Interview with Doug Morris
Q.  What do you do at the University and how long have you been here? 
A.  I teach in the School of Education, in Curriculum and Instruction among very supportive and friendly colleagues.  I have been here since August 2005.

 Q.  What did you do before coming to Eastern? 
A.  For the three years prior to Eastern I was working on a PhD at Penn State studying with Henry Giroux and doing much organizing, rallying and public speaking against the US attack on and occupation of Iraq.  It was very clear in advance of the illegal US aggression that it would lead to both a horrible catastrophe and a dramatic increase in terrorism on a global scale.  Now, even the Pentagon agrees with what most anti-US aggression activists were saying from the beginning.  

Q.  How do you feel about your current job, and what are your future plans?

A.  It is a great job. I am constantly inspired and impressed by the students at Eastern, and always feel happy and supported around colleagues and Dean Harmon in the School of Education. Eastern students generally work much harder than anyone I knew at Penn State, even in doctoral studies.  Currently, among other things, I am working on putting a book together on films as a form of public pedagogy inside a US culture of militarism, and working on an online course “Films, War and the Public.”  
Q.  You are the organizer of the Human Rights Film Series on campus.  What has been your motivation in offering this series?

A.  For the last fifteen years or so, in different communities, I have been involved with people in organizing public screenings of films that look at human rights issues.  The motivation is indignation in the face of often monstrous human rights violations perpetrated by US economic, political and military power around the world, including inside the US.  In my experience, much of what US power does in the world is hidden from public consciousness.  When people don’t know they are not really free to make choices on whether or not to support policies and practices that are harmful to human interests and rights.  When Jesus suggested “what you do to the least of my brethren, you also do unto me,” he was expressing an ethics of solidarity that recognizes how “an injury to one is an injury to all.”  It is a basic idea expressed in the Preamble to the Universal Declaration of Human Right Rights.  The UDHR calls on us to recognize “the inherent dignity and the equal and inalienable rights of all members of the human family [for that is] the foundation of freedom, justice and peace in the world.”  The motivation is driven by a sense of intellectual, social and moral responsibility.  Having said that, it should be added “there is always more that we could do.”    

Films can provide resources, information, knowledge and understanding so that people are operating at a more substantive level of freedom of choice around these crucial matters of human rights.  In short, films provide a useful tool for public awareness and education, as do the conversations engaged following the films.  Everyone, at some level, especially the personal level, understands and appreciates the need for human rights. William Sloane Coffin suggests that if we lessen our indignation toward oppressors we lessen our love for those who are victimized by the oppressors.  
I suspect very few people know that there is a long term positive correlation between countries with the worst human rights violations and the amount of US military aid, training and support they receive.  In other words, the more a country carries out human rights violations, for example, disappearances, abductions, illegal imprisonment, torture, murder and massacre, the more US military aid, training and support that country receives.  This correlation was first pointed out by Lars Shoultz, a fairly conservative scholar at the University of North Carolina, more than twenty years ago.  Others, such as Edward Herman at U Penn, have studied the correlation more recently, and sadly, it still holds.  It is not pleasant information, but when people find out they generally care and want to do something to stop it.  If we were being victimized by some foreign power’s support for death squads roaming our streets, we would surely want people in the supporting country to be motivated to come to our aid by stopping the military arming, training and supporting, and the other forms of human suffering that accompany it.  I think we have the same responsibility.   
Q.  You have been outspoken in your political views, such as sending letters-to-the-editor to the local newspaper.  What motivates you to be so outspoken, how do you feel about being considered “radical” in a fairly conservative environment, and how would you respond to those who might say you are not always objective in seeing both sides of issues?

A.  As to sending “outspoken” letters to the editor, we are the public, and the public has a right to express its voice.  What is called “outspoken” is for the most part simply an expression of what the public supports, for example, universal health care, environmental protection, more spending on education and less on militarism, and opposition to unilateral and illegal military aggression, war crimes, torture, tax cuts for the wealthy, corporate tyranny, etc.  Sadly, the public rarely gets an opportunity to express views in the public interest and is thus too often rendered voiceless.  We have to find openings where we can within an increasingly sutured media apparatus that generally imposes on the world a very narrow corporate, profit driven, Pentagon friendly and “unfriendly to humanity” perspective.  If a Martian was looking down on the world, and noted the very serious problems we face globally and domestically, I think one of the first questions they might ask is “Why are more people not speaking out and acting against injustice and inequality?”  When one looks at the kind of work for peace, equality, freedom and social justice accomplished in societies far more repressive and impoverished than the US, one is humbled and inspired.   
As to the term “radical,” one must be cautious, because it, like most terms of political discourse, has been corrupted in its meaning.  “Radical” means being consistently and persistently aware of everything that has to do with the defense of human rights as well as the expansion of human interests and well-being.  If you mean by “conservative,” a “Christian community,” I would say that anyone should feel very comfortable who is a “radical” in the sense of believing that we need transformations of the fundamental economic, social and political institutions of society in order to pursue a more socially just, fair, democratic and peaceful world in which people’s needs are met and people’s potentials are allowed to flourish for the benefit of each and all, along the lines of the slogan, “from the good of all, for the good of all.”  
Why should one feel comfortable being a “radical” in a Christian community?  Jesus was a radical, as are, arguably, most people.  Obery Hendricks in his new and important book “The Politics of Jesus,” calls Jesus, correctly I think, a social revolutionary urging people to create conditions of mercy, justice, peace and freedom.  We have, unfortunately, on the one hand abstracted Jesus from his material and radical moorings, while on the other hand, in some quarters in the US, re-materialized Jesus as a sort of Rambo figure.  
One basic teaching of Jesus, the “radical,” is that we should work to liberate people from oppression, violence, aggression and exploitation.  Note that Jesus did not say “Blessed are the warmongers,” but “Blessed are the peacemakers.” He is not the “Prince of War,” but the “Prince of Peace.”  And he called not only for peace, but vitally, peace with social justice and equality. Jesus recognized that we are both social and individual beings.  We do not find salvation individually, because nobody lives only as an individual.  That is why he not only called for a change of consciousness and heart, but crucially he called for radical transformations in the political, economic and social structures that govern and condition our lives.  His calls for “feeding the hungry, clothing the naked, and tending to the sick,” were not only calls for charity, but calls for solidarity, and that requires creating new institutional structures at the economic, political and social levels that work to overcome institutional poverty, violence, greed, corruption, aggression and oppression.  Jesus called on us to question assumptions, interrogate authority, and challenge power.  Those are very basic “radical” ideas.  When Jesus describes his mission as “bringing good news to the poor,” “releasing the captives,” and “freeing the oppressed,” this is a clear call for radical institutional change.  Jesus recognized that hunger and poverty are not natural or individual conditions but social conditions.  Jesus tells us that we will be judged not by the rigor of our religious practices, or our exacting presence at religious ceremonies, or our internalization of scriptural passages, but by how much work we have done to: overcome the problem of hunger; free the oppressed; and, abolish the conditions and transform the institutions that create so much violence in the world.  Those teachings are in-line with many historical and contemporary figures who have been called “social radicals.”  
Even in “The Lord’s Prayer,” a sort of manifesto against state power, Jesus reminds us to work to ensure daily bread, not in some abstract future, but “this day,” and deliverance from evil (a clear reference to Caesar’s unjust, exploitive, oppressive and imperial power).  This was to be done so we could achieve “heavenly” conditions “on earth.”  The “will” that must be done, “on earth as it is in heaven,” is the will to struggle for a world in which the happiness, fulfillment, freedom and creative development of each is conditioned on the happiness, fulfillment, freedom and creative development of all.      
Jesus worked, with many other people, in the interest of people, not in the interest of power, and was murdered because of it.  Martin Luther King, a “radical,” worked with many other people in the interest of people, not in the interest of power, and was murdered because of it.  Rosa Luxemburg, Che Guevara, Salvador Allende, Archbishop Romero, Gandhi, and many other historical figures who worked as part of larger social movements, worked in the interest of the people, not in the interest of power, and were murdered for it.  We might ask why working in the interest of the poor, the oppressed, the exploited, and the disempowered and working toward a society built on structures of justice, peace, substantive freedom and solidarity is such a threat.  Jesus, “the son of man,” was a man of the people, not a servant of power.  His radical lessons should be taken seriously.     
I would encourage people to critically interrogate the notion of “both sides of the issue.”  To accept that is to accept a reductionist and trivializing vision of how the world works, one that shuts down our ability to examine and critically reflect on the complexities of the world.  In the US we are taught to think there are only two sides, or two positions, Liberal and Conservative, or Democrat and Republican, but the world is much more interesting, nuanced and complicated than that.  There are multiple sides to stories, not just the one, with two slightly different tints, we generally receive from the corporate media.  What the “both sides” false dichotomy does is try to convince people that the struggle is one of “right and left” (a right and left within an extremely narrow spectrum) rather than “up and down,” i.e. concentrated power and the rest of us.  It tends to make people believe that the truth is always the lukewarm position somewhere in the middle, but that leads to some unsavory and immoral positions.  For example, suppose person X says “we should torture everyone,” and person Y says “we should torture nobody,” is the truth a middle position that says “we should torture half the people”?  Or, in the US media there will be discussions around bombing people where the Conservative will say “We should turn the place into a parking lot immediately,” and the Liberal will say, “I think we should wait a few weeks.”  Nobody offers the position that asks the question “What right do we have to bomb and kill people who are not attacking us?”  That position is not offered because it has the wrong answer, “We have no right to bomb people.”  
Understanding power relationships can be a complicated matter.  The word “objective” is often used to imply that all opinions are equally valid and we should accept opinions just because someone has an opinion.  With that I disagree.  Ideas are not relative, and the world is not a neutral place.  Because it is not a neutral place, and we are not neutral creatures, we take positions, but we can take positions without standing still on those positions, i.e. we should seek further evidence, more facts, better clarifications, etc.  Holding a partisan position passionately does not mean one is intolerant of other positions.  It generally means that one of the positions one passionately holds is to be tolerant of your right to your opinion.  Because someone has a right to an opinion does not mean that we have to accept that opinion as valid.  Some ideas are relatively right, and some ideas are horribly wrong.  I think we have a responsibility to critique and challenge ideas that are horribly wrong, and we have a responsibility to critique and challenge the ideas that we think are relatively right in order to improve them and advance our understanding. Ideas and institutions that promote or tolerate degradation and dehumanization of people are bad ideas, as are ideas and institutions that promote or tolerate injustice.   
One often hears the accusation, “You are not giving fair and balanced time to ‘both’ perspectives.”  I think that is true, but for a different reason than most.  No individual can provide a balance when the public mind is dominated 24/7 by the very narrow perspective offered by corporate media through television, radio, films, video games, magazines, textbooks, etc.  In general, the public receives the perspective of power 99% of the time.  How could one find enough time and energy to provide enough information, resources and knowledge to compete with that so that the scales might be a bit more balanced?  I’ll give one example (there are many).  A few weeks before the US attack on Iraq in March of 2003, FAIR released a study of the dominant US media demonstrating that at a time when about 60% of the US public were calling for more diplomacy and more inspections, i.e. an anti-war position, of 393 on screen appearances on the four major networks only three were offering the anti-war position supported by roughly 60% of the public.  So, less than 1% of the media appearances were expressing the view of 60% of the public. Imagine if the public was a well informed public regarding what was really going on?  There probably would have been 95% opposition to a US attack. When the public never hears views expressed in the media in line with their own thinking the public tends to end up supporting policies to which they are opposed because they think everyone else is supporting those policies, i.e. they assume falsely that what is being expressed in the dominant corporate media is public opinion when in fact it is elite opinion, and elites have different sets of goals and interests than the rest of us. The literature calls this “the assumption of representation.”    
Q. What extracurricular activities/organizations/hobbies/jobs are you involved in?
A.  Running, watching films, reading, hiking… 

A.  Q. What do you like about Eastern, and what would you like to see changed? 
Q.  The students are the best part of Eastern. Overall, Eastern is a wonderful place; the people are friendly and supportive. 
A.  As far as changes, I would like to see the Food Services Department serve only Fair Trade and Organic Coffee, and also see a program in which students were involved in growing organic food that we could serve in the commons.  It would be a great way to cut costs for students.  I think Eastern and every other university should be very cautious about creeping corporatism into universities.  Some high ranking education official at the governor’s conference on education in ABQ a few weeks ago said “we should stop treating people like students and start treating them like customers.”  Really?  What about treating people like human beings and citizens?  There is a real danger that the corporate model will reduce education to simple training and people will lose any concept of engaged and courageous citizenship willing to challenge power.  

Q. Where are you from and what was your life like growing up? 
A.  Before Penn State I lived and taught in the Northeast, New Hampshire and Vermont.  My father’s grandmother was a Lenape Native American (later insultingly called “Delaware Indians”), so that, along with growing up in fairly abject poverty, and being a union man, gave him a different take on things such as “the American Dream.”   From early on, when watching “Cowboy and Indian” movies we were always taught to ask “Who are the victims and who are the victimizers?”  For the most part we sided with the victimized, “the Indians.” In a sense we learned to turn things “upside down” and critically reflect on how the world was being presented to us early on.  Some good teachers, influenced by “Liberation Theology,” in Catholic school did the same.  They took the social and radical teachings of Jesus quite seriously and provided us with a sense of hope and possibility for people to work together to create a more decent society, “one in which it is not idiotic to be kind,” to borrow from Richard Levins. 

Q. Tell us about your own family?
A.  Mother, father, brother in the immediate family, and everybody else.  

Q. What kind of music do you like?
A.  The last three days, I have been listening to “The Essential Bruce Springsteen,” jazz saxophonist Kenny Garrett’s “Beyond the Wall,” and the Afro-Cuban All Stars, “A Toda Cuba le Gusta.”  Beyond that it is all over the spectrum from jazz to hip-hop to blues to rock and roll to classical to avant garde to World Music, to folk, to heavy metal, to Caribbean, to salsa, to Gospel, etc., etc.. 

Q.  What are your favorite foods?

A.  Bread, Seitan, food from India, Ethiopian, tofu, etc. 
Q.  What are your favorite sports or teams?

A.  Running, if that is a sport?  As for favorite teams, none…makes more sense to me to celebrate the sport.  I am a bit suspicious of the irrational allegiances and baneful attitudes that develop through surrendering one’s being to competitive and especially commercialized sports. 
Q. What would be your perfect vacation spot?

A.  I wouldn’t call it a vacation spot, but I have visited Cuba a number of times and the social, political, educational, sustainable agricultural and economic experiments they are carrying out, rooted in a people first ideology (rather than profits over people ideology) are quite instructive, expansive and inspiring.
Q. Where would you like to live and what would you like to do after you retire?
A.  In a place where the air, food, water and soil are not polluted, the temperature is warm, and the people understand solidarity, peace and social justice.  Among other things I’d like to play more music.   
Q.  What are some of your general philosophies or attitudes about life, religion, wars, etc.?

A.  A book length question?  On life, at a basic level, I think we should take seriously the idea that every human life matters along with the notion that there are no bad people, but there are bad ideas and bad institutions.  Every religion I know of leans in that direction.  Surely Jesus did.  His teachings, like Che Guevara’s, are rooted in human love, i.e. acting in particular material ways such as tending to the sick, helping the poor, feeding the hungry, freeing the fettered, stopping violence, etc.  In short, for Jesus, salvation is an ethical matter, and to the extent that ethics is rooted in our excelling at being human in terms of developing our creative, intellectual, compassionate, loving, social and solidaristic capacities it requires that we first recognize that this cannot be accomplished alone. and second that it means we should work to create the social and political institutions that make the realization of the capacities possible.  As far as I can tell the teachings of Jesus, and other radical social philosophers and activists, are not so much about being scrupulous in ritual observances, but something much more practical and socially beneficial, i.e. protecting and working to liberate the oppressed from the oppressors, the poor from the rich, the victims from the victimizers, the exploited from the exploiters.  
Religion, life (and death) and war come together in “Just War Theory’s” “Principle of Universality” (the one principle of Just War Theory that rarely gets mentioned in the United States) which states we must be willing to apply to ourselves the same standards we apply to others. In short, if it is right when we do it, it is right when they do it.  If it is wrong when they do it, it is wrong when we do it.  One does not want to be too cavalier about such principles, but in general if it is wrong when “they” (whoever “they” are) kill 3,000 people, it is wrong when we kill hundreds of thousands; if their shoe bombs are wrong, what do we say about our helicopter gun ships that kill and maim far more people?  If their car bombs are wrong what do we say about “shock and awe” cruise missile attacks that kill and maim far more people?  If their IEDs are wrong, what do we say about our illegal use of depleted uranium and cluster bombs that kill and maim far more people?  If truck bombs are wrong, what do we say about nuclear missiles that possess the potential to exterminate everyone?  If it is terrorism when 3,000 are killed, what do we call it when 655,000 are killed (the recent Lancet estimate of Iraqis killed since the 2003 US invasion).  So, a general philosophy about “war,” i.e. “military aggression,” and other forms of violence, is that it should be resisted and avoided. Surely, the victims would take that position, and we would too if we were the victims.  
 
Q. What is one thing you'd really like to do before you die?

A.  Live in a society rooted in social justice, fairness, equality, sustainability, substantive freedom and peace. 

