
I am surprised to find Zbigniew Brzezinski holding 
the same opinion. He has written: “...No architec- 
ture for a more stable and just world order would be 
complete without taking into account the proper role 
of the People’s Republic of China. We recognize not 
only that peace in East and Southeast Asia depends 
upon a constructive Sino-American relationship but 
that China can help immensely in maintaining a 
global equilibrium as well. Mutual interest, not sen- 
timent, brought our two countries closer together. 
We must continue working to make our relationship 
closer still. Normalization in that relationship is 
necessary, but even short of it, both sides should 
find it  useful to develop a closer consultative rela- 
tionship, so that each side adequately understands 
and takes into account the legitimate global con- 
cerns of the other.” 

Meanwhile U.S. dealings with Japan are con- 
cerned almost exclusively with trade and economic 
matters, ’ particularly the undiminishing flow of 
Japanese exports to the United States in spite of 
-substantial revaluation of the Japanese yen. There 
may be some kind of retaliation, but in a rather 
narrow field of Japanese interests. 

Domestically the United States appears to the rest 
of the world to be in the grips of monumental 
problems such as coping with the energy problem. 
President Carter proposes to offer oil and gas com- 
panies the fabulous amount of $100 billion: he is 
being rejected by the giant companies, which de- 
mand, according to the president, no less than $1 50 
billion. The enormous and insatiable appetites of 
those supercompanies, reflected in these astronom- 
ical figures, fill us in the Third World with awe and 
amazement because they surpass by many times 
the national budgets of our countries. 

Other domestic issues absorb the attention of the 
American people, issues like inflation and unem- 
ployment. But their magnitude and complexity are 
not understood and cannot be assessed intelligently 
in the less-developed countries. We would like the 
Americans to give us a better comprehension of the 
issues. This is particularly important to Thailand, for 
instance, because our currency is linked with the 
U.S. dollar; what happens to the U.S. economy will 
have far-reaching repercussions in our country. 

Another recent preoccupation of the United 
States administration and Congress has been the 
question of human rights. So far the essence of this 
concern seems designed for export rather than for 
local application. In this connection, Thailand has 
received special attention recently from the U.S. 
Congress, which gave the impression of trying to 
improve its own image as the repository of many 
virtues-particularly puritanism, incorruptibility, and 
integrity. The Thai people should be very happy to 
assist them here. 
Thanat Khoman is a former Foreign Minister of 
Thailand, the Thai Ambassador to the United 
States, and Representative to the United Nations. 
This Excursus is based on remarks presented at the 
“Williamsburg ” Conference held last fall. 

EXCURSUS VI 
Richard John Neuhaus on 
The Search for Disaster 

Disaster is presented to us as entertainment, as 
emotional therapy, and as a portent of hopeful social 
change. The first approach to disaster may be 
relatively harmless, and the second may have lim- 
ited merit. The third, however, is disastrous. 

As entertainment we have, for example, the new 
TV series “When Havoc Struck.” Sponsored by 
Mobil Oil, the apparently popular series depicts 
some of history’s great disasters on land, sea, and 
air, using a mix of documentary film and dramatiza- 
tion. Mobil may have struck a rich vein of entertain- 
ment, comparable to the more common forms of 
criminal violence and sexploitation that vie for the 
viewer’s attention. History being as it is, the disaster 
well will likely not run dry very soon. 

The popularity of disaster no doubt has many 
sources. One is a morbid streak in most people that 
the media have not hesitated to exploit. TV news- 
casts of fires, explosions, automobile smash-ups, 
and homicide scenes have about them a dismal 
sameness. But, assuming the stations know their 
markets, they must have a wide appeal or they could 
not claim so much air time. The choice moment is 
the interview with the victim who, after trying to tell 
what happened, breaks into tears. In such news- 
casts the “sob shot” is as mandatory as i s - a  so I 
am told-the “cum shot” the required climax in 
porno flicks. Frequently the nightly news comes 
close to being a pornography of emotions. 

To be fair, the popularity of the genre should not 
be attributed to morbidity alone. There is an element 
of emotional therapy involved. For many, disaster is 
a welcome break from boredom with everyday exis- 
tence. Those who find little drama in the quotidian 
are perhaps stirred by the reminder that somewhere 
the issues of life and death are confronted with 
highest urgency. At a more elevated level, disaster 
scenes are sometimes illumined by instances of 
nobility-the heroic fireman, the caring neighbors 
who reach out to the victims, and so forth. In defense 
of newscasters it might be argued that disaster 
reporting evokes the viewers’ too latent capacity for 
compassion and fellow-feeling. Whether the 
momentary sensation is displaced by the next com- 
mercial’s plug for hemorrhoid relief is quite another 
question. 

Whatever the reasons for disaster’s role in popu- 
lar culture, there is a large body of opinion that 
subscribes to a third approach to disaster or crisis: 
disaster as the prelude to desired change. The Latin 
term for crisis, discrimen, catches the meaning: a 
turning point, a time of decision. Discrimenphiliacs 
remind us that in some Oriental language, I believe it 
is supposed to be Chinese, the character for crisis 
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means both danger and opportunity. A good deal of 
crisis-consciousness among intellectuals also is no 
doubt induced by boredom with the drabness of 
everyday life. The young especially, but by no 
means the young alone, are often possessed of a 
need to believe that theirs is the decisive moment of 
history, that they are engaged in the definitive trans- 
formations of the world, that the developments of 
which they have just become aware are indeed 
unprecedented, incomparable, and portend the 
highest peril and promise. It is a winsome attitude 
that should usually be indulged and even encour- 
aged as part of the process of growth. Most people 
will soon enough recognize the recurrence of the 
allegedly unique and will draw their own more sober 
conclusions about the nature of the world in which 
we live. 

For those devoted to the social uses of crisis- 
consciousness, however, such “maturity” is al- 
ways premature. In truth, the biblical view of history 
defies the notion of time as more-of-the-same and 
encourages a restless openness to a future that is to 
be consummated in the coming of the Kingdom of 
God. This eschatological perspective, however, 
does not imply that theeschaton is scheduled for our 
brief lifetimes and, in view of the Kingdom’s un- 
seemly delay to date, sustains the believer in taking 
a long view on radical historical change. To be sure, 
the future is ever breaking into the present, some- 
times in surprising ways, but the definitive break-in 
or break-through is not now. According to the biblical 
claim, when the Kingdom comes in its fulness, it will 
be obvious to everyone; it will take no exercises in 
consciousness-raising to recognize that it has ar- 
rived. 

Among understandably impatient believers the 
temptation is to substitute a more mundane es- 
chatology. Very recently I took part in a meeting of 
religious leaders whose portfolios for the several 
churches charged them with responsibility for ques- 
tions of social change. A mainly middle-aged group, 

most were veterans of the antiwar and civil rights 
movements of the last decade or two. What now, it 
was asked, are the great issues that will challenge 
conscience and galvanize support for major social 
change? It was in many ways a sober and sobering 
meeting, as people recognized that the 1980’s will 
call not so much for the discovery of new issues as 
for a strategic and theological redefinition of the 
churches’ role in society. The task of chyrch-and- 
society departments, it was said, will not be so much 
to take positions or to “mobilize the constituency of 
conscience” for selected causes as it will be to 
empower people to respond in diverse ways to 
diverse problems in an intelligent exercise of Chris- 
tian citizenship. 

At the same meeting, however, and sometimes 
dominating it, was the benign search for disaster. 
One participant drew a scenario of corporation- 
induced unemployment that would inevitably pro- 
duce a prerevolutionary ferment among the Ameri- 
can working class. Another proposed the strategy, 
espoused by Richard Clowan and Francis Pliven in 
the Sixties, of expanding the demands on the wel- 
fare system to the point at which it collapses, result- 
ing, supposedly, in a radical redistribution of wealth. 
Others saw possibilities in foreign affairs. Perhaps a 
racial conflagration in Southern Africa that would 
force the U.S., sparked by the sympathy of the black 
community here, to get “on the right side of the 
revolution.” And of course there was the by now 
standard sentiment that the “energy crisis” holds 
high promise. When the oil and other fossil fuels run 
out, millions of air conditioners will go dead and 
millions of cars will be abandoned by the side of the 
road, finally forcing the restructuring of a patently 
nonviable social order. One participant wanted to 
talk explicitly about the evils of capitalism and its 
inherent contradictions, but in sophisticated 
church-and-society circles such language is readily 
dismissed as hackneyed or too overt, or just plain 
wrong. 

For reasons that cannot be argued here, I believe 
these and other disasters mentioned are highly 
improbable. (One makes an exception for the very 
possible disaster of nuclear holocaust, whether by 
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design, madness, or accident-but the usefulness 
of nuclear disaster for purposes of social change is 
severely limited.) It is not the improbability of these 
scenarios that is troubling so much as the notion that 
disaster is the portent of desirable change. The 
unhappy fact to the contrary is that disaster is almost 
always just that, disastrous. 

Yet some of the best and brightest of secular 
and religious thought continues to be preoccupied 
with the idea of benign misfortune. The benign 
aspect needs emphasis. These are not ghoulish 
misanthropes who relish ruination for its own sake. 
To the contrary, they wish to be and are idealists. 
But when disaster is welcomed, however reluc- 
tantly, as “the necessary price to be paid,” such 
idealism is twisted into a hard-nosedness that is 
indistinguishable from the militarists’ attitude of 
“War is hell, but ain’t it grand!” Among the cheer- 
leaders of crisis, the human suffering caused by 
collapse-whether economic, ecological, or 
political-is too lightly weighed. After all, you have to 
break eggs to make gn omelette. 

Some years ago, when eco-hysteria was more 
widespread than it is at present, an international 
conference was called to ponder the meaning of the 
world’s running out of fossil fuel. At the conference 
someone scheduled a film produced by the oil 
companies and giving a very optimistic projection of 
the yield from North Sea oil wells then being drilled. 
The film was criticized with a vigor bordering on 
derision, which seemed strange, since nobody knew 
then whether the projections were realistic or not. 
The criticism seemed strange until one realized that 
most of the participants did not want the North Sea 
to prove productive. The film’s projections, sub- 
sequently vindicated, posed a threat. Running out of 
oil was the catalytic converter to the new social 
order; the prospect seemed firmly within grasp, and 
now it was being snatched away. 

About the same time, I was working on a book 
dea!ing with the environmental movement and was 
inundated with conflicting scenarios about the short 
and long-term viability of the ecosphere and other 
precious things. As a nonexpert in economics, de- 
mographics, and a host of related disciplines, so to 
speak, one had to choose which of equally creden- 
tialed estimates seemed more credible. The choice, 
as it turned out, could not be made primarily on the 
basis of statistics and information--statistics and in- 
formation were congenial to almost any conclusion- 
but on the basis of the presuppositions employed by 
various authorities. The first to be discounted were 
the inveterate optimists who acknowledged no seri- 
ous moral or scientific challenge to a world of more 
of the same. In close second place were those who 
proclaimed catastrophe with unseemly certitude. 
The authorities that could be taken seriously were 
composed of uncertain optimists and reluctant 
catastrophists. 

In religious circles the problem is further confused 
by curious ideas about prophecy. If there is one 

thing that a certain type of believer wants to be in 
relation to society it is to be “prophetic.” Unfortu- 
nately prophecy is too often identified with alarm- 
ism. True prophecy has to do with the difficult and 
often dull works of justice and compassion in a world 
that is more like than unlike the world that has been. 
Dependence on the expectation of disaster is a 
cop-out. Disaster cannot relieve us of duty. To think 
that it can or will is, also morally, disastrous. 

Discrimenphilia, or the search for disaster, is 
nothing new. From at least the Middle Ages it has 
been the mark of certain styles of radicalism, as is 
vividly documented in Melvin Lasky’s recent Utopia 
and Revolution and in Norman Cohn’s classic The 
Pursuit ofthe Millennium. But in our time its expres- 
sion has been formed and reinforced by a mix of 
Marxian dogma about the inevitable crises, of 
capitalism, of &lite disillusionment with privilege that 
is tied to technological society, and of a religious 
prophetism linked to a mundane and trivialited 
eschatology. Perhaps there are other streams flow- 
ing into the mix, and usually the streams are not 
purely one thing or another, but the result is both 
potent and perduring. 

There are hopeful signs of reconsideration. For 
example, Richard Sennett, sociologist and author of 
The Fall of Public Man, advises fellow socialists that 
it is time to disenthrall themselves of “crisis mental- 
ity” (New York Times, January 19). The Marxian 
theory that capitalism’s crisis points would result in 
effective political change has been disproved, says 
he. Far from being good for the cause, crises tend to 
reinforce the status quo. First, he says, they tend to 
make the way things were look normal and legiti: 
mate, in contrast to the crisis, which is viewed as a 
disruptive “deviant.” Second, “a crisis mentali- 
ty ... makes a problem seem ‘solved’ when life goes 
back to ‘normal.”’ And third, the establishment gets 
credit for the “solution.” “And this is the reason, I 
believe, that we were able to pass through a long 
period of discontent in America only to arrive back 
where we began.”’ He urges socialists to replace the 
imagery of crisis with “an imagery of social muta- 
tion.” 

Mutation suggests some nasty thing crawling up 
from evolution’s swamp and may not be the happiest 
imagery for social theory,. but Sennett’s argument 
deserves attention. Whether one hopes for a 
socialist future or for revitalized capitalist culture, we 
would all gain from terminating our romance with 
disaster. Maybe that is what President Carter had in 
mind when he said in his State of the Union address 
that “we must move away from crisis management 
and set clear goals for the future.” Historical evi- 
dence suggests that, in the end, we are all done in by 
the crises we so cleverly thought to manage. That 
too is one of the lessons of Vietnam. One would like 

‘to think that Richard Nixon, author of Six Crises, 
might agree. There are better ways to relieve bore- 
dom, stir compassion, and bring about change than 
to search for disaster. 


