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Refrain: 
Cheney, Wolfowitz, Perle, Rumsfeld, and 
 Bush. 
Imperial hubris, rational mush. 
You're lying, you're lying; how e'er much 
 you want to, 
Invasion is risky; this isn't Lepanto [the Bat-
tle of Lepanto in 1571]. 
Oh, they had cause, tis often said, but 
 unsatisfied with their price 
The bloody deeds, as flights rent steel, came 
 once, then, oh God, twice. 
And some oft say to those who pray new 
 warnings will suffice, 
Take heed the pest exterminator's vow: "real 
 power" only, kills lice. 
Cheney, Wolfowitz, Perle, Rumsfeld, and 
 Bush. 
Imperial hubris, rational mush. 
You're lying, you're lying; how e'er much 
 you want to, 
Revenge, it is risky; this isn't Lepanto. 
But democracy can't grow nor freedom 
 breathe by mere exported ukase, 
And fools that try will often cheat and lie to 
 make their doggy case. 
So yesterday we "won," the battle's done, 
 and reactionaries 
Only are left to fight; mere lucid fanatics in 
 the deserts of night. 
Cheney, Wolfowitz, Perle, Rumsfeld, and 
 Bush. 
Imperial hubris, rational mush. 
You're lying, you're lying; how e'er much 
 you want to, 
Occupation's risky; this wasn't Lepanto. 
And the monster is down, evil offspring 
 deceased; free folks 
Can breathe; and self-rule increased. Or so it 
 looks! 
We are an occupying army, as all there do 
 know; 
It's only in DC where enforced blinkers still 
 grow. 
Cheney, Wolfowitz, Perle, Rumsfeld, and 
 Bush. 
Imperial hubris, rational mush. 
You're lying, you're lying; how e'er much 
 you want to, 
Self-governing's risky; this wasn't Lepanto. 
So what was it worth, this venture 

 Neo-CONish? 
And why does Ms. Rice look so astonished? 
Where is Powell's common sense, his army 
 hard head? 
As the Congress, too, rolled over, or just 
 jumped into bed. 
Cheney, Wolfowitz, Perle, Rumsfeld, and 
 Bush. 
Imperial hubris, rational mush. 
You're lying, you're lying; how e'er much 
 you want to, 
Though war drums keep thumping, this was 
 no Lepanto. 
Oh, East is East and West is West, and 
 happens the twain did meet, 
Where earth and sky stood presently at God's 
 great judgment seat; 
Though here on land some took a stand and 
 tried hard to insist 
That we stop those bands of Neo-CON 
 hands whose aftermath persists! 
Cheney, Wolfowitz, Perle, Rumsfeld, and 
 Bush. 
Imperial hubris, rational mush. 
You're lying, you're lying; how e'er much 
 you want to, 
The election is coming; your neuroses we're 
 on to. 
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In his eight-stage model of the human life-
cycle, Erik Erikson identified generativity as the 
psychosocial centerpiece of the middle-adult years.  
According to Erikson, the mature man or woman in 
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midlife channels life's energies into caring for the 
next generation, aiming to leave a positive legacy 
of the self for the future.  Yet as Erikson illustrated 
in his famous case study of Mahatma Gandhi, 
some midlife adults are substantially more genera-
tive than are others. Over the past 15 years, my 
students and I have used well-validated self-report 
and behavioral measures to assess individual dif-
ferences in adults' generativity.  We have identified 
adults scoring relatively high and low on our gen-
erativity measures and then interviewed many of 
them with an aim toward analyzing their life sto-
ries.  Our research is guided by contemporary nar-
rative theories in psychology asserting that modern 
adults provide their lives with some measure of 
coherence and purpose by constructing and inter-
nalizing self-defining life stories, or what we now 
call narrative identities. How do highly generative 
American adults narrate their lives? 

Although every life story is unique, we 
have observed that certain themes appear signifi-
cantly more often in the narrative identities of 
highly generative American adults compared to 
their less generative counterparts.  Highly genera-
tive American adults tend to construct their lives as 
heroic morality tales wherein a gifted protagonist 
suffers through many hardships on the way to re-
demption. In these mythic reconstructions of the 
past, the protagonist learns early in life that while 
many people are disadvantaged and in pain, he or 
she is blessed with some kind of special advantage.  
Knowing deep down that "I am blessed but others 
suffer," the protagonist commits the self in adoles-
cence to a clear and strong set of values, often 
rooted in a religious tradition, and aims to make 
the world a better place for others while promoting 
the strivings of the self. The protagonist encounters 
many setbacks, ranging from addiction to abuse to 
poverty, but bad things usually turn good and life 
moves forward and upward.  The generative au-
thors of these progressive narratives of the self em-
ploy many different kinds of redemptive discourses 
in telling their life stories.  They may use language 
and metaphors describing atonement, emancipa-
tion, recovery, enlightenment, self-actualization, or 
upward social mobility -- all highly privileged 
ways of talking about selfhood in contemporary 
American life. 

The life stories of highly generative adults 
-- these most productive and caring American men 
and women in their midlife years -- are windows 
into the midlife self and into American society and 
culture.  The redemptive tone of these life-

narrative accounts recalls some of the most cher-
ished life texts in the American heritage -- from 
Puritan spiritual autobiographies to the 19th-
century slave narratives to the wide range of con-
temporary forms, both exalted and profane, that 
celebrate the American self's inner goodness and 
its striving to expand and to overcome.  The pro-
tagonist’s early conviction that he or she is blessed 
with a special advantage is the psychological coun-
terpart of American exceptionalism and manifest 
destiny; the commitment to make the world a bet-
ter place while promoting the self reflects ideals 
and dilemmas in American cultural life that have 
been recognized since the time of de Tocqueville.  
For the most part, this kind of redemptive life nar-
rative provides psychological sustenance and sup-
port for a productive and caring engagement of the 
world.  Empirical research shows conclusively that 
highly generative American adults are indeed en-
gaged in a range of life pursuits -- from effective 
parenting to volunteer work in the community -- 
that do make a positive impact on the world around 
them. 

At the same time, the redemptive life sto-
ries constructed by highly generative American 
adults hint at a darker side of American character.  
While many highly generative American adults are 
sincerely committed to promoting the well-being 
of future generations, the narrative identities they 
construct to make sense of their own lives and to 
sustain their generative involvements in the world 
may suggest images and themes that resonate well 
with, and may even reinforce, imperialistic think-
ing.  Like the Puritan settlers and the 19th-century 
champions of American manifest destiny, highly 
generative American adults tend to see themselves 
as the chosen people.  They have been blessed with 
a special gift, a gift they hope to use to benefit 
themselves and the world.  They have committed 
themselves to a set of values that they know to be 
true.  But the world may not welcome their usually 
well-meaning efforts, may not appreciate their no-
blesse oblige, and may not share the same values. 

The redemptive life narratives told by 
highly generative American adults sometimes sug-
gest arrogance and a sense of moral superiority that 
others find off-putting. Since the 19th century, cul-
tural observers have taken Americans to task for 
their arrogant exceptionalism and their deeply held 
belief that they are the chosen people.  American 
exceptionalism sometimes takes the form of a 
blithe and naive isolationism, as Americans go 
their merry way without paying much attention to 
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what the rest of the world is doing.  But American 
exceptionalism can also take the form of psycho-
logical, cultural, and political imperialism, espe-
cially when it is buttressed by power:  I am blessed 
with the truth; I will share the truth with you; I will 
liberate you to see the truth the way I see it; You 
will follow my path, which is the right path; You 
will follow my path even if you do not want to. 

Even though highly generative American 
adults are no more aggressive than other people, 
the narrative identities they construct suggest im-
ages and themes that may condone imperialistic 
aggression in the name of redemption.  If I am the 
gifted exception, the one who is blessed and cho-
sen, I may need to break the rules sometimes and 
to violate the autonomy of others in order to pro-
mote the good agenda to which I am committed.  
Life is a mission, even a crusade. I am here to do 
God's work, or at least good work.  If I encounter 
resistance, I may need to fight for what is right.  I 
know what is right.  My fight, therefore, will al-
ways be the good fight.  As James Monroe argues 
in Hellfire Nation: The Politics of Sin in American 
History (2003), Americans have been subject to 
moral fervor since the days of the Puritans, rein-
forcing the twin urges of reforming "them" as we 
redeem ourselves. Such moralizing divides the 
world into the forces of good (think: freedom, de-
mocracy, Judeo-Christian values, American capi-
talism) and the axis of evil.  

In certain features of current American for-
eign policy, the discourses of redemption and im-
perialism blend together. A man whose own life 
story follows closely the redemptive narrative of 
the highly generative American adult, George W. 
Bush appears committed to the idea that American 
values are the right and universal values, that 
America is the most gifted and blessed of all na-
tions, the one chosen to fight the forces of evil 
(think: terrorism, Saddam, those who threaten us 
with weapons of mass destruction) even if it must 
fight the good fight alone.  In a similar power poli-
tics-oriented vein, the influential analyst Robert 
Kagan has argued that Americans, unlike the Euro-
peans, are perfectly positioned today to exert impe-
rial power for the good of the world.  After two 
bloody wars, the weakened European nations have 
come to value cooperation and conciliation in 
world affairs, Kagan suggests.  By contrast, Ameri-
cans generally are more comfortable going it alone, 
both because of our unsurpassed military might 
and because of a history of independent action. 

Of course, American imperialism today is a 

complex phenomenon motivated by a wide range 
of forces and interests.  While some Americans see 
the war in Iraq, for example, as an effort to estab-
lish a democratic beachhead in the Middle East, 
others justify the venture as part of a more general 
war on terrorism, a long-term strategy to obtain 
cheap oil, or any of a number of other reasons.  
Americans are increasingly split on the Iraq war, 
however, and many recoil at what they see as a 
dangerous imperialistic turn. Still, while many 
Americans may disagree with the administration's 
policies, many still find stirring the story of Amer-
ica that the Bush administration implies. It is a re-
demptive narrative of the national self -- blessed 
from its inception with a special truth and good-
ness, committed to fulfilling its manifest destiny, 
strong and free and dedicated to making the world 
a better (American) place for generations to come, 
even if the world does not think it wants to go 
there. 
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The apocalyptic occupies a nether world in 
the self.  It describes the collective end of things, 
the destruction of the human experiment, the death 
of death itself.  Such things are hard to imagine, 
and in frustration we often turn to metaphors as 
varied as personal traumas, natural disasters, and 
political events such as war to carry the weight of 
ultimate meaning.  Such substitutes don’t always 
work.  But there is also no question that in a psy-
chological sense the apocalyptic is ontological.  As 
humans, we not only die but also have foreknowl-
edge of our end.  That awareness may well be what 
most decisively distinguishes us from the higher 
primates.  It may be crucial in the making of cul-
ture.  In the apocalyptic, in other words, ultimate 
dread contends with human creativity. 


