruments of international law such as the Universal Declaration of Human Rights as it emerged from the United Nations in 1948. (http://www.un.org/Overview/rights.html)
The class began with a brief history of the idea of relativism as it developed throughout the twentieth century. I called attention to Albert Einstein’s Special Theory of Relativity in 1905 and his General Theory in 1915. (http://csep10.phys.utk.edu/astr161/lect/history/einstein.html) I emphasized my opinion that Einstein’s hypothesis about the flexible character of both time and space created a great philosophical crisis in the twentieth century. If even time and space are capable of being altered according to the nature of one’s trajectory in relationship to the speed of light, what other fixtures of our universe are alterable or relative in ways we had not expected? Einstein’s work in physics was paralleled by the theories of cultural relativism developed by Franz Boas and his students of anthropology. Boas rejected the Darwinian theory that all human societies could be situated along a universal scale of savagery, barbarism, and civilization. (http://nonzero.org/chap1.htm) Boas insisted that all cultures had their own internal coherence and that that these systems of knowing could only be identified by penetrating the worldview of those socialized in particular cultures. He advocated, therefore, a scientific method calling on professional anthropologists to do field work among the culturally diverse peoples they study.

(http://www.mnsu.edu/emuseum/information/biography/abcde/boas_franz.html)

I connected the explosion of ideas about relativity in the twentieth century with evolving notions of liberalism. Generally speaking liberals became comfortable with the idea that different societies could develop different understandings of truth. Each understanding could be respected for having a degree of internal coherence even if the different understandings of culturally distinct groups seemingly contradicted one another. Liberals could thus be flexible in accommodating concurrently a wide range of cultures with a wide range explanations about how truth is constructed. While some might equate this liberal proclivity with tolerance, others might see it as a sign of amorality and even decadence. The openness of liberals and relativists to multiple explanations of truth created a backlash among absolutists or fundamentalists. In many cases the most extreme absolutists have been very committed adherents of religion, but especially the monotheistic religions. Often citing sacred texts such as the Bible or the Koran the absolutists charge that relativism lies at the top of a slippery slope leading to absolute nihilism. In a milieu where multiple truths can all be accepted simultaneously, isn’t it possible that sacredness is robbed from everything; that anything goes? (http://bahai-library.com/?file=momen_fundamentalism_liberalism_dichotomy)

I suggested that absolutism or fundamentalism need not be limited to religion. There can, for instance, be communist or capitalist absolutists. There can be a kind of market fundamentalism that emphasizes a particular model of commercial relationships as if that model represents an ultimate expression of a higher natural law. A good discussion developed in the class about the possible connection between relativism and holocaust denial. Professor Spooner at the University of Regina emphasized his view of the subjectivity of almost all types of knowledge.

I attempted to place the tension between relativism and absolutism in the context of history. In the eighteenth century in Europe the proponents of scientific inquiry such as Voltaire and the Encyclopedist Diderot were often opposed by agents of organized religion. Voltaire and Diderot were prominent among the so-called philosophes. This contest between the secular rationalism of the philosophes and the conservativism of the custodians of religious orthodoxy unfolded during an era sometimes labeled the Century of Enlightenment. The era of the Enlightenment was a time when the idea of human equality and universal human rights began to challenge the old ideas supporting monarchy, aristocracy, slavery, and the oppression of women. The American Revolution of 1776 and the French Revolution of 1789 were essential outgrowths of many of the ideas that characterized the Century of Enlightenment. The struggle to emphasize empirical proof and human reason over the orthodoxy of religion was essential to the development of the scientific method.
(http://www.wsu.edu/~dee/ENLIGHT/PHIL.HTM)
The growing marriage between scientific inquiry and technological innovation dramatically altered relationships of power over broad areas of the Earth. This process accelerated the rise of the West and the worldwide expansion of European imperialism as the main force of globalization. The other side of the growth of imperialism was frequently the oppression of even destruction of Indigenous peoples in colonized areas. Innovations in transportation and communications can be seen to have given expression to Einstein’s contention that the passage of time could be altered and that space could be compressed or bent. Innovations in, for instance, navigation, railway technology, air travel, and electronic communications by telegraph, telephone, radio, television, satellite, and the internet have all dramatically altered human relationships to time and space. To repeat, this changing matrix of human relationships through accelerating rates of communicative interactivity form key elements of the complex of processes that constitute globalization.(http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/globalization/)

Much of the rest of the class was spent testing and applying these conceptions of truth to methodologies of research, to conceptions of domestic and international law, and to various interpretations of history in the past, present, and future. I introduced the distinction sometimes drawn by social scientists between the concept of primary and secondary sources. Generally speaking a good researcher will penetrate as deeply as possible into the events and personalities he or she is studying by consulting primary texts. In an ideal situation these primary sources would have been produced by the makers of history at the time this history was taking place. I illustrated this approach by pointing to the way I had organized the bibliography of my Ph.D. thesis. I completed that work in 1984 at the University of Toronto in the History Department. The title is “The Red Man’s Burden: Land, Law and the Lord in the Indian Affairs of Upper Canada, 1791-1858.” In my thesis I treated as primary sources the writings of many missionaries together with the records of the makers of government Indian policy. Sometimes researches will conduct interviews with Aboriginal elders whose historical knowledge has been passed down from generation to generation through the oral tradition. Sometimes researchers will conduct interviews with those who were involved as participants or as first-hand observers in the genesis of historical events. 

Secondary sources are narratives compiled by researchers who have investigated a subject though consulting a range of primary and secondary sources. Most text books, for instance, can be considered secondary sources. Sometimes a secondary source will acquire the personality of a primary source over time for the light it has to shed on the intellectual quality of the temporal and geographic milieu where the text was compiled. If the author of a text is the subject of an investigation then all his or her writings, published or archival, can be viewed as primary sources. 

http://www.lib.berkeley.edu/TeachingLib/Guides/PrimarySources.html
 http://www.collectionscanada.ca/education/008-3010-e.html
From this basis of theory I looked at a case study in the making and expansion of the United States. I looked at the experiences and observations of Liliuokalani, the last Queen of the Indigenous people of Hawaii. Her regime came to an end in 1893 when the US government annexed Hawaii through armed intervention. I read passages from Liliuokalani’s Hawaii’s Story by Hawaii’s Queen (Boston: Lothrop, Lee and Shepard, 1898). That book is available on line at http://digital.library.upenn.edu/women/liliuokalani/hawaii/hawaii.html I drew attention to how the annexation of Hawaii is treated as the opening episode in a new book by Stephen Kinzer entitled Overthrow: America’s Century of Regime Change from Hawaii to Iraq (New York: Times Books, 2006). (See book review at http://199.238.132.102/2006-2/598/598_09_Overthrow.shtml) Kinzer investigates a number of cases where the US government has intervened overtly and covertly to remove foreign governments it does not like and to put in their place regimes seen to be more supportive of US interests. In looking at the photographic section of the book I drew attention to the replacement of the regime of Mohammad Mossadegh in Iran with the regime of Mohammad Reza Shah. The great crime of the former was to have attempted to nationalize the indigenous oil resources of Iran. The overthrow of Mossadegh in 1953 established a precedent for the US government’s overthrow of the regime of President Jacobo Arbenz of Guatemala in 1954. Arbenz was removed because he attempted forms of land redistribution that were not seen to conform with the interests of the US-owned United Fruit Company. The UFC held extensive proprietorships throughout Central America.

http://www.gwu.edu/~nsarchiv/latin_america/guatemala.html
http://www.mayaparadise.com/ufc1e.htm
The subject of Kinzer’s book created a focus on the idea of an American empire, a subject I investigated with a view to sorting out conflicting interpretations of the uses and abuses of US power. I highlighted the views of Michael Ignatieff. Ignatieff is the son of a well-known Canadian diplomat. He became a successful academic and media personality in Great Britain and the United States. He held a prestigious chair at Harvard University in Cambridge Massachussetts. Currently Ignatieff is the front runner in the contest to become the new leader of the Liberal Party of Canada. He supported NATO’s bombing of Yugoslavia in 1999 and he supported the US invasion of Iraq in 2003. In the January 5 edition of The New York Times Magazine Ignatieff’s article was featured on the publication’s cover. That cover proclaimed, “THE AMERICAN EMPIRE (Get Used to IT).” Generally speaking Ignatieff is supportive of the exercise of US power throughout the planet. He sees the exercise of US military influence as a force for greater democratization and world order. Ignatieff wrote in The New York Times, “America’s empire is not like empires of times past, built on colonies, conquest, and the white man’s burden. We are no longer in the era of the United Fruit Company, when American corporations needed the marines to secure their investments overseas. The 21st century imperium is a new invention in the annals of political science, an empire lite, a global hegemony whose grace notes are free markets, human rights and democracy, enforced by the most awesome military power the world has ever known.” (p. 24)  Ignatieff’s ideas are the subject of the article by David McNally in the course text, The New Imperialists. That article is entitled “Imperial Narcissism: Michael Ignatieff’s Apologies for Empire.” (pp. 87-110)

http://www.globalpolicy.org/empire/analysis/2003/0110empirelite.htm
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Michael_Ignatieff
The controversy surrounding the role of the US empire in the world has much to do with the controversy about the role to be afforded to the rule of law in ordering (or disordering) human relationships. There is a huge body of opinion throughout the world which holds that the United States has moved very far from the principle that law rather than force should govern human relationships. The US invasion of Iraq in 2003 with the support of the British government of Prime Minister Tony Blair is widely seen as an illegal act that violated the jurisdiction of the Security Council of the United Nations. As many see it the UN Security Council is the only agency on earth with the constitutional authority to authorize the legal military invasion of a sovereign nation-state. http://www.un.org/docs/sc/ The growing trend on the part of the Bush and Blair regimes towards unilateral action outside the existing rules and regulations of international law is the main subject of one of the course texts, Philippe Sands’ Lawless World: Making and Breaking Global Rules (London: Penguin, 2006). One of the central questions facing the world right now is whether the UN or the US is to be treated as the highest source of law and order on the planet.

http://books.guardian.co.uk/review/story/0,,1445164,00.html#article_continue
This focus on domestic and international law brought us full circle back to our original focus on the nature of truth. If the world is to move in a direction where the principles of law, democracy and due process are to be made to prevail over the rule of force—over the crude ruthlessness of a world organized on the principle that might is right--- then we shall need to develop some very clear notions of ideals like universal truth and the uniform applicability of instruments such as the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. In my final presentation I tried to make some connections between my own experiences in court as an expert witness involved in the interpretation of the constitutional law of Canada and of treaty law between Canada and the United States. I called attention to my twenty-two days on the witness stand in 2005 in the Fournier case. The judge’s ruling on my qualifications to give expert testimony on “the history and politics of constitutional relations between the Crown and Aboriginal peoples in Canada and beyond” is to be found at

http://www.canlii.org/on/cas/onsc/2005/2005onsc14139.html
One of the documents I prepared as evidence in this case is to be found at

http://people.uleth.ca/~hall/fournier.doc
My evidence in the case of USA vs Pitawanakwat to be found at

http://people.uleth.ca/~hall/evidence.htm
The ruling of Judge Janice Stewart, which was favorable to the defense team for whom I worked, can be found at

http://people.uleth.ca/~hall/index.htm
Clearly the purpose of our court system is to identify truth as it applies to the interpretation of laws. Courts have very strict rules governing the admission of evidence and how it is to be judged in the process of arbitration. By drawing attention to this recent professional experience my aim was to bring forward concrete examples of how our own journey through life can be seen as the most primary of primary sources. Where do we come from? What have we seen with our own eyes and experienced through the lens of our own intellects, senses, and emotions? This primary experience of life helps establish our primary orientation to history, to ideas, to political economy, and to all the peoples of the globe. Our challenge in life is to be informed by this orientation without being held captive by it. Our challenge as scholars or as apprentice scholars is to rise to a higher level of objectivity while always being aware that we cannot entirely transcend the subjectivity rooted in our socialization and early education. The important thing is to become self-conscious of how this orientation affects our perceptions of what truth is.

In going through a brief history of my own family, education, and professional experience I emphasized the time in my late teens and early twenties when I was a model and actor based in Toronto. This experience helped me to see the importance of advertising and media manipulation in the construction of capitalist society. This media manipulation can go by many names including public relations, spin doctoring, perceptions management, or propaganda. I discovered that during the Cold War propagandists on both sides of the conflict specialized in what is sometimes referred to a “disinformation and smear.” Part of my expert evidence in the Pitawanakwat case was devoted to identifying the execution by the RCMP of a media campaign of disinformation and smear. The judge agreed with me that this had taken place. 

This preoccupation with spin doctoring as a route to wealth and power through the domination of politics has clearly created vast difficulties for those who would devote themselves to the attempt to identify truth and disseminate truth through the media of mass communications. In the next class I shall explore some of these tensions by exploring what has come to be known as the 9/11 Truth Movement whose main venue is the internet. I shall begin with a book review by Ian Buruma of a new publication by Frank Rich entitled, The Greatest Story Ever Told: The Decline and Fall of Truth from 9/11 to Katrina (New York: The Penguin Press, 2006). The book review is published in the September 17, 2006 edition of The New York Times Book Review on pages 1 and 10. Buruma’s book review speaks of the gross distortion of truth by “the spinmeisters, fake news reporters, disinformation experts, intelligence manipulators, fictional heroes and public relations men posing as commentators.” Buruma continues, they “operate in a world where virtual reality has already has already threatened to eclipse empirical investigation.” What responsibilities fall on us in the academy, the institution which is theoretically at the very core of the empire of  “empirical investigation,” to respond to this very insidious development?

http://www.pressaction.com/news/weblog/full_article/petersen02172005/
