A Country Without a Soul
Like the storm that struck southern Sweden this winter, the catastrophe taking place in the southern United States is not a natural disaster. Nature, of course, played its part; Katrina was an unusually severe hurricane. But the tragedy in New Orleans is as much a social disaster as a natural disaster. It is the result of social processes that have been unfolding for several years now and which have reached a point of crisis. The catastrophe indicates that the United States of America has become a country without a soul. 

Back when it was created, in the wake of a war of independence from foreign domination, the United States provided a source of inspiration for the rest of the world. Here had been a citizen army, poorly clothed and poorly trained, that took on the mighty British empire and had won.  And, in the course of the 19th century, the American people continued to inspire and impress. They fought a civil war to preserve their union and abolish slavery, and through their ingenuity and hard work, they conquered a vast wilderness and became the richest, most powerful country that the world had ever seen.  

In the 20th century, the United States went on to conquer the world. Its engineers invented machines that offered humanity exciting new means of communication, transportation, production, and entertainment. Its industries provided models of organization and management that the rest of the world came to emulate. Its armies defended freedom wherever it was threatened, and helped save Europe and Asia from their own self-destruction. In the process, its scientists unleashed sources of energy that had previously been hidden from view, concealed within the smallest components, the atomic building-blocks of nature.

And of course it had not merely become an economic and military power; even moreso perhaps, the United States conquered the world through its culture. With its music, and especially the blues and jazz music that was made by its former African slaves, America had given the world something to believe in. By mixing anguish and joy in rhythmic combination, African-Americans had given their white countrymen – and then the rest of the world - a soul. They had given the people of the world some help in understanding what it means to be human.
But now it seems that America has lost its soul. In the very place where jazz was born, in the city of New Orleans where former slaves and the descendants of French and Spanish colonists made a music that conquered the world, disaster has struck. 

The city had been warned that an extremely powerful hurricane was on its way. But the levees that protected the city from the waters that have now flooded it were not able to withstand the force. Now there is looting, there are armed gangs on the loose, and there are thousands of people without food and electricity, without the basic necessities of life. As in Iraq, there does not seem to have been sufficient planning and preparation for the eventuality that has become a fact. Most tragically of all, the leaders of the land have been unable to provide leadership, since their attention, as is well known, has been elsewhere. They have been fully occupied removing the soul of their country.
One can only hope that out of this disaster might grow some insight that the processes that have been unfolding are unsustainable. One can only hope that the people of the United States may find a way to get their soul back.           
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