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Preface
A European friend of mine recently
observed that Americans typically
conduct their lives in private and with
little controversy. He did not mean to
deny that such issues as abortion, gay
rights, funding for the arts, women's
rights, child-care policy, church and
state litigation, multiculturalism, and
court-packing are followed in the press
and even debated passionately among
American families, friends, and
coworkers. But, my friend asked, do
these culture wars have practical
relevance for them? The answer will no



doubt become more apparent to him as
his stay in the United States lengthens.
Eventually, he will see that these issues
frequently seem abstract to people only
until a part of their own lives intersects
an issue of the culture war: a daughter
or a friend wants an abortion, a
marriage ends in divorce, a cousin
comes out of the closet, the local school
teaches values they deeply disagree
with, they can't find decent day care for
their kids, art at a local gallery is
censored, a local activist burns the
American flag at an antiwar rally. All
of a sudden, what had long been
confined to the abstract becomes very
real. Not only their passions but their
very life commitments are drawn into a



publ ic controversy much larger than
their personal troubles-controversies
that seem to have a life of their own. As
we will see, the contemporary culture
war touches virtually all Americans;
nearly everyone has stories to tell.

The idea of a culture war taking
place in America will be familiar to
some; the term has of late become a
topic of conversation in certain circles.
The idea has come into circulation as
people have reflected on the
similarities and dissimilarities between
our own time and circumstances and
that of the German kulturkampf of the
last decades of the nineteenth century.
At that time the term described the



political fallout from Bismarck's efforts
to unify the disparate German
principalities into a unified nation-
state. On the surface, the dispute pitted
Protestants against Catholics over the
religious content and character of
public education. Such an issue seems
innocuous enough from the vantage
point of the late twentieth century. But
more was involved than meets the
modern eye. Education was a symbol of
German unity and national identity.
German Protestants and Catholics were
battling over the moral character of the
nation-as it would be passed on to
future generations in the schools.

The culture war in America today is



of a fundamentally different cast.
Education is just one of the areas of
cultural cleavage and is probably not
the most divisive. The antagonisms no
longer arise between Protestants and
Catholics but, as we will see, among a
very different and historically unlikely
configuration of cultural players. Yet
like the kul- turkarnpf a century ago, the
specific issues being debated today,
while important on their own, are really
about something deeper and more
significant. This book is mainly
concerned with understanding and
interpreting both the surface issues and
the underlying realities of the
contemporary culture war, as well as
its historical significance and political



implications.

I have been helped at all stages of
creating this book by many, many
people. My first debt of thanks goes to
Robert Lynn, Craig Dykstra, and James
Wind, and the Lilly Endowment which
they most ably serve, not only for
generously providing the resources to
carry out this project but for their
probing, challenging, and supportive
engagement with me on the ideas of this
book. With the support of the
endowment I was able to draw on the
assistance of several graduate students
for different aspects and stages of the
project. It was both fun and stimulating
in this regard to work with John Rice,



James Hawdon, James Tucker, Beth
Schwieger, Tracy Fessenden, Karen
Marsh, Jim Nolan, and Leslie Gunning.

Several colleagues read all of the
manuscript in various draft stages and
offered invaluable comments. I am
especially grateful to Ken Myers,
Gianfranco Poggi, Paul Kingston,
Robert Wuthnow, Peter Berger,
William Lee Miller, Jesse Pitts, Jeff
Hadden, John Seel, and Os Guinness.
Throughout the course of the project, I
also received strategic insights and
advice from Steven Tipton, Michael
Aeschliman, Michael Cromartie,
George Weigel, Richard Neuhaus,
Donald Black, and Mark Lupher. Many



of the individuals I have acknowledged
here would undoubtedly take issue with
me on at least some part of the book,
but their willingness to engage me in
civil and substantive debate has made
the writing of this book, from beginning
to end, a joy.

In addition to these I am indebted to
Susan Arellano, formerly at
BasicBooks, for her intellectual insight
and editorial support. The book is
markedly the better for it. My
appreciation also extends to Martin
Kessler at BasicBooks for shepherding
this project through to the end.

Last, but not least, I am abidingly



grateful to my wife, Honey-a truer
companion there never was-and to my
children, who challenge me, entertain
me, and always bring me down to earth.
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INTRODUCTION
 



P R O L O G U E

Stories from the Front

DISPATCH: 7 NOVEMBER, SAN
FRANCISCO

San Franciscans will go to the polls
today to vote on Proposition S, a
referendum that, if passed, would allow
unmarried couples to register their
"domestic partnership" with the city
clerk and would grant hospital
visitation and bereavement rights to
registered city employees. The



proposition would primarily benefit the
city's large gay and lesbian population,
who are forbidden by state law to
marry. Most of the city's political
leadership endorsed the proposal
earlier this year, but before the law
could take effect, a petition circulated
against it gathered 27,000 signatures,
enough to take the issue to a citywide
vote. Many of the proposition's
supporters view today's vote as a test
of San Francisco's reputation as "an
island of civility," as the late
Representative Phillip Burton called it.
Yet opponents, including the
Archdiocese of San Francisco, believe
that the proposition would undermine
the sanctity of the nuclear family. The



size of the turnout could be critical to
the outcome of the measure, particularly
in an off-year election in which low
voter turnout is common.

Chuck Mcllhenny

Issues like Proposition S move Chuck
Mcllhenny to anger-one might be
tempted to say a holy and righteous
anger. A forty-three-year-old pastor of
a small Presbyterian church not far
from the Golden Gate Bridge, he helped
lead the challenge to the "domestic
partners" ordinance passed by the San
Francisco Board of Supervisors earlier
that year. He was not the only one angry
enough to act against the proposal; a



large coalition of Evangelical
Protestants, ethnic Roman Catholics,
black Pentecostals, and older citizens
from various parts of the city were also
moved to work day and night against it.

In Chuck's view, the domestic
partners legislation was cleverly
presented to the public as a means of
providing hospital visitation rights to a
live-in lover, whoever he or she may
be. But this, he says, "was all a ruse-
nothing but an emotional red herring."
The real, not-so-hidden agenda was to
give legal recognition to homosexual
unions. Therein lay the problem. To
Chuck, the bill represented an effort "to
redefine the marriage relationship and



therefore the family itself," and was
the r e fo r e nothing less than "a
fundamental attack upon Christianity, a
fundamental attack upon the traditional,
biblical family and marriage ideal."

As a committed Evangelical
Christian trained for the ministry at the
Reformed Episcopal and Westminster
seminaries as well as at the Moody
Bible Institute in Chicago, Chuck looks
to the Scripture as the final source of
authority on all moral and religious
matters, including this one. Some issues
may be open for debate because
Scripture does not say much or is
altogether silent. But on the issue of
homosexuality, Chuck maintains, there



is no skirting the matter. "In Scripture,"
he argues, "you have clear and explicit
statements prohibiting homosexuality.
Nowhere in the Bible does it explicitly
and literally state, 'Thou shalt not
commit abortion,' but you do have those
explicit prohibitions against
homosexuality." While part of the
strategy for mobilizing the opposition to
the proposition was to argue that it was
financially unfeasible, Chuck admits
that these arguments were somewhat
disingenuous: "Ultimately the reason
we rejected it was for moral and
scriptural reasons.... It is a
reinterpretation of God's creation
ordinances." But can one forbid "sin"
among people who make no pretense to



be bound by the faiths that call it sin?
"Christian morality," Chuck responds,
"is not sectarian.... The Ten
Commandments, for example, contain
universal principles of morality and
that is how I appeal to them. I say, 'Hey,
listen, Jesus didn't argue against rape.
There's nothing against rape in the New
Testament. Does that mean that rape is
fine?' I don't know of anybody who
would say it is."

Although political initiatives such as
the domestic partners bill raise Chuck's
ire, they no longer surprise him. Over
the past sixteen years he has become a
veteran of such struggles. When he
arrived in San Francisco at the age of



twenty-six, however, these kinds of
concerns were far from his mind. He
had been working as an assistant pastor
at a church in Long Beach, California,
when the pastorship of a small
Orthodox Presbyterian church in the
Bay Area opened up. Chuck was
ambivalent about taking the position;
his heart was really in teaching, not in
parish ministry. In the end, though, he
took the job, thinking that he would stay
at the church for a year or so. Perhaps,
he thought, the position would be a
stepping stone to another job and
another city where he would fulfill his
dream of teaching.

But something happened in Chuck's



ministry that he never anticipated. In
one of those early years, his church
hired a new organist. The man who
took the job was a friendly, competent
musician who publicly professed faith
in Christ. After three months, however,
the church learned that the new organist
was a homosexual. This in itself was
not necessarily a problem; if the man
confessed his sin and turned away from
his homosexual lifestyle, he could stay.
We are all sinners, after all. Yet the
organist had no intention of changing
his life, and that proved to be the rub.
The teachings of the church would not
allow anyone deliberately and openly
"living in sin" to be an active part of the
church community. It was not an easy



decision for a thirty-one-year-old to
carry out, but Chuck was obligated by
his faith and by his loyalty to the church
community. He had no choice but to let
the organist go.

As it turned out, this event was the
beginning of a long, intense, and
divisive legal battle. The organist and
his supporters charged discrimination
on the basis of sexual orientation, while
Chuck's side invoked the First
Amendment of the Constitution to
defend a religious community's right to
order its affairs without government
interference. Two full years, tens of
thousands of dollars, and a good deal of
planning and worrying went into the



battle in the courts. In the end, much to
Chuck's relief, the church won the case.

The legal obstacles he had to deal
with in this dispute were in some ways
minor, however, compared to the other
kinds of problems he had to face.
"When the case hit the front page of the
local and regional newspapers," he
reminisces, we received so many death
threats that we had to leave the city."
Chuck and his family had never
confronted anything like this before.
What else could they do? But their
intent was not to stay away
permanently. After the publicity died
down, Chuck was back in San
Francisco, ready to carry on. But for



Chuck Mcllhenny, both his life and his
ministry would never again be the
same. From that point on, the man who
was to become known as "the iron fist
of orthodoxy" became an outspoken
critic of homosexuality in San
Francisco.

His public visibility, he says,
emerged not because he deliberately
sought out the spotlight but rather
because the media sought him for his
outspoken views on homosexuality and
his compulsion to tell the truth as he
saw it. The consequences of his
willingness to take a public stand were
devastating, however, for with each
radio interview, television appearance,



city council testimony, and other public
statements he made, violence would
follow. Through that year and the years
that followed, the windows of Chuck's
church were repeatedly smashed, his
own car windshield destroyed, graffiti
spray-painted on the outside walls of
t h e church, and the church sign
repeatedly destroyed. "People," he
says, "will come to our house during
the day, sometimes in the middle of the
night, and scream at us, or they'll park
their car in front of the house and blare
their horn for minutes on end." Three
years after the lawsuit, on a day in early
,June, his church and the manse next to
it where he and his family lived were
firebombed. Luckily, no one was hurt in



the incident.

Chuck Mcllhenny is a man of
conviction and resolve, but his
involvement in these local disputes has
taken a toll. Is it any wonder? Most of
his marriage has been lived in the
shadow of these trying circumstances;
his children, too, have faced these
pressures virtually all of their lives.
Still the family stays together, trying, as
he puts it, to "hang tough." And
somehow they do. One day a group of
people demonstrated on the street in
front of his house, some chanting
epithets, some, he says, screaming.
Without any prompting, Chuck's
thirteen-year-old son put his arm



around him and said, "I'm with you,
Dad." Expressions of family
togetherness such as these, Chuck says,
make the trouble a lot easier to face.

One of the ways he and his wife and
their three children have learned to stay
together through the notoriety as well as
the danger of maintaining their witness
in that city is by immersing themselves
in the stories and truths of the Bible. As
Chuck puts it, they "read tons of
Scripture." He says that the Psalms of
the Old Testament are especially
helpful "because they talk about
persecution like ours." He also reads
and rereads the Gospels, and the book
of Acts "because it describes the



experiences of other Christians in
situations like ours." Not only this, he
owns a copy of the original eight-
volume edition of Foxe's Book of
M a r tyr s , a history of Christian
martyrdom written in the mid-sixteenth
century, which lends him solace but
which he also finds depressing. Then,
too, the family is sustained by a number
of support structures. One of the most
important is a private Christian school,
sixteen miles away from home, where
he and Donna send their kids. Not only
are the headmaster, teachers, and
students all supportive, but, as Chuck
says, the school gives his children
"total relief from living here for at least
ten hours a day." The protection in this



case is as much physical as it is moral.

With all of this, one might well
wonder why Chuck and his family stay
in San Francisco. Wouldn't it be easier
for them to go to Waco, Texas, or
Greensboro, North Carolina-any city or
town where they would not have to face
these problems? In fact, he was recently
asked to pastor a small church in New
Zealand. Wouldn't that do?

Apparently not. They stay in San
Francisco first and foremost because
they believe that they are called to
minister in that community. Yet they
have less spiritual reasons as well;
Chuck admits that the city has simply



grown on them. Over the years, a once
new and unfamiliar neighborhood has
become their neighborhood; why should
they leave? A measure of this evolving
commitment is seen in the fact that
while Chuck and his family used to
escape San Francisco at every
opportunity, they now have friends and
family come to stay with them in the
city. "We want to show that this is not a
house of terror but one of security," he
says. "We want to show that the Lord is
our safety and that this neighborhood is
our home and here you will have
security."

Chuck's commitment to the city and
his neighborhood is also reflected in a



story he tells of a minister he
encountered a few years back. The
fellow was an evangelist from the
nearby coastal town of Monterey, who
boasted that he was going to come into
San Francisco "to clean it up"-to fight
the prostitution, pornography, and
homosexuality. An affable sort, Chuck
made him an offer: "You can come and
live with me," he said. "As a matter of
fact, we can work together. Bring your
children with you." The evangelist
admitted that he didn't really want to
live in the city. Chuck's response was
to the point: "Then keep your mouth
shut! If you ever want to change San
Francisco, fine-come on, move into the
city, list your name in the phone book,



and we'll do it together." But the
evangelist demurred, and that was the
last time Chuck ever heard from him.
For Reverend Mcllhenny, words are
fairly cheap. One has to live out one's
beliefs in a commitment to the place
where one lives.

The focal point of Chuck's
commitment to neighborhood and city is
his unwillingness to see it taken over by
what he regards as immorality. "Unlike
other cities," he maintains, "the fight
between a biblical morality and the
new morality is crystal-clear in San
Francisco. The line is drawn real
sharp." Thus, for him, the idea that San
Francisco could be considered an



"island of civility," as described in the
opening "dispatch," is a monstrous and
mean-spirited joke. "I like to describe
San Francisco," he observes, "as the
city that leads the way of secular
humanism. If you want to see a godless
city--in its governmental, political, and
social dimensions-this is it."
Homosexuality, he claims, "is just the
tip of the iceberg." Immorality is
institutionalized at every level. It is, he
says, "part of the zeitgeist," or spirit, of
the times.

Chuck recognizes that San Francisco
is unique in many ways, yet at the same
time he believes that what is happening
there is symptomatic of a problem



unfolding in America as a whole. He
frames this assessment in terms of his
view of American history. Unlike some
other Fundamentalists, he does not
believe that America was ever really a
Christian nation; Christianity was never
institutionalized in the structures of
government. "Still," he says, "the Lord
has blessed our nation over the
centuries because our cultural heritage
was Christian." This will not be the
case for long, he hastens to add,
"particularly if America continues to
follow the lead of San Francisco in
rejecting that heritage." One of the ways
America is abandoning that heritage, he
argues, is by rejecting the original
Christian meaning of the concepts of



freedom and justice. "We will rue the
day when we took the Declaration out
of its Christian moorings." Thus, for
him, both the political and spiritual task
for Americans is to return America to
its Christian roots. "What are my
alternatives?" he asks. "Do I want a
godly society or an ungodly society? If I
want a godly society then I must
advocate godly candidates... . I want a
Christian society, so I'll advocate
Christians running for office."

Chuck hesitates to predict the future.
But if the outcome of the conflicts he
has found himself embroiled in, as well
as those facing America as a whole, is
unclear, the stakes of the conflict are



very clear. Those stakes, he claims, are
nothing less than the life and death of
our society. "The homosexual issue," he
says, "is a secondary issue. The real
fundamental issue is a secular
humanism which rejects Christ and the
Scriptures as your basis to society. And
the ultimate end is always deathdeath to
a society." For Chuck, it is a bitter
irony that Christianity is often presented
as "a social pathology"-for example, as
perhaps the main hindrance to dealing
effectively with the AIDS problem. In
fact, Chuck is "more convinced than
ever that ... it is the Gospel alone that
will stem the tide" of these moral
trends.



Richmond Young

They live in the same city, but
otherwise, Richmond Young and Chuck
Mcllhenny have little in common. One
point of agreement, ironically, would
be the political significance of the
domestic partners referendum. Both
men believe that the bill was ultimately
designed to give official recognition to
gay and lesbian relationships. But
while homosexuality is so deeply and
morally repugnant to one of them, it is a
natural and appropriate form of human
relationship to the other. So, too, while
official recognition of such a
relationship represents government



support of immorality to one, it implies
a movement toward greater equality
and justice under the law to the other.
"Some people," Richmond says, "want
to think of gays as lonely, isolated, and
unable to form stable relationships. One
of the things I want people to
understand is that gay people do form
lasting relationships where they honor
each other's feelings. The domestic
partners law was just a mechanism to
allow people to show that." He agrees
at one level, then, with those who say
that the referendum is "an effort by
lesbians and gay men to find acceptance
as part of a family." This was not, he
says, an effort to redefine the family in
a proactive way, as Chuck believes; it



was more an effort to recognize and
reflect in law the more inclusive and
flexible way in which the family has
actually evolved in our contemporary
society. To this end, Richmond Young
worked the precincts of San Francisco
trying to get out the "Yes" vote on
Propositio❑ S.

In a city the size of San Francisco, it
is not surprising that the two men do not
know each other personally. Richmond
does know Chuck by reputation,
however, and his opinion is not at all
flattering. "Reverend Mcllhenny," he
says, "can't be characterized as anything
else but an antigay bigot. He's not a
homophobe. Homophobia is a word



that's been used so often that people
have forgotten what it means, which is
an irrational fear of homosexuals and of
homosexuality.... I wouldn't say that
about Mcllhenny." Richmond readily
admits that Chuck Mc- Ilhenny's
opposition to homosexuality stems not
from a desire for power, which he says
drives some of his opponents in the Bay
Area, but rather a bigotry "rooted in
ignorance." He believes, too, probably
incorrectly, that Chuck's hostility
toward homosexuality "would lose a lot
of its force if [he] would understand
what it is like to be gay and what gays
were like as people. It's interesting," he
remarks, "we think of this kind of
bigotry and homophobia as something



that takes place in cities like Houston
or Memphis or in the hinterlands of the
country where people don't know any
gays. But we have it only a few blocks
away."

Richmond Young is thirty-eight years
old and an editor at a legal publishing
firm. His roots in San Francisco are
about as deep as any Californian's can
be; his family arrived in 1856. Some of
his ancestral attachments to the city are
fairly prominent. One grandfather was a
superior court judge; the other was
president of the San Francisco Bar
Association. Richmond traces his
political roots to the legacy of his
maternal grandfather (the judge), who



was an early-twentieth-century
progressive-a "classic middle-class
reformer," as Richmond describes him.
His grandfather's legacy influenced the
formation of his own political ideals,
ideals that crystallized during his
involvement in the antiwar protests of
the 1960s. Even as a teenager,
Richmond walked the precincts for
Eugene McCarthy. It was when he was
in his mid-twenties, however, that he
became politically active on behalf of
gay rights issues. He had known he was
a homosexual since he was nineteen,
but had repressed th.f inclination for
seven years. Then the "Briggs
Initiative," requiring the dismissal of
homosexual teachers from public



schools, was introduced into the state
legislature. "It was time," Richmond
says, "to come out of the closet and to
fight the discrimination."

Adding to this complex portrait is the
fact that Richmond Young is also an
adult convert to Catholicism. He was
twenty-nine years old at the time. "One
night," he recounted, "I had a sudden
impression or realization of the reality
of Jesus and of God. It came over me
like a sudden revelation, and I do think
it was the same experience that other
people describe as being born again."
Richmond Young's conversion gives
him another ironic point of agreement
with Chuck Mcllhenny. Richmond



turned to Catholicism rather than
Protestantism, however. "My lover at
the time," he says, "was a devout
Catholic." Through him Richmond met
people "whose Catholicism was an
integral part of their lives-not just a
sterile set of doctrines." He had
philosophical and theological reasons
for becoming a Catholic as well, one
being that, as he puts it, "Catholics don't
believe in the inerrancy of the Bible."
Richmond's view of Catholicism as a
universal church also led him to feel
that Catholicism "was more accepting
of deviations or differences than
Protestantism. The church," he explains,
"has always been a part of the history
of the world. It never set itself apart. Its



sins are also mankind's sins."

Yet the Catholic church does oppose
homosexuality, as resolutely as do
Evangelical churches like Chuck's.
How then does Richmond reconcile his
sexual orientation with his newfound
Catholic faith? He argues that the
Church may be a vehicle of divine
grace, but the Church itself is not a
divine institution. It is a human
institution, and like any human
institution, it makes mistakes.
Richmond believes, therefore, that the
traditional Catholic opposition to
homosexuality results not from divine
revelation but from an unthinking
accommodation to prevailing cultural



opinion. As he puts it, "On the matter of
sexuality, the Church reflects ancient
prejudices designed to control people-
to make them more dependent on the
Church-rather than the true teachings of
Jesus." The teachings of the hierarchy
on homosexuality, then, really don't
apply. Homosexuality, he concludes, is
not a sin at all. "Jesus," he reflects,
"wasn't interested in what people did in
bed but with whether people deal with
others in a loving and compassionate
way. In the end, Christ will judge us on
the basis of our actions toward others."

One sees a certain symmetry between
Richmond's religious faith and his
political ideals. Central to his religious



faith is the belief that "Jesus came to
offer liberation for anyone who would
listen." But in his view, the liberation
Jesus brings is not a personal liberation
from the "sin of homosexuality," as
Chuck would have it, but rather the
l iberation of individuals to live
according to the dictates of personal
conscience and style, and the liberation
of society as a whole from the
prejudices and intolerances that keep it
from being genuinely free. Says
Richmond, "I see Jesus recognizing
everyone's radical equality."

The ideals of liberation and equality
that lie sees embodied in the life of
Jesus provide a theological foundation



for his views of politics and national
life. The same themes are pronounced.
"The essence of Americanism to me,"
he contends, "is contained in the words
of the Declaration of Independence,
particularly in the lines that say, 'We
hold these truths to be self-evident, that
all men are created equal, and are
endowed by their creator with certain
inalienable rights: life, liberty, and the
pursuit of happiness.' That, to me,
expresses the essence of Americanism.
It's what America is. We're not really
much else except for that. I mean,
everything else is sort of decoration.
Our other accomplishments are not all
that different from other countries. But
our essential Americanism and what



sets us apart are contained in those
words."

It is in the context of this political
philosophy that Richmond sees both his
own struggle as a politically conscious
homosexual and the struggle of the
larger gay and lesbian community. He
puts it this way: "Rights always have an
existence, but our perception of their
existence and what kinds of rights
people are seen to have are determined
by our historical circumstances. I
believe that as we grow in
understanding and knowledge we
develop a fuller understanding of the
concept of rights, and as a consequence,
the list of things that qualify as rights



expands. The men who wrote the
Declaration of Independence, for
example, originally only applied its
principles to white males who owned
p r o p e r ty and who belonged to
established churches. Since then,
however, the whole doctrine of who
has access to civil rights has continued
to broaden. I think of gay people as
those who stand in the line with many
others who are waiting to have their
claim on that part of the Declaration of
Independence recognized. We're just
the latest to get in line for that."

All of this quite naturally leads
Richmond Young to a very different
view of San Francisco than the one held



by Chuck Mcllhenny. In sharp contrast
to Chuck's view of the city as a
cesspool of moral decay, Richmond
says, "I like to think of San Francisco
as the vanguard of fulfilling the
Declaration [of Independence]. San
Francisco has a reputation of tolerance,
and a history of enjoying and reveling
in eccentricity. That's just part of the
common experience and identity of the
city." How then does he explain the
tremendous political power of the
Roman Catholic hierarchy and the
Evangelical churches, both in the Bay
Area and in the country as a whole? "I'd
like to think it is their last spasm before
they go into final decline," he says,
laughing. "At least I hope it is!"



DISPATCH: 7 MAY, NEW YORK

Hundreds of people gathered in front of
an abortion clinic in midtown
Manhattan today to protest abortion.
Many of the demonstrators were native
New Yorkers, but they were joined by
hundreds of others who had come from
as far away as California, Texas, and
North Carolinaa total of thirty-five
states. What made today's rally unique
was that the protest involved civil
disobedience-a "rescue," as the leaders
of the demonstration put it. The
locations of the clinics to be picketed
were kept secret right up to the time of
the protest in order to maximize the



surprise and effect of the action. By
sitting, standing, or marching in front of
the clinic, the picketers created a human
barricade, preventing anyone from
going in or leaving. According to a
spokesman, this was the protesters'
objective-to prevent this clinic and
every other one they visited from
conducting abortions for one full day.
Despite the protesters' prayers and
hymns, the air was thick with tension.
Pro-choice advocates who had learned
of the demonstration argued, chanted,
and carried their own placards.
Tempers flared on both sides until
police finally arrived and carried away
the protesters. Eight hundred people



w ere arrested, including four rabbis,
several Evangelical Protestant pastors,
and half a dozen Roman Catholic
leaders.

Yehuda Levin

One of the protesters arrested that day
was Yehuda Levin, an Orthodox Jewish
rabbi from Brooklyn. It was the first
time he had participated in a "rescue,"
but as someone whose thinking on
abortion had crystallized over the
previous several years, he felt it was
time to express his opposition to the
practice through this kind of action.
Though he would become involved in
other rescue activities later that summer



in Atlanta, the events of 7 May
remained fixed in his memory: the
crowd, the police, the arguing and
shouting, the confusion, being carried
onto a police bus with dozens of others
and being booked at the local station.
Maybe he remembered that particular
day so well because he was pictured on
the front page of Newsday the next day,
holding a sign that read, "New York
Rabbis Condemn Abortion."

As a Jew, Yehuda opposes abortion
for reasons different from those of the
Catholics or Evangelicals who
participate in the "rescues," yet his are
no less binding. The ultimate reason he
opposes abortion, Yehuda says, is that



God opposes it. "The Torah tells us that
feticide is prohibited," he explains. "It's
not only prohibited, it's equated with a
capi tal offense. That really is the
beginning and the end of the subject."
At a more philosophical and
theological level, he argues that the
very first commandment is to be fruitful
and multiply. In this, God offers to
humankind a partnership in creation-the
act of producing children. "When a
person destroys that seed," Yehuda
says, "they are in effect rejecting this
partnership. . . . To destroy this seed is
to abrogate the covenant, and that's one
of the most serious infringements of our
tradition there is."



Thinking back, he says, he never
could have imagined himself in this
situation ten years earlier, as he was
finishing his rabbinic training. "I had
little knowledge of Roe v. Wade," he
admits, "no idea of how many abortions
were being performed every year in
America and scant knowledge of what
abortion was in the first place. It was
beyond my purview." Indeed, Yehuda's
whole world had been that of Orthodox
Judaismthe community of other
believers, the yearly traditions and
daily observances, and the yeshiva. As
he put it, "I had very little contact with
the Gentile world. I was living in a
ghetto without walls. You see, it is



inbred within our community that what
goes on in the outside world is
meshugah [crazy). Just look at what the
newspapers report or see what the
billboards advertise. So if it is
meshugah, why should we bother with
it." At the age of twenty-four, however,
Yehuda's awareness of the world
outside of his religious community
began to grow. "I began to learn up
front," he says, "that a war was being
waged between those who were
concerned with traditional morality and
those who wanted to break down as
many barriers as possible."

This realization would be the
beginning of a new chapter in Yehuda's



life. Not long after his graduation from
rabbinical school, he was invited to
give the invocation at a March for Life
rally in Washington, D.C., where he
met the famous pro-life activist Nellie
Gray and several members of Congress
and saw over 100,000 people show
their support for "the sanctity of human
life." "It gave me a tremendous jolt," he
says, ,.to see and encounter so many
Gentiles with deep moral sensibilities
that were akin to mine. They were
fighting the meshugah." This experience
and a few others like it made Yehuda
realize-indeed, in his view, divine
providence was leading him to see-that
"the Orthodox were not a dynamic force
in this struggle-but should be." The



latter belief spurred him to speak out
publicly about the evil of abortion in
America and about the general moral
decline that had brought this to pass. It
also prompted him to run for Congress
against the Democratic incumbent,
Stephen Solarz. With no political
organization and no experience, Yehuda
not only obtained the Republican
nomination (despite being a registered
Democrat) but by his count acquired 35
percent of the vote as the district's
Right to Life candidate. (It happened to
be the district with the single highest
concentration of Orthodox Jews in the
country.) A year later, Yehuda's
conviction moved him to run for mayor



of New York City. He claims he had no
illusions about winning, and indeed, he
gained no more than 1 percent of the
vote. His goal was not to win but to
distance traditional Jews from the
liberal incumbent, who to most people
seemed "the quintessential Jew." "I felt
I had an obligation to demonstrate
clearly," he says, "that we did not
countenance many of the things that the
mayor was doing."

For Yehuda, abortion is merely one
symbol of a larger pattern of moral
decline in America. "Obviously," he
says, "society is heading down a very,
very dangerous road." The source of the
problem is clear: "We have got to be



blind not to see a parallel between the
decline of religion and religious values
... and all the other things that are
happening today." He insists that he is
not a crusader, that he never set out to
become involved the way he has, but
that he came to see that he had a
"religious obligation," as he put it, to
take the message of God's righteousness
"to the middle of the city" (a reference
to Lot and his family in the biblical
story of Sodom and Gomorrah). As for
Chuck Mcllhenny, the scriptures of
Yehuda's religious tradition not only
shape his views on moral issues like
abortion, but also compel him, perhaps
even against his personal inclinations,
to take a public stand on behalf of what



h e believes to be God's created
purposes for human society, including
the protection of unborn children.

His aggressive and even
confrontational style of "going to the
middle of the city" has made Yehuda
not simply a curiosity but a serious
annoyance to many of his fellow New
Yorkers. His personal abrasiveness,
some have said, is legendary. He tells,
for example, of the time he and a
number of other clergy marched into the
office of the chair of the Board of
Education to demand a meeting, in
response to a newly initiated sex
education curriculum that they
considered "totally devoid of values."



Even Yehuda admits that his methods
have been excessive from time to time,
but he considers his actions to be
consistent with his passionate stand on
the issue of values and morality. The
host of a local television show once
observed that it seemed rather
inappropriate, even "undignified," for a
man of the cloth to do the things he did.
"What is it to me," Yehuda came back
sharply, "if I lose some of my dignity.
You tell me, what does it take to get
you upset? Do they have to rape your
wife and daughter in Central Park? Is
that when you start screaming?"

Hostility toward Yehuda's actions
has come not only from non Jews but



from members of the broader Jewish
community in New York. Outside of the
Orthodox and some parts of the
Conservative movements in Judaism,
his views on abortion, and on moral
decline in America more generally, are
not widely held. But to Yehuda, his
liberal Jewish opponents do not really
qualify as Jews. "If we were to give
them a test," he says, "use any standard
recognized by the most uneducated,
uninitiated Gentile as to what would
constitute Jewish affiliation-Sabbath
observance, eating kosher, frowning on
adultery, the Ten Commandmentsthese
people would not match up in any way.
So therefore I think that they are
practicing a religion which is not



Judaism. They certainly are not
practicing Judaism as it was practiced
by their grandparents." One particular
experience a few years back
crystallized Yehuda's feelings toward
such people, perhaps indelibly. He tells
the story this way: "I was at the annual
New York City Council hearings on gay
rights when roughly fifty Hasidic Jews
came in. All were dressed in their long
gabardine coats and black hats, beards
and side curls. Some were wearing
sackcloth. All of a sudden, a number of
militant homosexuals stood up, raised
their hand in a Nazi-style salute and
began to chant, 'Sieg heill Sieg heil!
Sieg heil!' Everyone in the room was



paralyzed. How could they accuse us-
those who suffered and died in the
Holocaust-of being Nazis? Was it just
because we are morally opposed to
homosexual license? In the midst of
this, I stood up and yelled above the
chanting at the head of the City Council-
who happened to be a liberal Jew-and
[who was] not responding at all, 'Have
you no pride as a Jew? These are your
people! Are you going to say nothing!
Aren't you ashamed of yourself?' The
city councilwoman in charge finally
stood up and gaveled the room to
order-but did so without giving but a
word of chastisement for what they had
done. This was horrifying to me. It
showed me that liberal Jews are more



concerned with appeasing the forces of
immorality than they are of representing
or defending their own people." To
Yehuda , politically and religiously
liberal Jews have "painted a black eye"
on the Jewish community. Thus, besides
giving witness to religious and moral
truth, he also sees his role as "clearing
the record on where the Jewish
community stands and to be a voice
amongst other voices in the center of
the city crying out against injustice and
immorality."

"To be a voice amongst other voices
..." While Yehuda has been alienated
from many in the broader Jewish
community, over the years he has found



himself making common cause with
others outside of Judaism-namely, many
Catholics and Fundamentalist
Protestants. These are the others whom
he sees crying out against injustice and
immorality. One of the women
participating in an ad hoc
counterprotest on the day of the rescue,
Yehuda recalls, spoke harshly to him
about just this. "You're a Jew," she
screamed at him. "How can you stand
with these Nazis? They'll get you next."
In his own mind, he could stand there in
common cause with the Evangelicals
and Catholics because he and the larger
Orthodox Jewish community "very
much shared the values and concerns of
those in the Christian community who



were fighting to maintain those values."

Does he mind practicing Christians
having such an influence on American
public life? Not really, he contends,
particularly if the alternative is a
completely secular society. In the
rabbinic tradition, Yehuda responds
with a parable: "In Europe at the time
when Jews were thirdrate citizens, it
was not uncommon for them to get
bloodied and beaten up-and they didn't
have much recourse in a criminal
justice system. This kind of thing
happened a lot when they traveled and
often it was the Gentile wagon drivers
themselves who perpetrated these
crimes. So how did a Jew know what



was going to happen to him when he
traveled? Rabbinic legend has it that
the Jew should watch the wagon driver
closely as he passed a church. If the
driver made the sign of the cross the
Jew should continue on his journey; if
he didn't make the sign of a cross, the
Jew should ask to be dropped off right
there. Why? It was believed that if the
driver manifested enough of a religious
feeling to make the sign of the cross-
even though making the sign of the cross
is not exactly the Jewish thing to do-the
odds were he would be safe. If the
d r i v e r didn't show any religious
devotion, the risk of being manhandled
l a te r on in the journey was much
greater. That's my attitude toward the



i d e a of a Christian majority in
America.... When you have a secular
society, you have the rapists and the
muggers and the family breakers and
yo u have what is happening today....
Quite frankly, it would be better if we
did things separately, the way we've
always done them. But we can have a
greater impact sometimes if we work
together.... We traditional Jews
appreciate any positive efforts on the
part of the Christian clergy and leaders
to protect moral standards.... We may
not be as strong as the more liberal
segments of the Jewish community, but
we stand with [the Christian
leadership] to the best of our abilities."



Bea Blair

For Bea Blair, the event that took place
on that morning in early May and others
like it were actions she has come to
expect. For her, the socalled rescue
was not about saving babies, but, as she
put it, about "denying women the right
to health care"-in some cases the right
to get an abortion, in others, the right to
something as innocuous as
contraceptives, or as "pro-life" as
infertility treatment. More than this, the
"rescue" represented the adoption of
certain terrorist tactics by the
"antichoice" movement to further their
ends. Thus, Bea rejects the claim of
Rabbi Levin and others in the pro-life



movement that their protests follow in
the tradition of Martin Luther King, Jr.'s
civil rights movement. "Martin Luther
King and his followers never screamed
and yelled at people," she says. "They
were sitting, they were quiet, and they
never interfered with other people's
rights." She recognizes that the
antiabortionists have probably not
killed anyone, but explains that in these
rescues, they scream at people entering
the clinic, calling these patients
murderers. "If the right-to-life
movement sees itself as nonviolent,
then Operation Rescue really gives the
lie to that."

Though echoed by many others, Bea's



opinions on the abortion issue carry a
particular authority, for she is an
ordained Episcopal priest. As president
of a New York chapter of the Religious
Coalition for Abortion Rights, she
leads a group of religious leaders and
laity from a'wide array of
denominations-Protestant, Catholic,
Jewish, and humanistwho believe that
there is a religious pro-choice position.
Their chief goal is to make the case that
the pro-life movement does not have a
monopoly on the abortion issue-that in
fact, one can be religious and pro-
choice at the same time.

As an Episcopalian, Bea does not
believe that abortion is murder because



she does not believe that the fetus
becomes a person until it is born. "The
fetus is life," she explains, "and it is
human, but it is not a person just as an
acorn is not an oak tree." She comes to
this view in part because, unlike
Yehuda Levin or Chuck Mcllhenny, she
is not a scriptural literalist. Scripture,
she contends, is not a document frozen
in time: "The Bible is a history of our
growing understanding of God. It needs
to be read, listened to, and studied in its
context." So too, in the context of
modern society, "people have to
interpret the Scripture or the traditions
for themselves." Nevertheless, Bea
points out that "there are passages in the
Bible that support my point of view on



abortion.... The book of Genesis in the
Old Testament reads that 'God created
Adam from the dust of the earth and
breathed the breath of life into him and
Adam became a living person.' From
this text, she explains, "it is clear that
when the person starts to breathe, that is
when it is real."

Bea's belief that abortion is morally
acceptable, and even appropriate at
times, should not imply that she
believes it is always an easy decision.
Often, she says, "it is the lesser of two
evils. Yet if a woman really believes
that this is the right thing to do, then I
don't believe that an outside authority
should interfere. The decision is hers



and hers alone."

Bea's beliefs about abortion as well
as her involvement today is part of a
certain fabric of social concern that has
given form to her life. She was raised
in Washington, D.C., where her father
was a pediatrician, a man whom she
still remembers getting up in the middle
of the night to care for his patients. Her
mother was also socially active on the
liberal side of social issues, at one
point even working with Margaret
S a nge r , the founder of Planned
Parenthood. Bea's great aunts were
also, in her words, "strong female
figures." Indeed, her heroines growing
up were Margaret Sanger and Eleanor



Roosevelt. In her years as a mother and
wife in Rochester, New York, she
experienced "the joy of having children
who were wanted," but during that time
she also worked at a Planned
Parenthood clinic, where she saw, in
her own words, "how devastating it
was when a child was not wanted." "In
the early years before Roe," she
explains, "all we could do was to make
contraceptives available. But it was
clear that contraceptives didn't always
work and that we needed a safe
alternative." Even then, she participated
in the effort to liberalize abortion law.

After twenty years of marriage, four
children, and nine grandchildren, she



divorced her husband and moved to
New York City. There she worked for
Planned Parenthood and later for the
National Abortion Rights Action
League (NARAL), where she served as
executive director. After several years
in this position, she resigned to attend
General Theological Seminary, also in
Manhattan. After her studies she took
the post at the Religious Coalition for
Abortion Rights.

Bea sees her work on abortion as
serving the larger causes of freedom
and justice in America, ideals to which
she is deeply committed. Two basic
moral principles inform this
commitment. One is "the belief that



nobody should come between a
person's conscience and their God."
How a person lives is a private matter
and should not be hindered by
constraints created by others. This was
one of her chief complaints about
traditional marriage. As she put it, "you
can't be happy living your life through
somebody else." For Bea, the right to
live your own life as a free agent,
without having someone else's opinions
and decisions imposed on you-whether
through marriage or through
childbearing-is a basic principle of
liberty. A second principle is a sense of
fair play: the belief that each person,
regardless of his or her personal
circumstances, should stand on level



ground. The matter for her is
particularly acute in the issue of
abortion. "It seems so obviously and
enormously unjust to have laws
restricting or forbidding abortion," she
says. "The people who suffer are the
poor and the young and the uneducated
and even the rural who can't get the
service, not the rich, educated, and
often white women, and that's just
unfair." In Rochester, she says, the
wealthy women would fly to Puerto
Rico or England for an abortion, while
the poor never had that recourse, and
went instead to back-alley abortionists.
"You know," Bea says, "laws will not
stop abortion. They just make them



dangerous, even fatal, for women, and
to me, that is so obviously unjust."

In the contest over abortion as with
so many other family issues, Bea feels,
those who bear the brunt of societal
constraints and inequities tend to be the
women. In her view, "a strong anti-
women feeling" underlies not only the
anti-abortion movement but the larger
effort to defend the traditional family.
"It really punishes women," she says.
"The anti-choice forces deny women
their role as moral decision makers,
deny the right of women to follow their
own conscience." She argues that this
can even be seen in their language.
When Yehuda Levin speaks, for



example, of "God's partnership with
mankind," he linguistically affirms that
women are not included, that they are
just the tools of a male partnership with
God. When he speaks of the scriptural
passage "he who sheds the blood of
man within the man" to justify his
opposition to abortion, he again denies
the unique role of women. Her
opponents' imagery is suspect as well,
Bea claims: "Anti-abortion activists
often portray the fetus as a born baby
and the mother as a faceless human
form, as though she were merely a
`container.' "

Such a view is so contrary to Bea's
ideas of what America is all about.



"This country," she says, "was founded
by people who didn't want one group
imposing their ideas on another group."
For her, what is ultimately at stake in
the battle over abortion are certain key
values that are rooted in American
history and identity. As she put it,
"equality, liberty and privacy-these are
basic American values and I think they
have to be extended to everyone." In
this task, religious organizations like
her own play an important role. "If you
can move the church on these issues,"
she says, "then you've really moved
justice and equality in the right
direction." It is for this reason that Bea
celebrates the development of a
theology of liberation: a theology



whose agenda is to reject societal
dominance by a white, male
establishment and to empower the other
voices that have been silent and
silenced for so long.

Bea's reflections on these matters and
on her own involvement in them convey
a sense of larger purpose. The central
motif in her thinking about most issues
is the family. "In a family," she says,
"we are concerned chiefly about the
welfare of our young children, our
parents when they are old, and other
family members who have needs. The
same should be true in the nation as a
whole. We need to take care of the
health care needs, housing needs, and



educational needs of everyone,
especially the poor and dispossessed."
Her views on abortion fit into this
motif. just as a couple should not have
more children than they can adequately
care for, she explains, we should think
about the nation and world this way as
well. Like Yehuda Levin, she quotes
Genesis, but sees an entirely different
ethic therein. "The Bible," she says,
"tells us to be fruitful and multiply. But
the population of the world is already
more than the earth can handle. We
should take care of the ones who are
here, then, before we multiply much
more."

DISPATCH: 16 JULY, HAWKINS



COUNTY

Closing arguments were heard today in
a lawsuit that has been billed by some
as "Scopes Trial II." The case was
triggered when a group of Evangelical
Christian parents in Tennessee
strenuously objected to their children's
required reading material in public
schools, which, they say, clashed with
their religious beliefs. When the
schools would not yield on the matter,
the parents took them to court.
Attorneys for the parents contend that it
is a violation of the rights of children to
force them to read anything that they
find religiously offensive. The parents



specifically object to schoolbooks that
they believe contain themes of
feminism, occultism, "situation ethics,"
and anti-Christian bias. Spokespersons
f o r the schools' defense, however,
describe the suit as an assault on the
b a s i c American principle of high-
quality, nonsectarian public education.

Mae Duggan

Make no mistake, she sympathized with
the parents involved in the suit. Yet, as
she reflected on the news story, she
concluded that they had taken the wrong
approach. In the final analysis, Mae
Duggan felt that the parents' argument
addressed only one symptom of a larger



problem, not its cause.

No, Mae Duggan was not from
Tennessee, not an Evangelical
Protestant, and not in any way
associated with the lawsuit in Hawkins
County. Yet in the thirty years she has
worked with the Citizens for
Educational Freedom (as a founder and
now president), she had observed
similar cases around the country, even
in St. Louis, Missouri, where she has
lived all her life. The real problem is,
she says, that "we are all paying taxes
to support a government monopoly in
education. We have no real choice in
how we educate our children." Instead
of trying to force the public schools to



offer more choice in readings, she says,
"the Tennessee parents should have
challenged the monopoly itself.... To
truly satisfy the parental right to have
their children educated in ways that do
not undermine the morals they teach at
home, we need diversity in education."
As she points out, "Grocery stores
aren't all the same. We don't all buy the
same car. And yet the freedom to
cultivate your mind in the way you want
and the freedom to develop your soul is
more important than the choice we have
in buying a car or even a house." The
only way to ensure diversity in
education, she believes, is to offer
choices in schools.



At the heart of the matter is her
conviction that the public schools are
bound by law to "completely ignore
God." Children "are forbidden to pray"
in schools, or to "recognize God as the
ultimate authority for life." Thus, she
maintains, "Parents like us, who insist
that our children have a God-centered
education," have a double burden, since
they end up paying tuition for private
education as well as public school
taxes. In Mae's view, it is unfair that
her next-door neighbors, who are
willing to send their children to public
school because they "don't care about
Godcentered education," can afford to
"pay their mortgage off a lot faster than



we could pay ours off." Tuition costs
take a big bite out of family budgets.
Pressing the point further, she adds,
"We're all forced through compulsory
taxation and compulsory attendance to
support a [school] system that is
oriented to secular humanism.... This
does not reflect pluralism in America,
but in fact supresses a freedom of mind
and a freedom of thought."

The answer to this dilemma, says
Mae, would be a system of "vouchers,"
giving all parents their fair share of the
tax dollar to spend, as they choose, on a
range of schools. The system would be
modeled on the G. I. Bill, in which
military veterans may use public



dollars to go to the colleges of their
choice. All the government "needs to do
is change the distribution of tax funds.
Then if the public school wants to be
secular, it can be. But the parents could
take the money to choose other schools
if they wanted to.,,

Is this a dodge for creating white
segregationist schools, as some of
Mae's critics maintain? "That's a joke!"
she responds. "In St. Louis, our
archbishop integrated the Catholic
schools eight years before the Brown
[v. Board of Education, 1954] decision
... so that the poor and the blacks in
north St. Louis could get a good
education." Mae maintains that it is "the



poor and the blacks and the Hispanics"
who would benefit most by the voucher
system because these people "cannot
now choose the schools that would do
the most for them." She describes the
public school in the ghetto of St. Louis
as "horrendous. People are afraid to
walk through the building. They use
police dogs when the school opens and
closes to protect the children from the
violence." Mae estimates that about 30
percent of the St. Louis public
schoolteachers send their own children
to private religious schools. "That tells
you something! In Chicago it's more
like 40 percent!"

It is impossible to see the world the



way Mae Duggan sees it without
appreciating the role of the Catholic
faith in her life. She was raised in a
working-class Catholic home in north
St. Louis; both her father and
grandfather worked for the railroad.
Her mother was a devout woman who
believed, as Mae puts it, that "faith is
the most important thing in life." As a
youngster, Mae attended primary and
secondary parochial schools. As a
teenager, she was involved in Catholic
youth groups, where she learned about
the Catholic Church's social encyclicals
that propounded such principles as
distributive justice. When she married
h e r husband, Martin, it was in the
Catholic Church, and when she had



children, they too were sent to
parochial schools. Her faith, then, has
always formed a backdrop for her life.

It was at the age of nineteen,
however, that Mae first became aware
of the larger significance of her chosen
career in elementary education. That
year the renowned secular philosopher
Bertrand Russell lectured at her city
teachers college in St. Louis. As Mae
recounts it, Russell argued that there
were no absolute moral laws to guide
human beings through life. Children, as
well as adults, should be allowed to
make up their own codes to live by.
Teachers, therefore, have no
professional responsibility or even



incentive to give moral direction to the
children they teach. After the lecture,
Mae challenged Russell, arguing that
there were absolute moral laws even if
he didn't know them, and that an eternal
God was their author. Moreover, Mae
insisted, children could not be expected
t o figure out on their own what was
right and wrong. Teachers were
obligated, therefore, as a part of their
professional duties, to provide some
moral direction.

Mae's faith not only shapes her
philosophy of education but it motivates
her to become involved in the political
task of advocating choice in education
as well. "Do you know the 'Our Father



" she asks. "It says that 'Thy will be
done on earth as it is in heaven.' " To
Mae, this means we are obligated "not
just to save our own soul but to help
others live a happy life on earth in
preparation for heaven." In this she says
her guidance comes from the teachings
of Christ. "Christ told us," she explains,
"to love God with all of your heart and
to love your neighbor as yourself." Part
of loving one's neighbor is working
toward a good society. But for Mae, a
good society cannot exist unless
religion pervades all of our social
institutions: "George Washington,
himself, said that without religion and
the recognition of God's laws you can't
have a good nation." For Mae, the



decisive institution for creating good
communities, and ultimately a good
society, is education. "The bottom
line," she says, "the vehicle by which
we transmit our heritage and our culture
to the next generation," is education. If
our schools don't "train our people to
b e good citizens-and the word 'good'
has 'g' 'o' 'd' in it-we are not going to
have a good society."

Thus, in her view, much of the blame
for this generation's problems can be
traced back to the failure of the schools
to provide religious instruction.
Homelessness, divorce, and domestic
violence are problems that cannot be
solved by money or government



policies alone, she explains, because
they are chiefly "moral problems."
These crises, she believes, "derive
from the breakdown of the religious
training that people had years ago." Yet
she insists that she is opposed to having
the government promote a specific
religion in the public schools. This, she
feels, would violate the Constitution.
Mae's ideal situation is one where there
is choice. Yet she says that even when
the public schools required Bible
reading and prayer, things were not so
bad. "Because of the lack of religious
influence for 90 percent of our citizens
trained in the public schools," we are
experiencing "a breakdown in society."



The seriousness of this situation, in
her mind, was demonstrated in the
history of recent totalitarian societies.
"When the Nazis had taken over
Germany and were crushing the people,
many Germans left the country because
the Nazis were taking their children and
turning them into little fascists," she
reflects. "And the same was true when
the communists took over East
Germany; some families who had lots
of money in Germany and could have
lived a decent life there left because
the y said their children were being
turned into communists. They couldn't
put them into religious schools
anymore." Mae points out that those



totalitarian systems were based upon
ultimate but secular philosophies of
life. "By contrast," she says, "America
is a wonderful country based on the
marvelous concept of freedom. Up until
now we've done pretty well. But I
worry about the future, whether our
country is moving toward giving up its
freedom as Germany and Russia did
under the secular philosophies of
Nazism and Communism." Mae sees
such a threat developing mainly through
the evolution of public education. "Our
schools," she explains, "have
deteriorated under the influence of John
Dewey and his secular humanist
philosophy. Dewey said himself he was
founding a new religion that would



reject the old traditional religions-
Christianity and Judaism. In their place
he would substitute his secular religion
of science and materialism." In her
eyes, Dewey's secular religion is
identical to the philosophical
foundations of Nazi Germany and
communist Russia.

For Mae Duggan, then, education
carries the public responsibility to help
children seek and find truth; it "should
not be a superficial experience in
which just any old fad goes, but the
good teacher should be seeking truth
and seeking to impart truth and handing
this down as a heritage to her students.
And the starting point is a belief that



God is truth." Americans are facing, as
she sees it, "a war between the
Godcentered view of life and the
secular humanist view which rejects
G o d . " In the end, she concludes,
"Western civilization is at stake....
That' s why I think this issue is so
important."

Harriet Woods

Like Mae, Harriet Woods is a woman
of firm convictions. Both women live in
St. Louis, and they have known and
respected each other from a distance
for many years, they might both say, as
"cordial adversaries." But unlike Mae,
Harriet Woods would have little



sympathy for the Tennessee parents, at
least insofar as their request for legal
redress was concerned. Her contention
is that Fundamentalist parents already
enjoy the right to send their children to
private schools of their choice. For
them to demand that public schools
accommodate the individual religious
needs of their own children, however,
goes too far. "I think that every parent
has a right to challenge the public
schools. But there is a line between
their right to say, 'I'm not going to have
my child read this,' and saying 'I want a
law to impose my solution on everyone
e l s e at whatever cost.' " Harriet
suspects that the parents in Tennessee
and others like them around the country



have a hidden agenda. "What they
really want is support for imposing
certain values. They say, 'We have a
right to impose these values on our own
children,' " points out Harriet, "but, in
effect, they are saying that they want
others to share those values as well." In
Harriet's view, what these people
really mean when they denounce
"secular humanism" is that the public
schools should promulgate the values of
fundamentalism; "secular humanism" is
seen as the absence of those values.

As a former lieutenant governor of
Missouri, former state senator, former
city council member in University City,
twice a candidate for U.S. Senate, and



now president of a regional policy think
tank, this sixtythree-year-old mother of
three has no illusions about the public
schools. There are many things that she
would change about them. "I'm among
those," she says, "who would love to
see the whole system shaken up. I think
it's bureaucratically burdened and the
teacher preparation is far too rigid and
methodologically oriented." She also
has no objections to the existence of
alternative religious schools. In fact,
she very much favors some limited
parental choice within a public school
system. But the bottom line, for Harriet
Woods, is a strong commitment to the
pure idea as well as to the admittedly
flawed realities of the public education



system. She not only sees the schools as
"shaping institutions," but she believes
that they provide "the underpinnings for
our democratic society." For these
reasons, she believes that they deserve
all of the support they can get. She says,
"Anything that diverts the resources or
takes away the better students from
public schools has to be really
challenged." This is what the Tennessee
case and others like it, including ones
she has tussled with Mae Duggan over
in the past, represent to her.

As to the existence of alternative
systems of education, such as Catholic
parochial, Hebrew, Lutheran,
Evangelical, and private nonsectarian



schools, these, she maintains, are fine.
"Individuals who want an alternative
system are free to go ahead and create
them and use them." But they should not
expect public dollars to support those
schools. "It always surprises me," she
says, "that people like Mae expect that
g o v e r n m e n t will underwrite
alternatives that individuals may
choose." The "voucher" system that
Mae and others advocate would divert
tax dollars from public schools, but, as
Harriet points out, this alternative
system is not accountable to the
democratic process. "When you want to
separate the accountability for a system
of education from those who provide
the dollars for that system, that takes a



lot of chutzpah." If education worked
t h e way Mae wanted it, Harriet
believes, the consequences would be
unsettling not only for education but
possibly for American society as a
whole. "A voucher system would split
it all up. We would go back to where
w e have a bunch of separate value
systems, highly structured, and through
them we would negotiate public
solutions. That's what many of us see
happening if we began to heavily
underwrite separate school systems
through vouchers." Whereas Harriet
sees this as a threat to one of the key
institutions of American democracy,
Mae Duggan sees it as a fulfillment of



the democratic ideals of pluralism.

Harriet's remarkable record of public
service and her views of education are
not at all serendipitous but are based in
and guided by a certain personal code.
Speaking with her, one can see that this
code is perhaps too informal and
unsystematic to call a "philosophy of
l i fe." Nevertheless, it is still sharp
enough in her mind to provide clear
principles that shape both her private
and public life. In part, it derives from
her childhood rearing in the Reform
movement of Judaism. Though she was
raised and confirmed in that tradition
and remained somewhat observant as
an adult (when her children were



younger), she says she is not very
observant now. The very nature of the
Reform tradition, she says, requires
less formal structure. She describes the
values of that tradition as "humanistic,"
oriented toward "perfecting oneself in
this life and doing justice in this life
rather than working toward a reward in
heaven." Also important, she says, was
the tradition of Socratic reasoning,
critical thinking, and logic she learned
as a student at the University of
Chicago forty years before. The idea
that "the unexamined life is not worth
living" has motivated her to "constantly
look at assumptions, positions, values,
and sophistries." This orientation was
honed after college in her first jobs as a



reporter. "From an early age I was put
in the role of the observer, the
questioner, the analyst who looks
beyond appearances for the truth. I
quickly came to see that there are
sometimes different truths for different
people."

Harriet's private code-which Mae
Duggan would, without a pause, call
"secular humanism"-forms something of
a basis for a more public philosophy
whose first principle is a humanistic
concern for the powerless. As a public
philosophy, her perspective is
characterized, as she puts it, by "a
combination of pragmatism and
optimism. I really do believe," she



says, "that the success of our society
depends on our ability to negotiate
solutions together while reserving some
safeguards for the eccentrics or for the
minority viewpoints. I don't feel the
need for a clearly defined authority
pattern, where there is one value that
everyone says is the `right' one." In
Harriet's view, "people like Mae" have
a deep need to seek absolute authority.
"I'm willing to take the mistakes, which
are frequent in a democracy, and to take
the errors and even the injuryI'm
willing to lose elections! What I am not
seeking, however, is the right to impose
a set of values on everyone else."

The theme of tolerance versus



intolerance comes up again and again in
her reflections. The tensions she
observes over the funding of education
reflect tensions in society as a whole.
Harriet sees those who oppose abortion
rights, for example, as people who
"feel their existence depends on
preventing other people from making
their own decisions." The opposition to
the Equal Rights Amendment is another
example of a world view that insists on
the same kind of hierarchy of authority:
where "there is a God at the head of the
universe, there is a man at the head of
the Church, and there is a man at the
head of the family." Private religious
schools provide another example.
These schools are by their very nature



"not open to challenge from the
outside"; their reliance on "higher
authority," unaccountable to the
democratic process, can cultivate a
closed-mindedness "that can lead to
tyranny." People who stand for such
things, she says, are unable to persuade
others "by rational argument or by
pragmatic results, so their recourse is
to impose their own value systems on
others, threatening those who object
with fears of punishment in the
hereafter." This "narrowness," she
argues, is the opposite of what our
society needs if it is to survive.

At stake in this conflict, in Harriet's
mind, "is the survival of our democratic



institutions. With all their faults, they
have been the breeding ground for a lot
of excellence, for a lot of individuality,
and indeed, for a lot of freedom for the
Mae Duggans of this world to do their
thing." It's ironic, she adds, that "at a
time when we are applauding the
awakening and breaking up of
authoritarian regimes elsewhere in the
world, ... there are those who want a
government underwriting for
authoritarian systems here at home."

DISPATCH: 3 JULY,
WASHINGTON, D.C.

Citizens across America were outraged
by the Supreme Court decision



yesterday ruling that flag burning is not
a crime, but a form of expression
protected by the Constitution. A few
protesters even gathered on the steps of
the high court today to burn a mock
Supreme Court justice's robe. The
decision reverses a Texas ruling that
found Gregory Johnson guilty of
defiling the U.S. Hag when, five years
ago, he doused a flag with lighter fluid
outside the Republican National
Convention and burned it. Members of
Congress responded immediately with
a resolution expressing "profound
disappointment" with the high court's
decision. One thing is certain: the new
ruling can only deepen the debate about
the meaning of the flag. For all



Americans, the Hag embodies national
values: the question that will be
debated well into the future is, "Which
values?". . .

DISPATCH: 7 APRIL, CINCINNATI

About 1,000 protesters stood outside
the Contemporary Arts Center today
chanting "Fascists!" "Gestapo, Go
Home!" and "Tiananmen Square!" One
person yelled, 'Just as totalitarianism is
crumbling in Eastern Europe, we have
it right here in Cincinnati." The protest
occurred as sheriffs deputies and about
two dozen Cincinnati police officers
entered the Arts Center and shut down
the museum on the opening day of an



exhibition of Robert Mapplethorpe's
controversial photographs. A Hamilton
County grand jury indicted the museum
and its director, Dennis Barrie,
charging them each with two
misdemeanor counts of pandering,
obscenity, and using minors in
pornography. A sheriffs deputy
presented Mr. Barrie with a
subpoena....

DISPATCH: 13 DECEMBER,
CHARLOTTESVILLE

Representatives of the clergy from
many Protestant and Catholic churches
and Jewish synagogues in
Charlottesville, Virginia, filed suit



against the city today to prohibit the
display of a creche outside city hall....

DISPATCH: I AUGUST, MIAMI

DISPATCH: 16 MARCH, ST. PAUL

DISPATCH: 5 JANUARY, LOS
ANGELES

DISPATCH: I I FEBRUARY,
BIRMINGHAM

DISPATCH:

DISPATCH:

DISPATCH:



DISPATCH:

 



Cultural Conflict 
In America

The various conflicts presented in the
prologue, and the lives that give them
flesh and blood, will not be totally
strange to most Americans. All of these
stories, and the particular voices that
tell them, relate to larger issues that are
widely recounted on the front pages of
newspapers and weekly news and
opinion magazines, in the accounts and
commentar ies of television news
anchors, and in the topical dialogue of
radio talk-show celebrities: "I have
`Alan' from Blue Ash, Ohio, on the line.
Our question tonight is, Should there be



a Constitutional amendment prohibiting
flag burning in America? What is your
view, Alan?" The stories themselves
and, more importantly, the issues that
underlie them are the topics of dispute
at the corporate cocktail party and the
factory cafeteria alike, in the high
school civics classroom, in the church
lounge after the weekly sermon, and at
the kitchen table over the evening meal.
Few of us leave these discussions
without ardently voicing our own
opinions on the matter at hand. Such
passion is completely understandable.
These are, after all, discussions about
what is fundamentally right and wrong
about the world we live in-about what
is ultimately good and what is finally



intolerable in our communities.

The views of the six people
presented in the previous dispatches
illustrate only a few of the voices heard
in public debate today. Yet their few
stories nevertheless show that the
debates on these issues are not made up
simply of abstract and disembodied
statements but express views rooted in
real lives unfolding in real communities
all across the nation. The voices heard
here, as well as those that make up the
l arger forum of public debate and
discussion in America, cannot be easily
caricatured; in the details, each point of
view is novel, indeed incomparable.



Though these voices are distinctive,
they are not, in the end, extraordinary.
Indeed, they share much that is common
and familiar within American life,
echoing thoughts and themes that
resonate with many of our own
experiences. All six people are
basically middle-class Americans who
are actively involved in their own
neighborhoods and cities. In each case,
their involvement is born out of a deep
concern for the character of life-first
and foremost in the places where they
live, but also very much within the
country as a whole. Each of them was
able to draw out the implications of the
particular controversy at hand for the



character of life in the nation. In the
very best sense of the term, then, each
is a responsible and engaged citizen;
words and phrases such as truth,
justice, the public good, and national
purpose have important personal
meanings for them.

Looking at their backgrounds and
current careers, it would be inaccurate
to call any of these people
"intellectuals." It is certainly fair to say,
however, that they are all
philosophically or religiously
reflective. All would recognize that
their own lives and world views form
part of a larger community of moral
understanding and commitment that is



distinct from yet integrated within their
involvement in neighborhood, city, and
region. For Chuck Mcllhenny, that
community of moral commitment is the
Reformed wing of Evangelical
Christianity; for Richmond Young, it is
a Catholic fellowship within a gay
subculture; for Yehuda Levin, it is the
traditional world of Orthodox Judaism;
for Bea Blair, it is the social justice
wing of mainline Protestantism; for
Mae Duggan, it is, as she put it, "old-
fashioned" Catholicism; and for Harriet
Woods, it is the policy establishment of
secular liberalism. These attachments
a r e singularly important: all six find
themselves thrust into controversy and
into long-term community involvement



not because they are quarrelsome by
nature but rather because their prior
moral commitments-to what they
personally believe is true, just, good,
and in the public interest-have
compelled them to become involved.
Chuck's calling as an Evangelical
Christian; Richmond's commitment as a
liberal Catholic; Yehuda's obligations
as an Orthodox Jew; Bea's
responsibility as an Episcopal
clergywoman; Mae's commitment to the
imperatives of traditional Catholic
teaching; and Harriet's allegiances to
the humanistic ideals of stewardship to
the human family-these commitments
oblige them to speak out as they do.



Remove these commitments and you
take away that which engages them as
neighbors and citizens; separate them
from these understandings and you take
away their hearts and souls.

On his or her own terms, we find
each of the six individuals profiled to
be reasonable, engaging, and even
appealing. In the details of their lives
they are so normal and human: they all
have great qualities as well as a few
quirks, high and noble hopes as well as
deep worries, personal triumphs as
well as disappointments. Yet this
personal and human face of public
debate is one we rarely if ever see. In
most cases, our sources of information



about the controversies of the day are
the media of mass communications: the
radio and television, the daily
newspaper and the weekly news
magazine. By their very nature, these
media can only give superficial
coverage; they are incapable of delving
into or rising above the personalities
and events of the moment. As a
consequence, the individuals who
inspire various forms of social action
tend to be presented as extremists,
demagogues, and even opportunists for
their own personal causes and special
interests. Angry at what they see as
injustice, they have decided to stand
defiantly against what seem to be the
givens of history. Likewise, the events



themselves tend to be presented as
flashes of political insanity-spasmodic
symptoms of civic
maladjustmentagainst the routine
conduct of public affairs. Such events
are rarely related to one another, but
appear to be merely "disparate"
outbursts by disparate (and sometimes
"desperate") individuals and groups.
Commentators make little effort to
explain and interpret these stories and
the issues that underlie them, to place
them in a broader frame of reference.
Those who do present events as
interrelated often raise the specter of a
dark and shadowy conspiracy. Most
Americans reply, "Bosh!" to conspiracy



theories-and they do so quite rightly.
Yet they also, perhaps unwisely, tend to
overlook the possibility that these
"disparate" events may nevertheless be
related to each other in complex and
important ways.

The question we face is simply this:
What if these events are not just flashes
of political madness but reveal the
honest concerns of different
communities engaged in a deeply
rooted cultural conflict? What if the
voices of public argument-the
Mcllhennys and Youngs, the Levins and
Blairs, the Duggans and Woodses-are
not just the cranky utterances of
America's political fringe but the



articulation of concerns that are central
to the course and direction of the
mainstream of American public
culture?

The argument of this book is that
these voices and events are related to
each other in complex ways-that
America is in the midst of a culture war
that has had and will continue to have
reverberations not only within public
policy but within the lives of ordinary
Americans everywhere. In
understanding the character of this
conflict, we will see that important
differences often separate the personal
from the public. As Chuck and
Richmond, Yehuda and Bea, and Mae



and Harriet have shown us, the
personal disagreements that fire the
culture war are deep and perhaps
unreconcilable. But these differences
are often intensified and aggravated by
the way they are presented in public. In
brief, the media technology that makes
public speech possible gives public
discourse a life and logic of its own, a
life and logic separated from the
intentions of the speaker or the
subtleties of arguments they employ.

In this book we will also see just
how high the stakes of this war are.
They reach far beyond the biographies
of those who give voice to conflicting
concerns, and far beyond the immediate



policy outcomes news media accounts
describe. At stake is how we as
Americans will order our lives
together.

An Absence of Categories

How are we to make sense of all this?
Certainly there are disagreements from
time to time about matters of community
interest and even of public policy.
These are to be expected. Yet a "culture
war" in America? The very thought or
possibility of a deeply rooted and
historically pivotal cultural conflict in
America strains our imagination.

Our difficulty in coming to terms with



the idea of such a conflict in
contemporary America arises largely
from the absence of conceptual
categories or analytical tools for
understanding cultural conflict. We
simply lack ways of thinking about the
subject. The predominant images of
contemporary cultural conflict focus on
religious and cultural hostilities played
out in other parts of the world: the
suppression of the Kurds in Iraq; the
struggle of Sikh nationalists to establish
their own homeland in northwest India;
the political offensive of Gush Emunim,
the political organ of Jewish
fundamentalism in Israel, in its efforts
to maintain the purity of orthodoxy in a
pluralistic society; and the continuing



hostilities between the Hindu Tamil
minority and the Sinhalese Buddhist
majority in northern Sri Lanka. As
vivid and arresting as these images may
b e , they are foreign to the everyday
experience of most Americans, distant
from us both spatially and culturally.
Thus, few Americans can relate
personally, much less passionately, to
the interests and concerns these images
represent.

These images should not be seen as
so remote, however, for they can
provide metaphors for our thinking
about religious and cultural conflict in
our country. Of course, the particular
cast of cultural players on the American



scene is different from those found in
other countries. Likewise, the character
of the actual cultural conflict played out
in the United States is very distinctive.
Nevertheless, the story underlying
cultural conflict in numerous places
throughout the world-a story about the
struggle for power-resonates with
narratives found in America's not-so-
distant past. An understanding of that
past is essential for coming to terms
with the unfolding conflict of the
present.

 



CULTURAL CONFLICT:
THE AMERICAN STORY

The memory need only be prodded
lightly to recall that Protestant hostility
toward Catholicism (and, to a far lesser
extent, Catholic resentment of
Protestantism) provides one of the
dominant motifs of early modern
American history.' Understanding the
American experience even as late as
the nineteenth century requires an
understanding of the critical role played
by anti-Catholicism in shaping the
character of politics, public education,
the media, and social reform.



Of course, the mutual hostility of
Protestants and Catholics had been
implacable since the time of the
Reformation and Counter-Reformation
in the sixteenth century. For their
rejection of church tradition and
ecclesiastical authority, Protestants
were regarded by Catholics as infidels
who had abandoned the true faith; for
their elevation of "arcane rituals" to the
status of scriptural truth and for their
elevation of papal authority to the status
of the authority of Christ, Catholics
were regarded by Protestants as
heretics who had perverted the true
faith.

Needless to say, these tensions were



not only religious or theological in
nature. Indeed, the split between
Catholics and Protestants during the
Reformation generated one of the most
enduring and consequential political
divisions in Western experience. More
than a century (between 1559 and
1689) of religious warfare within and
among the nations of Western Europe
can be attributed to these interreligious
hostilities. And even after the age of
religious wars had formally come to an
end, the political tensions between
these religious and cultural traditions
contin ued to affect the institutional
fabric of Western life. Prejudice,
discrimination, and even physical
violence were commonplace for the



P r otes tant minorities in southern
Europe (France, Spain, Italy, and
Portugal) and the Catholic minorities in
the north (Britain, Germany, Holland,
and Scandinavia).

America, of course, was colonized
primarily by emigrating European
Protestants of one stripe or another. It is
not surprising, then, that antiCatholic
sentiment emigrated to American shores
as well, and became woven into the
unofficial political and cultural
traditions of the colonists. In fact, anti-
Catholicism in America reached
something of an apex in the nineteenth
century. For one, many of the major
urban daily newspapers displayed a



prominent anti-Catholic prejudice: the
Chicago Tribune, for example, played a
significant role in inciting anti-Catholic
agitation through the 1840s and 1850s.2
There was also an enormous literature
exclusively devoted to discrediting the
Catholic presence. Between 1800 and
1860, American editors published at
least 25 daily, weekly, or bimonthly
newspapers and 13 monthly or
quarterly magazines opposing
Catholicism, while American
publishing houses published more than
200 anti-Catholic books.s The most
titillating and popular of this literature
presented accounts of priests and nuns
who had abandoned their faith because
of their experiences of torture, mental



brutality, and even sexual offense. One
of the first and certainly the most
famous of these accounts, Maria Monk's
Awful Disclosures of the Hotel Dieu
Convent: The Secrets of Black Nunnery
Revealed (1836), sold over 300,000
copies. Others published around the
same time included Rebecca Reed's Six
Months in a Convent (1835), Rosamond
Culbertson's A Narrative of the
Captivity and Sufferings of an
American Female Under the Popish
Priests in the Island of Cuba, with a
Full Disclosure of Her Manners and
Customs (1836), Andrew Steinmetz's
The Novitiate, or a Year Among the
English Jesuits (1846), and Josephine



Bunkley's The Testimony of an Escaped
Novice from the Sisterhood of St.
Joseph (1856). The Protestant
suspicion and fear that fueled
widespread interest in these tales
formed a pretext for riots in Boston,
New York, Philadelphia, St. Louis,
Louisville, and other cities east of the
Mississippi, as well as numerous
attacks on convents, churches, and
seminaries (such as the burning of the
Ursuline Convent of Charlestown in
Boston in 1834, and of St. Michael's
Church and St. Augustine's Church in
Philadelphia in 1844).4

Anti-Catholicism also ignited the
great school wars of the midnineteenth



century, visible in Philadelphia and
Boston but particularly in New York,
due to the outspoken views of John
Hughes, an Irishman and the presiding
bishop in that city. Because skills,
values, and habits of life are passed on
to children in school, it was inevitable
that the schools would be an arena of
cultural conflict, where the majority
would assert its power and minority
cultures would struggle to maintain a
voice. Despite advocates' claims that
the common schools of New York were
nonsectarian, the Public School Society
of New York retained textbooks that
contained numerous overt anti-Irish and
anti-Catholic statements. They also
maintained the practice of a daily



reading and recitation of the
(Protestant) King James version of the
Bible. When the Public School Society
refused to accommodate Catholic
interests either by allowing Catholic
religious instruction after hours or by
providing public funds to be used for
the establishment of public schools of a
Catholic nature, the Catholic community
suffered.

Yet perhaps the most vociferous
expressions of anti-Catholicism came
from anti-Catholic societies (such as
the American Protestant Association,
the Christian Alliance, the American
and Foreign Christian Union, the
American Protective Association, and



American Alliance) and anti-Catholic
political parties (such as the Native
American parties of the 1840s, the
Know-Nothing party of the 1850s, and
the Republican party of the 1850s and
1860s). Importantly, these organizations
were most successful in precisely the
states where Catholics were most
n u me r o us . Thus, they became
significant not only for organizing and
voicing both popular and elite
resentment against Catholics but for
mobilizing electoral opinion against the
interests of a rapidly expanding
Catholic community that remained both
severely disadvantaged and largely
powerless.



But Catholics are not the only
religious minority that has endured
hardship in America. The memory only
needs to be prodded a bit further to
recall the ways in which interreligious
hostility has extended to Judaism.
Christianity has long held Jews in the
ambivalent status of being both God's
chosen people, who had been
miraculously sustained throughout the
generations, and an unfaithful people
who suffered deservedly for their
betrayal of the Messiah. This was no
less true for the Evangelical pietism
that prevailed through the nineteenth
century. In America, the remnants of
Puritan culture retained a deep



sympathy with the "People of the Book"
and an identification with the Old
Testament imagery of a people "in
covenant with God." Still, in their
view, the sufferings of the diaspora
were the just punishments of a vengeful
God for a people who had rebelled
against His purposes.

Yet while the religious component
was never absent, the secular and
specifically economic behavior of Jews
received the most vicious exploitation
in stereotypes. Jews were portrayed as
crude, aggressively greedy Shylocks
whose conduct in business was always
opportunistic and very often
unscrupulous. Jews were the



pawnbrokers, petty white-collar
criminals, and merchants of the big
cities, perennially in pursuit of the
b a r ga i n and conspicuous in their
display of new wealth. Such was the
imagery presented in popular dramas
featuring Jews (like Melter Moss in
The Ticket-of-Leave Man [ 1864], Mo
Davis in Flying Scud [ 1867], Dicey
Morris in After Dark [ 1868], and
Mordie Solomons in The Lottery of
Life [ 1867]). Popular novels of the
period echoed the theme; at least three
of Horatio Alger's stories, for example,
contain Jews of this cast as minor
characters.' The portrait was reinforced
throughout dozens of inexpensive and
sensationalized dime novels written at



the end of the century. Herman Stoll, the
unscrupulous German Jewish Wall
Street broker in Albert Aiken's The
White Witch (1871) and the shady
operator Aaron Mosenstein in Aiken's
Dick Talbot and the Ranch King (1892)
are just two examples. Jews were
similarly stereotyped in the works of
Gilbert Jerome, Prentiss Ingraham, H.
P. Halsy, and J. R. Coryell, the author
of the popular Nick Carter stories.'

Despite the vulgar stereotyping and
the popular concern about the "Hebrew
conquest of the financial centers of
New York," anti-Semitism was never
greatly politicized in the way that anti-
Catholicism had been. Jews never



appeared to present a cultural or
demographic threat equivalent to that
posed by the Catholics. Nevertheless,
various forms of antiJewish
discrimination did characterize the last
two decades of the nineteenth century
and the first three decades of the
twentieth in particular.7 For one,
quotas limited the admission of Jews to
private schools, colleges, and medical
schools as late as the 1920s. As an
upwardly mobile Jewish population
began to migrate out of its ethnic and
religious enclaves, restrictive
covenants were placed in the deeds of
homes, allowing real estate agents to
refuse to rent apartments to Jews, and
landlords to hang "To Let" signs with



the addendum "No Jews." These
practices extended to membership in
social clubs and to the enjoyment of
summer and weekend resorts. At
Saratoga, Manhattan Beach, and Coney
Island, in the Catskills and other resorts
throughout New York and New Jersey,
placards were raised that stated, "No
Jews or Dogs Admitted Here." In
retaliation, Jews purchased several
prestigious hotels in most of the resort
towns and formed their own elite clubs
in New York, Baltimore, Rochester,
Detroit, and other major cities. In sum,
the discrimination faced by Jews in the
last decades of the nineteenth century
and the first decades of the twentieth,



while in many ways different from that
exper ienced by the mainly Irish
Catholics, was no less hostile. The net
effect was to ex,lude and control.

Less visible motifs of cultural
conflict in American history include
hostility toward Mormons. From the
founding of the Mormon Church in
1830, Mormons were subject to
harassment and persecution. The
governor of Missouri stated in 1838,
"The Mormons must be treated as
enemies and must be exterminated or
driven from the state, if necessary, for
the public good."8 And in several
states, mainly in the South, they were.
Joseph Smith and his brother were



jailed and then killed by a mob in
Illinois in 1844; four Mormon
missionaries were killed by a mob in
Cane Creek, Tennessee, in 1884; and
numerous others became victims of
murder, beatings, tar-and-featherings,
and other acts of violence.9

In all of these instances cultural
tension arose not simply from academic
disagreement over the proper form of
ecclesiastical structures or a theoretical
argument over doctrinal truths. Rather,
America's uneasy pluralism implied a
confrontation of a deeper nature-a
competition to define social reality.
Through the nineteenth and early
twentieth century cultural discord was



kindled, in general, by two competing
tendencies. On one hand, there was the
quest on the part of various minority
cul tures to carve out a space in
American life where they could each
live according to the imperatives of
conscience and the obligations of
communi ty without harassment or
reprisal. Such a space would provide
the base from which to expand their
own legitimate interests as a distinct
moral community. On the other hand,
there was the endeavor of Protestants
and a largely Protestant-based
populism to ward off any challenges-to
retain their advantage in defining the
habits and meaning of American
culture.



 



THE END OF AN AGE?

The conflicts involving Protestants,
Catholics, Jews, and Mormons are
indeed a prominent part of the
American heritage, and yet even these
experiences are largely removed from
contemporary American experience.
The reason for this is that all signs
would seem to point to a growing sense
of tolerance among Protestants,
Catholics, and Jews (as well as
Mormons and others too).

One series of national surveys
conducted between 1966 and 1984, for
example, showed that strong prejudicial



feeling both for and against different
religious faiths declined. Neutrality (or
what may actually be mutual
indifference) among Catholics,
Protestants, and Jews generally
increased while antipathy toward
various groups declined.10 Another
general indication of growing
interreligious tolerance is found in the
answers to questions about the
suitability of presidential candidates
w ho personally identify with one or
another religious tradition. In 1958 one
of every four Americans (25 percent)
claimed to be opposed to a nominee
who was Catholic, but by 1987 that
number had decreased to only 8
percent. Likewise, in 1958, 28 percent



said that they would not vote for a
candidate who was Jewish. By 1987,
this figure had dropped to only 10
percent.''

The research on anti-Semitism in
post-World War II America points in
the same direction. Once again, the
trends point to a rapid decrease in the
proportion of the population holding
negative perceptions of Jews. 12 For
example, non-Jews are now far less
likely to believe that Jews "have a lot
of irritating faults," or are
"unscrupulous," or "more willing than
others to use shady practices to get
what they want," that they "always like
to be at the head of things," or that they



are "objectionable neighbors." Non-
Jews are also now far less likely to
believe that Jews "have too much
power," that they "don't care what
happens to anyone but their own kind,"
and that they "are more loyal to Israel
than to America."

Even among white Evangelical
Protestants, the sector of the population
that has historically been most hostile
to Jews, anti-Semitic feeling is quite
low. According to one survey
conducted in 1986 for the
AntiDefamation League of B'nai B'rith,
there is no longer any "strong direct
evidence" to suggest that "most
Evangelical Christians consciously use



their deeply held Christian faith and
convictions as justification for
antiSemitic views of Jews.""' Indeed,
90 percent of the Evangelicals
disagreed with the statement that
"Christians are justified in holding
negative attitudes toward Jews since
the Jews killed Christ," and less than
one in ten agreed that "God doesn't hear
the prayer of a Jew." The study
concluded that many of the negative
attitudes of Evangelicals toward Jews
are best interpreted as a measure of
"general particularism" than of specific
anti-Semitism per se. Indeed, the study
further noted that "There is some
evidence to suggest that Evangelical
Christians may have more positive



attitudes toward Jews than [toward]
other non-Christians because of the
interrelationship between the Christian
and Jewish tradition throughout the Old
and New Testaments."

The expansion of cultural tolerance,
it is important to point out, is not an
isolated event. It coincides with the
slow but steady expansion of political
and ideological tolerance (such as
tolerance of communists and atheists),
racial tolerance (of blacks and
Hispanics), and sexual tolerance (of
homosexuals and those cohabitating
outside of marriage).14

No one would say that interreligious



and interideological tension of the kind
that prevailed in the nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries has
disappeared altogether-nor, in all
likelihood, will it ever disappear
entirely. The voices of prejudice can
continue to be heard by those who warn
against "the Jewish Menace," or like
the leadership of the World Congress of
Fundamentalists who claimed in 1983
that the Roman Catholic Church is "the
mother of harlots and abominations of
the earth."15 Even so, overwhelming
evidence demonstrates that the social
ethos of the late twentieth century
reflects dramatic change.

Social and historical tendencies as



important as these compel us to
confront a momentous possibility. The
Enlightenment philosophes long ago
predicted that as societies advanced,
modern individuals would outgrow
their need for the comfort of religious
"superstitions." One of the long-
dreamed-for consequences of this
would be the end to religiously
motivated violence and division in
society. If religion was deteriorating,
its passions could no longer be linked
with the tremendous power of the state.
All such conflict would come to an end.
Though the Enlightenment thinkers held
out this hope universally, they were
particularly anxious to see the end of
hostilities between Protestants and



Catholics and between Christians and
Jews in their own societies. It was the
political disruption and human suffering
generated by these particular cleavages
that were most immediate to their own
time and experience.

The evidence just reviewed provides
still another compelling explanation of
why the very idea of cultural conflict in
contemporary America is so
implausible to most Americans. When
we look all around the social and
political landscape, we see a general
harmony among the traditional faiths of
the United States; by and large,
Protestants get along well with
Catholics, Christians get along better



with Jews, and even the small number
of religious cults are more of a
curiosity than a source of widespread
resentment and antagonism. If' one can
argue anything on the basis of scholarly
study, it is that the predictions of the
Enlightenment age are coming true after
all.

But are they? Is the age of cultural
and, in particular, religious conflict in
America coming to a close?

The answer must be no. The reason is
that cultural conflict is taking shape
along new and in many ways unfamiliar
lines.



 



NEW LINES OF
CONFLICT: 

THE ARGUMENT IN
BRIEF

Let me begin to make sense of the new
lines of cultural warfare by first
defining what I mean by "cultural
conflict." I define cultural conflict very
simply as political and social hostility
rooted in different systems of moral
understanding. The end to which these
hostilities tend is the domination of one
cultural and moral ethos over all others.
Let it be clear, the principles and ideals
that mark these competing systems of



moral understanding are by no means
trifling but always have a character of
ultimacy to them. They are not merely
attitudes that can change on a whim but
basic commitments and beliefs that
provide a source of identity, purpose,
and togetherness for the people who
live by them. It is for precisely this
reason that political action rooted in
these principles and ideals tends to be
so passionate.

So what is new about the
contemporary cultural conflict? As we
h a v e seen, the cultural hostilities
dominant over the better part of
American history have taken place
within the boundaries of a larger



biblical culture-among numerous
Protestant groups, and Catholics and
Jewsover such issues as doctrine, ritual
observance, and religious organization.
Underlying their disagreements,
therefore, were basic agreements about
the order of life in community and
nation-agreements forged by biblical
symbols and imagery. But the old
arrangements have been transformed (a
matter we will explore in chapter 3).
The older agreements have unraveled.
The divisions of political consequence
today are not theological and
ecclesiastical in character but the result
of differing worldviews. That is to say,
they no longer revolve around specific
doctrinal issues or styles of religious



practice and organization but around
our most fundamental and cherished
assumptions about how to order our
lives-our own lives and our lives
together in this society. Our most
fundamental ideas about who we are as
Americans are now at odds.

Because this is a culture war, the nub
of political disagreement today on the
range of issues debated-whether
abortion, child care, funding for the
arts, affirmative action and quotas, gay
rights, values in public education, or
multiculturalism-can be traced
ultimately and finally to the matter of
moral authority. By moral authority I
mean the basis by which people



determine whether something is good or
bad, right or wrong, acceptable or
unacceptable, and so on. Of course,
people often have very different ideas
about what criteria to use in making
moral judgments, but this is just the
point. It is the commitment to different
and opposing bases of moral authority
and the world views that derive from
them that creates the deep cleavages
between antagonists in the
contemporary culture war. As we will
see, this cleavage is so deep that it cuts
across the old lines of conflict, making
the distinctions that long divided
Americans-those between Protestants,
Catholics, and Jewsvirtually irrelevant.



At this point let me introduce a
critical word of qualification. Though
competing moral visions are at the heart
of today's culture war, these do not
always take form in coherent, clearly
articulated, sharply differentiated
world views. Rather, these moral
visions take expression as polarizing
impulses or tendencies in American
culture. It is important, in this light, to
make a distinction between how these
moral visions are institutionalized in
different organizations and in public
rhetoric, and how ordinary Americans
relate to them. In truth, most Americans
occupy a vast middle ground between
the polarizing impulses of American



culture. Many will obviously lean
toward one side while many others will
tilt toward the other. Some Americans
may seem altogether oblivious to either.
The point is that most Americans,
despite their predispositions, would not
embrace a particular moral vision
wholly or uncritically. Where the
polarizing tendencies in American
culture tend to be sharpest is in the
organizations and spokespeople who
have an interest in promoting a
particular position on a social issue. It
is they who, perhaps unwittingly, give
voice to the competing moral visions.
(Even then, I might add, the world
views articulated are often less than
coherent!) These institutions possess



tremendous power in the realm of
public discourse. They almost seem to
have a life of their own; an existence,
power, and agenda independent of the
people for whom they presumably
speak.

Polarizing Impulses: The Orthodox
and the Progressive

To come right to the point, the
cleavages at the heart of the
contemporary culture war are created
by what I would like to call the impulse
toward orthodoxy and the impulse
toward progressivism. The terms are
imperfect, but each aspires to describe
in shorthand a particular locus and



source of moral truth, the fundamental
(though perhaps subconscious) moral
allegiances of the actors involved in the
culture war as well as their cultural and
political dispositions. Though the terms
"orthodox" and "progressive" may be
familiar to many, they have a particular
me a ni ng here that requires some
elaboration.

Let me acknowledge, first off, that the
words, orthodox and progressive, can
describe specific doctrinal creeds or
particular religious practices. Take
orthodoxy. Within Judaism, orthodoxy
is defined mainly by commitment to
Torah and the community that upholds
it; within Catholicism, orthodoxy is



defined largely by loyalty to church
teachingthe Roman Magisterium; and
within Protestantism, orthodoxy
principally means devotion to the
complete and final authority of
Scripture. Substantively, then, these
labels can mean vastly different things
within different religious traditions.

But I prefer to use the terms orthodox
and progressive as formal properties of
a belief system or world view. What is
common to all three approaches to
orthodoxy, for example (and what
makes orthodoxy more of a formal
property), is the commitment on the part
of adherents to an external, definable,
and transcendent authority. Such



objective and transcendent authority
defines, at least in the abstract, a
consistent, unchangeable measure of
value, purpose, goodness, and identity,
both personal and collective. It tells us
what is good, what is true, how we
should live, and who we are. It is an
authority that is sufficient for all time.
Thus, as different as Chuck Mcllhenny,
Yehuda Levin, and Mae Duggan are in
their personal faith commitments, all
three believe that moral authority
comes from above and for all time.
This is seen clearly in Yehuda's
statement that what the Torah says
about abortion is "the beginning and the
end of the subject." Chuck and Mae, in
their own ways, would say something



similar. This fundamental commitment,
then, is what these three share in
common and one reason why, in the
current climate, their voices tend to
resonate with each other.

Within cultural progressivism, by
contrast, moral authority tends to be
defined by the spirit of the modern age,
a spirit of rationalism and subjectivism.
16 Progressivist moral ideals tend, that
is, to derive from and embody (though
rarely exhaust) that spirit. From this
standpoint, truth tends to be viewed as
a process, as a reality that is ever
unfolding. There are many distinctions
that need to be made here. For example,
w ha t about those progressivists who



still identify with a particular religious
heritage? For them, one may note a
strong tendency to translate the moral
ideals of a religious tradition so that
they conform to and legitimate the
contemporary zeitgeist. In other words,
what all progressivist world views
share in common is the tendency to
resymbolize historic faiths according to
the prevailing assumptions of
contemporary life. This is seen, for
example, in Bea Blair's rejection of
biblical literalism and her conviction
that, as she put it, "people have to
interpret the Scripture for themselves."
The same theme is illustrated by stories
Chuck Mcllhenny tells of ministers he
has debated, some of whom, Chuck



says, reinterpret Scripture to justify
homosexuality, while others recognize
what the biblical texts say about the
immorality of homosexuality but reject
its authority over one's life. From
Chuck's point of view, progressivist
church leaders base their views on the
belief that "the Bible is just a human
document, no different from any other
book." The general point both Bea and
Chuck make here is that the traditional
sources of moral authority, whether
scripture, papal pronouncements, or
Jewish law, no longer have an
exclusive or even a predominant
binding power over their lives. Rather,
the binding moral authority tends to



reside in personal experience or
scientific rationality, or either of these
in conversation with particular
religious or cultural traditions.

I have been talking about the
contemporary cultural divide in the
context of religious communities in
order to highlight the historical novelty
of the contemporary situation. But what
about the growing number of
"secularists"?'7 These people range
from the vaguely religious to the openly
agnostic or atheistic. While they would
probably claim no affiliation with a
church or religious denomination, they
nevertheless hold deep humanistic
concerns about the welfare of



community and nation. (Of those we
met in the prologue, Harriet Woods of
St. Louis would most closely match this
description. She was raised in the
Reform movement of Judaism but has
for many years maintained only the
loosest attachments to that tradition.
Instead, she thinks of herself as a
humanist.) Secularists like Harriet are
central to this discussion for the
obvious reason that their presence and
perspectives have become so prominent
in American life. How then do
secularists relate to the matter of moral
authority?

Like the representatives of religious
communities, they too are divided. Yet



public opinion surveys show that a
decided majority of secularists are
drawn toward the progressivist impulse
in American culture.' For these people
religious tradition has no binding
address, no opinion-shaping influence.
Some secularists, however,
(particularly many secular conservative
and neo-conservative intellectuals) are
drawn toward the orthodox impulse.
For them, a commitment to natural law
or to a high view of nature serves as the
functional equivalent of the external and
transcendent moral authority revered by
their religiously orthodox counterparts.

In sum, the contemporary cultural
conflict turns upside down (or perhaps



inside out) the way cultural conflict has
long been waged. Thus, we see those
with apparently similar religious or
cultural affiliations battling with one
another. The culture war encompasses
all Americans, religious and "non-
religious," in very novel ways.

Political Dispositions: Cultural
Conservatives Versus Cultural
Progressivists

The orthodox and progressivist
impulses in American culture, as I have
described them, contrast sources of
moral truth and also the allegiances by
which people, drawn toward one or the
other, live and interpret the world.



They also express, somewhat
imperfectly, the opposing social and
political dispositions to which
Americans on opposing sides of the
cultural divide are drawn. Here,
though, a word of elaboration.

It nearly goes without saying that
those who embrace the orthodox
impulse are almost always cultural
conservatives, while those who
embrace progressivist moral
assumptions tend toward a liberal or
libertarian social agenda. Certainly, the
associations between foundational
mor a l commitments and social and
political agendas is far from absolute;
s o me people and organizations will



cross over the lines, taking
conservative positions on some issues
and liberal views on others. Yet the
re l a ti onshi p between foundational
moral commitments and social and
political agendas is too strong and
consistent to be viewed as coincidental.
This is true for most Americans (as
seen in public opinion surveys), but it
is especially true for the organizations
engaged in the range of contemporary
disputes. For the practical purposes of
naming the antagonists in the culture
war, then, we can label those on one
side cultural conservatives or moral
traditionalists, and those on the other
side liberals or cultural progressives.
These are, after all, the terms that the



actors in the culture war use to describe
themselves. The danger of using these
"political" labels, however, is that one
can easily forget that they trace back to
prior moral commitments and more
basic moral visions: We subtly slip into
thinking of the controversies debated as
political rather than cultural in nature.
On political matters one can
compromise; on matters of ultimate
moral truth, one cannot. This is why the
full range of issues today seems
interminable.

New and Unlikely Alliances

The real novelty of the contemporary
situation emerges out of the fact that the



orthodox and progressivist communities
are not fighting isolated battles.
Evangelical Protestants, for example,
are not locked in an isolated conflict
with liberal Protestants. Nor are
theologically progressive Catholics
struggling in isolation with their
theologically conservative counterparts
in the Roman hierarchy. The
contemporary culture war is much
larger and more complicated. At the
heart of the new cultural realignment
are the pragmatic alliances being
formed across faith traditions. Because
of common points of vision and
concern, the orthodox wings of
Protestantism, Catholicism, and
Judaism are forming associations with



each other, as are the progressive
wings of each faith community-and each
set of alliances takes form in opposition
to the influence the other seeks to exert
in public culture.

These institutional alliances, it
should be noted, are not always
influential in terms of the joint power
they hold. Some of the groups, after all,
are quite small and have few resources.
But these institutional alliances are
culturally significant, for the simple
reason that ideological and
organizational associations are being
generated among groups that have
historically been antagonistic toward
one another. Had the disagreements in



each religious tradition remained
simply theological or ecclesiastical in
nature, these alliances would have
probably never developed. But since
the divisions have extended into the
broader realm of public morality, the
alliances have become the expedient
outcome of common concerns. In other
words, although these alliances are
historically "unnatural," they have
become pragmatically necessary.
Traditional religiocultural divisions are
superseded-replaced by the overriding
differences taking form out of orthodox
and progressive moral commitments.

These unlikely alliances are at the
center of a fundamental realignment in



American culture and, in turn, identify
the key actors in an emerging cultural
conflict. It is in this realignment that we
find the real significance of the stories
recounted at the opening of this book.
E a c h one illustrated the shifting
alliances: at the Police Academy on
East 20th Street in Manhattan stood
Orthodox rabbis, Evangelical pastors,
and Catholic priests, all being charged
with disorderly conduct. There in the
offices of Bea Blair's Religious
Coalition for Abortion Rights and in
Mae Duggan's Citizens for Educational
Freedom an array of faiths (progressive
in Bea's case and orthodox in Mae's
case) are represented. There in San
Francisco, there in Hartford, there in



Cleveland, there in Boise, there in
Birmingham, there in towns and cities
all across America.

Points of Clarification

The first mistake we should guard
against is to view the culture war as
merely the accumulation of social
issues debated today (such as abortion,
values in schools, homosexuality, or the
meaning of Columbus's discovery of
America). The culture war
encompasses these issues, but the
source of the conflict is found in
different moral visions. For this reason,
it would also be a mistake to view the
culture war as merely a social



referendum on Ronald Reagan, George
Bush, or other presidents and their
political legacies. If this were the case,
the present conflict would simply be a
dispute between political "liberals" and
"conservatives." The cleavages run
much deeper. For the same reasons, it
would be inaccurate to describe this as
a collision between "religious liberals"
and "religious conservatives." 19 Nor
is it a clash between what one scholar
described as "New Protestants" and
"Old Protestants," "New Catholics" and
"Old Catholics," and by extension,
"New Jews" and "Old Jews."20 In a
similar vein, it would be wrong to
confuse the contemporary culture war
with the ambitions of Protestant



Fundamentalism and the New Christian
Right and the backlash it created among
such secular activists as feminists in the
National Organization for Women
(NOW) or attorneys of the American
Civil Liberties Union (ACLU). It is true
that Evangelical and Fundamentalist
Protestants are the most vocal and
visible actors on the orthodox side of
the new cultural divide and that the
secular activists of NOW, the ACLU,
or the People for the American Way are
among the most visible actors on the
progressive side of the divide. But to
frame the contemporary culture war in
this way ignores the central role played
by a wide range of other cultural actors



on both sides who are neither
Fundamentalists on the one hand nor
secular activists on the other. Besides,
many of the organizations of the New
Christian Right (for instance, such as
the Moral Majority, Christian Voice,
the Religious Roundtable) have either
disappeared from public sight or gone
out of business. Yet the cultural conflict
continues-and it continues without any
sign that it will soon abate.

 



THE STRUGGLE TO
DEFINE AMERICA

RANDALL TERRY (spokesman for the
pro-life organization Operation
Rescue): The bottom line is that
killing children is not what America is
all about. We are not here to destroy
our offspring.

FAVE WATTLETON (president of
Planned Parenthood): Well, we are
also not here to have the government
use women's bodies as the instrument
of the state, to force women into
involuntary servitude-



RANDALL TERRY (laughing): Oh
come on, Faye.

FAYE WATTLETON: -I think that as
Americans celebrate the Fourth of
July, our independence, and when we
reflect on our personal liberties, this
is a very, very somber time, in which
the courts have said that the most
private aspects of our lives are now . .
. not protected by the Bill of Rights
and the Constitution. And I believe
that that is a time for Americans to
reflect on the need to return to the
fundamentals, and the fundamentals of
personal privacy are really the
cornerstones upon which our
democracy is built.



RANDALL TERRY: I think that to
assume or even suggest that the
founding fathers of this country risked
their lives and many of them died so
that we can kill our offspring is
pathetic.21

Although Randall Terry and Faye
Wattleton were debating the morality
and legality of abortion, what they said
goes far beyond the abortion
controversy. First, the contemporary
culture war is not just an expression of
different "opinions" or "attitudes" on
this or that issue, like abortion. If this
were all there was to it, the conflict I
refer to would be, as someone once
suggested, the "politics of distraction"-



a trivial pursuit that keeps Americans
from settling more important matters.22
No, the conflict is deeper than mere
"differences of opinion" and bigger than
abortion, and in fact, bigger than the
culmination of all the battles being
waged. As suggested earlier, the culture
war emerges over fundamentally
different conceptions of moral
authority, over different ideas and
beliefs about truth, the good, obligation
to one another, the nature of community,
and so on. It is, therefore, cultural
conflict at its deepest level. This is why
the differences between Chuck
Mcllhenny and Richmond Young,
between Yehuda Levin and Bea Blair,
and between Mae Duggan and Harriet



Woods are so intense and seem so
unresolvable.

Though the conflict derives from
differences in assumptions that are
philosophical and even theological in
nature, the conflict does not end as a
philosophical dispute. This is a conflict
over how we are to order our lives
together. This means that the conflict is
inevitably expressed as a clash over
national life itself. Both Randall Terry
and Faye Wattleton acknowledge this in
their exchange. Hearing them invoke the
Bill of Rights, the "founding fathers,"
"what America is really all about," and
so on, we come to see that the
contemporary culture war is ultimately



a struggle over national identity-over
the meaning of America, who we have
been in the past, who we are now, and
perhaps most important, who we, as a
nation, will aspire to become in the
new millennium. Importantly, Randall
Terry and Faye Wattleton are not the
only ones who see a larger relationship
between a single issue in the culture
war and the American character. A
well-known photographer whose work
has been scrutinized by the FBI claims,
"We are not going down without a fight.
We're not going to go down without a
voice that's saying loudly and clearly,
'this is not what we think America is
about.' "23 A young mother and activist
near Sacramento, who protests the



content of schoolbooks in California's
public schools, said, "The battle we are
fighting here is being fought all around
the state and around the nation. We as
parents get involved because our
children are affected but in the end it is
our country that is at stake."24 A video
store owner who was prosecuted for
violating pornography laws stated, "I
feel like I'm fighting for America. I feel
like I'm fighting for our rights as
Americans. That's what I feel like."25
And each of the individuals we met in
the prologue believes that the battle
they wage has consequences for
America-its institutions and its ideals.
And the list goes on. Arguably, our



national identity and purpose has not
been more a source of contention since
the Civil War.

Though intellectuals and activists of
various sorts play a special role in this
cultural conflict, it would be very
wrong to assume that this conflict is
really just the lofty and cerebral
machinations of squirrelly academic
types who roam the corridors of think
tanks and universities. To the contrary,
this culture war intersects the lives of
most Americans, even those who are or
would like to be totally indifferent.
This is so because this conflict has an
impact on virtually all of the major
institutions of American society. As the



"stories from the front" suggest, this
conflict has a decisive impact on the
family-not just on the critical issues of
reproduction and abortion but on a
wide range of other issues such as the
limits (if any) of legitimate sexuality,
the public and private role of women,
questions of childraising, and even the
definition of what constitutes a family
in the first place. The cultural conflict
concerns the structure and content of
public education-of how and what
American children will learn. Also
affected is the content of the popular
mediafrom the films that are shown to
the television shows that are aired to
the books that are read and to the art
that is exhibited. It has a critical effect



on the conduct of law, particularly in
the ways in which Americans define
rights-who should have them and who
should not and with whose interests the
state should be aligned. Not least, this
cultural clash has tremendous
consequences for electoral politics, the
way in which Americans choose their
leaders. The contemporary culture war
even has a bearing on the way in which
public discussion is carried out-in the
way people with opposing ideals and
agendas try to resolve their differences
in the public forum.

Once again, what seems to be a
myriad of self-contained cultural
disputes actually amounts to a fairly



comprehensive and momentous struggle
to define the meaning of America-of
how and on what terms will Americans
live together, of what comprises the
good society. The purpose of this book
is to explore the nature, depth, and
consequences of this struggle. Part II
describes the historical and societal
sources that have given rise to the new
cultural strains as well as the nature
and historical significance of the new
cleavages that divide American public
culture. Part III explores the
mechanisms by which cultural conflict
is carried out. In particular, this section
explores the nature of public discussion
about national life and purpose, and
how the technologies that mediate



public discourse aggravate the
differences and intensify the polarities.
In this way we see how most
Americans are eclipsed from public
debate. Part IV examines the various
fields of conflict-the symbolic territory
over which the larger culture war
actually takes place. The key areas
surveyed are the family, education,
media and the arts, law, and electoral
politics. Finally, Part V attempts to
assess the status of the conflict today
and traces the implications of this
conflict for the unfolding of American
democracy as it embarks upon its third
century.

The first task, however, is to explore



the general character of cultural
conflict. The topic is somewhat
theoretical but its implications are far
from abstract. From it we will discern
the tangible principles by which the
contemporary American culture war
takes shape.

 



2

The Anatomy 
of Cultural Conflict

The idea of "cultural conflict" may
sound abstract, but as we have seen, it
involves real individuals who are not
unlike many people we know, or
perhaps even ourselves. Their lives-
their thoughts, emotions, beliefs,
activities, and relationships, and maybe
ours too-are a central part of the way
the contemporary culture war unfolds.



For a brief time, however, it is
appropriate to step away from the gritty
details of those lives to see the larger
significance. To this end, let us come
right to the point: cultural conflict is
ultimately about the struggle for
domination.

Of course, it would be senseless as
well as intellectually idealistic to
imagine that "class resentment," the
antagonism born out of the unequal
access to the prerogatives of wealth,
does not play a part in explaining
conflict of this nature. It would be
equally ludicrous to imagine that ethnic
and racial suspicion were somehow
insignificant factors. So too would it be



folly simply to dismiss the passionate
convictions and ideals of the people
engaged as irrelevant-"epiphenomenal,"
as the Marxists say-to its course and
outcome. But in the final analysis,
whatever else may be involved,
cultural conflict is about power-a
struggle to achieve or maintain the
power to define reality.

The power to define reality is not an
abstract power. Indeed, as we have
seen, nothing less is at stake than a
sense of justice and fair play, an
assurance that life is as it should be,
indeed, nothing less is at stake than a
way of life. And because the conflict
ultimately involves a struggle for



power, a variety of other tangible
factors are invariably involved,
including money (a great deal of it),
reputation, livelihood, and a
considerable array of other resources.
To be sure, cultural conflict is serious
business.

Yet this is only a point of departure.
Many questions beg to be answered.
Among them: How does such conflict
take form? Where does it take place?
Who are the principal contenders? And
so on. Though these questions need to
be addressed in general and somewhat
theoretical terms, what we learn by
pursuing them is anything but abstract
a nd useless. This venture, in fact, is



critical to an understanding of cultural
conflict in our own day. The first
question to be addressed here concerns
the location of cultural conflict in
society. Once the context is established,
other facets of the present situation will
become much clearer.

 



PUBLIC CULTURE-
PRIVATE CULTURE

If cultural conflict is mainly about the
struggle for domination, the arena that
is principally contested is the arena of
"public culture."

Both public culture and, for lack of 'a
better term, "private culture" can be
understood as "spheres of symbolic
activity," that is, areas of human
endeavor where symbols are created
and adapted to human needs. At both
levels, culture orders our experience,
makes sense of' our lives, gives us
meaning. The very essence of the



activity taking place in both realms-
what makes both public and private
culture possible-is "discourse" or
conversation, the interaction of
different voices, opinions, and
perspectives. Yet, while public and
private culture are similar in
constitution, they are different in their
function-one orders private life; the
other orders public life.

First, consider the domain of private
culture. Private culture, as one area of
symbolic activity, consists of the
symbols and meanings that order
experience within the realm of personal
experience. These meanings encompass
people's self-understanding and the



relationships they enjoy with close
friends, family, coworkers and
colleagues, and other acquaintances, as
well as to their circumstances and
surroundings. But what do these
symbols and meanings do? At one level
they take the form of the rules and
platitudes that guide ordinary people
through the routines of everyday life,
from the time they wake up in the
morning to the hour they retire to bed.
These would encompass the unspoken
rules about how to adorn oneself for the
day, when and what to eat (for example,
the virtues of "fast food" or "health
food"), how to spend one's leisure time
(for example, reading, shooting hoops,
meditating, watching television, or



quaffing beers with friends), and so on.
These symbols and meanings also
provide a kind of map that locates one
in a larger world of people, places,
events, and situations. Such symbols
identify, for example, who is significant
in people's lives and why. (Some
people are significant because they are
related to you by blood-a father,
mo the r, sibling, or child; others,
because their decisions affect your life,
such as a boss, teacher, coach, or
politician.) But beyond the more
mundane aspects of private life, private
culture contains the truths that help a
person cope with both tragedy and
elation-the inevitable seasons of



anxiety, suffering, boredom, and
heartbreak as well as those fleeting
moments of anticipation, joy, and
enchantment that are together part and
parcel of human experience. They help
explain why, for example, you did not
get the job you really wanted ("it wasn't
in the cards"), why you must endure the
neighbors you have ("this must be a test
of character"), or why your brother was
killed in a car accident ("it must have
been God's will"). The realm of private
culture holds the parables and truths
that help people make sense of the
events that mark the cycle of their lives-
birth, adolescence, marriage,
childrearing, vocation, old age, and
death. These symbols are what help us



see, for example, birth as "a miracle,"
adolescence as "a stage," marriage as
"a union," and so on. Not least, private
culture consists of the interpretations
that allow persons to locate their own
biographies and the biographies of
those close to them not only in the
broader sweep of community and
national life but in the wider reaches of
human and even cosmic history as well.
Interpretations of this kind are heard
commonly when people are described
as having "made a real difference in
this town"; as being "a real saint"; or,
sadly, as having "wasted their life
away."

Public culture, by contrast, consists



of the symbols and meanings that order
the life of the community or region or
nation as a whole. In modern times the
primary locus of collective experience
is the nationstate. A person's attachment
to the local community or to a regional
way of life (such as that linking people
to the South, the West, the Midwest, or,
New England) remains important, to be
sure. Ultimately, though, these
particular attachments tend to be
subsumed by or encompassed within
the interests of national life. In this
light, public culture in our day and age
can best be understood as the
repository of the symbols of national
life and purpose. What does this mean?



At its most basic and practical level,
public culture consists of what could be
called the "instrumentality of the state."
By this term I refer to the entire range
of procedural norms and legal codes
that define the acceptable limits of
personal behavior and collective
action, specify the nature and extent of
public responsibility (such as helping
the poor, caring for the environment,
and assigning municipal tasks of
collecting garbage, paving streets), and
regulate interaction among different
parties in the public arena (in political
controversy, legal disputes, and the
like).

Public culture, though, is more



sublime than this, for it also embodies
the symbols of national identity. 'These
symbols express the meaning of
citizenship and, therefore, the meaning
of patriotism and disloyalty. More
important, public culture consists of the
shared notions of civic virtue and the
common ideals of the public good-what
is best for the general happiness of the
people and welfare of the republic.
Beyond this, public culture is reflected
in the shared standards by which the
actions of individuals or communities
as well as the actions of other nations
and communities with whom it deals
are evaluated and judged as either good
or evil, right or wrong, just or unjust.



Finally, a nation's public culture
embraces the collective myths
surrounding its history and future
promise. These myths are usually
constructed through a selective
interpretation of our national history, in
which certain themes and events are
emphasized and others played down.
For example, some may stress
historical events that show America as
a "secular democratic experiment";
others see America as a "Christian
commonwealth, a city on a hill." Mae
Duggan gave expression to one of these
myths when she invoked George
Washington's belief that good
government cannot exist without



religion as its foundation. Bea Blair
expressed another interpretation when
she claimed that America was "founded
by people who did not want one group
imposing their ideas on another group."
Such myths elaborate the moral
significance of the nation's founding in
the context of global history; they guide
the selection of its heroes and villains;
and they interpret the content of the
founding documents-its Declaration of
Independence, its Constitution, its Bill
of Rights. By providing an
interpretation of the past in this way,
t h e s e myths also articulate the
precedents and ideals for the nation's
futur e . They set out the national
priorities and tasks yet to be



accomplished, and they envision the
mission yet to be fulfilled.

Ideally, public culture and private
culture would seem to complement each
other. As spheres of symbolic activity,
each provides a context for the other.
Public culture functions as a legal and
political context for private culture by
demarcating the boundaries of
permissible personal behavior and
even thought. At the same time,
personal interests and aspirations
rooted in private culture become
expressed as political claims in the
public realm. For example, a parent's
concern about sex education in his or
her own twelve-year-old's middle



school becomes more general concern
with the quality of education in
California, where they live, and
perhaps the nation as a whole. Or, a
woman's own unhappy experience with
an unplanned pregnancy may become a
more general concern with the politics
of reproduction in her city. In this way,
private culture provides the context in
which public culture becomes a reality
intelligible and personally relevant to
ordinary people. Public culture
becomes a realm that can be understood
and influenced, a sphere of activity in
which individuals and communities can
present and advocate their particular
interests, the place in which the various
voices of private interest can press



their particular claims as public
discourse. To the degree that public and
private culture interact in this way, the
authority of democratic regimes
achieves its measure of popular
consent. Such is the moral foundation of
the modern liberal state.

Of course, this is how political life
under democratic rule is supposed to
work in theory. While some of the time
practical reality "fits" the theory, much
of the time it does not. The special
language of public discourse, for
example, often seems muddled,
obscure, and incomprehensible. The
impenetrable nature of legal rhetoric
and bureaucratic verbiage is well



known. These factors are obstacles that
private citizens and local communities
face in entering public debate. When
the obstacles are too great, public
culture remains distant and
unapproachable; private culture
becomes isolated and the voices of
ordinary citizens remain publicly silent.
When private culture remains estranged
from public culture, and individuals
and communities retreat from political
expression, personal lives become
irrelevant to the course and conduct of
civic affairs.

Why is all of this important? Because
the right to shape the public culture, or
at least the right to have a voice in how



public culture will be shaped, confers
enormous benefits. The essential
benefit is the right to pursue individual
and community interests. Those who
have no voice may be defined as
illegitimate-and their interests may be
deemed irrelevant. The very survival of
minority moral communities is at risk,
unless all have the right to help shape
public culture. In real life, of course,
the many different voices that contribute
to the shaping of public culture are not
of equal volume or authority. Many
voices may be heard, but the historical
tendency has been for one voice to
dominate. This was certainly true in the
case of the Protestant domination in the
nineteenth century. In this case and in



others, the values and interests of one
moral community overshadowed and
oftentimes eclipsed those of other
communities. This is what social
scientists would call "cultural
hegemony," and the benefits that accrue
to it are nothing less than power and
privilege.

It is precisely for this reason that the
arena contested in cultural warfare is
the arena of public culture. It is where
the struggle for cultural hegemony or
cultural domination takes place. But in
what ways does this struggle work
itself out? This will become clearer
after exploring the impact of two other
aspects of public culture.



Faith and Public Culture

The first aspect concerns the place and
role of faith. The term is used broadly
here to include any more or less formal
system of belief. Traditional theisms
(Protestantism, Catholicism, Judaism,
and Islam) would all be considered
faiths. By this definition it is also
possible to speak about secular
ideologies, including such
comprehensive political philosophies
as Marxism, fascism, or humanism, as
faiths.

Some may ask, if "faith" is being
defined so broadly, why not use the
term "ideology" instead? Besides, the



word "faith" carries certain religious
and sectarian connotations. The reason
is this: the term, ideology, is correct
and appropriate in what it implies, but
its usage in the American scene is off
the mark. The main reason is that the
American people have never provided
very fertile soil for the growth of purely
secular political ideologies. Quite the
opposite. America, rather, has always
been the "fertile crescent" of the
industrialized world insofar as the
development of religious sectarianism
is concerned. Therefore, it is hardly
surprising that when secular ideologies
have taken root, as in the case of the
humanist and free thinking movement



after the Second World War, they have
usually had a certain sectarian cast.'
Thus, in the American context, the term
"faith"-even with its religious and
s e c ta r i a n connotations-seems more
appropriate in capturing the essence of
almost everything that passes for belief
in America.

But why are these belief systems,
which we call faiths, and the
institutions that embody them so
important to this discussion? The short
answer is this: politics is, in large part,
an expression of culture (competing
values and ideals and, often, interests
based in values). At the heart of culture,
though, is religion, or systems of faith.



And at the heart of religion are its
claims to truth about the world.2 This is
it in a nutshell. The struggle for power
(which is the essence of politics) is in
large part a struggle between competing
truth claims, claims which are by their
very nature "religious" in character if
not in content. This can be explained a
bit more fully.

The first factor to consider is that
traditional forms of faith, like any more
or less formal system of belief (even
secular belief) provides the
fundamental link between public and
private culture. They do this in part by
articulating the relationship between the
individual and the larger society and



between the community and the nation.
Systems of faith or belief, even if just
assumed and not fully articulated,
locate the individual and community in
the larger social order, offering not
only moral explanations of where they
fit in and why but of where they should
fit in as well. This is to say that belief
systems explain why some people are
rich and others poor, why some people
suffer and others do not, why some
people are loved and appreciated and
others despised or ignored, why there
is injustice, why there is tyranny, why
there is warexplanations for the issues
that all individuals and communities
confront in their experience at various
times and in various ways. Yet these



same systems of belief also prescribe
principles of action that specify what
should be done, if anything, to help the
poor, to alleviate suffering, to pursue
justice and peace in the larger social
order.

At the same time, these faiths lay out
the moral significance of different
social institutions and institutional
arrangements. They set forth the social
and moral meaning of marriage and the
family, the needs and objectives of
education, the principles of law, the
role of government, and so on, and the
interrelationships of these institutions.
Here again, systems of belief not only
define "what is" but also "what should



be."3

Faith and culture, then, are
inextricably linked. By elucidating a
broader cosmology or world view,
faiths not only link the symbols of
public culture with the symbols of
private culture; they also infuse the
symbols of each sphere with universal
if not transcendent significance. This
capacity is unique to these more or less
comprehensive systems of belief. And
despite the constraints modern societies
have placed upon more traditional
religious authority to remain
sequestered in the private sphere, the
impulse to synthesize and universalize
public and private experience remains



one of the central and unchanging
features of religion in the modern
world.

There is a second factor that explains
why the belief systems, or faiths, are
important to this discussion. Faith is the
source of our most deeply held ideals
of right and wrong, good and bad, just
and unjust. As such, these fundamental
assumptions and ideals not only order
a nd guide our passions but they are
often the origins and repository of our
passions as well. They make risk,
sacrifice, and long-term duty and
responsibility possible-the kind of
commitments we have seen in the lives
of Chuck Mcllhenny, Harriet Woods,



Mae Duggan, and the others. There is
no way to account for the extraordinary
energy and emotional intensity seen on
both sides of the contemporary culture
war except to say that the commitments
made by the various actors-both
religious and secular; orthodox and
progressive-are rooted in a sense of
ultimate moral truth.

Elites and Public Culture

Given the importance of these universal
systems of meaning, the importance of
intellectuals and other elites becomes
very clear. While ordinary people
participate in the construction of their
own private worlds, the development



and articulation of the more elaborate
systems of meaning, including the realm
of public culture, falls almost always to
the realm of elites. They are the ones
who create the concepts, supply the
language, and explicate the logic of
public discussion. They are the ones
who define and redefine the meaning of
public symbols. Public discourse, then,
is largely a discourse of elites.4 This is
the first reason why the vast majority of
Americans who are somewhere in the
middle of these debates are not heard.
They have little access to the tools of
public culture that elites have.

But it is important to be clear about
which elites are most consequential to



the shaping of public discourse.

Those who come immediately to
mind are the intellectuals, who reside
in the halls of academia, devoting their
careers to research, writing, consulting,
lecturing, and educating young adults.
Within the vast realm of higher
education, the academics whose work
contributes the most toward the
establishment of public culture are
those in the humanities, social sciences,
public administration, theology, and
law. Yet as important as university-
based intellectuals are to the
development of public discourse, their
contribution tends to be fairly abstract
and distant. A history of public debate



among academics alone would amount
to an intellectual one, following the
relatively obscure personalities and the
somewhat rarified fads and fashions of
the ivory tower-deconstructionism,
neoorthodoxy, death of God theologies,
structuralism, and so on. This is not to
suggest that academic developments
and debates are in any way frivolous or
inconsequential. They are anything but
trifling. Nevertheless, discussion at this
level of abstraction is rarely accessible
to a national audience: the issues that
concern these intellectuals have little
immediate relevance to the shaping of
widely recognized and broadly
contended public symbols.



Much more influential than
university-based scholars, then, are the
more practically oriented "knowledge
workers": public policy specialists
located in think tanks, special interest
lobbyists, public interest lawyers,
independent writers and ideologues,
journalists and editors, community
organizers, and movement activists-the
national and regional leadership of
grass-roots social and political
organizations. Other knowledge
workers include the clergy, theologians,
and religious administrators of all
denominations and faiths. Each of the
people we met in the prologue fit into
this category: Harriet Woods, the head



of a university-based think tank; Bea
Blair and Mae Duggan, presidents of
different special interest foundations;
Chuck Mcllhenny and Yehuda Levin,
practicing members of the clergy; and
Richmond Young, head of Stonewall
Democrats, a gay political union.
Knowledge elites they most certainly
are, yet these are elites who trade in a
more common, but also more
accessible form of ideas and symbols.
Individually or even in small groups the
effect of their labors would be
negligible. Collectively, however, their
efforts constitute the heart of the
formation and maintenance of public
culture.



The difficulty in real-life situations is
that elites of this sort seldom form a
unified voice in their articulation of the
ideals of public culture. Often they
disagree on the meaning of national
identity, as symbolized by the flag, or a
national monument or ceremony. They
also may quarrel over the interpretation
of collective myths, particularly the
myths of national origin. Not least they
contend over the technical use of law in
the resolution of public grievances. The
academic question that scholars
sometimes debate is whether this
disagreement is ever significant enough
to be disruptive to the larger society. In
general, the answer is no. Most of the



time such disagreement does not create
confusion in the public order but is
simply part of the give and take of
social life in a democracy. At times,
however, this conflict can be very
disruptive.

This is particularly true during times
of societal change and transition.
According to the Italian social
philosopher Antonio Gramsci, it is
precisely during periods of societal
transformation that a significant
cleavage forms among intellectuals and
other cultural elites.' Knowledge
workers square off in opposition to
each other and their conflict becomes a
central part of the drama of social



change. Though this is hardly the place
to launch into an exhaustive review and
criticism of Gramsci's theoretical
musings on the subject, one other point
is worth adding.6 Gramsci maintained
that the division that evolves among
cultural elites generally takes place
between those he called "traditional"
and those he called "organic." The
labels are not well chosen but they are
very suggestive. "Traditional"
intellectuals or traditionally oriented
cultural elites present themselves as
heirs to the truths of the past. Their
legitimacy derives from their appeal to
historical continuity. "Organic"
intellectuals, by contrast, present
themselves as the new and dynamic



sources of progressive social reform.
Increasingly, they become polarized to
the point of an all-out contest over the
nature and content of the public order.'
The end of the struggle, according to
Gramsci's model, is either the
restoration of the old hegemony or the
establishment of a new hegemony in the
realm of public culture.

As we will see, these ideas are
immensely relevant to understanding the
contemporary American situation.

 



PUBLIC CULTURE IN
CONTEMPORARY

AMERICA

America has always been a nation
given to public idealism. Unlike the
nations of Europe, its identity was
never rooted in millennia of tradition.
America compensated for this lack of a
long national history through the
construction of great myths about its
origins and even loftier visions of its
calling in the future. Among the Puritan
settlers America was seen as a "new
Jerusalem," a "city set upon a hill," and
its citizens, a "people set apart for a
special purpose." The millennial hope



for America continued to be voiced
throughout the nineteenth century, not
only by Protestants who believed that
America would be the nation from
w hi c h Christ's kingdom would be
established, but by Catholics and Jews
who also believed that America was a
land of real spiritual promise.' Even in
secular political discourse, America
has long been portrayed in the most
moralistic of terms. Every war in its
history has been framed as a moral
crusade-to defeat the "harlot of Satan"
(the French and Indian War), to
eliminate monarchical rule (the
Revolutionary War and the War of
1812), to eliminate slavery (the Civil



War), to make the world safe for
democracy (the First World War), and
to resist totalitarian expansionism (the
Second World War, the Korean War,
and Vietnam) and the expansionist
exploits of dictators (the Persian Gulf
War).' Politicians and other national
leaders continue to speak of America as
a "model of democracy and freedom to
the nations of the world" and the leader
in "a new world order." Whether about
foreign affairs or domestic politics,
then, public debate in America has
never been framed merely in terms of a
competition of different interests but as
a struggle between good and evil. Even
through the clamorous confusion of
political discourse today, the echoes of



American exceptionalism can still be
heard; the high-minded imagery about
its national character and purpose
remains plain to see.10

One of the reasons for the persistence
of this public idealism is related to the
"religious" quality of the arguments.
Religious ideals and symbols continue
to hold a very prominent place in this
debate; traditional religious elites
continue to play a prominent role in
shaping the arguments voiced on both
sides of the cultural divide. Yet if there
is one aspect of the contemporary
cultural conflict that is striking, it is that
t h e distinction between what is
"religious" by conventional or technical



terms, and what is not, has become very
blurred and, finally, rather beside the
point. The reason is that public
discourse over the various issues of the
culture war is almost always framed in
rhetoric that is absolute,
comprehensive, and ultimate-and, in
this case, it is "religious" even when it
is not religious in a traditional way, or
when those who promote a position are
hostile to traditional forms of religious
expression.

In light of all of this, one would be
hard pressed to argue that we
Americans have become any more or
any less idealistic about our nation.
Even so, the nature of the public



argument of late has been transformed.
The volume of the debate is louder, the
pitch more shrill, and, more important,
the substance of the argument and the
players who champion particular
positions have also changed.

Why This Is Occurring Now

This raises the question of why a
cultural conflict of such dimensions is
taking place today. As with most things
in life, the answer is not simple and
straightforward. In fact, a full
explanation would require a separate
volume. By way of a brief answer, let it
be said that the last decades of the
twentieth century constitute, as Gramsci



would have put it, a time of societal
change and transition. Perhaps the
central factor in stimulating this change
was the transformation of our economy
from an industryoriented to an
information-oriented system after the
Second World War. We have seen a
huge expansion in the number of people
who derive their livelihoods from the
economics of knowledge, information,
ideas, and the like. A central part of
this transformation has been the
expansion of higher education. The
institutions of higher learning have
grown prodigiously, as have the number
of people who have access to the
worldview-changing experiences of
university life. These societal changes



have been firmly established since the
1960s. These, in turn, have had their
own consequences, one being the
economic and political empowerment
of women. All these changes in the
structure of our society contributed to
the undermining of previous agreements
about how Americans should order our
lives together. The present culture war
has evolved in this context as a struggle
to establish new agreements over the
character and content of American
public culture. In Gramsci's terms, it is
the leadership of the orthodox alliance
who play the part of traditional
intellectuals and the leadership of the
progressivist alliance who play the part



of the organic intellectuals, both
struggling to establish their own
interpretations of the American past and
to articulate an agenda for the American
future.

Motives and Resources

It should be clear from the outset that
this struggle is not between those who
sincerely advocate "truth" and those
who either unwittingly or cynically
pursue misrepresentations. Neither is it
between those who selflessly champion
the "best for America" and those who
selfishly desire to exploit the blind faith
and goodwill of its people to their
ultimate ruin. Rather, this dispute is



between groups who hold
fundamentally different views of the
world. On all sides the contenders are
generally sincere, thoughtful, and well
meaning, but they operate with
fundamentally opposing visions of the
meaning of America: what it has been,
what it is, and what it should be.

It should also be clear from the outset
that although this struggle is joined at
the cultural level, more is involved than
just symbols found randomly throughout
the population. To be specific,
orthodox and progressive alliances tend
to be located in the social world in
relatively distinct ways. Consider the
profiles of the six individuals we



encountered in the prologue. All were
middle-class Americans. That is true,
as far as it goes. In general, however,
the progressive alliances tend to draw
popular support from among the highly
educated, professionally committed,
upper middle classes, while the
orthodox alliances tend to draw from
the lower middle and working classes.
The association is anything but perfect,
yet it generally holds, even in the
profiles. Having said this, it still would
be a mistake to reduce the conflict to
the artifacts of "warring material
interests" between the lower middle
and upper middle classes. Such a view
is rooted in traditional Marxist
categories that simply do not apply to



this situation-or to anything else
anymore! This is not a struggle over
scarce economic resources, nor is the
exploitation of the working classes
even an issue. Again, Gramsci is closer
to the truth in showing that the conflict
is primarily among different kinds of
intellectuals and knowledge workers-
who may very well have identical
educational credentials and class
backgrounds. In this light, perhaps the
most Marxist observation one could
make is that this is a conflict over "the
means of cultural production." The end,
however, is to have the power to define
the meaning of America.

In all of this, the language of



confrontation, battle, even war, then, is
not merely a literary device but an apt
tool to describe the way in which the
many issues contested in American
public culture are being settled. It is no
surprise that many of the contenders on
all sides of the cultural divide use the
very same language to understand their
o w n involvement. The National
Organization for Women, for example,
h a s a "War Room" in its national
headquarters in Washington, D.C., a
windowless room with charts, maps, a
conference table, and a dozen or so
telephones." Both sides of the new
cultural divide could. agree with the
editor of Publisher's Weekly who
declared that the controversy over the



arts and publishing was a "war"-"a war
that must be won. "12 So, too, activists
on both sides of the cultural divide
could agree with James Dobson of
Focus on the Family, who announced,
"We are in a civil war of values and the
prize to the victor is the next
generation-our children and
grandchildren."" Another activist
observed that this "is a war of
ideology, it's a war of ideas, it's a war
about our way of life. And it has to be
fought with the same intensity, I think,
and dedication as you would fight a
shooting war."14

As with military campaigns, cultural
warfare is always decided over the



pragmatic problems of strategy,
organization, and resources. Class
position becomes a factor as does the
favoritism of the state. Even more basic
are such resources as money, the
control over the media and other
reality-defining mechanisms of society,
and popular approval (or at least the
perception of popular approval). The
factions with the best strategies, most
efficient organization, and access to
resources will plainly have the
advantage and, very possibly, the
ultimate victory.
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The Historical Roots of 
the Culture War

All human experience has context.
There are always preconditions and
prior circumstances-there is always a
history. And invariably, the larger
context is a complex reality that defies
simple explanation. Yet to even attempt
to understand a facet of social life
without at least partially reconstructing
both the institutional and historical



setting within which it is rooted would
be folly. Our understanding would be
flawed from the outset.

The contemporary culture war is no
exception. It would be frivolous to
imagine that this conflict emerged
spontaneously out of social and
historical chance. Yet most discussions
of the tensions in American society fail
to consider the historical context. The
truth of it is that the contemporary
culture war evolved out of century-old
religious tensions-through the
expansion and the realignment of
American religious pluralism. It is out
of the changing contours and shifting
balance of pluralism that the key actors



in the contemporary culture war
emerge.

THE EXPANSION OF
PLURALISM

The Early Expansion

The story of American religious
pluralism begins in the colonial period
through the early decades of the
republic. In this historical context there
was both unity and diversity. Though
limited by the boundaries of Protestant
faith and culture, the colonies
themselves nevertheless exhibited a
tremendous diversity:



Congregationalists in Massachusetts,
Connecticut, and New Hampshire;
Anglicans in Virginia, Georgia, and the
Carolinas; Baptists in Rhode Island;
Anglicans and Catholics in Maryland;
Anglicans, Dutch Calvinists, and
Presbyterians in New York and
Maryland; and Pennsylvania, as the
New England consensus had it, was
nothing less than "a swamp of
sectarianism." The Second Great
Awakening, coming on the heels of the
republic's founding, only intensified the
denominational diversity within the
Protestant community. Religious
sectarianism became widespread with
the flourishing of the Campbellites,
Stoneites, and Disciples, not to mention



the Baptists and Methodists in the
southern territories and the western
frontier, the growth of the Shakers in
New York and Massachusetts, and
Unitarianism and Wesleyan revivalism
under Charles Finney in the Northeast.

Yet the depth of dissension within the
Protestant community should not be
glossed over. Baptists distrusted
Episcopalians, Congregationalists
feared Presbyterians, Lutherans
avoided Methodists and Quakers, "Old
Lights" continued to resent "New
Lights," and each denomination and
faction was certain that its own version
of the Reformation was the correct one
while all the others were at least



partially mistaken.

Still, a kind of "balance" was
achieved in that sectarian division. The
overwhelming majority of Americans
were self-consciously rooted in
variations of Reformed theology. Partly
as a consequence of this, there was
widespread agreement on, among other
things, the evils of both Catholicism
and infidelity, as well as an
understanding of the spiritual mission
of the nation-to be an exemplar of
Christian (Reformational) virtue among
the nations of the world in preparation
for the coming Kingdom of God. Within
this context there was also the balance
o f competing sectarian interests. No



one denomination could press its own
particular advantage without being
directly challenged by the interests of
other denominations. Thus, a measure
of cultural consensus really emerged.
All other differences aside, America
was, in this cultural sense, a Christian,
which again meant Protestant, nation.

The extent of the quasi establishment
of a "common Protestantism" through
the first half of the nineteenth century is
rarely disputed and need not be
described here.' In principle, however,
it involved the accommodation of
denominational differences and
rivalries in the common effort to
establish a Christian (Protestant) land.



The practical outcome in many regions
was not far from this ideal as Baptists,
Pres byterians, Methodists,
Episcopalians, Christian Disciples,
Lutherans, and others came together to
forge a vision that would inform all of
the major institutions of public life. The
symbols and language of Protestant
culture permeated republican political
rhetoric and informed the conduct of
electoral politics (in which anti-
Catholic propaganda and parties
provided rallying points). It influenced
the formation and execution of law
(seen clearly in the enforcement of
blasphemy law and the like). It
provided the vision for popular
education: both the establishment of the



common school and later the public
school (where the moralistic
schoolbook McGuffey's Reader became
a staple of instruction and the reading
of the King James version of the
Scriptures a source of devotion) as
w e l l as the expansion of
denominationally founded and governed
colleges and universities. It offered the
institutional mechanisms for the
allocation and administration of public
welfare. And finally, Protestant culture
provided an agenda for social reform
(as seen, for example, in the powerful
initiatives of the temperance
movement). It was, then, largely through
the language and ideals of common



Protestantism that the legitimating myths
of institutions and society were formed
and articulated.

But the "pan-Protestant" hegemony
over American culture did not remain
unchallenged. From the 1830s onward
came a massive influx of Catholic and
Jewish immigrants whose net effect
was to severely upset that "balance."

In the 1830s, for example, 600,000
Catholics arrived on American shores.
Through the 1840s, 1,700,000
additional Catholics came; as many as
2,600,000 more immigrated during the
1850s. Nearly half (43 percent) of these
were Irish; roughly one-fourth (26



percent) were from Germany; one-sixth
(17 percent) were from England,
Wales, and Scotland; and the remainder
were from Italy and Eastern Europe.2
By 1880 there were 6,259,000
Catholics in the United States. The
growth in the Catholic presence through
the heart of the nineteenth century was,
then, remarkable. Indeed, at the time of
the first census in 1790, Catholics
comprised only about 1 percent of the
total population. Less than a century
later (by the 1880s) they comprised up
to 12 percent of the population. By the
1920s, 17 percent of the American
population was Catholic, the single
largest denomination in the country.



The massive immigration of Jews did
not start until nearly fifty years after the
first wave of Catholic immigrants
arrived. In the late 1830s there were
probably fewer than 15,000 Jews in a
total American population of 15
million-barely one-tenth of 1 percent of
the population.3 By the 1880s, when the
first surge of German Jewish
(Ashkenazim) immigrants arrived, the
number of Jews had increased to
roughly 300,000.' By the mid-1920s,
the number of Jews had jumped to 4
million-from only about one-half of a
percent of the American population to a
full 3 percent, all in the course of four
decades.



These Catholic and Jewish
immigrants were not immediately
diffused through the larger population
and territory. Because of their pride in
national heritage and culture, their often
observable non-AngloSaxon
characteristics, and their concern to
maintain the theological and religious
distinctives of their faith, there was a
strong rationale (not to mention outside
pressures) for concentrating their
numbers in homogeneous communities.
This they did in the largest cities of the
Northeast and Midwest: New York,
Boston, Philadelphia, St. Louis,
Chicago, Baltimore, Worcester. In New
York, for example, the proportion of the



foreign-born grew from 11 percent in
1825 to 35 percent in 1845 to more than
half of the city's residents by 1855 (and
more than half of these were Irish
Catholics).' The highly visible
immigrant concentration in these
centers of industry, commerce, and
opinion formation created the
impression that their impact in
American life was even greater than
their numbers alone would allow. It
was no wonder, then, that many
Protestants believed that "their" world
was being threatened. In reality, it was.
It is in this context that one can
understand the legacy of
antiCatholicism and anti-Semitism
described in chapter 1.



Eventually, though, accommodations
slowly evolved. Open, government-
tolerated discrimination gradually
ended. The crust of old prejudices
slowly softened. In short, as pluralism
expanded in this way, so did
institutional and individual tolerance.
By the middle of the century Will
Herberg, in his famous book Protestant,
Catholic, feu, could observe that
American culture had become a roughly
comparable amalgamation of
Protestant, Catholic, and Jewish
influences.6 No one would deny the
Protestant tilt of this consensus. Even
so, the Catholic and Jewish
communities had become large and



formidable participants in American
cultural life whose claims in public
discourse could no longer be denied.
Even the idea of returning to a more or
less exclusive Protestant control over
American culture was becoming less
and less plausible and desirable in
Protestant communities.

A New Consensus

What was happening, in fact, was that
a new pluralistic "balance" was being
forged around a broader Judeo-
Christian consensus. New competing
sectarian interests were an important
factor in achieving this balance, to be
sure. Yet, above this was the continued,



tacit acceptance or. the part of all of the
major players of a public discourse
informed by, among other things, the
suppositions of a biblical theism.

The role of biblical theism as a
cultural cement in American public life
requires some elaboration. Even in the
middle of the nineteenth century when
anti-Catholic and anti-Semitic
sentiment was strongest, biblical theism
provided the primary institutions and
ideals through which an expanding and
increasingly diverse immigrant
population (Protestant, Catholic, and
Jewish) adapted to a new life in
America.' As Rabbi Solomon Schechter
declared at the dedication of the Jewish



Theological Seminary of America in
1903, "This country is, as everybody
knows, a creation of the Bible,
particularly of the Old Testament.""

At one level, biblical theism
provided the language in which
differences could be talked about. Thus,
for example, although much of the anti-
Catholic hostility was born out of
economic rivalry and ethnic distrust, it
took expression primarily as religious
hostility-as a quarrel over religious
doctrine, practice, and authority. So too
the latent and overt hostility of
Protestants toward Jews was often
legitimated through the language of
religious antipathy.



At a more profound level, however,
biblical theism gave Protestants,
Catholics, and Jews many of the
common ideals of public life. Chief
among these were the symbols of
national identity. As Timothy Smith has
argued, the migration and resettlement
of bonded groups in the new land made
the biblical imagery of the Exodus seem
to be a metaphor for the American
experience as a whole.' The linking of
the American purpose with the
Kingdom of God was, in reality, a
prominent theme not only for the
English Puritans, Scottish
Presbyterians, the Dutch Reformed, and
the French Huguenots, and all of their



descendants, but for immigrant
Mennonites, German and Scandinavian
Lutherans, German and Russian Jews,
and Irish and East European Catholics
as well.

Related to this were the ideals of
progress. The millennial and messianic
promises of the Hebrew and Christian
Scriptures provided the common
symbols of hope for the future. This
became particularly clear at the end of
the nineteenth century as the traditional
ethical idealism common to each of
these faiths matured as denominational
ideologies and as programs of public
welfare. Reform Judaism and religious
Zionism, Catholic triumphalism and the



Protestant social gospel movement all
espoused the ideals of social progress,
all believed in the continuous unfolding
of the will of God in human history, and
all maintained a deep sense of their
own particular place in this drama.

Thus, though based in sectarian
commitment and overwhelmingly
Protestant in character, the assumptions
of biblical religion were sufficiently
diffuse in public culture to allow for the
participation of other biblical
traditions, even during the middle to
late nineteenth century. Through the end
of that century and up to the middle of
the twentieth, these biblical
suppositions became even more diffuse.



Nevertheless, the limits and boundaries
of religious and cultural pluralism
continued to be defined by what
remained a deeply biblical, albeit no
longer Protestant, culture.

Pluralism After the Second World
War

After the Second World War, the
balance represented in the new
consensus was once more upset. Among
the most important contributing factors
has been the further expansion of
pluralism.

Traditional Faiths



Between the mid-1920s and the mid-
1940s the size of the Catholic
community remained fairly stable vis-
A-vis the larger population. After the
war, however, it continued to expand.
In 1947, about 20 percent of the U.S.
population claimed to be Catholic.
Twenty years later, in 1967, that
number totaled roughly 25 percent and,
by the mid-1980s, Catholics were 28 to
29 percent of the population.

The Jewish picture is slightly
different. Leading up to and during the
Second World War, a second major
wave of Jewish immigrants swelled the
size of their community to roughly 5
percent of the total population. A



considerable portion of these were
Orthodox Jews from Germany and
Eastern Europe. Some of the new
immigrants did not stay long but went
on to Israel after its founding in 1948. It
is partly for this reason that in the
postwar period the numbers of Jews
relative to the larger population
declined to approximately 2.5
percent.10

Also within the biblical tradition are
the Mormons, whose numbers have
grown rapidly." Between 1830 and
1880 the number of Mormons in North
America had increased from 1,000 to
110,000. In 1890 the Mormon Church
forbade polygamous marriages, which



then allowed Utah to be admitted as a
state (in 1896). At that point much of
the legal and social opposition to the
Latter Day Saints receded and their
numbers expanded dramatically. In the
century following (up to 1991), the
number of Mormons grew to 4 million,
or 1.6 percent of the population.

Though minority faiths expanded
numerically in this way, these
developments were rather
uncontroversial. These groups were
part of the larger biblical tradition and
by this time they were all well
established in American society-in part
because a substantial number of their
adherents had become assimilated into



the middle classes. 12 The more
controversial developments were to
take place in other quarters.

New Faiths

Religious and cultural pluralism
expanded after the war, as religious
traditions native to Asia and the Middle
East began to appear in the United
States in greater numbers. For example,
in 1934 there was only one mosque in
the United States and fewer than 20,000
Muslims. By 1988 there were 600
mosques or Islamic Centers and more
than 4 million adherents nationwide.'3
These figures make Islam the eighth
largest denomination in the United



States--even larger than the Episcopal
Church, the Presbyterian Church,
U.S.A., the United Church of Christ, or
the Assemblies of God. Just over half
of' these Muslims are recent immigrants
from all over the world, particularly
Pakistan, India, Turkey, Egypt, and Iran.
The remainder are indigenous to
America in the movement formerly
known as the Black Muslims. Some
speculate that soon after the turn of the
century, the numbers of Muslims will
surpass those of Jews, making them the
second largest body of religious
believers after Christians.

The growth in the size of the Hindu
community is more difficult to assess



because Hinduism tends to be a family
religion in which a great deal of
worship takes place in the home. Even
so, estimates placed the number of
Hindus in America in 1940 at about
150,000. By the early 1990s, this figure
had grown to about three-quarters of a
million, with forty Hindu temples. Like
Hinduism, Buddhism has no central
bureaucracy, no single leader for its
many different schools; worship is very
often a private matter and, therefore, a
difficult phenomenon to track. The
introduction of Buddhism to America
came as early as 1893 with the World
Parliament of Religions in Chicago. At
that time and throughout the twentieth
century, virtually all of the Buddhist



immigrants were of Japanese ancestry.
By 1909 there were just over 3,000
Buddhists in America. The number of
Buddhists gradually increased until
1960 when, over the following
decades, Buddhism experienced the
most dynamic growth in its history in
America. One of the largest of the
Buddhi s t schools is the Buddhist
Church in America (the Jodo Shinshu
sect), which claimed in 1988 to have
one hundred churches and 100,000
members. In 1960, it could claim only
20,000 members. The other Buddhist
presence is the Nichiren Shoshu sect,
which in the same year claimed to have
forty-six community centers, six



temples, and 500,000 members. For
Islam, Hinduism, and Buddhism the
greatest concentrations of adherents are
found in metropolitan areas, but in
Hawaii, Buddhism competes with
Catholicism as the dominant religion."

Apart from the natural influx of non-
Western religious faith through
immigration, pluralism expanded
through the indigenous adoption of
exotic "new religions" by young people
in the quest to find alternatives to
traditional faith. Many were inspired by
the faiths and meditative practices of
Central and East Asia. Zen Buddhism,
Transcendental Meditation (TM),
Rajsneesh, International Society for



Krishna Consciousness (better known
as the Hare Krishna movement), Maher
Baba, the Healthy-Happy-Holy
Organization (or 3HO), and local yoga
groups were all highly visible in the
1970s. They received wide attention in
the media but their actual attraction
depended greatly on the demands
placed on adherents. Because of
advertisement, short courses, and the
few requirements placed on
practitioners, TM and yoga had much
greater appeal in the general
population. According to a Gallup
survey conducted in 1976, as many as 4
percent of all Americans ,aimed to
participate in TM and 3 percent
claimed to practice yoga techniques."



By contrast, the quasi-orthodox
Buddhism of Hare Krishna and 3HO
(which combined Sikh doctrine with the
meditative techniques of kundalini
yoga) had together, at their peak in the
mid1970s, as many as one hundred
local centers of activity but probably
less than 10,000 members nationwide.
16

Also novel to the postwar period
were new sectarian expressions of
traditional faiths. Some of these were
variants of Protestant faith such as The
Way, the Children of God, the Local
Church, the Fundamentalist Army, and
the Christian World Liberation Front.
Others, such as the charismatic



movement, were Catholic in orientation
(at least at the start). Still others were
quasi-Christian movements, such as the
Korea-based Unification Church (or the
Moonies) under the leadership of Sun
Myung Moon.

Perhaps the most important sector of
the "new age" religious phenomenon
included the various organizations that
constituted the human potential
movement. While the neo-Christian and
the more exacting Eastern religious
groups lost much of their popularity by
the end of the 1970s, the spiritualism of
the human potential movement
displayed enormous staying power. The
message of human fulfillment was



packaged and repackaged through
numerous techniques of self-analysis,
massage, encounter sessions, sensitivity
training, pyramids, crystals, and the
like. It was marketed through dozens of
organizations such as the Inner Peace
Movement (which, by 1972, had
established 590 centers in North
America), Scientology (with 28 centers
and 2,000 members in the early 1980s),
Erhard Seminars Training or est (which
processed nearly 20,000 people in its
first three years of existence in the early
1970s, and 500,000 by 1984),
Lifespring (which, through its five-day
sessions, "trained" more than 250,000
people by 1987), Psychosynthesis,
Rolfing, Arica, and Silva Mind



Control, among others. In sum, as many
as 3,000 local centers of new religious
activity were established in the 1960s
and early 1970s. While hundreds of
these became defunct through the
1980s, hundreds of' others replaced
them. According to public opinion
surveys of the period, as many as 10
percent of the population actually
became involved with them in one way
or another. In cities such as San
Francisco and Boulder, Colorado,
between one-fifth and one-fourth of the
residents participated."

Secularists

Perhaps the most unnoticed but most



momentous way in which religious and
cultural pluralism expanded in the
postwar period can be found in that part
of the population claiming no particular
religious faith, those individuals that
social scientists call secularists. In
public opinion surveys, these are the
people who respond "none" when
questioned about religious preference.
Compared to the rest of the population,
secularists are disproportionately well
educated and professional and are
found most commonly in the larger
cities of the Northeast and West. Even
though they do not claim to adhere to
any particular religious tradition, it
would be completely unfair to say that
they live without any moral



commitments and ethical ideals.
Fundamentalists are totally wrong, then,
to describe secularists as "amoral." It is
equally wrong to argue that the secular
or secularists are somehow ethically
neutral, as in the myth that the
institutions and people of science or the
modern state are impartial on issues of
value. Though oftentimes the principles
a r e implicit and unarticulated,
secularists do maintain and live by
latent value orientations. These are
articulated in various ways and (again)
sometimes they are not expressed at all.
But in most cases, these values and
ideals could be described loosely as
"humanistic"-an ethical orientation in



which human well-being becomes the
ultimate standard by which moral
judgments and policy decisions are
grounded, and the paramount aim to
which all human endeavor aspires.
Particularly prominent in this general
orientation are the ethical themes of
autonomy and freedom, especially as
expressed in the notion of individual or
minority selfdetermination.

However one is to finally
characterize the latent moral ideologies
o f the secularist population (and more
will be said in the next chapter), it is, in
the broader picture, a relatively distinct
realm of moral conviction. What is
significant about the secularists is that



they represent the fastestgrowing
community of "moral conviction" in
America. In 1952, secularists
comprised only 2 percent of the
population. Through the early 1960s
their number remained fairly constant,
so that in 1962, secularists still
constituted only 2 percent of the
population. Yet through the rest of the
1960s and after, their growth was
dramatic. By 1972, secularists
comprised 5 percent of the population.
By 1982 they reached 8 percent and by
the end of the decade, they made up
approximately 11 percent of the
population.'" The most significant
factor accounting for this growth was
the expansion of higher education in the



1960s and 1970s, an institution that is
well known for its secularizing effects
on young adults.19

Toward Realignment

In one way, the postwar expansion of
pluralism seems to be a natural
evolution of a long process: since its
founding, American culture has become
increasingly inclusive of other, even
"alien," cultural traditions. In this light,
one could view the expansion of
pluralism in the second half of the
twentieth century as simply "the next
stage" in the long journey toward total
inclusiveness. The reality, however, is
more profound than that.



The most recent expansion of
pluralism signifies the collapse of the
longstanding Judeo-Christian consensus
in American public life. As it has been
argued, however much Protestants,
Catholics, and Jews, through the last
half of the nineteenth century and first
half of the twentieth, distrusted each
other socially, even competed with
each other economically, politically,
and religiously, there remained a
certain agreement about the language of
public debate. The symbols of moral
dis course, informed as they were by
biblical imagery and metaphor, were
symbols understood and even
advocated by each tradition. With the



expansion of pluralism in the second
half of the twentieth century, that
agreement has largely disintegrated. But
the significance of the trend toward
expanded pluralism does not reside in
this disintegration alone but rather in its
consequences: in the wake of the fading
Judeo-Christian consensus has come a
rudimentary realignment of pluralistic
diversity. The "organizing principle" of
American pluralism has altered
fundamentally such that the major rift is
no longer born out of theological or
doctrinal disagreements-as between
Protestants and Catholics or Christians
and Jews. Rather the rift emerges out of
a more fundamental disagreement over
the sources of moral truth.



But this is getting ahead of things. To
understand the nature and extent of
contemporary cultural conflict, it is
necessary to explore some of the
historical and institutional
preconditions of this realignment.

 



CENTURY-OLD FAULT
LINES

With the tremendous rivalry and
antagonism among religious traditions
in the late nineteenth century, it would
have been impossible then to have
anticipated the kind of changes in the
cultural landscape that were to take
shape a century later. Yet fissures
emerged within each of the distinct
traditions of Protestantism,
Catholicism, and Judaism that were not
only remarkably parallel in character
but were also nearly simultaneous in
the closing decades of that century.
These fissures would evolve into the



major fault lines over which the
contemporary culture war is now
fought. What shape did these fissures
take and how did they develop

Of the fractures taking shape in the
three historic faiths, those that occurred
in Protestantism are the best known, but
in all three cases, breaks appeared as
each community struggled to cope with
the intellectual and social dilemmas
posed by life on the verge of the
tw enti e th century: labor struggles,
public health issues, and rising crime
and poverty, all problems that had been
brought about by industrialization and
urbanization. Deep ethnic distrust and
political instability had been the fruit of



the rapid immigration and the slow
assimilation of foreign populations. The
credibilty of religious faith had been
weakened by higher criticism,
historicism, and the advances of
science. Interestingly, the way in which
each community of faith responded
organizationally varied considerably. In
Protestantism the fissures were
reflected within denominational
structure, seminary education, and lay
attitudes. In Catholicism, they were
reflected almost exclusively in the
opinion and policy initiatives of U.S.
bishops. In Judaism the ruptures took
shape in the formation of new
denominational structures.
Organizational differences aside, the



substance of the response in each
tradition was remarkably similar.

Progressivist Initiatives

By the 1870s and 1880s, it became
clear to many leaders of all faiths that
the problems posed by modern
industrial capitalism were unlike any
that had been confronted before. The
effort to respond to these solely by
attempting to evangelize the unsaved
and to curb the vices of intemperance,
prostitution, and profanity, as held by
pietists in the Protestant tradition, was
quickly recognized as inadequate. New
and creative strategies were needed.



In Protestantism the intellectual and
programmatic response came in the
social gospel movement. Over the late
nineteenth century, its advocates slowly
came to reject an individualistic
explanation of the afflictions of modern
life in favor of a more "structuralist"
explanation. It was not so much sin and
personal moral failure that were to
blame for human hardship as it was the
brutal power of contemporary social
a n d economic institutions. The only
lasting solution would be found through
institutional measures of redress. It was
here in addressing the problems of
labor, the demand for industrial
education, the expanding requirements



of poor relief, and the necessity of a
spirit of Christian communitarianism in
public life that the modern church could
most effectively serve the cause of
Christianity. By the 1890s an enormous
literature advocating the tenets of the
"social gospel" was being published
and distributed. Prominent in this work
was the manifesto "The Social Creed of
the Churches," published in 1908.
Translating these tenets into
programmatic agenda was the
motivation for new organizations, such
as the Brotherhood of the Kingdom, the
Department of Church and Labor of the
Presbyterian Church's Board of Home
Missions, the Methodist Federation for
Social Service, and the Commission on



the Church and Social Service.

A significant corollary of the social
gospel movement (and in many ways a
component of it) was a new spirit of
denominational cooperation. This was
reflected in such bodies as the
Evangelical Churches of Chris tendom
(1900), the National Federation of
Churches and Christian Workers
(1901), and the Federal Council of
Churches (FCC, 1908). The first two
groups failed not long after they were
founded, but the FCC endured both as
an effective ecumenical agency and as
an important symbol of the
ecclesiastical spirit of the age. At one
level the FCC represented a concern to



develop interdenominational toleration
as an end in itself, but above all it
represented the recognition, throughout
the Protestant world, that if churches
were to effectively address the
problems of an industrial age, they
would have to face them together.

Innovations were also being pursued
among Protestantism's intellectual elite.
At root was the need to reconcile
traditional Christian theology with the
discoveries of modern scientific
inquiry. The challenge posed by
Charles Darwin and Thomas Huxley
was only one of many. Other
intimidating tests came from
breakthroughs in astronomy,



psychology, sociology, and philosophy,
which demanded that traditional
interpretations of the Bible be
reconciled with the methods of modern
intellectual investigation. Historicism
and higher criticism were powerful
intellectual movements in European
scholarship, and as they filtered into the
discourse of the American academic
community they could not be ignored.
The net effect of all these pressures
was something of a synthesis of old and
new, a novel and bold
"resymbolization" of the traditions. The
most important reworking of the
traditions involved the deemphasis of
the supernatural and miraculous aspects
of biblical narrative and an almost



exclusive emphasis upon its ethical
aspects. Such theological innovations
not only allowed the mainline
Protestant churches to keep pace with
the intellectual currents of the period
b ut they also provided much needed
intellectual legitimations for their new
programs of social activism as well.

Within Catholicism, liberal or
progressivist initiatives came in the
1890s primarily in the form of new
attitudes and policies articulated by
particular bishops in the American
hierarchy. In part, the new social
approaches were associated with the
rights of labor, particularly in the
support for the Knights of Labor, a



Catholic precursor of the labor union.
The desire to cooperate with
Protestants in the realm of education
also played a role. But the movement
that came to embody these progressive
Catholic ideas more prominently than
any other was the Americanist
movement. Among its heroes were
Father Isaac Hecker (founder of the
Paulist Fathers), Archbishop John
Ireland, John J. Keane (rector of the
Catholic University of America), and
Bishop Denis O'Connell, among others.

At the heart of the Americanist
movement in the Catholic hierarchy
was the desire to integrate the U.S.
Catholic Church into the mainstream of



modern American society. The
Americanists sought to phase out what
they considered unessential Romanist
traditions and to present the Catholic
faith in a positive light to a Protestant
society. They hoped to eliminate the
"foreign" cast of the church by
Americanizing the immigrant
population (through language and
custom) as quickly as possible, by
celebrating and promoting the
principles of religious liberty and the
separation of church and state, and by
helping to foster American-style
democracy globally. By the mid-1890s
the Americanist movement acquired a
more universal appeal by associating
itself with the progressive views of



biblical, theological, and historical
scholarship emanating from Europe.
This association was built upon mutual
affinities: the Americanists' praise of
religious liberty and the European
modernists' advocacy of subjectivity in
theology; the former's praise of
democracy and scientific progress and
the latter's program to reconcile the
Catholic Church with the modern
age.20 The modernist movement within
American Catholic scholarship was
fairly modest at the beginning of the
twentieth century. A journal of Catholic
modernist thinking, the New York
Review, was founded in 1905, and a
few scholars published articles



advocating the compatibility of
evolution and the official teachings
about the doctrine of creation, or the
use of higher critical methods of
biblical interpretation. The heart of
Catholic modernism was in Europe.
Yet whether European or American, the
progressive theology of modernism was
associated with, and found support in,
the Americanist movement. As will be
seen, such a rapprochement was to have
serious consequences for the direction
of the American Catholic Church within
that very decade.

The progressivist impulse in Judaism
had its origins as early as the German
Enlightenment of the eighteenth century.



The inchoate movement was small and
somewhat formless through the first half
of the nineteenth century, but with the
immigration of German Jews to
America after the 1850s, the ideas that
would lead to Reform Judaism
flourished. The earliest reformers had
no intention of establishing a new
denomination but, rather, aspired to
shape the religious ethos of all Judaism.
Indeed, the Union of American Hebrew
Congregations (1873); the rabbinical
seminary, Hebrew Union College
(1875); and the Central Conference of
American Rabbis (1889) were all
founded to serve the needs of Judaism
as a whole. Even before the turn of the
century they provided the institutional



nucleus of what was to become just one
branch of American Jewry, the Reform
movement.

As with the Catholics,
accommodation to American life and
purpose was perhaps the dominant
inspiration behind progressivist Jewish
thought. To that end, the worship
service was shortened, the vernacular
was introduced, the use of the organ
was sanctioned, and the segregation of
men from women in all aspects of the
worship service was ended. More
important than these modifications,
though, were the theological
accommodations. There was a decisive
move away from traditional belief and



ritual observance toward ethical
idealism.

These theological alterations became
crystallized first in a series of
resolutions drawn up by progressives
in Philadelphia in 1869 and then more
formally in the Pittsburgh Platform of
1885. In these documents progressives
maintained that a rabbinical Judaism
based on ancient law and tradition had
forever lost its grip on the modern Jew.
The only viable course, therefore, was
to reinterpret the meaning of Judaism in
light of new historical developments.
The entire range of traditional rabbinic
beliefs and practices were abandoned.
The first to be rejected was the



traditional conviction that. Torah or
Jewish law was unalterablethat it was
somehow sufficient for the religious
needs of the Jewish people at all times
and places. Accordingly, the doctrine
of bodily resurrection was declared to
have "no religious foundation," as were
the concepts of Gehenna and Eden (hell
and paradise). Repudiated as well
were the laws regulating dress, diet,
purification, and the excessive ritualism
of traditional worship. And not least,
the messianic hope of 'a restored
Jewish state under a son of David was
also disavowed.

In their stead was the affirmation of
the universalism of Hebraic ethical



principles-the idea that Judaism was
the highest conception of the "God-
idea." Having abandoned any
conception of Jewish nationalism, the
mission of Israel was now to bring the
ethical ideals of the Jewish tradition to
the rest of the world. Remarkable for
the historical context in which they
were made, the documents even
extended the hand of ecumenical
cooperation to Christianity and Islam.
As "daughter religions of Judaism" they
were welcome as partners in Judaism's
mission of spreading "monotheistic and
moral truth." In large measure the
ethical truths they desired to proclaim
could be translated into a language that
harmonized with the Protestant social



gospel. As stated in Principle I of the
1885 Pittsburgh manifesto, Reform
Jews would commit themselves "to
regulate the relations between rich and
poor" and to help solve the "problem
presented by the contrasts and evils of
the present organization of society." To
leave absolutely no doubt about the
rightness of their cause, the authors of
the Pittsburgh Platform threw down the
u l t i m a t e challenge to their
nonprogressive rabbinical counterparts:

We can see no good reason why we
should ogle you, allow you to act as a
brake to the wheel of progress, and
confirm you in your pretensions. You
do not represent the ideas and



sentiments of the American Jews, [in]
this phase upon which Judaism entered
in this country, you are an anachronism,
strangers in this country, and to your
own brethren. You represent
yourselves, together with a past age
and a foreign land. We must proceed
without you to perform our duties to
God, and our country, and our religion,
for WE are the orthodox Jews in
America.21

The boldness and enthusiasm (even if
not the audacity) expressed by these
Reform rabbis in their campaign of
change in Judaism was remarkable but
it was not isolated. It was in large
measure shared by progressives in both



Protestantism and Catholicism as well.
From the circumstances around them, it
seemed as though the flow and
momentum of history was on the
progressives' side and thus the future
would be theirs as well.

Orthodox Reactions

Given such reformist pluck it would
have been odd not to expect strong
counteraction within each tradition. In
all three traditions leaders, who were
equally articulate, vocal, and powerful,
were convinced that the the progressive
changes being advocated represented
nothing short of apostasy. They rose up
to defend the faith as it had been



inherited from generations past.

The protest launched by the defenders
of orthodoxy within Protestantism
centered upon the defense of Scripture.
By demonstrating that the Bible was the
Word of God, inerrant in all of its
teachings, they felt confident that they
would have an adequate foundation to
r e j e c t heresy and to prevent the
ordinary believer from straying into
impiety and irreligion.

Accordingly, dozens of Bible
institutes and colleges all across the
country were founded, including the
Moody Institute (originally founded for
urban ministry in 1886), the Bible



Institute of Los Angeles (1913), St.
Paul Bible College (1916), Faith
Baptist Bible College (1921),
Columbia Bible College (1923), among
many others. Annual Bible conferences
also came to serve this purpose-the
Niagara Bible Conferences, the
American Bible and Prophetic
Conference, the Northfield
Conferences, the Old Point Comfort
Bible Conference, the Seaside Bible
Conference, among others. A flurry of
new periodicals defending the orthodox
cause were published-Bible Champion,
the Baptist Watchman, The Truth, The
King's Business, Prophetic Times,
Waymark in the Wilderness, and so on.
Perhaps the most daring effort to defend



the orthodox faith was the publication
and sweeping distribution of The
Fundamentals in 1910. This twelve-
volume work included over ninety
articles systematically cataloguing and
defending the major doctrines of' the
C hr i s t i a n faith, discrediting the
Mormon, Roman Catholic, Christian
Science, and spiritualist heresies,
summarizing all of the major
archaeological evidence that confirmed
the truth of the Old 't'estament stories,
and refuting the methods of higher
criticism. Finally, in the effort to stem
the pernicious influence of' the "Bible-
denying" Darwinian theory of evolution
in the public schools, thirty-seven anti-



evolution bills were submitted to
twenty state legislatures between 1921
and 1929.

In the American Catholic hierarchy,
the situation was different. Orthodoxy
within Catholicism has always been
defined more by fidelity to the
teachings emanating from the Holy See
than it is by adherence to specific
doctrinal positions. Thus, intervening
within any intra- Catholic tensions in
America was the presence of the
Vatican itself. By the end of January
1899, Pope Leo XIII made his views
known. His opinion came in the form of
an apostolic letter, Testem
Benevolentiae, and though he was not



totally condemnatory, his censure was
still broad and effective. In the eyes of
the Vatican, the Americanists' idea of
presenting the truths of the Catholic
Church "positively" in it Protestant
context was seen as the watering down
of doctrine, their praise of religious
liberty was perceived as the praise of
religious subjectivism, and their desire
to accommodate the Catholic Church to
American democratic institutions (the
separation of church and state) was
viewed as a desire to deny the temporal
powers of the papacy-to introduce
democracy into the Church.

The papal condemnation of
Americanism was significant for many



reasons but one of the most important is
that it proved to be a precursor to the
denunciation of modernism in American
and European Catholic scholarship as
well. The Vatican viewed the two
movements as allied and therefore it
moved quickly to quell the latter in the
manner it had silenced the former.22 In
1907 Pope Pius X condemned the
modernists, in his Pascendi Dominici
Gregis, for promoting subjectivist
tendencies in theology as well as for
adopting some of the principles of the
Americanists. In 1908, the modernist
periodical The New York Review
ceased publication, almost immediately
after a few of its articles had come
under the critical scrutiny of Rome. In



1910, also due to the direct mediation
of the Holy See, an associate professor
of biblical studies at Catholic
University was dismissed for
disagreeing with the ordinary
Magisterium-he had rejected the
Mosaic authorship of the Pentateuch.23

The character of the traditionalist
reaction within Judaism was different
still. Historical Judaism in the United
States and Europe was, very simply,
"Orthodoxy." Up to the mid-1800s the
Orthodox had no real self-image of
themselves as a movement within
American Judaism-they were Judaism
in America. There were, of course,
those who attempted to modify and



modernize the traditions, but plainly
they were not in good standing with the
conventional and taken-for-granted
understandings of Jewish faith and life.
But the pronouncements of the
Philadelphia and Pittsburgh platforms
forced the traditionalists for the first
time to think of themselves and struggle
to survive self-consciously as the
defenders of the true faith.

All traditional Jews interpreted the
Pittsburgh statement of 1885 as an
insult and immediately proceeded to
sever their relations with the Union of
American Hebrew Congregations.
Likewise Hebrew Union College was
declared unfit to educate the next



generation of rabbis. But beyond this,
the response varied. The most orthodox
and observant Jews found themselves a
beleaguered and ghettoized minority,
with few adherents and little resources.
Of approximately 200 major Jewish
congregations in existence in the 1880s,
only a dozen of these, representing
between 3,000 and 4,000 people,
remained strictly Orthodox.24 The
larger portion of traditionalists pursued
compromise. These traditionalists
remained committed to traditional
practices and teachings-to the
foundation provided by biblical and
Talmudic authority-but they were also
committed to the political emancipation
and Westernization (and therefore,



deghettoization) of Jewish experience.
They recognized that this would entail
modifications to orthodoxy, but they
were persuaded that these changes
should only be made according to
Talmudic precedent and with the
consent of the whole community of
believers.25 In 1886, one year after the
publication of the Pittsburgh Platform,
t h e Jewish Theological Seminary in
New York was founded and with it, the
Conservative movement in American
Judaism was formally launched. By
1913, after the founding in 1901 of the
Rabbinical Assembly of America (the
national association of Conservative
rabbis) and the establishment of the



United Synagogue of America in 1913
(a national union of the Conservative
synagogues), the Conservative
movement had become a powerful
force in American Judaism.

The Aftermath

In the years to follow, no formal
resolution of the tensions among
progressive and traditionalist forces in
all three faiths evolved-at least not one
that was satisfactory to all parties.
After the widely publicized trial of
John Scopes, the biology teacher who
defied Tennessee's antievolution law in
1925, traditionalist forces in
Protestantism (Fundamentalists, as they



were now called) had been widely
discredited. The progressive forces in
Protestantism (no longer referred to as
modernists but simply called mainline
Protestantism) held a position of
undisputed domination for the first fifty
years of the twentieth century. In
Catholicism, the actions of the Vatican
effectively put to rest most progressive
tendencies until the 1940s: critical
scholarship and liberal social planning
in the Catholic Church simply carne to
an end. Not until the Second Vatican
Council in 1965 did the progressive
forces in the American hierarchy regain
a prominent role in guiding the course
of Catholicism. In Judaism, the
progressive forces of the Reform



movement retained sway. It is true that
the Conservative movement was,
through the twentieth century, the
fastest-growing denomination in
American Jewry, but on the whole, it
evolved ideologically more in the
direction of the Reform than in the
direction of classic orthodoxy. Besides,
with the revitalization and growth of the
Orthodox Jewish movement in the years
preceding and following the Second
World War, a new public standard of
traditionalism in Judaism was defined.
In the public eye, Conservative rabbis
could no longer publicly claim to be the
exclusive heirs to historical Judaism. In
short, the locus of orthodox tendencies



in Judaism shifted to a revived
Orthodox movement.

Though not politicized, by the 1950s
the essential lines of division between
orthodox and progressive forces in
America's main faiths had been drawn.
Not only had the particular ideological
positions been roughly demarcated but
so too had the institutional apparatus of
i n t r a - religious conflict: within
Protestantism in the division between
Fundamentalist and Evangelical
denominations and mainline and liberal
denominations; within Judaism in the
continuum between the Orthodox/
Modern Orthodox movement and the
Reform movement (with Conservatism



somewhere in between); and within
Catholicism in the development of
different and opposing religiopolitical
coalitions in the larger Catholic
community. 26

It is important to recall that up to this
point, the divisions in all three faiths
continued to emanate from the liturgical
and theological program of modernism.
With the further expansion of pluralism
and the collapse of the Judeo-Christian
consensus in public culture, the issues
that would divide progressive and
orthodox forces in the major religious
traditions in the decades to follow
would become far more extensive.



Although the arena of the conflict
would become more extensive, it is
still quite possible that these internal
tensions would have remained at a
fairly low intensity had it not been for
two other changes in the composition of
American religious institutions. The
first was the waning of denominational
loyalty; the second was the
proliferation of parachurch
organizations. Let us first examine the
weakening of denominational
boundaries.

 



THE WANING OF
DENOMINATIONAL

LOYALTIES

While there was no satisfactory
resolution to the issues that first
factionalized Protestantism,
Catholicism, and Judaism, it could be
said that the progressive and orthodox
principals within each always
implicitly understood the limitations of
their quarrel. However deep the
theological and ideological divisions
were within each faith community
between the 1880s and the 1960s, they
never were more consequential than the
ideological divisions that still existed



between faith communities. No matter
how complex and intense their internal
disagreements might have been,
Protestants, Catholics, and Jews
retained a very clear theological and
ideological distinctiveness.

What is more, a number of empirical
studies of the postwar period confirmed
the seemingly inviolable nature of lines
separating Protestant, Catholic, and
Jew. Perhaps the most famous of these
was the 1958 public opinion survey of
the residents of the Detroit metropolitan
area. The study, titled The Religious
Factor, found that vast differences still
existed among Protestants, Catholics,
and Jews not only in terms of their



relative socioeconomic positions but in
terms of their broader view of the
w or l d . Religious tradition was the
source of significant differences in their
general political orientation and
commitment to civil liberties (such as
free dom of speech and desegregation),
not to mention the differences in voting
behavior and in attitudes toward the
exercise of governmental power (to set
price controls, establish national health
insurance and medical care, lessen
unemployment, and strengthen
educational programs). The religious
factor also had a marked effect on the
public's views of morality (such as
gambling, drinking, birth control,
divorce, and Sunday business), and on



their views of the role of the family.
Finally, religious difference had
consequences for economic aspirations
and attitudes toward work (as seen in
their various views of installment
buying, saving, the American dream,
and the like).27 In the mid-1960s,
Rodney Stark and Charles Glock
collected and analyzed national and
regional data and discovered similar
denominational differences in religious
commitment. Religious knowledge,
belief, experience, ritual commitment,
a nd devotion all varied considerably
depending upon denominational affil-
iation.28

Yet within two decades of these



studies, new evidence was showing a
certain reversal in these trends: people
were becoming less concerned about
denominational identity and loyalty.29
At one level this change was seen in the
marked decline in popular anti-Semitic
and anti-Catholic sentiment. But an
increase in positive sentiment appeared
too. Surveys of the period showed that
the majority of people of all faiths (up
to 90 percent) favored more
cooperation among local churches in
community projects, in promoting racial
tolerance, in sharing facilities, and even
i n worship.30 The weakening of
denominational boundaries extended to
the relations among denominations with
the Protestant community as well.



According to Gallup surveys conducted
from the mid-1970s to the mid-1980s,
the overwhelming majority of
Protestants had mutually positive
feelings toward those belonging to the
major denominations.'

The waning of denominational loyalty
was reflected in people's attitudes but it
was confirmed increasingly in their
behavior. Since midcentury, Americans
of every faith community have become
far more prone to change
denominational membership in the
course of their lives .32 The evidence
on interreligious marriages is also
suggestive of this pattern. For example,
the proportion of Jews marrying non-



Jews increased from 3 percent in 1965
to 17 percent in 1983. The proportion
of interreligious marriage between
Catholics and Protestants and of
different denominations within
Protestantism is considerably higher.31

As denominational affiliation has
weakened so too have the effects of
denominational identity upon the way
people actually view the world. The
1987 General Social Survey showed no
significant differences among
Protestants, Catholics, and Jews on
most issues, including capital
punishment, tolerance of communists,
gun control, interracial marriage,
welfare, and defense spending. And



there was no significant difference
between Protestants and Catholics on
the abortion issue. What is more, the
only significant differences among
Protestant denominations exist
according to their general location on
the ideological continuum between
orthodoxy and progressivism.34

What accounts for the lessening of
denominational loyalty and its fading
social and political effects is not a deep
mystery. In brief, the social
characteristics that had previously
distinguished the adherents of different
faiths have become less pronounced.
Catholics, for example, have made
tremendous strides in occupational and



educational achievement since the early
1960s. By the mid-1980s Catholics
were just as likely to hold a
professional position as Protestants. (In
1960, they were only 80 percent as
likely.) Likewise they were also more
likely to have been to college than
Protestants (whereas three decades
before they were only 70 percent as
likely). As a consequence of their
socioeconomic mobility, Catholics
moved out of their ethnic enclaves in
big cities-they became "suburbanized."
A similar pattern of mobility can be
seen among Baptists, Lutherans, and
other sectarian Protestant
denominations. On the other hand,
unlike the Catholic population, Jews in



the United States historically (certainly
since the early twentieth century) have
always been disproportionately better
educated, professional, and well off.
But like the Catholics, they were
socially distinguished by their ethnic
solidarity. In 1952, for example, nearly
two-thirds of all American Jews lived
i n New York, New Jersey, and
Pennsylvania. Yet the proclivity to
c l u s t e r together regionally has
decreased dramatically: in 1980, just
over onethird of all Jews were located
in these states. 35

Whatever the cause, the reality is
fairly clear: denominational loyalty
receded considerably as a vital element



of the religious landscape. It is only
against this backdrop that one can see
the changing place of parachurch
organizations in religious experience.
For here we see something of an
institutional inversion: while
denominations have become less
important for the religious life of the
republic, para-church
organizationsindependent organizations
often drawing support from a broader
interdenominational base on behalf of a
particular political, social, or spiritual
mission-have become more important.
This is particularly true insofar as they
provide the primary institutional
framework within which an even
broader and more portentous cultural



realignment takes form.

 



RELIGIOUSLY BASED
SPECIAL AGENDA 
ORGANIZATIONS

Of course, para-church and special
agenda associations have long played a
conspicuous role in the course of
American religious life. In the
nineteenth century alone numerous pan-
denominational organizations were
established to promote a particular
mission. There were, for example,
societies concerned with the calamitous
effects of alcohol, such as the American
Temperance Society (1826, which
claimed 8,000 local organizations and
1.5 million members), the Women's



Christian Temperance Union (1874),
and the Anti-Saloon League (1895).
Other associations were devoted to
providing at least a basic education to
all children, such as the American
Sunday School Union (1824), the
American Educational Society (1826),
and to a certain extent, the American
Tract Society (1823). Important
organizations tried to counter the effects
of industrialization upon the family,
such as the White Cross Society
(1883), Mother's Congress (1896), and
the National League for the Protection
of the Family (1896). Finally,
organizations were committed to social
service, such as the Young Men's



Christian Association (YMCA, 1851),
and the Salvation Army (1880).4"
Toward the end of the nineteenth
century, Catholics also developed their
own para-church organizations, such as
the Knights of Columbus (1882), the
Catholic Workman (1891), and the
Daughters of Isabella (1897).7 Among
Jews, such groups included B'nai B'rith
(1843), the Jewish Chautauqua Society
(1893), the Jewish Labor Bund (1897),
and the National Council of Jewish
Women (1897).4tl

Thus, the existence of
extraecclesiastical organizations is by
n o means novel. What is novel,
however, is their growth in number,



their increasing variety, and their rising
political impact.39 According to
figures aggregated by Robert Wuthnow,
this is particularly true for a certain
type of para-church organization, the
"special agenda" groups. Of these, no
more than a few dozen existed in the
1860s. In 1900 less than 150 were
operating. By the end of the Second
World War, 400 had come into being.
But in the roughly forty years between
1945 and 1987 approximately 500
more new "special agenda" religious
organizations had been founded and
were in operation. ° Notably, all of this
growth corresponds to an equivalent
growth among other, nonreligious
voluntary associations-in 1880 and in



1980, those devoted to religious
concerns comprised about 5 percent of
all such groups. But when compared to
trends for religious denominations, the
para-church or special agenda
organizations have come to greatly
outnumber denominations. And while
membership in the mainline religious
denominations has remained fairly
stable since the mid-1960s,
membership or involvement in the
special agenda associations has
increased substantially.

The vast variety of special agenda
organizations is almost unfathomable.
Umbrella agencies of
interdenominational cooperation



provide the bureaucratic mechanisms
for both communication and the
coordination of statements and
activities among various (mainly
Protestant) denominations.4' Special
agenda structures oriented toward the
service and development of various
faith communities have immense
numbers and diversity 42 The third and
most important category of special
agenda organizations includes the wide
variety of religiously based public
affairs organizations, political lobbies,
and associations concerned with
promoting particular social or political
agenda in the public domain." As one
would expect, these organizations range
considerably in size and budget. As a



general rule, the closer they are to
Washington, D.C., or New York City
(where most of the special agenda
organizations are located), the larger
and better funded they tend to be.44

Special Agenda Organizations and
Cultural Realignment

On its own terms, the expansion of
these special agenda structures after the
Second World War would seem a
rather benign development. But when
coupled with the weakening of
denominational ties, this expansion has
actually encouraged the deepening of
century-old intrafaith divisions. Why?
Because most of these groups are



decidedly partisan both in nature and in
agenda. More to the point, most of these
organizations coalesce fairly tightly
around opposing ends of the new
cultural axis: orthodoxy and
progressivism. This means that they
increasingly provide the institutional
framework within which a larger
cultural realignment develops-the
institutional setting within which a new
and larger cultural conflict takes shape.

Illustrations abound. In Protestantism,
the championing of orthodoxy or
cultural conservatism by groups such as
the Moral Majority, Christian Voice,
the Religious Roundtable (which
became the Roundtable), and the like in



the 1980s are well known.45 Dozens of
other, less visible organizations also
champion either part or all of the cause
(especially such issues as abortion and
pornography). The Christian Action
Council (1975), for example, organizes
Evangelical Christians who are
"committed to the principle that law
and public policy in our country should
be in harmony with the fundamental
biblical principles of the Judeo-
Christian civilization."46 In a similar
vein, the American Coalition for
Traditional Values (ACTV) was
founded in 1984 to unite Evangelical
leaders in common cause "to restore
traditional moral and spiritual values"
in all sectors of U.S. society-



government, schools, mass media, and
the family. As with the Coalition on
Revival (1990), Concerned Women for
America (1979), the American
Constitutional Rights Association
(1979), the Christian Heritage Center
(1964), the National Reform
Association (1864), the National Pro-
Family Coalition (1980), the Christian
Law Institute (1972), Christian Family
Renewal (1970), and other general
interest Protestant groups, the moral
rhetoric employed is very similar.
Similar too is the practical agenda
pursued: they oppose the Equal Rights
Amendment, gay rights, liberal
pornography laws, and abortion on



demand; they support tuition tax credits,
a voluntary prayer amendment to the
Constitution, and a strong national
defense.47

The progressivist agenda in
Protestantism is also well represented
by these associations. Largely because
the denominational structures of the
mainline Protestant establishment
already endorse a more or less liberal
social and theological program, the
special agenda groups on this side of
the cultural divide tend to proliferate
around those issues not perceived as
being adequately advocated by these
bodies. Gay rights and needs, for
example, are advanced by such groups



as Integrity, a gay and lesbian
organization for Episcopalians founded
in 1975. With 2,500 members and
nearly twenty-five local or regional
affiliates, it is a relatively small
organization but it is vocal. It maintains
a speakers' bureau, sponsors
conferences and a biennial convention,
conducts seminars for the clergy and
lay people, and publishes a newsletter.
Integrity pursues clear objectives: to
"minister to the spiritual needs of gay
men and lesbians and to work for the
full participation of gay people in both
t h e church and the larger society.""
Similar gay activist groups can be
found among Lutherans, Presbyterians,
Quakers, American Baptists,



Pentecostals, Unitarians, and members
of the United Church of Christ.49
Women's rights are also energetically
promoted by progressive Protestant
groups.50 Pacifism and peace
initiatives are pursued as well."

In Protestantism the division between
progressive and orthodox is seen within
denominations; progressive interests
are generally pursued by the
denominational leadership and
culturally conservative interests are
generally promoted by local ministers
and the laity. This is particularly true
for the mainline Protestant churches.
One of the more interesting cases is the
3 million member Presbyterian Church,



U . S . A . 5 2 The Presbyterian Lay
Committee, Presbyterians United for
Biblical Concerns, Presbyterians for
Democracy and Religious Freedom,
and Presbyterians Pro-Life are all
special interest groups that emerged
since the mid-1960s. All are registered
within the denomination but since their
inception, they have aggressively
challenged official church stands on
theological, moral, and political issues.
Especially outspoken is the
Presbyterian Lay Committee founded in
1965, which has built a reputation
around its unqualified criticism of the
denomination's drift to the "theological
and political Left." Its bimonthly
magazine Presbyterian Layman is



distributed free to over 620,000
members of the denomination, making it
the single largest Presbyterian
publication in existence."

An analogous situation can be found
in the 9.6 million member United
Methodist Church (UMC). On one hand,
progressivist ideals are preserved
through the general boards of Church
and Society, Discipleship, Higher
Education and Ministry, and the
General Commission on the Status and
Role of Women, as well as by such
special interest caucuses as the
Methodist Federation for Social Action
and the homosexual group Affirmation.
On the other hand, there is a sizable



grass-roots (and Evangelical) protest
against denominational policy and
drifts. The UMC's Evangelical caucus
is called Good News (also known as
the Forum for Scriptural Christianity)
and was founded in 1966. Also part of
the orthodox protest within the United
Methodist Church is the group
Methodists for Life (1978) a pro-life
organization "opposed to abortion and
to the Methodist church pro-abortion
policy." But perhaps the most symbolic
protest against progressivist tendencies
in the denomination was launched in the
closing months of 1987. Then, forty-
eight local United Methodist ministers
from eighteen states drafted the Houston
Declaration in protest of the



denomination's inclinations "to abandon
the truths and traditions of the historic
Christian faith." These ministers had
numerous complaints but chief among
them was the drift toward incorporating
practicing homosexuals into the
leadership of the UMC and toward
abandoning the names "God, Father,
Son, and Holy Spirit" in church liturgy.
Not surprisingly, the document
generated considerable reaction, both
for and against. One theologian-
minister called it "clearly heretical."'''

After the 1960s, similar trends
developed in the Episcopal Church.55
The Lutheran Church, the United Church
of Christ, and the Disciples of Christ



also experienced divisions.56 In a
spirit of collective protest, in fact,
renewal leaders within each of these
denominations (plus the Pres byterian
Church, U.S.A., and the United
Methodist Church and, significantly, the
Roman Catholic Church) drafted the
" D uP a ge Declaration: A Call to
Biblical Fidelity" on 20 March 1990.
This declaration was comprised of
eight affirmations and eight
corresponding denials ranging from the
language of the Godhead to the nature
o f Scripture and of Christ, from the
limits of legitimate sexuality and the
sanctity of human life to the global
mission of the church. In each of these
areas they affirmed a thoroughly



traditional and pietist interpretation of
these issues and deliberately repudiated
a humanistic and liberally politicized
position.

Curiously, these divisions have also
emerged within the so-called
Evangelical denominations. The
Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod split
in 1976 over precisely these issues.
More significantly (because of its size),
the Southern Baptist Convention was
all but torn in two through the 1980s in
a bitter struggle between the
"fundamentalists" and "moderates" over
these kinds of issues.57

As in the previous half century, the



divisions in Catholicism continued
through the 1980s to be reflected in the
church hierarchy-with Joseph Cardinal
Bernardin of Chicago and the U.S.
Catholic Conference usually on the
progressivist side and john Cardinal
O'Connor of New York, in large part
because of his vocal opposition to
abortion, leading the cause of Catholic
orthodoxy.

The cultural divide in Catholicism
has gone far beyond disagreements
among cardinals, however. Where the
hierarchy has remained more
intransigent in its orthodoxy, special
interest groups have evolved to press
the progressive agenda. Thus, for



example, on the issue of abortion,
Catholics for a Free Choice (1972) and
(to a lesser extent) the Committee of
Concerned Catholics (1986) defend the
rights of women to choose in both
childbearing and childrearing. On the
issue of women's rights, Catholic
Women for the ERA (1974), Priests for
Equality (1975- 2,300 member priests
and 1,200 "supporters"), the Women's
Ordination Conference (1975-2,000
members, 100 local affiliates), the
Women of the Church Coalition (1977-
2,000 members), and the U.S. section of
St. Joan's International Alliance (1965)
support the complete equality of women
in the church and in the larger society.
This would encompass the ordination



of women into the priesthood and the
elimination of sexism from the
structures and understandings of the
church, including the liturgy. On the
issue of homosexuality, Dignity (1968-
over 5,000 members and 120 local
affiliates) and New Ways Ministry
(1977) maintain that gay and lesbian
Catholics are members of Christ's
mystical body, and therefore it is their
right to participate fully in the
sacramental life of the church. Other
organizations, such as the Quixote
Center (1975), press forward the range
of progressive Catholic agendas from
women's and gay rights in the church to
aid to Nicaragua.



Conversely, on issues where the
Catholic hierarchy has taken on a more
progressive stand, special interest
groups (largely lay) have surfaced to
defend the traditionalist position.58
The Catholic Traditionalist Movement
(1964), Catholics United for the Faith
(1968), Catholics for Christian
Political Action (1977), the American
Catholic Committee (1982), the Society
of Traditional Roman Catholics (1984),
and, perhaps most important, the
Catholic League for Religious and
Civil Rights (1973)-with its
approximately 30,000 members (mostly
lay people) and fourteen local
affiliates-are representative of Catholic
orthodoxy. Several important



periodicals, Crisis, National Catholic
Register, The Interim, Challenge,
Fidelity, and The Wanderer, all stand in
general opposition to women's rights,
gay rights, a revised sexual ethic,
theological modernism of any kind, and
every other major progressive interest.-
19 All of these would give spirited
assent to the passage from Nehemiah
used as the epigraph for Fidelity
magazine: "You see the trouble we are
in: Jerusalem is in ruins, its gates have
been burnt down. Come, let us rebuild
the walls of Jerusalem and suffer this
indignity no longer."

The Jewish situation more closely
resembles the Protestant case in that the



cultural realignment largely takes on
denominational form. Yet because of'
the very small size of the Orthodox
community and the political liberalism
that has long been a prominent tradition
in American Jewish experience, the
cultural divisions are not quite so
prominent or even so politicized as they
are in Protestantism or Catholicism.
Still the rifts are visible. Though not by
any means uniform, as Samuel Heilman
makes clear, there is a strong voice of
opposition within the Orthodox Jewish
community against abortion rights (such
as Orthodox Jews for Life), the
liberalization of the role of women, gay
rights, and pornography, and a strong
voice of approval for tuition tax credits



for private religious education, and
even a creationist view of the origins of
hu- manity.60 It is noteworthy as well
that the Conservative Jewish movement
experienced a schism in 1990 along
these precise cultural lines-in the
formation of the Union of Traditional
Judaism. The progressively oriented
Jews who dominate the Reform and
Conservative movements tend to stand
on the opposite sides of many issues.
Consider the 1984 New York
congressional election between the
liberal incumbent Stephen So- larz and
his politically conservative challenger
Rabbi Yehuda Levin. In the election,
the Jewish vote was split. The larger



Jewish community supported Solarz.
Yet, as we have seen from Levin's story
in the prologue, numerous Orthodox
rabbis and believers prominently and
defiantly rejected Solarz's bid as a
demonstration of their broader
opposition to gay rights, abortion,
pornography, and an isolationist foreign
policy, championed by the
incumbent.61

Corresponding to the divided
sentiment are opposing para-church
organizations. On the politically
conservative side would be the
National Jewish Commission on Law
and Public Affairs (1965), whose
me mb e r s represent the observant



Jewish community on legal, legislative,
and civic matters. The National Jewish
Coalition (1979) is organized around
t h e goal of promoting Jewish
involvement in Republican politics.
There is also the government affairs
office of the Agudath Israel, which
promotes the policy perspectives of
orthodoxy.62

On the progressivist side are such
general interest organizations as the
Religious Action Center of Reform
Judaism (1961) and New Jewish
Agenda (1980). More focused
associations include the World
Congress of Gay and Lesbian Jewish
Organizations (1980), the Jewish Peace



Fellowship (1941), and the women's
organizations Ezrat Nashim (1972) and
the Task Force on Equality of Women
in Judaism (1972). As in Protestantism
and Catholicism, the list goes on.

While this overview makes no pretense
to being comprehensive, it does serve
to highlight several new realities. The
first is that the polarities existing for a
century within Protestantism,
Catholicism, and Judaism have evolved
well beyond disputes over theological
modernism. The disputes over the
meaning of biblical authority (in
Protestantism), over loyalty to Rome
(in Catholicism), or over the
inviolability of Torah and traditional



ritual observances (in Judaism) remain
important, that is certain. But now the
conflict in each tradition has extended
beyond the realm of theology and
ecclesiastical politics to embrace many
of the most fundamental issues and
institutions of public culture: law,
government, education, science, family,
and sexuality.

Second, this overview serves to
show the institutional embeddedness of
the current conflicts. Opponents on
whatever side and in whatever faith are
not simply discontented; their
discontent is organized, directed, and
cumulatively speaking, very well
funded. A cultural conflict this



extensively entrenched will not simply
fade away. Apart from the ideological
passions that are at play, too much is at
stake institutionally for that to happen.

 



THE REALIGNMENT OF
AMERICAN PUBLIC

CULTURE

Surveying religiously oriented public
affairs organizations illustrates the
wide scope and deep institutional
embeddedness of the division between
the orthodox and progressive within
religious traditions. It also illustrates
the way in which the polarities within
each religious tradition mirror each
other across religious traditions.
Progressive circles within
Protestantism, Catholicism, and
Judaism, on the one hand, express
virtually identical ideological concerns



and programmatic interests. So too the
orthodox within each of these traditions
also display virtually indistinguishable
anxieties and agendas.

Given this pattern, it is not at all
surprising to see these organizational
affinities reflected in the attitudes and
opinions of the activists themselves." A
survey of the leadership of the three
major faiths conducted in 1987, for
example, documented just this-that two
fairly distinct cultural orientations take
shape across religious tradition on the
basis of theological commitment.64 The
theologically orthodox of each faith and
the theologically progressive of each
faith divided consistently along the



anticipated lines on a wide range of
issues. Take the issue of sexual
morality as an illustration. The
orthodox wings of Protestantism,
Catholicism, and Judaism were
significantly more likely to condemn
premarital sexual relations and
cohabitation as "morally wrong" than
each of their progressive
counterparts.65 The orthodox were also
between two and three times more
likely than progressives to condemn the
viewing of pornographic films as
morally wronged The same is true in
their attitudes toward family life. For
example, when presented with the
statement, "It is much better for
everyone involved if the man is the



achiever outside the home and the
woman takes care of the home and
family," Evangelical Protestants were
three times as likely to agree,
conservative Catholics were twice as
likely to agree, and Orthodox Jews
w er e nearly five times as likely to
agree as their progressive counterparts.
6 7 This distribution of opinion was
seen again and again on issues
pertaining to the locus of authority in
the family and the proper roles of
women and men .611 Not surprisingly,
this pattern was generally reflected in
the opinion of these leaders when asked
about three divisive family policy
issues: support for the Equal Rights



Amendment (ERA), the morality of
abortion, and homosexuality.69 Lest
one imagine that this range of views
was unique to the private matters of
family and sexuality, the range was
equally evident in how they identified
themselves politically.70 Ideologically
the same patterns held. For example,
the survey showed that by a margin of
about 2 to 1 in the Protestant and
Catholic leadership and 1.5 to 1 in the
Jewish leadership, progressives
identified themselves as Democrats.
Even more telling, progressives in
Protestantism were 6 times as likely, in
Catholicism were 7.5 times as likely,
and in Judaism were nearly twice as
likely as their more orthodox



counterparts, to describe their political
ideology as liberal or left-wing."

As one might expect, this cleavage in
political opinion takes concrete form in
the orthodox and progressivist views of
capitalism and of America's role in
international affairs. For example, the
orthodox and progressivists differ in
often dramatic but also predictable
ways over the fairness of big business
to working people; the best ways to
improve the lot of the poor-economic
growth or redistribution; and whether
the United States would be better off if
it moved toward a more socialist
economy.12 Likewise, they differ in
their views of the role of U.S.



multinational corporations in the Third
World, Europe's neutrality in the East-
West conflict, the nuclear freeze, the
use of sanctions against the South
African government for its policies of
apartheid, the creation of a Palestinian
homeland, and so on.73 This survey
made it clear, in sum, that the relative
embrace of orthodoxy was the single
most important explanatory factor in
sorting out variation in elite political
values. Indeed, it accounts for more
variation within and across religious
tradition than any other single factor,
including people's social class
background, race, ethnicity, gender, the
size of the organization they work in,
and the degree of pietism by which they



individually live.74 Other recent
empirical studies have shown identical
patterns.75

The New Ecumenism

What all of these events graphically
illustrate is that the impulse for alliance
building among the progressives of
different traditions and among the
orthodox of different traditions goes
beyond mere ideological affinity. These
affinities express themselves
institutionally as a "new ec- umenism"-
a new form of cooperative
mobilization, in which distinct and
separate religious and moral traditions
share resources and work together



toward common objectives.

Through the better part of the
twentieth century, ecumenism was a
movement primarily within the mainline
Protestant bodies, whose central
concern was to join distinct Christian
denominations through cooperative
effort. In many cases there was an effort
to actually unify denominations. This
was understood in sociological terms
as a bureau cratic strategy designed to
defend the organizations involved
against a hostile secular
environment.76 Ecumenism, as it was
argued, reduced the number of
"competing units," allowing those that
remain to compete more effectively for



adherents. Under earlier circumstances
ecumenism indeed functioned in that
way.

Yet if the structure of religious
pluralism has changed, then the nature
and structure of religious cooperation
must be changing as well. Ecumenism
can now be understood as a much more
encompassing social process. The
associations being formed across
traditions among the orthodox and
among the progressive are not designed
so much to maintain or win adherents
against the onslaught of secular
modernity but to marshal resources
against each other and, more important,
against the larger cultural forces that



each side represents. The new
ecumenism, then, represents the key
institutional expression of the
realignment of American public culture
and, in turn, it provides the institutional
battle lines for the contemporary culture
war.

The clearest ways in which this new
ecumenism takes tangible expression is
in the joining of forces on behalf of a
particular issue or event. When the
Civil Rights Restoration Act was being
decided in early 1988, for example, it
generated organized and coordinated
support from the National Organization
for Women, the National Education
Association, the American Federation



of Teachers, the U.S. Conference of
Bishops, the National Abortion Rights
Action League, the National Gay and
Lesbian Task Force, and a host of
mainline Protestant organizations. It
was opposed by Agudath Israel, the
National Association of Evangelicals,
the U.S. Catholic Conference, the
National Right to Life Committee, the
American Council of Christian
Churches, and the American
Association of Christian Schools,
among others. So too, in the Act for
Better Child Care debated throughout
the late 1980s and eventually passed in
1990, the National Organization for
Women, Ms. magazine, the Union of
American Hebrew Congregations, and



the United Methodist Board of Church
and Society, among others, worked in
favor of the measure and squared off
against such orthodox groups as
Concerned Women for America, the
American Council of Christian
Churches (as editorialized critically by
its own Fundamentalist News Service),
a n d James Dobson's Focus on the
Family publication, Citizen. The lineup
i s very predictable at this point: the
pattern is seen again and again as
policy issues come and go, from the
nomination of Robert Bork to the
Supreme Court in 1986, to the Housing
Now March in 1989, and so on.

Another significant way in which this



new ecumenism takes form is within the
newly expanded structure of special
purpose organizations, especially in the
way these organizations relate to each
other. In some instances, as a matter of
longstanding policy, some groups join
other groups in realizing a particular
policy objective. The Catholic League
for Religious and Civil Rights provides
a telling illustration of this dynamic on
the side of orthodoxy.77 The Catholic
League was established in 1973 by a
Jesuit priest as a Catholic counterpart
to the Jewish AntiDefamation League
and the secular American Civil
Liberties Union: "To protect the
religious rights and advance the just
interests of Catholics in secular



society."78 While it claims to be a
nonpartisan organization, working to
serve the needs of the whole Catholic
community, the league tilts decisively
toward the orthodox community in
Catholicism. In this, it openly supports
the work of like-minded Protestants and
Jews. Indeed, the league's first major
case came in the defense of Dr. Frank
Bolles, a Protestant physician and right-
to-life activist. (Bolles had been
charged by a Colorado district attorney
for "harassing and causing alarm" by
mailing out anti-abortion literature.) In
the first fifteen years of existence, the
league also has publicly defended the
right of a Jew to wear his yarmulke



while in uniform; it supported
Reverend Sun Myung Moon, the leader
of the Unification Church, in his tax-
evasion case; it has publicly "defended
the right of parents [Protestant,
Catholic, and Jewish] to give their
children a God-centered education";
and so on. A similar dynamic operates
on the progressivist side of the cultural
divide. The Religious Action Center of
Reform Judaism, for example, officially
serves as a government liaison between
the Union of American Hebrew
Congregations and the Central
Conference of American Rabbis by
representing the positions of these
groups to the federal government.
Beyond this, however, the center



cooperates with a wide variety of
l i b e r a l Protestant and Catholic
denominations and organizations on
progressive policy concerns, issuing
statements in opposition to the nuclear
a r ms race, to U.S. involvement in
Central America, to the Supreme Court
nominee Robert Bork. In both cases, the
alliances formed are built upon a
perceived self-interest. Both
organizations tend to support groups
and individuals of other religious faiths
when such support also advances their
own particular objectives.

The activists in these organizations
communicate with each other, and even
draw direct support from each other.



For example, in an informal survey of
forty-seven of these public affairs
organizations, the leadership of all of
these groups claimed to be in
communication with individuals or
groups outside of their own religious or
philosphical tradition and most of these
had engaged in active cooperation.79
T h e public affairs office of the
Orthodox Jewish organization Agudath
Israel , for example, regularly allies
with Catholics on concerns over
pr i va te education and conservative
Protestants on moral issues. The
overwhelming majority of these
organizations were supported by grass-
roots contributions and of these all but
one or two claimed to receive



c o nt r i b ut i o ns from Protestants,
Catholics, the Eastern Orthodox
Church, and Jews. In the early 1980s,
for example, 30 percent of the
membership of the Moral Majority was
Catholic. Finally, roughly half of these
groups sought to make explicit and
public their commitment to coalition
fo r ma t i o n (that is, the larger
ecumenism) by deliberately including
representation from the range of
traditions on their organization's board
of advisors or board of trustees. The
(orthodox) American Family
Association, for example, advertises an
advisory board that includes four
Catholic bishops and one cardinal,



three Eastern Orthodox bishops
including the Primate of the Greek
Orthodox Church, and dozens of
Evangelical and Pentecostal leaders.8°

The new ecumenism is further seen in
the emergence of still other special
purpose organizations whose explicit
aim is to formally bind together the
orthodox of different faiths or the
progressives of different faiths to
oppose coalitions on the other side.
Such groups seem to develop with
greater facility on the progressive side
of the cultural divide. Bea Blair's
organization, the Religious Coalition
for Abortion Rights (discussed in the
prologue), for example, was founded in



1973 to consolidate the efforts of the
various independent pro-choice
organizations. By 1988, it had thirty-
one member groups, including such
diverse ones as the American Jewish
Congress, Catholics for a Free Choice,
the American Humanist Association,
the YWCA, the United Methodist
Church, and the Women's League for
Conservative Judaism. The Religious
Network for Equality for Women was
founded in 1976 as a coalition of forty-
o ne Protestant, Catholic, Jewish, and
humanist groups committed to education
and advocacy on behalf of the cause of
"economic justice for women." Among
its members were associations
representing Episcopalians, Catholic



nuns, Baptists, Conservative and
Reform Jews, Quakers, Unitarians,
Presbyterians, Methodists, Lutherans,
and Mormons. An equal amount of
diversity is represented in other
coalitions for women's issues (such as
Church Women United [1941] and the
Panel of American Women [1957]), in
the gay rights movement (such as the
Lesbian and Gay Interfaith Alliance and
the National Gay and Lesbian Task
F orce) , in antinuclear and pacifist
groups (such as the Fellowship of
Reconcili ation [ 1915], Clergy and
Laity Concerned [ 1965], the Interfaith
Center to Reverse the Arms Race
[19801, the Religious Task Force



[19771, and Action Against
Armageddon [ 1984]), in groups
concerned with foreign policy (such as
Coalition for a New Foreign Policy
[19761, the InterReligious Task Force
on Central America [ 1980], the
Interfaith Center on Corporate
Responsibility [ 1974]), and in
organizations generally committed to
both countering the agenda of the
religious right and advocating liberal
conceptions of public life-such as
People for the American Way [ 1980],
National Impact [ 1969], Network [
1971 ], the Interchange Resource
Center [1978], and the Washington
Interfaith Staff Council (WISC).



The number of formal coalitions
drawing together orthodox patterns is
far fewer in number primarily because
of their commitment to the primacy of
theological distinctiveness. A few do
exist: one of the most important is the
Center for Pastoral Renewal, which
actively seeks to draw together
theologically conservative Catholics,
Evangelical Protestants, and Eastern
Orthodox leaders for the purposes of
forging a new orthodox ecumenism. The
center sponsors annual Allies for Faith
and Renewal conferences in which
orthodox Christians of all confessions
come together to work through common
problems. The independent periodical



Touchstone: A Journal of Ecumenical
Orthodoxy works toward the same
goals. The Coalitions for America,
organized through Free Congress,
draws together politically conservative
activists, whether religiously oriented
or not, on numerous issues, from
abortion to national defense. Through
the 1980s the National Pro-Family
Coalition was active: this was a
coalition of numerous "pro-family, pro-
decency, pro-morality, and pro-life
organizations" all committed to
achieving a `just and humane society
functioning in accordance with the
moral imperatives of the Judeo-
Christian ethic."" And Americans for
Educational Choice, an organization



closely affiliated with Mae Duggan's
Citizens for Educational Freedom, is
made up of theologically orthodox
Protestant, Catholic, and Jewish
organizations committed to educational
choice through tuition tax credits or
vouchers.

It is important to note that these
coalitional organizations on both sides
of the divide vary considerably in their
size, scope of activity, and ability to
actually unify member groups. A few,
like the World Congress of Gay and
Lesbian Jewish Organizations, and the
National Coalition for Public Education
and Religious Liberty, have a staff of
two to four people and a budget under



$50,000 and their actual political
engagement barely reaches beyond the
letterhead on their stationery. Others,
such as the Liberty Lobby, Clergy and
Laity Concerned, Concerned Women
for America, and People for the
American Way, have a staff of twenty
to fifty or more, budgets of a half a
million to 10 million dollars, and are
efficiently administered. They carry
enormous social power.82 Yet what is
relevant here is neither the size nor
effectiveness of the organizations but
their very existence. Their very
presence on the political landscape
aptly symbolizes the nature and
direction of a major realignment in
public culture.



Justifying the New Alliances

It is essential to note that the
realignment of public culture does not
take place without tension. For
example, the memory of anti-
Catholicism and anti-Semitism remains
in the minds of many Catholics and
J e w s , refreshed periodically by
incidents of interreligious prejudice.
Suspicions on all sides linger. Yet
insofar as the resolution to the issues of
contemporary public debate (abortion,
the role of women, the changing
structure of the family, homosexuality,
nuclear proliferation, the "failures" of
public education, the meaning of the



"separation between church and state,"
and the like) is not forthcoming, the
pressures for interreligious realignment
in public culture mount. At the same
time, the pressure to tolerate or
overlook existing tensions also rises.

Yet it is not enough to simply tolerate
the tensions. Given the long history of
interreligious antagonism, realignment
must be justified. On the progressivist
side, such explanations are linked to
basic concerns for survival. As a
publication of the Union of American
Hebrew Congregations in 1983 put it,
the "renaissance of interreligious
communication and cooperation ...
emerges out of profound concern with



the moral and social issues of the 80's
which uniquely threaten our physical
a n d political survival. The nuclear
arms race, the suffering engendered by
a rate of unemployment unsurpassed
since Depression Days and radical
attempts to eradicate First Amendment
Constitutional protections; almost every
social issue, every social welfare
concern is being addressed by
interreligious coalitions of
decency."H4 A spokesman for the
progressively oriented Washington
Interreligious Staff Council agreed:
"Different communities of faith
converge because they share the same
conception of the common good."84



Interestingly, on the orthodox side,
the justification for interreligious
cooperation is also linked to survival.
A statement made in 1986 by the
Fundamentalist writer Tim LaHaye is
illuminating in this regard. Despite
basic theological differences, he
begins, "Protestants, Catholics and
Jews do share two very basic beliefs:
we all believe in God to Whom we
must give account some day for the way
we live our lives; we share a basic
concern for the moral values that are
found in the Old Testament." LaHaye
continues,

If religious Americans work together in
the name of our mutually shared moral



concerns, we just might succeed in re-
establishing the civic moral standards
that our forefathers thought were
guaranteed by the Constitution.

I realize that such statements may cause
me to lose my fundamentalist
membership card, but I really believe
that we are in a fierce battle for the
very survival of our culture....
Obviously I am not suggesting joint
evangelistic crusades with these
religions; that would reflect an
unacceptable theological compromise
for all of us. [Nevertheless], all of our
nation's religious citizens need to
develop a respect for other religious
people and their beliefs. We need not



accept their beliefs, but we can respect
the people and realize that we have
more in common with each other than
we ever will with the secularizers of
this country. It is time for all
religiously committed citizens to unite
against our common enemy.115

In 1984, the Evangelical activist Franky
Schaeffer observed that

our backs are against the wall and we
are facing an aggressively secularistic
society whose powerful elements are
deliberately attempting to eradicate
what little remains of orthodox
religious influence in society. The
majority of Christians are either asleep



or simply do not care. The minority of
activist believers no longer have the
luxury of concentrating solely on
denominational and church affairs and
petty theological differences. The time
has come for those who remain to band
together in an ecumenism of orthodoxy.
Unlike liberal ecumenicism which is
bound together by unbelief, this
ecumenicism is based upon what we
agree to be the essence of the Christian
faith, including an orthodoxy of belief
in social concerns and priorities.86

It is not just the Protestant
fundamentalists who feel these
pressures to cooperate.87 As the
director of the public affairs office of



Agudath Israel argued, "Joint efforts
with Catholics and Protestants do not
mean that we Jews are endorsing their
theology." He said, "We can overlook
o u r religious differences because
politically, it makes sense."BA A
spokesman for the Catholic League
maintained, "The issues are too
important to have a denominational
focus."119 Rabbi Joshua O. Haberman
similarly noted, "As a Jew, I differ with
a variety of Bible-believing Christians
on theology, our nation's social agenda,
and matters of public policy. I am, at
times, repelled by fits of fanaticism and
a narrow-minded, rigid dogmatism
among fundamentalist extremists. Yet
far greater than these differences and



objections is the common moral and
spiritual frame of reference I share with
Christians, including fundamentalists.
The Bible gave our nation its moral
vision. And today, America's Bible
Belt is our safety belt, the enduring
guarantee of our fundamental rights and
freedoms.""

The moral reasoning employed by
both sides of the cultural divide to
legitimate these alliances, then, is very
much alike. In brief, though the
alliances being formed among the
orthodox or among the progressives
across religious tradition are
historically "unnatural" they have
become pragmatically necessary. In the



end, they are justified by the simple
dictum that "an enemy of an enemy is a
friend of mine."

 



THE COLLAPSE OF THE
OLD DIVIDE

The divisions among Protestant,
Catholic, and Jew have had such a
significant place in Western civilization
for so many centuries that it is difficult
to imagine pluralism (at least in this
context) in any other way. These formal
divisions (and to a lesser extent, those
ecclesiastical divisions within these
faiths) remain the significant ones in the
popular imagination, the relevant ones
for public policy, and the decisive ones
in intellectual circles, particularly in
modern social science. They remain
part of the taken-for-granted scenery of



public life in America and Europe.

The ways in which scholars
conceptualize pluralism is especially
interesting, for here we see that the
habits of social science are as difficult
to break as any. With a few exceptions,
social science has continued over the
past two decades to measure religious
and cultural pluralism in a manner that
reifies, as it were, the divisions among
the major religious traditions as the
correct way to think about cultural
pluralism in America. Based upon this
methodology, social science has also
gradually docu mented religion's
declining significance as an explanatory
variable. Whether one is a Protestant,



Catholic, or Jew simply does not mean
very much when attempting to explain
variations in people's attitudes or
values. As a result, the larger social
scientific community has come to
assume that general religious
preference may be irrelevant or
"epiphenomenal." Indeed, in many
recent empirical investigations, formal
religious variables have not even been
included as a part of the research
strategy. They just do not make any
difference anymore.

Old habits die hard but die they must,
for the evidence strongly suggests that
the significant divisions on public
issues are no longer defined by the



distinct traditions of creed, religious
observance, or ecclesiastical politics.
These do remain strong sources of
personal meaning and communal
identity, but their consequence for
public culture has dwindled
substantially. In other words, it is
increasingly difficult to speak of the
Protestant position or the Catholic
position or the Jewish position (or, for
that matter, the Mormon or Buddhist
position) vis-A-vis American public
culture. Meanwhile, other kinds of
differences have expanded:
increasingly, the politically
consequential divisions are those that
separate the orthodox from the
progressive within religious traditions.



And orthodox and progressive factions
of the various faiths do not speak out as
isolated voices but increasingly as a
common chorus. In this, the political
relevance of the historical divisions
between Protestant and Catholic and
Christian and Jew has largely become
defunct.

Yet I want to stress again that the
lines separating orthodox and
progressive, or conservative and
liberal, are not, in reality, always
sharp. Some notable ideological cross-
currents flow against the larger cultural
tendencies. First, even if their numbers
are relatively few, one cannot ignore
the presence on the public scene of,



among others, pro-life feminists and
libertarians, Mormon and Pentecostal
homosexuals, Evangelical Christian
pacifists, and secularists (even atheists)
who are politically conservative, and
Fundamentalists who are socialists.
Second, and even harder to ignore, are
the myriad individuals that define
themselves more or less in the middle
of' the ideological spectrum. Although
some may lean ideologically toward the
orthodox camp while others lean
toward progressivism, no one can fairly
describe them as extremists. Third,
groups and individuals on the orthodox
side have sharp disagreements with
others on the orthodox side, and the
same is true for the progressivist side.



And fourth, there are some who would
certainly be classified as being on one
side of the cultural divide or another
but they wish to fight their battles
alone-they choose not to be aligned at
all. All of these realities cannot be
disregarded. Yet recognizing the
existence of these counterintuitive
developments cannot negate the broader
tendencies in the realm of public
culture. The dominant impulse at the
present time is toward the polarization
of a religiously informed public culture
into two relatively distinct moral and
ideological camps.

 



Competing Moral Visions

The realignment of public culture takes
institutional form in a shifting
configuration of religious and political
associations and organizations. This is
the lesson of the preceding chapter. At
issue are two relatively distinct and
competing visions of public life. To
identify the predominant and polarizing
tendencies as "orthodox" and
"progressive" suggests a great deal
about the nature of these visions.



Knowing something about the specific
political agenda pursued by either side
reveals even more. But to truly
understand the depth of contemporary
cultural conflict and its historical
significance, it is essential to probe
more thoroughly into the perspectives
on public life being advocated.

Yet, does it go too far to suggest that
both sides of the cultural divide
represent something as coherent as
"perspective"? Certainly there are no
comprehensive philosophical treatises
articulating in full measure the nature
and profile of these visions. There are
no modern manifestos declaring a
coherent system of programs and goals.



What actually exists in public
discussion are, very often, nothing more
than jumbled accumulations of
pronouncements, accusations, appeals,
and partisan analyses. It would be
foolish to deny the complexity of the
divisions, the subtleties and ambivalent
moral commitments in the hearts and
minds of ordinary Americans. As I have
emphasized from the start, Americans
find stances across a wide spectrum of
values and perspectives. Despite this
complexity, it is possible to discern
certain cultural tendencies. That is to
say, all of these pronouncements,
allegations, complaints, and ap peals
seem to reveal broad, yet still distinct
and opposing cultural impulses. These



impulses, I would argue, have come to
be rather strong in public discourse
mainly because they have been
embraced and promoted through the
elites and institutions of special interest
organizations. As such, they are
suggestive of more comprehensive
visions of public life-public
philosophies whose general contours
can be roughly sketched out as ideal
types.'

 



COMPETING
PHILOSOPHIES OF

AMERICAN PUBLIC LIFE

As we learned in chapter 2, one of the
chief tasks of a public philosophy
centers around the problem of national
identity-deciding who we as a nation
have been, coming to grips with who
we are now, and defining what we
should aspire to become in the future.
Often the mechanism for articulating
our public philosophies (and thus the
meaning of national identity) is nothing
more than a simple narrative-chronicles
t ha t begin with an account of the
nation's mythic origin and end with a



vision of its future. The impact of these
stories is critical. When they are
intelligible, credible, and compelling to
those who hear them, not only do they
inspire a sense of cohesion within
communities but they provide a ready
justification for the nation's conduct in
world affairs-for only actions
consistent with a nation's self-
conception (what it has been and what
it aspires to be) will be an appropriate
field of national endeavor.

The general public philosophies that
have evolved on either side of the
cultural divide have been presented
many times in recent years and
therefore require neither an exhaustive



review nor a detailed analysis. But a
brief overview of the opposing ideals
of national identity and purpose will
offer a beginning point for considering
the underlying cultural differences that
split these new coalitions of conviction.

History As Ideology

The Orthodox Vision

The most effusive interpreters of the
mythic origins of the republic on the
side of cultural conservatism are the
Evangelical Christians. Theirs, of
course, is not the only version.
Orthodox Catholics and Jews tell the
story from a different angle, one that



tends to emphasize the generally
religious rather than the specifically
Christian nature of the story.
Intellectually oriented neo-
conservatives stress the generally
moral rather than religious nature of the
story. Yet all of these versions would
have at least a distant resonance with
the Evangelical account, particularly in
how each of these would understand the
republic's founding ideals.

The Evangelical Protestant account of
the nation's founding has a very long
history, to be sure. Indeed, many of the
earliest stories were fashioned by
Protestant leaders who lived through
the events of those years, some who



actually participated in shaping those
events-John Witherspoon, John Adams,
Timothy Dwight, Patrick Henry.
Through the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries, much the same story was
retold, if not by Evangelicals, then by
kindred spirits, through song (such as
"The Battle Hymn of the Republic,"
written in 1862), literature (from the
fiction of Herman Melville to the
poetry of Walt Whitman), political
oratory (from Abraham Lincoln to
Woodrow Wilson), and sermon (as in
the revivalism of Billy Sunday).
Present-day Evangelicalism, then, is the
contemporary bearer of 'a story that
claims a very long past.



We were introduced to the
Evangelical account by Chuck
Mcllhenny at the opening of this book
when he described the Christian
heritage that was the context for the
nation's founding. It is a start. The
larger account varies in detail from
Chuck's, but through linking the nation's
birth to divine will, the story, as told by
some of the most vocal and visible of
contemporary Evangelical
spokespeople, has a rough coherence.
To them, America is, in a word, the
embodiment of Providential wisdom.
Evangelical journalist Rus Walton put
it very simply when he wrote that "the
American system is the political



expression of Christian ideas."2 In The
Light and the Glory, Peter Marshall and
David Marvel contended that a divine
call upon America can be traced from
the very earliest events in the nation's
history (including the spiritual calling
that Columbus himself received to seek
undiscovered lands) to the present, and
that this call is still valid today.3
Another Evangelical author observed
that "God's hand was in the founding of
this country and the fiber of Christ is in
the very fabric of America.'N
According to another, our "civil
government is ordained of God [and] ...
America was founded upon Christian
principles,"5 upon the idea that
America is "the greatest Christian



nation the world has ever known. "6
Arguing more in line with the
sensibilities of their new partners in the
culture war, Fundamentalist writer Tim
LaHaye contends that "it is improper to
say that America was founded on
Christian principles, for that would
unnecessarily exclude the Jewish
community. America was founded on
biblical principles, all of which are
found in the Old Testament."' A similar
appeal comes from the Religious
Roundtable, which asserts that the
United States was "born and built upon
basic principles of righteousness" and
for this reason "has been blessed and
exalted in her short 200 year history



like no other nation in history."" This
assertion garners support from orthodox
Catholics. As Mae Duggan puts it, "the
founders of our nation, George
Washington, James Madison, and even
Thomas Jefferson (who did not have
any church affiliation), believed that
government must be based on God; that
governmental structures must have an
authority greater than itself, which is
God. This is the meaning of our motto,
'In God We Trust.'"

For many, however, the rhetoric goes
beyond generalities. Many in the
Evangelical camp further contend that
the founding documents themselves
reflect the hand of divine providence.



Argues LaHaye, "The last six
commandments of the Decalogue,
dealing with man's treatment of his
fellowman, and the civil laws of the
Old Testament formed the basis for our
laws and our Constitution."9 The
Evangelical writer and attorney John
Whitehead argues that "the concept of a
secular state was nonexistent in 1776 as
well as 1787, and no less so in 1791
when the Bill of Rights was adopted."
At the framing of the Constitution,
Whitehead maintains, the American
population "lived under laws that were
either written directly from the
Scriptures or influenced by them."10
Whitehead is not alone. "The Founding
Fathers," John Eidsmoe writes, "were



Newtonians. They believed in absolute,
unchanging, God-given laws of
science-as well as moral laws. When
Jefferson spoke of the `laws of nature
and of nature's God' in the Declaration
of Independence, he used language both
Christians and Deists would approve....
To the Founding Fathers, law was God-
given, absolute, unchanging and
revealed to man through Scripture,
nature and conscience."" Still others
have gone so far as to call the
Constitution and the Bill of Rights
"divinely inspired."

The genius of the "American
experiment," from this perspective, was
the creation of institutions that would



guarantee both freedom and justice.
Freedom and justice, however, are cast
in a particular way within this mythic
tradition.

The meaning of freedom, as it is
emphasized within the various orthodox
communities, is the freedom enjoyed by
a society when it does not live under
despotism; the freedom of a society to
govern itself-what philosopher Charles
Taylor has called "civic freedom. "11 It
is precisely for this reason that the
contrast between the United States and
its Eu ropean allies (or the "free"
world) and the Soviet Union and the
former communist bloc played such a
key part in the Evangelical and even



conservative Catholic world view.
Their definition of freedom made that
contrast important.

This definition of freedom also
naturally highlights the importance of
economic self-determination, as in
"free" enterprise. Conservative
Catholics have not championed this
notion so much in part because of
Rome's longstanding concern for the
interests of organized labor. The Spirit
of Democratic Capitalism, a book by
Catholic scholar Michael Novak, is a
notable exception to the rule. But
among the more vocal public
theologians within the Evangelical
tradition, the celebration of capitalism-



the freedom to pursue economic gain
without government interference-is
virtually unqualified.' Jerry Falwell
repeatedly claimed that "God is in
favor of freedom, property, ownership,
competition, diligence, work and
acquisition. All of this is taught in the
Word of God, in both the Old and New
Testaments." Therefore "people should
have the right to own property, to work
hard, to achieve, to earn, and to win."
14 Elsewhere Falwell has written that
"the free-enterprise system is clearly
outlined in the Book of Proverbs in the
Bible. Jesus Christ made it clear that
the work ethic was a part of His plan
for man. Ownership of property is
biblical. Competition in business is



biblical."" In a similar vein, religious
broadcaster Pat Robertson has
contended that while "communism and
capitalism in their most extreme,
secular manifestations are equally
doomed to failure, . . . free enterprise is
the economic system most nearly
meeting humanity's God-given need for
freedom.... Capitalism satisfies the
freedom-loving side of humanity.""'
Such theologies have even been
translated into practical, profit-oriented
seminars. At the Marriott Hotel,
Anaheim, California, in 1981,
Evangelist Bill Bright (founder of
Campus Crusade for Christ) and 'T'exas
billionaire Nelson Bunker Hunt led a



three-day financial seminar in which
participants were instructed in the
biblical foundations of free enterprise
and economic success. As one
participant enthusiastically stated, "God
is an all-time Capitalist, not a
Socialist.""

Underlying the reverential
endorsement of capitalism among these
Evangelicals is the conviction that
economic and spiritual freedoms go
hand in hand, that one is impossible
without the other." Some trace the
relationship to the Old Testament land
laws that linked private property to the
freedom from state coercion, especially
from taxation." Others see a less



complicated connection: the
relationship between investing and
taking profits is essentially the same as
that between giving and receiving,
between sowing and reaping.
According to Bill Bright, this is one of
the laws that "rule the universe. "20
This dynamic requires economic
freedom. As the economist (and
professed Evangelical) George Gilder
put it: " `Give and you'll be given unto'
is the fundamental practical principle of
the Christian life, and when there's no
private property you can't give it
because you don't own it." For this
reason, he concludes, socialism is
"inherently hostile to Christianity and
capitalism [is] the essential mode of



human life that corresponds to religious
truth."21

Just as a particular understanding of
freedom is emphasized in the
communities of cultural conservatism,
so is a particular definition of "justice."
Justice is generally defined in terms of
the Judeo-Christian standards of moral
righteousness. As R. J. Rushdoony
makes clear, justice can only be
understood in terms of the law, which
in its highest form is "theocentric and is
a manifestation of the nature and life of
the ontological Trinity."22 A just
society, therefore, is a morally
conscientious and lawful society. When
its people abide by these standards it is



a l s o an ordered society. The Old
Testament is often quoted in this
regard: "Righteousness exalts a nation,"
"By justice a king gives a country
stability," "When the righteous thrive,
the people rejoice; when the wicked
rule, the people groan," "Evil men do
not understand justice, but those who
seek the Lord understand all things,"
and so on. In this view, the moral fiber
of American life is built upon standards
of biblical morality. As a pamphlet
from Christian Voice proclaimed, "The
mandate from our Heavenly Father is to
make sure government is faithfully
meting out justice and punishing what is
wrong and rewarding what is right."la
Freedom, justice, and America's



biblical culture are seen as intimately
linked. Summarizes LaHaye, "In truth,
what has granted more freedom for the
longest period of time ... to the largest
number of people, while at the same
time producing the greatest wealth for
the most people, can be traced to ... our
Bible-based form of government and
our unique Bible-based educational
system."24

This vision of America's past
contains an implicit vision of America's
destiny. In language reminiscent of
nineteenth-century exceptionalism, a
pamphlet published by Students for
America announces that "America has a
unique mission to extend the boundaries



of liberty and righteous- ness."25 But
from the conservative Evangelical
perspective, the only hope for
achieving this end is for the United
States to stay the course. If change is
necessary, it should only be undertaken
to more perfectly fulfill the ideals
established at the nation's founding. So
warns Pat Robertson: "Either we will
return to the moral integrity and original
dreams of the founders of this nation ...
or we will give ourselves over more
and more to hedonism, to all forms of
destructive anti-social behavior, to
political apathy, and ultimately to the
forces of anarchy and disintegration that
have throughout history gripped great
empires and nations in their tragic and



declining years. "21' Along the same
lines, evangelist Jimmy Swaggart has
asserted, "We believe the salvation of
the United States of America is still the
old-fashioned principles laid down in
the Word of Almighty God."27 And
from Jerry Falwell comes the argument
that "only by godly leadership can
America be put back on a divine
course. "21

The Progressivist Vision

Those on the progressive side of the
cultural divide rarely, if ever, attribute
America's origins to the actions of a
Supreme Being. The National
Education Association, for example,



insists that "when the Founding Fathers
drafted the Constitution with its Bill of
Rights, they explicitly designed it to
guarantee a secular, humanistic
state."29 Some professional historians,
as Garry Wills points out, have added
to this myth in the name of objective
scholarship. He notes that Henry Steele
Commager's The American Mind, for
example, contends that the American
mind has been from the outset
pragmatic, optimistic, and secular, with
little regard for the forces of religious
or artistic irrationalism. Arthur
Schlesinger, Jr., also argued that
secularity was the dominant trait of
American society. "The American
mind," he says, "is by nature and



tradition skeptical, irreverent,
pluralistic and relativistic"; elsewhere
he says, "Relativism is the American
way."211 The premise of the
progressivist account, then, is a
rejection of the particularistic loyalties
of the orthodox in favor of what one
secular tract called "eternal verities"-
universal ethical principles in part
derived from the nation's religious and
humanist traditions. A placard seen at
an anti-Moral Majority demonstration
in St. Paul, Minnesota, read, "God
loves the world-riot just America." As
another put it, "America is not a
Christian nation but one in which many
Christians happen to live. America and



every nation on earth is called by God
to seek justice and serve the common
good of humanity, not as special
privilege, however, but as special
responsibility."31

Accordingly, the founding documents
of the republic take on a different
understanding from that maintained by
cultural conservatives. The Constitution
and the Bill of Rights, for example, are
not seen as reflecting absolutes either
given by God or rooted in nature;
instead the founders gave us a "living
Constitution," one that cannot be
straightjack eted, forever attached to the
culture of an agrarian, preindustrialized
society, but one that grows and changes



with a changing society. Law in a
democratic society is one of the highest
expressions of human rationality and
must evolve as society evolves and
matures. The ideals that it serves are
also the ideals of freedom and justice.

In this progressivist vision, freedom
and justice are understood in
fundamentally different ways than they
are on the orthodox side of the cultural
divide. Here freedom is defined largely
in terms of the social and political
rights of individuals. This is what
Charles Taylor has called "liberal"
freedom (as opposed to "civic"
freedom, mentioned earlier). It is,
Taylor says, "freedom in the 'negative'



sense, a condition in which the
individual is granted immunity from
interference by others in his life, either
by state or church or by other
individuals. 1132 This perspective was
reflected in the views of all the
progressivists we met in the prologue:
Richmond Young's concern with the
rights of homosexuals, Bea Blair's
concern for "reproductive rights" and
the rights of women, and Harriet
Woods's concern for the freedom of
inquiry in public schools. The logic is
unambiguous. As one religiously based
women's rights newsletter stated
simply, "Being oppressed is the
absence of choice."" It is in this light
that one can understand the high tribute



given to "pluralism" and "diversity." As
Norman Lear of People for the
American Way argued, "First and
foremost among our shared values is a
celebration of diversity and respect for
the beliefs of others ."34

It is not surprising that the founding
myths advanced in progressivist circles
tend to focus on the struggle of the
founders to establish and preserve
"pluralism and diversity." The names of
Roger Williams, George Washington,
John Adams, Tom Paine, James
Madison, and Frederick Douglass are
commonly invoked as champions of
these principles. A People- for the
American Way publication maintained,



"Throughout our history, American men
and women have fought hard to make
this country a better place. They fought
for fair representation. Open debate. A
healthy respect for diverse public
opinion.... [Thus,] America is the freest
... nation on earth. A legacy left to us by
the Founders of our country ."'15 A
pamphlet put out by the Religious
Coalition for Abortion Rights justified
its position by stating that "fortunately,
the framers of this country's Bill of
Rights understood and cherished
diversity."36

Justice, on the other hand, tends to be
understood by progressivists in terms
of equality and the end of oppression in



the social world. This is the theme of
"fair play" that Bea Blair emphasized in
her story. Whether it is the case for
women, blacks, Hispanics and other
r a c i a l minorities, homosexuals and
lesbians, refugees, Palestinians, the
black majority in South Africa, or the
poor and laboring classes, justice
me a ns greater equity and thus the
elimination of repressive relationships.
Political rights are a part of the
equation, but almost invariably
economics becomes perhaps the central
part of the equation. It is in this light
t ha t , for example, the progressive
journal Christianity and Crisis
described the "minimum wage" as a
"minimum justice.""' The Religious



Network for Equality for Women
identified support for the Equal Rights
Amendment, a comprehensive jobs
program, affirmative action, an
earningsharing provision within Social
Security, and so on, with "God's call
for justice. "311 Sojourners magazine
called its commitment to speak on
behalf of the poor and oppressed a
"commitment to justice," and Clergy
a n d Laity Concerned described their
opposition to "workfare, plant closures,
family farm loss, etc." and their "stand
in solidarity with the poor" as efforts to
promote justice.'"' Peace with justice
organizers in 1988 identified "people
of color, women, children, the hungry,



the poor, small farmers," and the like as
"victims of injustice."I'l

Those who hold the progressivist
vision generally maintain that
America's enormous wealth and power
in the world have inevitably created
equally huge inequities. The
responsibility of the American people
and their government is equally great.
"Social justice," they maintain, "may no
longer be a fashionable concept. But,
justice and empathy are not fads. They
are a matter of faith. And, a matter of
action." The calling, then, becomes
clear: as stated in a National Impact
pamphlet, the goal is "to move our
government toward compassionate and



sensible public policies ."a' Such
sensibilities are shared among virtually
all activists on this side of the cultural
divide.

Clearly, then, within each of these
opposing public philosophies, the
words "freedom and justice" carry
enormous symbolic weight. Both sides
explicitly link these words and their
broader vision of the public order to
either scriptural referents or other
universal ethical standards. But the
meanings of the terms on either side of
the divide are almost precisely
inverted. Where cultural conservatives
tend to define freedom economically
(as individual economic initiative) and



justice socially (as righteous living),
progressives tend to define freedom
socially (as individual rights) and
justice economically (as equity). These
differences naturally account for the
different meanings each side imputes to
the founders and their struggle to build
a republic. Both biblical and
Enlightenment themes are present in the
historical record. Yet in public
discourse, each theme is accentuated by
opposing sides at the expense of the
other. However true or false the
account may be, history tends to be
reduced to ideology, a means through
which the social and political interests
of each side of the cultural divide are
legitimated.



 



PUBLIC PHILOSOPHY
AND NATIONAL

PRIORITY

Anything but abstract and
inconsequential, both of these rival
philosophies of public life translate
into practical standards for evaluating
America's identity and priorities in the
global order. This became amply
apparent in the Religion and Power
Survey conducted by the Opinion
Research Corporation in 1987.42 The
survey found that Protestant, Catholic,
and Jewish leaders on both ends of the
new cultural axis generally agreed that
America bore tremendous



responsibility in world affairs.
Virtually all were prone to agree that
the United States is not "pretty much
like other countries" but "has a special
role to play in the world today ."4'
Leaders of all faiths were strongly
disposed to affirm that "the United
States should aspire to remain a world
power" and not "a neutral country like
Switzerland or Sweden. "44 But
opposing factions sharply disagreed as
to how the United States should actually
carry out that responsibility. When
asked, "How much confidence do you
have in the ability of the United States
to deal wisely with present world
problems?" progressives in all three



faiths were at least twice as likely as
their more orthodox counterparts to say
"not very much" or "none at all ."45

The same kind of division was
exhibited among the orthodox and
progressives when asked to make moral
assessments of America's place in the
world order. The overwhelming
majority of the orthodox in Protestant
(78 percent), Catholic (73 percent), and
Jewish (92 percent) leadership circles
said, for example, that the United States
was, in general, "a force for good in the
world." By contrast, the majority of the
progressives in Protestantism and
Catholicism (51 percent and 56
percent, respectively) said that the



United States was either "neutral" or "a
force for ill."46 The contrast was even
more stark when respondents were
asked to assess how America treats
people in the Third World.
Progressives, particularly Protestants
(71 percent) and Catholics (87
percent), were much more likely to
agree that America "treats people in the
Third World unfairly." The majority of
the orthodox in each tradition claimed
just the opposite .47

Opposing perspectives of America's
moral status in world affairs became
apparent when respondents were asked
to compare the United States and the
Soviet Union. A plurality of all



religious leaders characterized the
competition between the United States
and the Soviet Union as a struggle in
power politics, as opposed to a moral
struggle, yet the more orthodox
Catholics and Protestants were three
times more likely (and Orthodox Jews
over twice as likely) to say that it was a
m o r a l struggle .411 Ideological
disparities between orthodox and
progressive were even more dramatic,
however, when asked which was the
greater problem in the world today:
repressive regimes aligned with the
United States or Soviet expansion? The
majority of progressives within
Protestantism (61 percent), Catholicism
(71 percent), and Judaism (57 percent)



claimed that it was the repressive
regimes aligned with the United States;
the majority of the orthodox in these
three faiths (Protestants84 percent,
Catholics-64 percent, and Jews-87
percent) identified Soviet expansion as
the greater problem.

The results of a survey of the
political opinion of Christian
theologians conducted in 1982 reveal
similar divisions in perspectives on
domestic spending.49 Nearly two-
thirds (63 percent) of the progressives
compared to under one-fifth (19
percent) of the orthodox claimed that
the government was spending too little
on welfare. Eighty percent of the



progressives said that the government
was spending too little on national
health compared to just 52 percent of
the Evangelicals. Likewise, nearly nine
out of ten (89 percent) of the
progressives agree that the government
was spending too little on protecting the
environment; just half (50 percent) of
the orthodox Protestants felt the same
way. Almost nine out of ten (87
percent) of the progressives
complained that the government spent
too little money on urban problems
compared to 56 percent of the orthodox.
And roughly six out of every ten of the
progressives (59 percent) claimed that
too little was spent on foreign aid; just
one out of every four (24 percent) of the



orthodox agreed.

 



MORAL AUTHORITY
AND THE REALIGNMENT

OF 
PUBLIC CULTURE

My main point thus far is to
demonstrate that the opinions of' elites
reflect different and, in many cases,
opposing visions of national identity
and public life. They differ, then, in
their public philosophies.

Yet even this does not quite capture
what is fundamentally at issue here. The
basic distinction I have insisted on
bears repeating. To explain the nature



of the emerging cultural realignment
solely in terms of the differences in
political philosophy as reflected in
public opinion is to risk arguing that the
primary contenders in the cultural
conflict are really nothing more than
political "liberals" and political
"conservatives." The inadequacy of
these terms which I suggested earlier, is
immediately apparent. To conceptualize
the problem as a political squabble, as
some have proposed, is to suggest that
the new and opposing alliances in
American public life operate on the
same plane of moral discussion.50
Such a view would imply that each side
shares the same ideals of moral
community and national life, but that



they simply envision different strategies
for getting there. As we have observed,
the orthodox tend to be conservative
and the progressive tend to be liberal
but those tendencies, I contend, are
merely the political manifestations of
still deeper commitments. In reality
orthodox and progressive alliances do
not operate on the same plane of moral
discourse.

Others would argue that differences
in political philosphy are reducible to
social rank. Those holding orthodox
commitments can be found among the
disenfranchised lower middle class, the
old petite bourgeoisie, who have
incurred losses in power and privilege



through the political and economic
changes of the past decades. By
contrast, this theory holds that
progressivist commitments can be
found among the rising "new class" of
knowledge workers, the "new
bourgeoisie," who have turned their
control over cultural capital to social
and political advantage. In its more
simplified formulation, public
philosophy is merely a reflection of
class interests. But what this
perspective fails to see is that the "new
class" of knowledge workers is divided
within itself. Traditional family
proponent James Dobson of Focus on
the Family, for example, is every bit as
much a knowledge worker or symbol



specialistand therefore a member of the
new class-as is Planned Parenthood's
Faye Wattleton.

Political formulations of the debate,
then, seem inadequate. Though there are
clearly political manifestations of this
dispute, the dispute is more than
political. Likewise, while each side
betrays certain social characteristics,
the cultural controversy is much more
than a reflection of competing class
interests. There is, then, a more vital
cultural dynamic involved in generating
this cultural realignment. In this sense,
the conflict is prepolitical and it
precedes class. What ultimately
explains the realignment in America's



public culture are allegiances to
different formulations and sources of.
moral authority.

Sources of Moral Authority

To speak of moral authority is to speak
of the fundamental assumptions that
guide our perceptions of the world.
These assumptions provide answers to
questions about the nature of reality-
what is real and what isn't. For
example, is there a spiritual as well as
a physical and material realm of
existence? Does God exist? If so, what
is God's nature? Is God an active agent
in human affairs or a distant ideal of
human aspiration? These are also the



assumptions that define the foundations
of knowledge-how we know what we
know. Upon what do we ground our
knowledge of the world, our
understanding of truth, and our
conception of moral and ethical
behavior? Does our knowledge derive
from divine revelation, through the
analysis of empirical evidence, or
through personal and subjective
experience? These assumptions act as a
lens that highlights certain aspects of
experience as important or unimportant,
relevant or irrelevant, good or bad, and
right or wrong. These generally
unspoken assumptions are the basic
standards by which we make moral
judgments and decisions.



The point needs to be made that all
individuals ground their views of the
world within some conception of moral
authority. Not only those who are
religious in a traditional sense, but also
those who claim to have no religious
faith at all base their views of the
world in unprovable assumptions about
"being" and "knowledge." To imagine
otherwise would be philosophically
naive. It is precisely for this reason that
t he Religious Coalition for Abortion
Rights and the Religious Coalition for
Equality for Women include in their
fellowship such secularist
organizations as the American
Humanist Association and the Ethical



Culture Society, and speak of them
literally as "communities of faith."''
Even average, nonactivist secularists-
ordinary people who maintain no
religious belief, who worship no deity-
live by unspoken assumptions about
their world; they too are people of
particular, even if implicit, faith
commitments.

The view that perhaps comes closest
to the argument offered here has been
proposed by Richard Merleman. He has
speculated that the strains in American
culture are those that exist between the
"tightbounded" and "loose-bounded"
moral communities within our
society.52 Moral obligation within



tight-bounded communities tends to be
fixed and rigid, viewed by its members
as a "given" of social life. In opposition
are loose-bounded communities for
whom moral commitment tends to be
voluntary, contingent, and fluid-where
the liberated individual, not the social
group, becomes the final arbiter of
moral judgment. Merleman's
perspective supports the argument made
here; namely, that what finally unites
the orthodox and the progressive across
tradition and divides the orthodox and
progressive within tradition are
different formulations of moral
authority. Here again, in social reality
there is complexity and diversity. Even
so, certain tendencies and



commonalities exist on each side of the
cultural divide that can be described in
ideal-typical terms. What is the
substance of each?

The Orthodox Appeal to Authority

Within communities that hold
orthodox views, moral authority arises
from a common commitment to
transcendence, by which I mean a
dynamic reality that is independent of,
prior to, and more powerful than human
experience. God and the realm God
inhabits, for the orthodox, is indeed
super- and supranatural. Of course
transcendence has a different content
and meaning in each tradition. In each



tr ad i ti on, moreover, transcendence
communicates its authority through
different media: for example, through
the spiritual prerogatives of the inerrant
Scriptures, both Old and New
Testaments; through Torah and the
community that upholds it; through the
pope and the traditional teachings of the
Catholic Church; through the Book of
Mormon; and, small though the
Unification Church may be, through
Reverend Sun Myung Moon and the
Divine Principle. Within each faith, the
commitment to these specific media of
moral authority is so forceful and
unwavering that believers in each
would consider sources other than their
own as heretical.



Yet despite these differences, there
are formal attributes to their faith that
are held in common with the others. As
argued earlier, each maintains a
paramount commitment to an external,
definable, and transcendent source of
authority. For the believers in each
tradition, moral and spiritual truths
have a supernatural origin beyond and
yet barely graspable by human
experience. Although the media through
which transcendence speaks to people
varies (as noted earlier), they all
believe that these truths are divinely
"revealed" in these written texts and not
somehow discovered through human
endeavor or subjective experience



apart from these texts. This implies that
they also share a common method of
interpreting their world and their
experience. In this case transcendent
authority is not just symbolic, but
propositional; it is not just
representational, but it has objective
and concrete agency in human affairs.
God, they would say, is real and makes
Himself tangibly, directly, and even
propositionally known in the everyday
experience of individuals and
communities. From this authority
derives a measure of value, purpose,
goodness, and identity that is consistent,
definable, and even absolute. In matters
of moral judgment, the unequivocal
appeal of orthodoxy is to these



uncompromisable standards. It is, then,
an authority that is universally valid-
adequate for every circumstance and
context. It is an authority that is
sufficient for all time.

Even though Rabbi Yehuda Levin is
an Orthodox Jew and even though
Orthodox Judaism is so sparsely
represented in America, his views of
moral truth speak in a general way for
others on the orthodox side of the
cultural divide-Evangelical Protestants
and conservative Catholics. In this, his
observations illustrate the argument
well. Says Yehuda. "Being Jewish
means a total surrender of my intellect
to God. In other words, God tells me



what's right and what's wrong. I may
attempt in a limited capacity to try to
understand that, but I have to start off
from the point that I am surrendering my
personal intellect to God. If something
doesn't make sense to me, that has no
bearing on the reality of it or my
obligation to respond to it. God said I
should observe the Sabbath, for
example, so I observe the Sabbath. God
said, 'Thou shalt not steal' and so I don't
steal-not because 'crime doesn't pay,'
b u t because God said not to steal.
[Likewise with abortion] I do not need
any proof that [the fetus] is human. In
fact, if somebody somehow would
bring proof positive-scientific
evidence-tomorrow that the fetus is just



a glob of gelatin or something like that,
it would not in one iota change my view
on abortion." Levin's general
orientation is precisely what Harriet
Woods meant when she said that "they
[Evangelicals, conservative Catholics
like Mae Duggan, and Orthodox Jews
like Yehuda Levin] cannot hold people
by rational argument or by pragmatic
results."

As noted in chapter 1, there are
secularists on the orthodox side of the
new cultural divide. The philosopher
Sidney Hook, a celebrated atheist and
conservative, and the political
philosopher Leo Strauss (and his
school) both come to mind. One may



also find in the orthodox ranks many
secular neoconservative intellectuals
for whom religiously grounded
arguments hold aesthetic or even
functional appeal, but are not
personally or inwardly compelling.
One should not gloss over the
sometimes deep philosophical
disagreements between the religiously
orthodox and such secularists, for
whom the public pronouncements of
Protestant Fundamentalists and of some
orthodox Catholics will often seem
excessive, even silly. More often than
not, however, the crankier voices of
religious orthodoxy are tolerated in
silence, if only because these
secularists recognize them to be fellow



travelers working toward a common
mission.

What forges their bond with the
religiously orthodox is that they too are
committed to a transcendent foundation
for moral judgment. Theirs, however,
tends to be a classic form of humanism,
in which a high view of nature, natural
law, or the social order itself acts as a
functional equivalent to an objective
and transcendent authority. What makes
their view of nature or the social order
"high" is a belief that nature is
intrinsically rational, that it reflects a
logical order that human beings are
able to discern. As such, while truth
and the good are subject to the change



that affects nature itself, they are
relatively durable over time and across
societies.

Based upon this general
understanding of moral authority are
certain non-negotiable moral "truths."
Among the most relevant for the present
purposes are that the world, and all of
the life within it, was created by God,
and that human life begins at conception
and, from that point on, it is sacred.
Another "truth" is that the human
species is differentiated into male and
female not only according to genitalia,
but also according to role, psyche, and
spiritual calling. Related to this idea is
the belief that the natural and divinely



mandated sexual relationship among
humans is between male and female and
this relationship is legitimate only
under one social arrangement, marriage
between one male and one female.
Homosexuality, therefore, is a
perversion of the natural or created
order. Building on this is the conviction
that the nuclear family is the natural
form of family structure and should
remain inviolable from outside (state)
interference. And this idea
encompasses the belief in the
inviolable rights of parents-their right
to raise their children into their own
religious and moral tradition, the
implication being that this role should
be encouraged and not hindered by a



s e c u l a r , liberal educational
establishment.

The Progressivist Appeal to
Authority

The progressivist vision of moral
authority poses a sharp contrast. For
progressivists, moral authority is
based, at least in part, in the
resymbolization of historic faiths and
philosophical traditions. Of course, all
religious communities (even the
orthodox) resymbolize their traditions,
but the orthodox tend to do it
unwittingly and as a defensive measure
when they feel threatened.53 In the
progressivist alliance, how ever,



resymbolization is accomplished more
or less consciously, deliberately, and in
a way that is compatible with the spirit
of historical change. Consider first the
appeal to authority advocated by those
who profess a liberal religious faith.

The premise of this resymbolization
is usually the intentional rejection of the
form and content of orthodoxy. Such a
rejection varies in degree and intensity,
as one might imagine, but all
progressivists maintain to a certain
degree that the language and
programmatic thrust of traditional faith-
at least as appropriated by their
orthodox counterparts-is no longer
relevant for modern times. Traditional



faith must be reworked to conform to
new circumstances and conditions; it
mus t respond to new challenges and
needs. What compels this rejection of
orthodoxy is the conviction that moral
and spiritual truth is not a static and
unchanging collection of scriptural facts
and theological propositions, but a
growing and incremental reality. Faith
should continually develop, in part
because the object of faith (or at least
our understanding of it) is continually
developing.

There is, therefore, no objective and
final revelation directly from God, and
Scripture (of whatever form) is not
revelation but only, and at best, a



witness to revelation. The moral and
spiritual truths of religious faith can
only come to human beings indirectly
and they can only be understood and
expressed in human (which is to say,
historical and institutional) terms. Thus,
moral and spiritual truth can only be
conditional and relative. This
orientation is well illustrated by the
views of both Richmond Young and
Bea Blair. Richmond chose to embrace
Catholicism in part because he
believed that the Catholic Church was
n o t bound by the doctrine of the
inerrancy of Scripture. What is more,
the Magisterium in his view may be an
agent of divine truth but in the end is a
human and therefore fallible institution.



A similar attitude about the humanity of
Scripture is taken by Bea Blair. She of
course" is not a "literalist." Scripture,
she says, "must be interpreted," not
taken at face value. In a negative way
this view is acknowledged by the
progressivists' adversaries as well.
Yehuda Levin's complaint about liberal
and secular Jews like Harriet Woods is
that "they do not consider themselves
bound by the sources. They do not give
any legitimacy to the Talmud, they are
not bound by the code of Jewish law or
the Halakah or even hound to what
Maimonides, the greatest formulator of
classical Judaism. says or anything else
for that matter. They make up the rules



as they play the game. I don't think they
can deny this." This is also the criticism
that Chuck Mcllhenny directed at the
liberal churchmen and women who
supported the domestic partners
proposal in San Francisco. "They reject
what the Bible says about itself. They
say it is not inspired, that it's just a
human book like anything else."

For this reason the legacy of faith for
progressivists becomes valuable not as
the literal account of historic
personalities and events in relation to
God, but primarily (and perhaps only)
as a narrative that points to ethical
principles that can be applied to
contemporary human experience. In the



case of scriptural hermeneutics, what is
important in the scriptural accounts of
God's dealings with His people is not
whether they literally occurred but what
they symbolize about human
relationships today.

To say that the progressivist wings of
Protestantism, Catholicism, and
Judaism have largely rejected the
absolute authority of their traditions is
not, therefore, to suggest that their
traditions have become in any way
irrelevant or socially impotent. The
traditions still provide a powerful
sense of continuity with the past, inform
a style of communal worship and
interpersonal solidarity, and guide their



communities in the search for universal
ethical principles-principles that have
as their ultimate end the fulfillment of
human needs and aspirations.

We can see a deep affinity between
the cultural hermeneutics of liberal
religious belief (Protestant, Catholic, or
Jewish) and of civic (or areligious)
humanism. Both activist humanists (as
found in such groups as the American
Humanist Association, Ethical Culture,
and the Council for Democratic and
Secular Humanism) and the larger,
nonactivist, secularist public reject the
validity of any traditional religious
symbols and rituals. They also tend to
be particularly hostile toward orthodox



religious belief.54 But there are
important positive affinities between
religious and secular progressives as
well. Like their counterparts during the
classical era, the Italian Renaissance,
and the French Enlightenment, the
contemporary expressions of areligious
humanism also maintain the
fundamental conviction that moral truth
is perpetually unfolding; that moral
truth is a human construction and,
therefore, is both conditional and
relative; and that moral truths should
reflect ethical principles that have the
human good as their highest end.

In sum, within the broader
progressivist alliance (both religious



and secular), moral authority emerges
primarily if not exclusively within
"this-worldly" considerations. The
inner-worldly sources of moral
authority may vary in at least two ways.
First, the progressive conception can be
based in what could be called "self-
grounded rational discourse." In
intellectual terms, this is the tradition of
"Enlightenment natural- ism"-of
Thomas Hobbes, the Enlightenment
encyclopedists, Baron D'Holbach, John
Dewey, Willard van Orman Quine,
Wilfrid Sellars, and others.55 Here, in
principle, moral positions and influence
are justified solely on the grounds of
evidence about the human condition and
the coherence and consistency of the



arguments adduced. Not only are the
nature of reality and the foundations of
knowledge established by the adequacy
of empirical proofs uncovered and the
quality and coherence of the logic
applied, but in this frame of reference,
autonomous rationality and the
empirical method become the decisive
criteria for evaluating the credibility
and usefulness of all moral claims as
well. In the more extreme scientistic
formulations, it is argued that there is
no reality except that which science has
shown to exist; no truth except that
which is established by the scientific
method. Such claims are common in
debates (often in the context of a



lawsuit) over medical policy,
educational policy, or other forms of
public policy, where the ethics of a
particular action-say in the area of
genetic therapy, or in the value of
educational curricula, or in the
promotion of child-care regulations-
depend upon scientific proof that
people are helped, or at least not hurt,
by that course of action. If expert
knowledge-from, say, educational or
family psychologists-can show that a
course of action has no untoward
psychological effects on people, then
that action is morally permissible.

On a second and very different plane
of moral reasoning, the progressivist



conception of moral authority may be
based in personal experience. This is
probably the dominant basis of moral
reasoning on this side of the cultural
divide. In intellectual terms, this is the
tradition of Enlightenment
subjectivism-of Kant, Existentialism,
and the various streams of
Heideggerian hermeneutical philosophy
such as found in Wittgenstein and
Richard Rorty. In this case, experience
is ordered and moral judgments are
made according to a logic rooted in
subjective intuition and understanding.
(The premise here is that by virtue of
our symbolic activity, we human beings
are responsible for the way the world
is.) The moral logic of this position, as



it translates into popular culture, has
been described in numerous ways by
social scientists in recent years,
perhaps most commonly as liberal or
expressive individualism. This concept
implies a moral pragmatism centered
around the individual's perception of
his or her own emotional needs or
psychological disposition. In this
situation, reason linked with a keen
awareness of subjective orientation
provides the ultimate crucible for
determining what is right and wrong,
legitimate and illegitimate-and
ultimately what is good and evil. The
cliche that beauty lies in the eyes of the
beholder is expanded and elevated to



the status of a fundamental moral
principle-that what people view as
ultimately true, morally good,
worthwhile, artistically pleasing,
sensually pleasurable, and so on,
resides wholly in the private whim or
personal perspective of individuals.
Private perspectives are inextricably
bound to the individual's unique
collection of experiences. In some
ways, biography is the main foundation
of truth.

As with orthodoxy, a list, if you will,
of specific precepts tends to emanate
from the progressivist conceptions of
moral authority. Among the most
relevant here are the assumptions that



personhood begins at or close to the
moment of birth, at least until science
can prove otherwise. Likewise, until
science can prove otherwise, male and
female are differentiated solely by
biology; other differences are probably
human constructions imposed through
socialization and reinforced in human
relationships by powerful and
sometimes oppressive institutions. So
t o o , human sexuality is based in
biological need. The forms in which
those needs are met are historically and
culturally variable and completely
legitimate as long as those forms reflect
a positive and caring relationship.
Homosexuality, then, does not represent
an absolute and fundamental perversion



of nature but simply one way in which
nature can evolve and be expressed. As
one gay activist put it, we should
"appropriate our sexuality not as
something biologically necessitated, or
as socially coerced, but as a freely
chosen way of expressing our authentic
humanness in relation to the special
others with whom we wish to share our
lives. "56 In like fashion, marriage and
family structures are historically and
culturally varied. Their form, by and
large, depends upon need and cir-
cumstance.~'7

In sum, the orthodox communities
order themselves, live by, and build
upon the substance of a shared



commitment to transcendent truths and
the moral traditions that uphold them.
The very identity of these communities
is "bound tightly" around that
traditions" Moral authority on the
progressivist side of the cultural divide
tends not to be burdened by the weight
of either "natural law," religious
prerogative, or traditional community
authority. Rather, as Merleman put it, it
is a "loose-bounded" authority,
detached from the cultural moorings of
traditional group membership. As such
it carries few, if any, of the burdens of
the past. Memory does not inhibit
change: authority is distinctly forward-
looking, open-ended, and malleable.
Thus, this is a form of moral authority



that is uniquely shaped by and oriented
toward legitimating the prevailing
zeitgeist or spirit of the age.

Moral Authority and Political
Expedience

The orthodox and progressivist
conceptions of moral authority and the
range of specific assumptions that
follow from them are obviously more
complex than the rough sketches
presented here. Nonetheless, what is
important is that they bear on political
philosophy and practice in direct ways.
The most obvious way is with regard to
controversial issues of the day:
abortion, the ERA, gay rights,



educational policy, and the like. The
assumptions and the interests of each
alliance preclude or endorse the
specific proposals from the outset.
Moral logic reflects those interests and
assumptions. Thus, for example,
abortion is murder and must be stopped
if human life is defined as beginning at
conception. Legalized abortion is
morally acceptable and therefore a
viable public policy if life is defined as
beginning with the first breath at birth
or perhaps the third or even second
trimester of pregnancy. By a similar
logic, homosexuality is a perversion if
the only legitimate sexuality is between
a man and a woman. Homosexuality



between consenting adults is acceptable
and sodomy laws anachronistic if we
assume that there are many justifiable
ways of satisfying human biological
needs. Equalizing the role of women
will be undesirable if it appears to
threaten the "traditional" patriarchal
family structure. If the "bourgeois
family" is regarded as just one possible
familial arrangement (and one that tends
in practice to be oppressive),
legislation on behalf of the rights of
women will seem both fitting and
desirable. Similarly direct
correspondences between assumptions
and policy positions can be found vis-
a-vis the day-care debate, the eugenics
controversy, euthanasia, the many



issues that make up the disputes over
religion and public education, and a
host of other issues.

But the relationship between moral
authority and political expedience goes
beyond the predictable responses to
policy issues. It is often asked how, for
example, a fundamentalist view leads
to opposition to America's
relinquishing control over the Panama
Canal, or how being a liberal Catholic
leads one to support the proposition of
"comparable worth." On the face of it,
having certain religious commitments
does not seem to have anything at all in
common with certain specific political
commitments. Yet seemingly strange



patterns of alliance constantly surface
in political life. Perhaps the best
answer to questions like these is simply
to say that there is a loose affinity
between religious orientation and
political opinions. Specifically, there
seems to be a loose affinity or
"isomorphism" between religious
conservatism and political
preservationism on the one hand, and
between religious and even secular
liberalism and political reformism (if
not radicalism) on the other.59 These
general affinities lead people of
particular cultural orientations to notso-
predictable political commitments. This
might help explain why, for example,
the religiously orthodox tend to be more



disposed toward a strong military and
an aggressive foreign policy. The
religious selfidentity of the orthodox
groups draws much from America's
role as a world power (for example, by
checking "godless" communist
expansion, by defending Israel, and so
on). Religious interests are at least
i n d i r e c t l y tied to America's
geopolitical interests. This
isomorphism also partially explains the
opposing relationships between
religion and capitalism, particularly in
Protestantism: the religious
individualism of Evangelical
Protestantism and economic
individualism mirror each other in



much the same way as religious
communalism (as expressed in the
ethical tradition of the social gospel)
and economic collectivism. It might
also explain why both orthodox and
progressivist camps (correctly) accuse
each other of supporting policies that
engender the intrusion of the state into
private life. The enactment of law that
endorses a shifting cultural climate will
be perceived as an intrusion by those
who resist the present cultural changes;
the reversal of these laws or the attempt
to prohibit their enactment will be
perceived as an intrusion by those who
approve of these changes and whose
interests are served by them.



 



IN SEPARATE WORLDS

The central dynamic of the cultural
realignment is not merely that different
public philosophies create diverse
public opinions. These alliances,
rather, reflect the institutionalization
and politicization of two fundamentally
different cultural systems. Each side
operates from within its own
constellation of values, interests, and
assumptions. At the center of each are
two distinct conceptions of moral
authority-two different ways of
apprehending reality, of ordering
experience, of making moral judgments.
Each side of the cultural divide, then,



speaks with a different moral
vocabulary. Each side operates out of a
different mode of debate and
persuasion. Each side represents the
tendencies of a separate and competing
moral galaxy. They are, indeed,
"worlds apart."

The Interminable Character of
Moral Debate

As a consequence of this mutual
moral estrangement, concessions on
many policy matters become a virtual
impossibility. The abortion debate
exemplifies this most poignantly,
particularly in the voices of those who
care most passionately about the



outcome. No one on the prolife side of
this controversy doubts that "God's gift
of life begins at conception." How do
we know this? "The Bible clearly states
that life begins at conception. "60 Thus,
the Old and New Testament texts are
copiously cited. But what is more,
modern science also demonstrates that
there is life in the womb. After all,
"The unborn child has a beating heart at
24 days, brain waves and unique
fingerprints at 43 days, a complete
skeleton and reflexes at 6 weeks," and
so on. Abortion, therefore, could never
be anything else than the "killing of
innocent life." For this reason, "the
abortion of the 22 million fetuses
between 1973 and 1988" is nothing



short of "mass genocide." The moral
choice, then, is clear: one is, as a
Methodists for Life brochure put it,
"either for life or against life; for Jesus
or against Jesus."6'

The moral logic is fundamentally
different on the pro-choice side of the
controversy. Arguments also grounded
in theological and scientific insight
show that there is "an important
distinction between potential life and
actual life" and that fetuses "are not of
equal moral value with actual persons.
"12 After all, "The biblical
characterization of human being is that
of a complex, many-sided creature with
the god-like ability and responsibility



to make choices. The fetus hardly meets
those character- istics."F" On this side
too, as the Religious Coalition for
Abortion Rights makes clear, abortion
is a religious issue. Not only do
different faith traditions hold different
theological and philosophical beliefs
about "personhood," they also hold
different ideas about when abortion is
moral ly justified. The bottom line,
according to the Religious Coalition for
Abortion Rights and other progressivist
groups, is simply this: "If abortion is a
religious issue, and religious theologies
differ, and each denomination counsels
its members according to its own
theology, wouldn't a law prohibiting
abortion violate religious liberty?



Exactly.... The issue of abortion is a
crucial test of religious liberty-one of
the cornerstones of democracy. "f 4

The reality of politics and public
policy in a democracy is, for better or
worse, compromise horn out of public
discussion and debate. But such
discussion would seem to be
unattainable when the moral language
employed by opposing sides is so
completely antithetical. One can easily
imagine an Evangelical Protestant,
charismatic Catholic, Hasidic Jew, or a
Mormon asking rhetorically: "How can
murder be a First Amendment right?"
One could also imagine a liberal
Protestant, liberal Catholic, Reform



Jew, or secularist asking just the
opposite: "How can the exercise of
basic First Amendment rights be called
murder?" Political resolution seems
sociologically impossible when the
moral languge for talking about mutual
problems is so contrary.

This problem is also crystallized
within the debates about homosexuality.
For the orthodox communities,
homosexuality is "the zenith of human
indecency"-a sin "so grievous, so
abominable in the sight of God that he
destroyed the cities of Sodom and
Gomorrah because of [it]."65 For most
progressivists, homosexuality is "not
unscriptural" but simply an alternative



sexual lifestyle; one other way in which
l o v i n g relationships can be
expressed.66 Once again each employs
a fundamentally different moral
vocabulary to understand this behavior.
For one side, homosexuality is sin; for
the other, homosexuality is `just one
type of human behavior"-the only sin is
the "sinful discrimination against
lesbians and gay men."67 As a
consequence, any mutually agreeable
resolution of policy, much less cultural
consensus, is almost unimaginable.

Virtually the same moral impasse has
been reached in discussions about war,
inequality, pornography and obscenity,
euthanasia, the use of fetal tissue for



medical research, and other
controversies. All of these disputes, as
Alasdair Maclntyre has described them,
are characterized by an "interminable
character."''t' True, not all of these
issues are equally polarizing.
Nevertheless, the existence of common
moral ground from which to build and
resolve differences appears to be
equally elusive in every case.

The moral arguments on either side of
these disputes appeal with equal
facility to the evidence of science (as,
for example, in discussions about
human biology), the precedents (or lack
of precedents) from social history, and
the legitimations of theology and



biblical textual analysis. At least from a
lay person's point of view, the logic of
the competing claims is equally
rigorous. But in the end, whether
concerned with abortion,
homosexuality, women's rights, day
care, or any other major moral or
political issue of the day, the tools of
logic and the evidence from science,
history, and theology can do nothing to
alter the opinions of their opposition.
Because each side interprets them
differently, logic, science, history, and
theology can only serve to enhance and
l e g i t i ma t e particular ideological
interests. The willingness or
unwillingness of opposing groups to
have a "dialogue" about their



differences is largely irrelevant. Even a
spirit of compromise maintained by
either side would be irrelevant. In the
final analysis, each side of the cultural
divide can only talk past the other.

The orthodox and progressivist
impulses provide the foundations not
only for competing moral visions, then,
but for competing dogmas. This is true
because what both sides bring to this
public debate is, at least consciously,
non-negotiable. What is ultimately at
issue, then, are not just disagreements
about "values" or "opinions." Such
language misconstrues the nature of
moral commitment. Such language in
the end reduces morality to preferences



and cultural whim. What is ultimately at
issue are deeply rooted and
fundamentally different understandings
of being and purpose.

To put this in the terms proposed by
the French sociologist Emile Durkheim,
what is ultimately at issue are different
conceptions of the sacred. For
Durkheim, the sacred was not
necessarily embodied in a divine or
supernatural being, the sacred could be
anything that was viewed as "set apart"
and "exalted"; anything that provided
the lifeorienting principles of
individuals and the larger community.
To know the nature of the sacred in
each moral community is to know the



source of their passion, the wellspring
of their fervor. The reality, as
D ur khe i m pointed out, is that
communities cannot and will not
tolerate the desecration of the sacred.
The problem is this: not only does each
side of the cultural divide operate with
a different conception of the sacred, but
the mere existence of the one represents
a certain desecration of the other.

The Historical Significance

Needless to say, this cultural
realignment has tremendous historical
significance. Few would disagree that
the rise of Christianity as a world
religion between the first and third



centuries, and the success of the
Protestant Reformation in the sixteenth
century created the most fundamental
cultural divisions in the history of
Western civilization: those that divide
Christian from Jew and Protestant from
Catholic. As described earlier, the
historical effect of these divisions was
not only "religious" or cultural but
manifestly and irrefutably political as
well. They have been at the root of
centuries of prejudice and
discrimination. They have been at the
heart of social strife and even war.

But if the organizing principle of
American pluralism is shifting in the
direction described here-so that



progressively oriented Protestants,
Catholics, Jews, and secularists share
more in common with each other
culturally and politically than they do
with the orthodox members of their own
faith tradition (and vice versa)-then the
practical effects of the birth of
Christianity and the Reformation have,
at least in the U.S. context, become both
politically and culturally defunct.

If the organizing principle of
American pluralism has shifted in these
ways, then, it is because another world-
historical "event" has become
paramount. Yielding to the temptation
of hyperbole, it could be said that the
politically relevant divisions in the



American context are no longer defined
according to where one stands vis-a-vis
Jesus, Luther, or Calvin, but where one
stands vis-a-vis Rousseau, Voltaire,
Diderot, and Condorcet, and especially
their philosophical heirs (including
Nietzsche and Rorty). The politically
relevant world-historical event, in
other words, is now the secular
Enlightenment of the eighteenth century
and its philosophical aftermath. This is
what inspires the divisions of public
culture in the United States today.

This, of course, is a caricature of our
situation. Virtually everyone,
nowadays, is influenced by the
profound philosophical reorientation of



the Enlightenment with its rejection of
otherworldly "superstitions" and its
emphasis on societal progress through
human mastery over nature and rational
judgment. Even the most Bible-
believing Evangelical, the most Rome-
bound Catholic, and the most observant
Orthodox Jew has been influenced in
subtle even if unacknowledged ways.
What really divides our culture is the
matter of priority-the sources upon
which different moral communities rely
most in establishing their own sense of
right and wrong. Clearly there are
people at each extreme, particularly
those who act as voices for opposing
communities. There are also, as we
recognized in chapter 1, many people



somewhere in the middle, who draw in
varying degrees from both
Enlightenment and biblical sources of
moral understanding. (The fate of the
"middle"-the majority of Americans-
will be discussed in chapter 6.) Still, as
a historical event, the Enlightenment
has become an increasingly prominent
source of division in American public
life. The division is certainly
"religious" or cultural, but it has
unmistakably political consequences
too. Already these have begun to take
expression as new forms of prejudice,
discrimination, social strife, and
political conflict.
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CULTURAL
WARFARE

 



5

The Discourse of
Adversaries

The demand for moral clarity in the
larger public order issues from a wide
variety of sources. First, there is a
certain requirement for commonly held
ideals to sustain national identity. There
is also a practical need for a universal
system of law and justice. Not least is a
strong public desire for a common
heritage within which to educate



succeeding generations of children. All
of these factors, as well as others,
create extraordinary pressure to find
and maintain commonly held symbols-
the symbols that make collective life
possible.

As has been seen already, the
realignment in American public culture
entails a deep division that centers
around what those symbols will be and
the way they are to be interpreted. It
goes without saying that this
realignment involves more than a
passive ideological gerrymandering-the
redrawing of ideological boundaries
and affinities around different political
and even philosophical issues. The



realignment has brought about not only
subterranean friction in public culture
but open conflict. But what is the nature
of that conflict? How does it take form
and expression? This chapter examines
the tone and the temper of the conflict;
so doing will make it possible to see
more clearly what is ultimately at stake
in the realignment of American public
culture.

 



DISCREDITING THE
OPPOSITION

The struggle to institutionalize a
particular vision of national identity
and purpose is always an effort to gain
the widest public approval possible-in
a word, to achieve legitimation.
Basically, two strategies, one negative
and the other positive, are involved in
the struggle. The positive face of moral
conflict is expressed through
constructive moral reasoning and
debate, as opposing factions articulate
their ideals for "the way things should
be." By grounding the "rightness" or
legitimacy of their claims in logic,



science, humanitarian concerns, or in an
appeal to tradition or God, each side
endeavors to persuade its opponents, as
well as all others who might listen, of
the superiority of its claims. Such is the
ideal of civility in public discourse.

Yet the contemporary cultural
conflict poses a special dilemma.
Given the incompatible nature of the
polarizing cultural impulses, positive
moral argument is simply insufficient as
a way of achieving any real advantage
over the opposition. In other words,
because each side operates out of a
fundamentally different conception of
moral authority, because each side uses
a radically different measure of moral



sensibility, because each side employs
a markedly different kind of moral
logic, neither side will ever he able to
persuade the other of the superiority of
its own claims. Positive moral
argument may have some sway over the
ambivalent, but by itself it would not go
very far toward inaugurating a new
moral crusade; alone it could never
have much effect on shifting the weight
of popular opinion in favor of one
cause and against its opposition.

As a consequence, the struggle to
gain legitimation requires something
besides positive moral persuasion.
Inevitably it entails the existence of an
enemy to stand against. This is the



negative face of moral conflict: the
deliberate, systematic effort to discredit
the opposition. In the culture war, this
negative aspect of the conflict has taken
on a life and force of its own; indeed,
neutralizing the opposition through a
strategy of public ridicule, derision,
and insult has become just as important
as making credible moral claims for the
world that each side champions.
Arguably, this negative persuasion has
become even more important, for in
p u b l i c discourse, "dialogue" has
largely been replaced by name calling,
denunciation, and even outright
intolerance. In the words of the old
adage, the contemporary culture war
has become a contest that will



determine "not who is right but who is
left."

Historical Antecedents

Just as the divisions in contemporary
public life have certain precedents, so
too the hostility shared by each side of
the contemporary cultural divide is not
entirely novel. In 1927, for example,
the president of the Science League of
America wrote a spirited polemic on
the relationship between Christian
Fundamentalism and modern science,
and declared that "in the United States
today there exist, side by side, two
opposing cultures, one or the other of
which must eventually dominate our



p ub l i c institutions, political, legal,
educational, and social. On the one side
w e see arrayed the forces of progress
and enlightenment, on the other the
forces of reaction, the apostles of
traditionalism. There can be no
compromise between these
diametrically opposed armies."'

The clash to which he was referring,
however, was already more than a
century old. Indeed, antecedents to the
contemporary antagonism appeared
soon after the founding of the new
republic, in the antagonism between
Evangelical pietists and organized
deism, in the Evangelicalbased hysteria
over the so-called conspiracy of the



Illuminati.2 Similar hostility arose in
the Evangelical-based, anti-Masonic
movement of the early to mid-1800s.9
Bitter precursors to the contemporary
secular resentment against orthodoxy
also existed through the early nineteenth
century.' The belligerence was mutual.
Other, more comparable precedents to
our present situation occurred in the
late nineteenth and early twentieth
century.

Against "Infidelity"

Hostility toward religious infidelity
and irreligion was voiced by
Protestants and Catholics alike.
Although Protestants and Catholics



recognized the prevailing influence of
Christianity, it was considered that
t he r e was already enough sin in
American society and the situation
would only get worse if atheism were
to prevail.5

From the perspective of many
traditionalists, the further introduction
of sinful ideas was precisely what
happened in the last decades of the
nineteenth century and first decades of
the twentieth century in the contest
between science and faith, between the
evolutionary and creationist views of
human origins. The organizational
efforts by Protestant Fundamentalists
(and some Catholics) to dam the flow



of these intellectual currents made the
contest a national issue.6 Behind these
efforts was a profound hatred of
modernism in all of its forms.

In 1926 the Bible Crusaders of
America formed: its special mission
was to "combat Modernism, Evolution,
Agnosticism and Atheism." This was
only one of many such groups, such as
the World Christian Fundamentals
Association (1919) and the Defenders
of the Christian Faith (1925). The
religiously orthodox were engaged in
nothing short of a "relentless warfare
[with] Evolution and Modernism."7
The intensity of rancor felt by
Fundamentalists toward those who



propagated modernist ideas was
expressed sharply by one clergyman
from North Carolina when he called
them `jackass preachers without faith,"
a "gang [that] consists of newspaper
editors and scientists, who should be
exiled out of our country for insulting
the high moral standard of the creation
of human life, Christianity and
civilization, for they are not one
hundred percent American, but an
insane set of ig_iorant, educated fools,
who insist on lowering their own
organic life to that of a monkey or
animal. Take a jackass, a hog and a
skunk and tie them together and you
have a scientific evolutionist or a
Modernist."" An editorial published in



the Los Angeles Examiner in 1923
voiced similar views: "Take the
evolutionists, infidels and no-hell
teachers out somewhere and crucify
them, head downward, and we will
have a better country to live in and,
instead of these evolution and easy-way
ideas, teach people the Word of God to
go by, and all will be well."9

Why such animosity? For one, such
intellectual currents, especially the
ideas of evolution, were seen as
"utterly false." As one clergyman put it,
"Scientific statements on the descent of
man and survival of the fittest are
simply camouflage for infidelity."10
Because the liberal view of Scripture



and of religious tradition was false it
was also, in the words of a resolution
made by a Baptist congregation in
Arkansas in 1926, "dangerous,
deceptive and destructive to the cause
of Christianity."" Two weeks before the
Scopes trial in Dayton, Tennessee, the
author of the state bill outlawing the
teaching of evolution stated a similar
opinion in the New York Times:

I regard evolution to be the greatest
menace to civilization in the world
today. It goes hand in hand with
modernism; makes Jesus Christ a faker;
robs the Christian of his hope and
undermines the foundation of our
"government of the people, for the



people and by the people." People are
free in this country to worship God as
they please but they are not free to do
everything that the devil wants done.12

A Lutheran pastor went even further in
describing the ill effects of modernist
thinking, when he declared that

liberalism wrecked Eden's happiness
and perfection; it condemned Jesus to
the death on the cross; it fought the
spread of Christianity from the start.
Less than 400 years after the first
Pentecost, liberalism nearly succeeded
in destroying the soul of Christianity. It
came down like a blight on the fruits of
the Reformation; it has caused in part



the large number of divisions by which
the visible church is rent. It is the
source of present-day crime waves."

Animosity toward liberal and
secularistic tendencies in religion and
academia remained clamorous through
the 1920s, and continued through the
1950s, though as American
Fundamentalism retreated from public
visibility, so too its hostility toward the
forces that had caused it fell from
public attention. There were a few
exceptions, of course. In the 1920s and
1930s, Gerald B. Winrod accused
modernists of "shar[ing] more basic
principles with atheism than with
or thodox Protestantism." 14 In the



1930s, Billy Sunday denounced
modernists as "evolutionary hot-air
merchants." And in the 1940s, James
M. Gray of the Moody Bible Institute
argued that modernism was a prelude to
"the red doctrine of the Third
International."" Reverend Carl
MacIntyre, the founder of the
antimodernist American Council of
Christian Churches (1941) and ally of
Senator Joseph McCarthy, relentlessly
attacked liberal Protestantism through
the 1940s and 1950s. "A man who calls
himself a modernist," he wrote, "is not
a Christian." Modernists "are infidels,
and must be forever tagged as such."
Pointing to the leaders of the "liberal"
Presbyterian Church, U.S.A., he



c l a i me d , "These men are not
Christians.... They are no more
Presbyterian than the Devil himself."
The Federal Council of Churches, he
said, promoted "apostasy." For
MacIntyre, modernism was nothing
short of "paganism," a "treason to the
cause of Christ." Thus, the struggle
between Fundamentalism and
modernism was really "the struggle
between belief and unbelief-between
[true] Christianity and paganism."
Through vigilance, "the stealth and
stupidity of [the] enemy [would] be
exposed."16

The language and themes of malice
toward "infidelity" and "irre ligion,"



then, have been persistent within the
Evangelical wing of orthodoxy. But the
champions of Enlightenment rationality
never suffered silently. Progressive
voices within organized religion and
the voices of more militant secular
rationalists reciprocated throughout the
decades.

Against "Theocracy"

Although organized deism as a self-
conscious movement declined in the
1800s, the legacy of Enlightenment
rationalism continued during the late
nineteenth century through the efforts of
the Unitarians, the Universalists, a few
obscure free thought magazines, and



mavericks such as Robert "Pagan Bob"
Ingersoll." Until he retired in 1899,
Ingersoll was one of the greatest
orators of the Gilded Age, especially
noted for his diatribes against
traditional religion. Ingersoll, a great
admirer of Thomas Paine, accused
organized and orthodox religion of
keepi ng people both physical and
mental slaves to a dead dogma.18
Speaking to established religion,
Ingersoll wrote,

You have imprisoned the human mind;
you have been the enemy of liberty; you
have burned us at the stake-wasted us
upon slow fires-torn our flesh with
iron; you have covered us with



chainstreated us as outcasts; you have
filled the world with fear; you have
taken our wives and children from our
arms; you have confiscated our
property; you have denied us the right
to testify in courts of justice; you have
branded us with infamy.... In the name
of your religion you have robbed us of
every right; and after having inflicted
upon us every evil that can be inflicted
in this world, you have fallen upon
your knees, and with clasped hands
implored your God to torment us
forever.19

In contrast, Ingersoll claimed, "The
doubter, the investigator, the Infidel,
have been the saviors of liberty."20



The unbroken thread of liberal and
secularist criticism of orthodox religion
escalated as the Fundamentalist-
modernist controversy emerged in the
early twentieth century.21 By this time
its popular base of support was
widening. No longer the fulminations of
freethinkers and Unitarians, such
criticism of authoritarian religion
became the stock of nearly all
progressively minded intellectuals. By
the time Sinclair Lewis had published
his tale of the odious preacher Elmer
Gantry in 1927, the images of the
hypocrite, the swindler, the charlatan,
and the bigot had already become an
established part of the Fundamentalist



stereotype. But the public image of
Fundamentalists portrayed by
modernists and secular intellectuals
went beyond this as well. All Southern
conservative Protestants came to be
identified as "religious zealots," even
"barbarians"; their culture came to be
linked with "militant ignorance"; and
the i r worries about cultural change
were viewed as a "sinister movement"
marked by a "propaganda of
intolerance, hatred, bigotry and
violence" within which lay the potential
for "another bloody, terrible
Inquisition."22 In The War on Modern
Science (1927), Maynard Shipley
wrote,



The forces of obscurantism in the
United States are in open revolt.... The
armies of ignorance are being
organized, literally by the millions.... If
the self-styled Fundamentalists can
gain control over our state and national
governments-which is one of their
avowed objectives-much of the best
that has been gained in American
culture will be suppressed or banned,
and we shall be headed backwards
toward the pall of a new Dark Age.21

The prospects were "alarming." He
wrote, "If the Fundamentalist forces can
gain control of our political and
judicial institutions, our country will
ere long be converted into a relentless



Fundamentalist theocracy, under which
religious and academic freedom will
eventually be totally suppressed ."24
The "peril to our modern civilization,"
though, was not just a possibility for the
future. It was a present danger. As
another individual announced (referring
to the effects of the Scopes trial), "The
church is the Rock of Ages blocking the
road to enlightenment. We must make
our schools safe from theocracy ."21
Another modernist preacher put the
matter even more bluntly: "Religious
zealots barricade the road of progress,
put out the eyes of intelligence, mutilate
learning and nail reason to the
cross."26



Yet in the works of the literary and
social critic H. L. Mencken,
Fundamentalist bashing became
something of an art form. For him, the
ultimate enemy of American
civilization was the Puritan; he wrote to
a colleague in 1916, "My whole life,
once I get free from my present
engagements, will be devoted to
combatting Puritanism ."2? Mencken
called Fundamentalists "yokels," "half-
wits," "hillbillies," "peasants," "gaping
primates," "anthropoid rabble,"
"morons," and "Babbitts." He called
their ministers "shamans," "militants,"
"inquisitors," `one-horse Popes,"
"amateur Messiahs," "the most ignorant



class of teachers ever set up to guide a
presumably civilized people," and their
beliefs "nonsensical," "degraded
nonsense," "malignant imbecility," a
"childish the ology" that was "cunningly
rolled in sugar and rammed down
unsuspecting throats." His attacks on
William Jennings Bryan, the champion
of Fundamentalism at the Scopes trial,
were particularly savage.

If the fellow [Bryan] was sincere, then
so was P. T. Barnum. The word is
disgraced and degraded by such uses.
He was, in fact, a charlatan, a
mountebank, a zany without shame or
dignity.... [At Dayton] he seemed only
a poor clod like those around him,



deluded by a childish theology, full of
an almost pathological hatred of all
learning, all human dignity, all beauty,
all fine and noble things. He was a
peasant come home to the barnyard.
Imagine a gentleman, and you have
imagined everything that he was not....
[To his Fundamentalist followers], he
was the peer of Abraham.... Bryan
m a d e the grade. His place in
Tennessee hagiography is secure. If the
village barber saved any of his hair,
then it is curing gall-stones down there
today.28

Of course, this attack was not leveled
so much at Bryan himself as it was at
what Bryan represented. Mencken's



venomous satire reflected the judgment
of an entire generation of progressively
oriented church people and secular
intellectuals.

As Fundamentalism retreated from
public visibility beginning in the late
1930s so too did the counterattacks. Yet
the animosity lay just beneath the
surface of public dialogue. The
mainline periodical Christian Century
tended to ignore much of
Fundamentalism, but when it did
address such issues, the journal
claimed that dispensationalism was not
only "pagan" and "extremist," but also a
"neurotic" movement allied with
"reactionary" capitalists .29 The



"emotional fundamentalist
Protestantism" that "dominates the
Bible belt" was criticized for "aid[ing]
t h e fascist effort." "This type of
religion," Harry F. Ward wrote in the
Century, "thrives on war and the
disasters that follow war."30
Particularly vituperative were the
Century's attacks on the
Fundamentalism of Carl Maclntyre,
who through his "baseless and
deliberately deceptive charges"
spawned a "hate campaign" against
American religion, creating "religious
discord and tumult."3'

A Motif for the Present?



Both sides, then, have long sought to
undermine each other's credibility and
legitimacy in the public realm. In this
legacy there is much that speaks to the
present. The contours of past
antagonisms parallel today's
antagonisms both in terms of the temper
of debate and in the substance of the
specific criticisms articulated. The fact
that the culture bashing was performed
by elites and activists on either side
and not by the organized laity is also
analogous to the present situation. But
there is much that is brand new in the
contemporary situation. The most
obvious novelty is that it is no longer
primarily a Protestant phenomenon



(fundamentalist versus modernist) or a
clash between pietists and the deistic
and atheistic humanists. The base of
active involvement is much wider. And
the range of issues has broadened. It is
more than a debate about science, more
than a debate about drink, more than a
debate about the uses and meaning of
the Bible. These are no longer the
ultimate issues. A completely different
approach to public life is at stake, as is
a fundamentally different structure of'
moral logic. Greater volumes of
material are produced in the effort to
discredit the opposition today, and a
greater variety of media is available to
communicate that message: television
commercials, magazines,



advertisements, direct mail, and the
like. Finally, it is arguable that the
complexity and stridency of the
antagonism between orthodox and
progressivist voices has sharply
increased.

 



THE GRAMMAR OF
CONTEMPORARY

HOSTILITY

At first glance, the substance and pitch
of contemporary public discourse
creates an impression that the typical
way in which the culturally
conservative and progressivist
alliances communicate to each other
and about each other is through
language that is impulsive, if not
outrageous . Certainly the images
portraying the opposition and the
manner in which these images are
publicly presented do not appear to be
well thought out. A few of the actors



contributing to this situation do, of
course, come from the fringes of public
life and so one is not surprised to hear
outrageous accusations and arguments.
But much more interesting is the fact
that even among organizations and
personalities publicly perceived as
mainstream liberal (such as People for
the American Way or the National
Education Association) or mainstream
conservative (such as the Catholic
League for Civil and Religious Rights),
there is a certain unrestrained character
in their statements. Whether accusations
on either side are the products of a
momentary reflex or of careful
reflection, one can see the makings of a



definable pattern-a pattern of image
building and accusation shared by both
sides of the cultural divide.

Defining the Enemy

The most conspicuous way each side
discredits its opposition is by
portraying their opponents as
extremists. Illustrations abound.

In a speech to incoming freshmen in
1981, for example, the president of
Yale University called politically
active Evangelical Christians and their
"client groups" "peddlers of coercion."
In reaction to a threatened boycott by
the Coalition for Better Television, the



president of ABC News called its
advocates "moral zealots. '132 Such
epithets are not at all uncommon. As
cultural tensions have mounted, voices
of the progressivist impulse routinely
label their orthodox counterparts as
"rightwing zealots,"u "religious nuts,"
"a misanthropic cult," "self-proclaimed
moral leaders," "fanatics," "extremists,"
"moral zealots," "fear brokers,"
"militants," "demagogues," "right-wing
homophobes," "latter-day Cotton
Mathers," and "patriots of paranoia.
"34 They maintain that their opponents
are "anti-intellectual and simplistic,""
and that their message is "vicious,"
"cynical," "narrow," "divisive," and
"irrational." The activism of orthodox



groups is said to reflect "a narrow,
extremist ideology"and to constitute a
"voice of hatred" in public discourse,
one that "revels in a rhetoric of
condemnation."56 The movements of
cultural conservatism are declared to
be "built upon ... deception, falsehood,
c h a r a c t e r assassination, willful
distortion of the truth, and a power-
crazed authoritarianism based upon a
win-at-any-cost ethic and a total
di sregard for personal values or
religious freedom."" An ACLU appeal
stated that they are "whipping up fear
and hysteria" through a "campaign of
fear and intimidation." An Americans
for Democratic Action publication



stated that so-called New Right groups
"deliberately trigger popular waves of
irrational fear." And a People for the
American Way pamphlet agreed that the
message of the religious right brings
"fear and distrust into millions of
American homes."38

Cultural conservatives portray
progressivist forces as extremists, too,
sometimes employing identical
language. Responding to the claim
made by People for the American Way,
the ACLU, and other progressive
groups that their agenda is "non-
partisan," Jimmy Swaggart remarked in
1987, "They're about as non-partisan as
Joseph Stalin."19 Progressive activists



have been labeled "arrogant and self-
righteous," "militant," "deceitful,"
"treacherous," "masters of deceit." One
pamphlet from the Roundtable called
them "intellectual barbarians."40 Their
moral commitments have likewise been
called "amoral," "anti-Christian," "a
go d l e s s liberal philosophy," "the
regnant evil of our time," and their
agenda, "ruthless," "insidious" "a
religious evil" associated with, as one
Catholic organization put it, "the forces
of anti-Christ."

These images of extremism, of
course, are imbedded within a theory of
the opposition's moral missions. The
voices of religious orthodoxy accuse



progressivists of promoting the social
agenda of "secular humanism," a
philosophy that is, for them, "not only
the world's greatest evil but until
recently, the most deceptive of all
religious philosophies."41

A Fundamentalist newsletter of
Decatur, Georgia, called secular
humanism "a diabolical religion."42
Concerned Women of America claimed
that "the secular humanists, who deny
God and traditional moral values, have
almost gained total control of our
public policies, our schools, even our
law-making institutions and courts-in
just one or two generations." In this
spirit, the Catholic League for



Religious and Civil Rights posed a
question in one of its appeals that many
Evangelicals and Mormons have asked
as well, "Will we passively watch as
the Secularists destroy our Judeo-
Christian heritage ?"4$ Meanwhile,
progressivists claim that the orthodox,
primarily the Evangelicals, are working
toward the "christianization of
America." According to statements
from the People for the American Way,
the Union of Hebrew Congregations,
the ACLU, and other groups, foisting a
particular and narrow view of
Christianity upon national life is one of
the expressed goals of the Religious
Right.44



Both sides contend that they are
seriously misrepresented. Many
progressivists, for example, dismiss the
very existence of an ideology of secular
humanism. One prominent Lutheran
minister simply summarized it as "the
bogeyman of the religious right." The
National Education Association called
secular humanism a "myth" used as a
tool of harass- ment.45 People for the
American Way and the ACLU
consistently maintain that the notion is
nothing more than "a convenient label
for most of the ills of our society and a
catch-all for ideas that don't fit into
the i r narrow sectarian world view.
'1411 It is seen as a "label used by the



Far Right to attack virtually everything
that they disagree with about the
schools and the society at large."47
Another called it an imaginary dogma
upon which is based a new "witch
hunt."4F4

On the other side of the divide,
cultural conservatives (mainly
Evangelicals but also many
conservative Catholics) also maintain
that their own identity and mission is
deliberately misrepresented.
Secular i s ts are said to confuse
"Christianization" (or in the particular
case of Catholics who oppose abortion,
the "Catholicization of public policy")
w i t h legal rights of all groups



(including religious groups) to
participate in democratic exchange.49
They contend that progressivists simply
do not like the agenda they are
pursuing. Through the 1980s, leaders in
t h e orthodox alliance repeatedly
pointed out that their critics never
a c c us e d the National Council of
Churches or the Reverend Jesse
Jackson of mixing religion and
politics.50 A Jewish columnist
articulated this complaint in reflecting
about the repeated accusations of
People for the American Way. Their
"concern over the co-mingling of
politics and religion is quite selective;
it objects to certain sectarian
involvement in the political process.



But if it's wrong for fundamentalist
candidates to claim their positions are
divinely inspired, it must be equally
objectionable for the Witnesses For
Peace to say that aid to the Contras is
ungodly." But about this, the author
continues, the "guardians of secular
government are strangely silent.""
Another conservative remarked,
"Nobody was crying 'separation' [of
church and state] when Father Drinan
o r Jesse Jackson were [politically]
active.... If it's good for the liberal
goose, its good for the conservative
gander."52

By portraying the opposition as
extremist, each side implicitly



maintains that the other is a minority
removed from the mainstream of
American life and that they, instead,
represent the interests of the majority.
Jerry Falwell spoke succinctly for
many in the orthodox alliance when, at
the time of his rise to public visibility,
he said that "the godless minority of
treacherous individuals who have been
permitted to formulate national policy
must now realize they do not represent
the majority." Contrarily, as an appeal
from the National Abortion Rights
Action League stated, the threat to
American institutions was posed by "a
small number of dogmatic religious
leaders and ultra-conservative
politicians" and, thus, "to preserve our



own freedoms and our Constitution ...
we must mobilize [the] majority
quickly."" Other voices attempt to argue
for the same reality. Tim LaHaye
claimed that "we are being controlled
by a small but very influential cadre of
committed humanists," while liberal
observers Flo Conway and Jim
Siegelman maintained that the campaign
of "religious and political absolutism"
of the right was being "led by a small
group of preachers and political
strategists."54 And while David
Balsiger of Christian Voice argued that
"liberals are not the majority in
America, Christians are the majority,"
Reverend John Buchanan claimed that



"Falwell bears false witness against the
overwhelming majority."55

In making these claims, public
opinion data are frequently invoked by
both sides. For example, pro-life
advocates (correctly) contend that the
majority of Americans oppose abortion
on demand, while pro-choice advocates
(also correctly) contend that roughly
"four out of five Americans reject our
opponents' goal of outlawing all
abortions."" On the basis of survey data
provided by the Gallup Organization,
LaHaye calculates that there really is a
moral majority. Not all are "born-again
Christians" but they are "religiously or
idealistically pro-moral," and they



would "vote the pro-moral cause if they
saw it clearly."57 But at the same time,
social scientists contend that there
really is no moral majority .58

Monopolizing the Symbols of
Legitimacy

By labeling the opposition an extremist
faction that is marginal to the
mainstream of American life, each side
struggles to monopolize the symbols of
legitimacy. This is seen most clearly in
the effort of each side to depict
themselves as defenders of the
institutions and traditions of American
life while depicting the opposition as
the foes. Evidence of this has already



been seen in the efforts of each side to
appropriate the intentions of the framers
of the Constitution and Bill of Rights. It
is also seen in the use of the flag, the
traditional family, and other positive
symbols. It can even be seen in the very
names of the contending organizations.
Each time the name of one of these
organizations is invoked in public
discussion this cultural dynamic is
conspicuously at play. An exegesis is
hardly necessary. The trademark
phrases "Christian Voice," "Moral
Majority," "Coalition for Traditional
Values," "Americans United for Life,"
and the like imply that those who
disagree are in some way against
Christianity, against morality, against



traditional values, against life, and so
on. By the same token, names such as
"Americans for Democratic Action,"
"People for the American Way" (which
describes itself as "a national voice for
liberty"), the "American Civil Liberties
Union" (which describes itself as the
"guardian of liberty" and "the
organization that protects the Bill of
Rights"), the "National Organization for
Women," and others suggest that if you
do not support their objectives, you do
not favor democracy, the American
way, civil liberties, women's rights,
and so on.

As one might expect, as the attempt to
monopolize the symbols of legitimacy



becomes more explicit it turns more
mean-spirited. Once again there is a
remarkable similarity in accusations.
On the one hand, one-time presidential
contender Pat Robertson has claimed
that "the minute you turn the
[Constitution of the United States] into
the hands of non-Christian people and
atheistic people, they can use it to
destroy the very foundation of our
society and that's what's been
happening."59 On the other hand are the
counterassertions of Anthony Podesta
(of People for the American Way). Of
Robertson himself, Podesta says,
"Beneath the superficial impression of
a friendly television personality who
loves America, lurks the reality of a



fanatic who hates our nation's courts, its
public schools, its system of social
insurance and even much of its
Constitution."60

In the same spirit that the president of
Americans for Democratic Action
called the Moral Majority "enemies of
this country," the Christian Voice called
the ACLU "anti-American ."61 And
when Tim LaHaye asked rhetorically
why he opposed humanism so
vigorously, he offered two reasons: "I
am a committed Christian and I am a
committed American. Humanism is
viciously opposed to both."62 Others
have submitted the rejoinder that when
conservative religious leaders make



r e l i g i o u s l y grounded political
judgments and accusations, such
activity is not "the American way."
Both reserve the moral high ground of
the mainstream for themselves and by
implication relegate their opposition to
the low ground of political and social
marginality.

The Specter of Intolerance

The fundamental reason why each side
characterizes their rivals as extremists
outside the mainstream is because each
ardently believes that the other
embodies and expresses an aggressive
program of social, political, and
religious intolerance.



This belief is particularly salient
among those holding to a progressivist
vision. The Religious Right, according
to one direct mail appeal from the
ACLU, is "militantly intolerant." "Their
leaders," as a People for the American
Way brochure claims, "want to silence
d i s s e nt and exclude from fullest
citizenship anyone who disagrees with
them." According to the brochure, the
Religious Right labels people who
disagree as "amoral, ungodly and un-
American." In a speech to Yale
freshmen, A. Bartlett Giamatti
concurred: "Angry at change, rigid in
the application of chauvinistic slogans,
absolutistic in morality, they threaten



through political pressure or public
denunciation whoever dares to disagree
with their authoritarian positions....
They would sweep before them anyone
who holds a different opinion." Another
critic made a similar argument: "These
leaders tolerate no disagreement, they
accept no compromise. Those people
not sharing their philosophy on family
life and on the proper role of
government are labelled un-Christian,
unAmerican, anti-family or adherents to
the supposed religion of `secular
humanism' which exists mainly in
ultraconservative fulminations."63
Another writer notes that

such intolerance is not new.



Movements committed to the politics
of intolerance and resentment are never
far from the surface of American life.
What sets the moral majoritarians
apart, however, are their impressively-
funded and highly-sophisticated
communications campaigns. Their
ability to harness national print and
b r o a d c a s t media for `religious'
programming magnifies the reach and
impact of their dogmatic and intolerant
messages to an extraordinary degree.
People identified through electronic
media are then organized into effective
state and local organizations through a
coordinated program of computerized
mailing, newsletters, rallies,
conventions and seminars. The moral



majoritarians' belief that there is only
one self-evident truth leaves no room
for debate and discussion.64

The fundamental threat posed by the
"moral absolutism" and "intolerance" of
the culturally conservative is, as it is
commonly held, "the imposition of
values and beliefs upon others."65 "The
radical right ... seems less interested in
attacking these public evils (social
injustices) than in legislating private
morality and, by so doing, imposing its
standards on all citizens."66 A People
for the American Way brochure
summarized: "Their declared goal is
the enactment of laws that will prohibit
everything which goes against their



narrow interpretation of the will of
God."67 Their agenda is seen as an
effort to impose intellectual and moral
uniformity.

From the perspective of the
religiously orthodox, it is the
secularists who are intolerant. Within
this alliance accusations of intolerance
are not vocalized as frequently as they
are among progressivists, yet the
concept is often used. Cal Thomas,
editorialist and former executive for the
Moral Majority, remarks, "The great
sin in America today is not
homosexuality, it's a brand new sin
created by the secular elite:
intolerance. The sinners are elevated,



and those who preach against sin are
condemned."68 The Evangelical legal
activist John Whitehead argues,
"Humanism, contrary to popular belief,
is not a tolerant system. It preaches
against religious 'dogmatism,' but
imposes its own." Concerned Women
for America contended, "Do not be
fooled by Planned Parenthood's
rhetoric. It does not tolerate any
deviation from its tenets. Those who
choose not to agree with it are labeled
'zealots,' 'anti-choice,' 'ignorant,' and
'right-wing.' "ti9 Such accusations are
echoed regularly in everyday political
dialogue, demonstrating the abiding
conviction that the other side expresses
intolerance by seeking to impose its



oppositional values upon those who do
not want them.

The Totalitarian "Threat"

Given all of this it is entirely
predictable that each side would
portray the other as an exceedingly
dangerous force in American public
life. Thus, at the same time the direct
mail appeals of the National Abortion
Rights Action League claim that the
religiously orthodox are "a very real
and imminent threat" capable of
"wreak[ing] havoc upon millions of
American families," Christians
Concerned for More Responsible
Citizenship argue that progressivists



have placed "America [in] ... the
greatest crisis in its history."70
According to their respective literature,
each side has wittingly or unwittingly
spawned a political agenda that is
antidemocratic and even totalitarian in
its thrust.

Norman Cousins voiced the fears of
many on the progressivist side when he
stated in the Saturday Review that
religious fundamentalism seeks "to
establish itself as a power over
government." In a full-page
advertisement in the New York Times
the ACLU expressed it even more
boldly: religious fundamentalists, as the
ad called them, are "a radically anti-



Bill of Rights movement.... Their
agenda is clear and frightening: they
mean to capture the power of
government and use it to establish a
nightmare of religious and political
orthodoxy. "7 1 The Americans for
Democratic Action have been even
more specific in saying that this
activism represented nothing less than
"a cynical and calculated effort to
create a colossal new movement, to
destroy the Republican and Democratic
Parties, and to rule the United States.
"12 For the activists of NARAL this is
nearly an accomplished reality, for such
groups "are now within reach of their
goal-control of our nation's political
process."73



To be sure, the threat posed by the
politically active religious orthodox is
often asscciated with the worst
instances of political repression. The
specters of both fascism and
communism are evoked. Almost every
progressively oriented special purpose
group along with many prominent
individuals has characterized the
political designs of its opposition as
"religious or moral McCarthyism." The
People for the American Way has
associated the religious right with the
neofascist Lyndon LaRouche, the Ku
Klux Klan, and the neo-Nazi Aryan
Nation.74 The president of Georgetown
University placed the Moral Majority



in a long tradition of "rancorous
moods" including "Nativism, America
First, the Ku Klux Klan, [and)
McCarthyism." An editor of a Texas
daily associated these "zealots" with
such "political bullies" as fascists,
socialists, and communist cults.7-1
Another editorial likened the pro-life
and pro-family movement to the actions
of Adolf Hitler and Joseph Stalin.76
Similar sentiments were expressed by
the Americans for Democratic Action
(who associated orthodox movements
with the Ku Klux Klan and the Nazi
party) and by the Union of American
Hebrew Congregations (who linked
the m with the totalitarian vision of
George Orwell's novel 1984)." One



writer observed that "the new right,
consciously or not [were] stealing not
only the tactics but the philosophy of
Communism. They are poisonous
toadstools, which if not plucked and
discarded in the bud, could well grow
into an American-style
totalitarianism."78 Anthony Podesta, of
People for the American Way, agreed
that many of the interests desired by the
Religious Right "are the guidelines for
a frightened totalitarianism, not of 'a
vital, free society."79

Conservative activists have also been
associated with the political atrocities
of religious extremism. In an editorial,
the Chicago Tribune related activism in



the orthodox alliance to the Crusades,
the Spanish Inquisition, the "intolerant
theocracy" of the Massachusetts Bay
Colony, Islamic fundamentalism, and
Jewish fundamentalism in
contemporary Israel .80 Anthony
Podesta has called Jimmy Swaggart
"the Louis Farrakhan [of the Nation of
Islam] of the Right, while others have
likened Falwell to Iran's now deceased
Ayatollah Khomeini." Still others have
linked the infusion of religion into the
affairs of state (particularly by the pro-
life movement and Moral Majority) to
"the carnage in Iran, the bloodshed in
Northern Ireland, [and] the bombs
bursting in Lebanon.""



For cultural conservatives, and
particularly the religiously orthodox,
the situation created by the ascendancy
of progressivist values is no less dire.
"We are," according to Bill Bright, "in
danger of losing our nation by default,
and with it our individual freedoms and
possibly our lives."118 The reasons are
clear. Although referring specifically to
the ACLU, the observation of Christian
Voice is commonly applied to all
progressivist groups: such activities
"pose a serious threat to America's
freedoms.... [Their] positions [are]
anti-freedom, anti-life, anti-moral,
antiChristian, and anti-American."
People for the American Way is seen as



"a most deceitful organization.
Militantly humanistic, it cloaks itself in
a mantle of tolerance. Its purpose, it
loudly proclaims, is to protect First
Amendment freedoms. In reality, the
group labors to enact the liberal/ left
agenda and simultaneously expunge any
trace of spiritual influence from the
public realm ."114 The same has been
said of the National Organization for
Women: "Molly Yard and other
feminists frequently use terrorist-type
tactics when attempting to further their
selfish political agenda."85

Here too the threats posed by the
progressivist agenda are com monly
associated with historical instances of



political repression, primarily those
perpetrated by secular statist policy. In
this way progressivists have been
accused of using "McCarthy-like fear
tactics."86 Others point out that they
use "the same play on words that
Communists use."87 A number of
Evangelicals have associated the
progressivist agenda with those of
totalitarian regimes. John Whitehead,
for example, in his book The Stealing
of America, argues that America may
be "on the road to Auschwitz" by
elaborating in great detail the "ominous
parallels" between pre-Nazi Germany
and present-day America. In an earlier
book, he made the same association but
focused on the anti-Christian nature of



the Nazi regime as compared to the
anti-Christian nature of the
contemporary state."" This view is
reiterated in the pro-life literature as
well. As a Methodists for Life brochure
put it, "Apathetic clergy make me
understand how Hitler succeeded."89
Others have associated the political
designs of progressivists and the
expanding secular state with the images
of Aldous Huxley's Brave New World
and George Orwell's 1984.

The Temper of Animosity

The rhetoric infused into public
discourse by each side is so similar that
without identifying the object of



derision and aversion, it is nearly
impossible to distinguish which of the
two coalitions is speaking. In each case
the rhetoric is divisive and
inflammatory. But what makes
contemporary public discourse even
more inflammatory is the appeal to
sensationalism. Is it really true, as some
progressivist voices claim, that
"religious fervor now combines with
reactionary politics resulting in a type
of neo-fascism that threatens the very
foundations of American life"? or that
"the result of a political takeover by the
religious right" might "bring into
existence a kind of Christian Nazism
(with the Bible as Mein Kamp]) whose



manipulated multitudes goosestep
mercilessly over the godless"?9O Is it
really true, as some orthodox voices
have claimed, that "those of the
humanistic stripe want to see all Bibles
banned in America ... to see all church
doors closed"? Or that if nonbelieving
politicans are elected it would be
necessary to "put your Bible under the
mattress, fold up your American flags
and throw away all your coins that say
`In God We Trust' "?91 But
sensationalism and exaggeration,
regardless of the party and the object of
disfavor, always foster fear, mistrust,
and resentment. At times this is openly
encouraged. As Karen Mulhauser of
NARAL wrote in a direct mail appeal,



"Constitutional scholars, bishops arid
rabbis are worried. So am 1, and so are
thousands upon thousands of your
fellow citizens. I hope you too are
worried...."

In the end such language may titillate
even the most dispassionate of
listeners, but it can only lead to one
conclusion: the further polarization of
public discourse.

The Drift Toward Bigotry

If it is true, as I argued earlier, that each
embattled side upholds a different
conception of the sacred, it is not
surprising that each side lashes out at



the other. Humans simply cannot
tolerate the desecration of that which is
most cherished. If it is true, therefore,
that each side of the cultural divide
represents a competing dogma, it would
he no surprise to find evidence of a
certain politics of exclusion-the
markings of a social bigotry. And
indeed, this is still another way in
which each side of the new cultural
divide mirrors the other.

The most obvious examples of social
bigotry exist in a sector of the orthodox
alliance-in that part of Protestant
Fundamentalism that retains the strong
nativist belief in a Christian America.
Some in this grouping have claimed that



God does not hear the prayers of Jews.
In the early 1980s others within this
community even encouraged prayer for
the deaths of Supreme Court Justices so
that they might he replaced with
Justices who oppose abortion. On
occasion, books and record albums by
secularists are burned. The list of
examples goes on. To these people,
why should they tolerate sin d

Given their championing of the ideal
of toleration, far more interesting is
evidence of intolerance in the
progressivist communities. For
example, at St. Patrick's Cathedral, in
New York City, on a Sunday morning in
mid-December 1989, thousands of gay



rights and pro-choice activists
demonstrated outside the church,
shouting and raising placards that read,
"Eternal life to Cardinal John O'Connor
NOW," "Know your scumbags," "Curb
Your Dogma," "Papal Bull," and the
like. Dozens of protesters went inside
during the mass and stood on pews,
shouting, waving their fists, and tossing
condoms in the air. Other displays of
o p e n hatred toward conservative
Catholics and Evangelicals by the gay
community are not uncommon.92 In
another example, a political cartoon
published in 1986 depicted five brains
of different sizes. The largest was
identified as the "brain of man"; those
in the middle were identified as the



brain of a Neanderthal, a homo erectus,
and an ape; and the last, the size of the
head of a pin, was identified as the
"brain of a creationist." The caption
read, "Proof of Evolution. "13 One
wonders whether the cartoonist could
have replaced "the brain of a
creationist" with "the brain of a
woman," or the "brain of a black
person" with equal impunity. Other
political cartoons stereotype
Evangelical ministers as snake-
handling, money-grubbing charlatans.
Would the artists or newspapers take
the same liberties in stereotyping, say,
rabbis or priests?

The progressivist communities as a



whole pride themselves on their
cosmopolitanism, and defend the
freedom to think and behave according
to individual wishes with the provision
that the exercise of those rights does not
inflict harm on others. The preceding
examples demonstrate, however, that
these communities are not immune to
asserting absolutes of their own. For
some in the progressivist alliance,
moral ambiguity itself acts as an
absolute of sorts. Many on the
progressivist side of the cultural divide
resent those who claim to speak with
moral certainty. Ashley Montagu
captured this feeling when he wrote
(referring to creationists), "Absolute
truth belongs only to one class of



humans ... the class of absolute
fools."94 Yet sometimes the ideal of
tolerance assumes a kind of dogmatism
of its own. For many progressivists,
intolerance is utterly intolerable, and
should be met with an equal measure of
vehemence. The progressivist
communities find it difficult to tolerate
positions that are considered choice-
restrictive and thus "intolerant."
Renowned science fiction writer and
humanist advocate Isaac Asimov,
commenting on the New Christian Right
in the Canadian magazine Maclean,
wrote: "And it is these ignorant people,
the most uneducated, the most
unimaginative, the most unthinking



among us, who would make of
themselves the guides and leaders of us
all; who would force their feeble and
childish beliefs on us; who would
invade our schools and libraries and
homes. I personally resent it
bitterly."95

Liberal tendencies toward absolutism
become more clear when we consider
the symbol of liberal civility-dialogue.
While progressivist groups love to
express their penchant for it, there is
little indication that they have actually
sought dialogue with conservative
groups. Most liberals perceive the
Christian Right as intransigent in its
positions. Yet it is clear that most



liberal groups are equally intransigent
in their positions. One would hardly
expect, for example, the National
Abortion Rights Action Lobby to
change its opinion on abortion, or the
gay rights lobby to change its mind
about the rights of homosexuals. In
Rabbi Yehuda Levin's words, "What
they call liberals are so `open-minded'
their brains are falling out. These
people cannot be converted. They
cannot be persuaded." One man's-
experience with progressives at
Harvard Divinity School led him to
comment, "Tolerance may exist on the
denominational levels, but once
discussion moves to the oppression of
women or the poor, strict standards of



acceptability are applied. Tolerance
quickly fades if these standards are
violated, and the friendly atmosphere of
religious pluralism gives way to
serious combat."''

Former Iranian hostage and American
foreign service officer Morehead
Kennedy described his experiences at
the Peace Institute at the Episcopal
cathedral St. John the Divine in New
York City in similar terms: "I would
have [had] a much easier time denying
the Resurrection than I would have
questioning the Nuclear Freeze."97
Absolutism and fanaticism, he
concluded, apply not only to the
Religious Right but to the Religious



Left as well. When progressivist groups
call for "dialogue," their objective may
not always be "mutual understanding of
unreconcilable opinions," but the
extraction of compromise from their
opponents. As one Fundamentalist
minister from Staten Island complained,
progressivists are "denying us every
right to the pluralism they say we're
trying to destroy." Another put the
complaint even more sharply.
"Religious bigotry and political hatred
are what [they are] all about."9"

The Boundaries of Tolerance

In all of this the nature of tolerance and
intolerance becomes very clear.



Most scholars and lay people have
attributed attitudes of tolerance to
individual factors, such as a person's
educational background. The greater the
educational achievement one had
attained, the more tolerant one would
likely be. Under previous cultural
arrangements this has been shown to be
true. But now our cultural environment
has changed in such a way that one can
see the structural preconditions for
tolerance. Tolerance, in this light, may
not be so much a function of
"enlightenment" as it is a function of the
relative sharpness of moral boundaries
separating groups. With the realignment
of pluralism, the boundaries separating



groups has shifted. As the lines
dividing Protestant, Catholic, and Jew
have become more indistinct, tolerance
has increased among the denominations.
But as the lines dividing orthodox from
progressivists or conservatives from
liberals have become clearer and
sharper, new bigotries have begun to
take shape. Today the chasms are not so
muc h between one alliance that is
tolerant (because it is cosmopolitan and
highly educated) and another that is
intolerant (because it is religiously
orthodox and less well educated). Nor
are the rifts between those who would
guide people toward truth and those
who would indoctrinate. Now each
side asserts its own parochialisms;



each side lives by its own "narrow"
dogma. In this light the conflict is in
large part about whose definition of
moral parochialism (and, therefore,
what is tolerable and intolerable)
should prevail.

 



SYMMETRY IN
ANTIPATHY

After considering the substance and
style of public discourse engaged in by
the principle actors in the contemporary
culture war, one is tempted to agree
with the adage that "the Left is the Right
and the Right is the Left."" Both ends of
the cultural axis claim to speak for the
majority, both attempt to monopolize
the symbols of legitimacy, both identify
the i r opponents with a program of
intolerance and totalitarian
suppression. Both sides use the
language of extremism and thereby
sensationalize the threat represented by



their adversaries. And finally, each
side has exhibited at least a proclivity
to indulge the temptation of social
bigotry.

What, then, is the meaning of this
rhetoric? Philosophers and social
scientists have observed that during
times of social fluctuation and cultural
uncertainty, communities may
unwittingly exaggerate a threat to their
existence and well-being. These
communities under stress may even
fabricate such a threat. The process is
not mysterious: perceived threats
typically engender a sense of
cohesiveness among the threatened
members. In the act of opposing an



adversary-either exaggerated or
manufactured-the community expresses
a common moral indignation, and
asserts its moral authority anew. It is, in
effect, saying in one voice, "We are not
like you; we oppose what you stand
for." Thus, not only is the community
drawn together, united as a collectivity,
but it is reminded of its heritage, its
duty, and its mission to the larger
world. The "latent functionality," as
sociologists would say, of standing
against such an adversary is the ritual
reaffirmation of the community's
identity in the face of what may be a far
greater adversary, its own internal
moral disintegration. In the past, under
such stresses, religious communities



punished agents of "evil," as the
Catholic hierarchy punished heretics
during the Inquisition in the sixteenth
century, and as the Puritans of Salem,
Massachusetts, punished "witches" in
the seventeenth century. Political
parties seek out "subversives," as the
Nazis singled out Jews, as U.S. Senator
Joseph McCarthy and the Senate
subcommittee on unAmerican activities
repressed communists and their
sympathizers in the early 1950s, and as
Mao Tse-tung and the "Gang of Four"
attacked intellectuals and "capitalist
roaders" during the Cultural Revolution
in China in the 1960s and 1970s.

It is important to stress that willful



intention is not really a factor in the
emergence of these ideological
scapegoats. That is to say, there is
usually no cabal consciously and
cynically conspiring to induce fearful
illusions. There is no calculated
manipulation of public sentiment on the
part of a secret elite sect. Rather these
developments are "systemic," part of a
natural collective response to the threat
of the community's own structural
insecurity and moral instability. These
same sociological forces are at play in
today's culture war. In the context of
America's own declining position in the
larger world order, and after several
decades of domestic social unease,
both the orthodox and progressivist



alliances, as relatively distinct sets of
moral communities, have struggled to
maintain their own cohesiveness and at
the same time realize their own
political ideals. Indeed, signs of
America's failure to compete
economically or educationally with the
rest of the world-those mediagenic
events that remind us of our failure to
cope with the drug problem,
homelessness, crime, teenage
pregnancies, and so on-all these things
p r o v i d e the fertile ground for
accusation and counteraccusation in the
culture war. By inflating the nature,
size, and political power of their
opposition, the identity and mission of



each alliance has been forcefully
reaffirmed. Ironically, by those very
same acts, each side has also
unwittingly contributed to the invention
of precisely that which they fear and
oppose so much.

Just because each side of the cultural
divide has in some ways fictionalized
the threat posed by its opponents does
not mean that the conflict is somehow
artificial and therefore inconsequential.
Quite the contrary. Certainly both
power and privilege are at stake.
Nothing else can adequately account for
the enormous sums of money and
profusion of human energy poured into
the conflict. The diabolic images



fashioned and applied to the opposition
are, in a way, merely resources used by
either side to draw out the contrasts.
This is the mechanism for making broad
appeals for financial backing and for
galvanizing popular sentiment.

To argue that each side of the cultural
divide employs a similar rhetoric is
also not to suggest that the two are
somehow "morally equivalent."
Rhetorical symmetry does not
necessarily imply moral symmetry. One
might argue theologically,
philosophically, or politically that one
side is morally superior to the other,
but the truth of such claims cannot be
established in a social scientific or an



ethically neutral frame of ref erence.
Such arguments can only be put forward
in language that itself is vulnerable to
the polarizing tendencies of the
contemporary cultural division.

Sociologically, then, this conflict is
not "about" who is right and who is
wrong or even who is better or who is
worse. As with all other expressions of
cultural antagonism, this conflict is
"about" the uses of symbols, the uses of
language, and the right to impose
discrediting labels upon those who
would dissent. It is ultimately a struggle
over the right to define the way things
are and the way things should be. It is,
therefore, more of a struggle to



determine who is stronger, which
alliance has the institutional resources
capable of sustaining a particular
definition of reality against the wishes
of those who would project an alternate
view of the world.

It is true that the contemporary culture
war is built upon a long history of
mutual animosity. Yet the struggle has
evolved into something more extensive
and more momentous. New and much
broader coalitions are involved, a
wider range of issues are disputed, a
greater volume of information is
available, and, as we shall see, new
technologies communicate that
information. Given the scope of what is



being contested coupled with the
urgency and shrillness by which each
side voices its complaint, it is arguable
that in this conflict, the stakes are much
higher as well.

 



6

The Technology of Public 
Discourse

The impulse toward polarization in
contemporary public discourse is
undeniable. It is a dynamic that reveals
itself with force and severity. But to say
that public discussion is polarized is
not to say that the progressive and
orthodox voices are the only ones.
Voices of moderation and restraint do
exist. Public opinion research reveals a



rich complexity of ideas, beliefs, and
commitments among the leadership of
the nation's public institutions as well
as ordinary citizens. As Cindy Burgess,
a farmer from Starbuck, Minnesota,
said at the 1990 pro-life march in
Washington, D.C., "I'm so sick of being
called a religious radical. We're
Americans-simple moral people."' A
pro-choice activist complained
s i mi l a r l y, "Just becaue I favor
reproductive rights does not make me a
murderer." Statements like these are not
only honest and discerning but eloquent.
Indeed, the number of people who
actually hold strongly traditionalist or
strongly progressivist positions are in
the minority (perhaps 20 percent at



each end). And even these so-called
extremists do not always fit the
caricatures or ideal types very well.
The problem is that the complexity of
personal conviction and the subtfety of
personal opinion are rarely reflected at
the level of public discourse. In today's
cultural climate, voices of quiet,
reflective passion are rarely heard.
Even less vocal are those who are
ambivalent or apathetic. This is to say
that although alternate voices exist, and
may even be in the majority, they are,
for all practical purposes, silent in the
broader public discussion. Without
d o ub t , public discourse is more
polarized than the American public



itself.2

 



THE ECLIPSE OF THE
MIDDLE

The "eclipse of the middle" can be
attributed to several factors. The first
we have already mentioned: public
discourse is a discourse of elites.
Ordinary Americans have no mailing
lists and there is no PAC for those who
find good and bad on both sides of an
issue. Related to this are the issues
themselves. In matters of life and death,
individual liberties, social oppression,
justice and injustice, war and peace,
and the like, it is virtually impossible to
sustain ambivalence over a long period
of time. There is a distinct and forceful



sociological propensity to find lasting
resolutions.

A third factor is rooted in what may
be an anthropologically grounded need
we all have to be stirred and titillated
(this, in turn, may reflect a human
aversion to monotony and boredom).
Thus, public debate that is sensational
is more likely to arouse and capture the
attention of ordinary people than are
methodical and reflective arguments.
For this reason, the shrill pitch of harsh
moral criticism and blunt commentary
is much more likely to sell newspapers,
build audience ratings, or raise money.
The net effect of loud, sensational
clamor, however, is to mute more quiet



and temperate voices.

Another factor has to do with the
level of suspicion in today's public
culture. When new or alternate voices
are heard, there is a strong inclination
to categorize them according to the
logic and language of the political
polarities: "If they are not for us, then
they must be against us." The National
Organization for Women, for example,
dismisses the very idea of an
organization such as Feminists for Life.
Said one spokeswoman, "Either they
misunderstand the whole issue of
feminism, or they are using it for
purposes I disagree with--their
philosophy is irrelevant." In today's



climate of apprehension and distrust,
opinions that attempt to be distinctive
and ameliorating tend to he classified
with all others that do not affirm a
loyalty to one's own cause.
Perspectives that are moderately
progressive or moderately conservative
or traditionalist tend to be portrayed as
extremes.

But there is still another factor that
contributes to the polarization of public
discourse and the eclipse of the middle.
The polarization of contemporary
public discussion is in fact intensified
by and institutionalized through the very
media by which that discussion takes
place. It is through these media that



public discourse acquires a life of its
own; not only do the categories of
public rhetoric become detached from
the intentions of the speaker, they also
overpower the subtleties of perspective
and opinion of the vast majority of
citizens who position themselves
"somewhere in the middle" of these
debates. The categories of public
rhetoric are so dominant that someone
who favors legal abortion but only in
the first trimester is considered "pro-
c ho i c e . " Likewise, someone who
opposes homosexuality on moral
grounds yet defends the civil rights of
homosexuals is still considered a
"homophobe." Middling positions and
the nuances of moral commitment, then,



get played into the grid of opposing
rhetorical extremes. This chapter
explores how this comes to be.

 



THE MEDIA OF PUBLIC
DISCOURSE

The significance of the media is that
they define the "environment" in which
public discussion takes place. This is
important because the environment
predetermines much about the actual
substance of what is communicated.

A historical comparison is
illuminating. In colonial New England,
where the only regular medium of
public communication was the sermon,
churchgoers listened to roughly 7,000
sermons in a lifetime, totaling about
15,000 hours of concentrated listening."



Through the late eighteenth and early
nineteenth centuries, public discussion
continued to be conducted through
sermons but also in speeches, lectures,
newspapers, religious tracts, and
hundreds of pamphlets. Pamphleteering
was particularly important. Alexis de
Tocqueville wrote in Democracy in
America, "In America parties do not
write books to combat each other's
opinions, but pamphlets which are
circulated for a day with incredible
rapidity and then expire."5 These
circulars written by local, regional, and
national elites were disseminated
widely through the literate population,
an accomplishment made possible by
increasing refinements in printing



technology. Often these documents
were lengthy treatises (such as
transcriptions of full-length political
speeches) and oriented toward a
literate middle-class audience. New
printing technology also generated a
rapid profusion of newspaper dailies,
weeklies, and periodicals, including the
penny press. The number of
newspapers and periodicals published
in America grew from about 7 in 1730
to 180 in 1800 to over 2,500 in 1850.6
Public lectures also played a central
role: the early nineteenth century
witnessed the Lyceum movement for
public oratory, and by 1835 there were
over 3,000 Lyceums in fifteen states.7



Even in those days, the rhetoric of
public discourse was emotional,
passionate, even inflammatory. This
was especially true of the penny press
of the mid-nineteenth century. But
within other forms of public discourse
there was the aspiration toward
intellectual substance. Speeches,
debates, and pamphlets were long
enough to develop an argument yet not
so long that they would be accessible
only to intellectuals. They could be
read, studied, and debated by a large
and diverse public.

Public discourse continues to be
carried on in political, moral, and
religious oratory today. Of course,



scholarly books, lengthy articles,
editorials, white papers, and the like
also play a role. Yet in addition to all
of these are still other, newer media
and formats that not only reach a large
audience but do so in a way that
substantially eclipses the
communicative power of a more
labored if scholarly format. These are
t h e media of television commercials
and news broadcasts, newspaper
editorials and letters to the editor, print
advertisements, brochures, direct mail
solicitations, and so on. The volume of
these media is much greater and their
ability to convey images is much more
powerful and universal than the penny
press ever was. For this reason, their



social impact cannot be overestimated.
Advocates of various political and
social interests rely on these new
media, and thus cumulatively these
communications technologies have
become an increasingly prominent facet
of our public discourse.

Still, not all of these are relied upon
in the same way. In some cases, the
actors and organizations committed to
public debate fund the publication of
political advertisements to publicize
their grievances. Though fairly rare
(because they are expensive), the ads
themselves become "events" after a
fashion. For example, on 7 October
1984, Catholics for a Free Choice



sponsored a full-page advertisement in
the New York Times calling for "a
dialogue within the Church on the issue
of abortion."" Ninety-seven people
signed the statement; many were
religious women, and a few were
priests and religious brothers, making it
an act of formal dissent within the
American Catholic hierarchy. Between
January and February 1989 the National
Abortion Rights Action League
published full-page ads in twenty-four
national and regional newspapers
commemorating the sixteenth
anniversary of Roe v. Wade. These
NARAL ads featured a coat hanger,
suggesting that women would mutilate
themselves in self-inflicted abortions if



Roe was overturned. Through the
spring of that same year, Planned
Parenthood had a series of full-page
advertisements in Time magazine
accusing pro-life forces of a "campaign
of violence and intimidation" and lies.
The ACLU also ran ads in the spring of
1989 in the New York Times, the Los
Angeles Times, the New Republic, and
on billboards in major metropolitan
areas. There have been other examples
of groups conducting public discourse
through paid political advertisements as
well, concerning such issues as U.S.
policy in Central America and South
Africa, disarmament, church-state
relations, welfare reform, blasphemy,



and the like.

There are also paid television
commercials. People for the American
Way, for instance, aired over 2,000
commercials in a single year,
"reaffirming the Founding Fathers'
dream of a free and tolerant nation."9 In
the same genre, though of a different
format, are the religiopolitical oratories
of many televangelists. Nearly 40
percent of the U.S. population in 1987
claimed to watch a religious broadcast
every month, while 20 percent claimed
to watch one every week.10

Direct mail solicitations are perhaps
the most common of the new



communications technologies. The
technique was first used on behalf of
social and political causes in the early
1950s during the EisenhowerNixon
campaign. The technique was refined
and developed on a much larger scale
through the 1960s and 1970s: by the
midterm elections of 1982, more than
half a billion pieces of politically
oriented direct mail were sent to
ordinary citizens. The amount of mail
has not diminished since then. Even for
what direct mailers call a "house list"-
people who are known to be loyal
contributors to particular organizations-
the numbers are quite remarkable.
People for the American Way, for
example, had more than a quarter of a



million people on its house list in 1988;
Americans for Democratic Action had
20,000 names; Christian Action
Council had 46,000; and Independent
Action had nearly 18,000. Jerry
Falwell's "Old-Time Gospel Hour," in
1979 alone, had more than 2 million
individuals on its mailing list. And the
American Family Association has had
as many as 3 million names on its direct
mail computers."

The implications of these media for
the contemporary culture war are
tremendous. They define a historically
unique "environment" within which
public discourse takes place; an
environment that establishes novel,



perhaps unprecedented rules for the
conduct of public discussion. A
comprehensive study of all of the newer
media of communications, exploring the
particular ways that each effects the
environment of public debate, is
impossible here. For the present
purposes, a brief inquiry into just one
of the new technologies-direct mail-is
sufficient to make a case.

Direct Mail as Public Discourse

The explicit objective of direct mail
solicitation is, of course, fund raising.
The success of the technique, on the
surface, is quite striking: lobbying
groups raise millions of dollars



annually. Common Cause, for example,
is known to raise approximately $8
million a year; the American Civil
Liberties Union, $6 million; the
National Organization for Women, $10
million; People for the American Way,
more than $7 million; and while it
existed, the Moral Majority/Liberty
Federation took in $10 million a year.
The Republican National Committee in
election years raises more than $60
million, while the Democratic National
Committee raises just under that
amount. Some estimate that,
cumulatively, the political left and right
raise up to $200 million on each side
annually. 12



There is another side to this story,
however. From the perspective of cost-
efficiency, serious problems arise. In a
word, there is very little return against
the investment. The way in which direct
mail solicitation is applied to electoral
politics is instructive. Senator Jesse
H e l ms ' s Congressional Club, for
example, a lobby committed to
providing financial backing to
conservative congressional candidates,
raised $9.3 million in 1982 through
direct mailings. But out of this, only
$150,000 went to House and Senate
candidates in that year. The rest of the
m o n e y raised went to covering
operating expenses." Likewise, Senator



Ted Kennedy's Fund for a Democratic
Majority gave out only 8 percent of the
money it raised in 1982. Indeed, one
study from 1976 showed that
candidates only received nine cents for
every dollar spent on direct mail."
Much the same dynamic is at play
among the social action organizations
of the right and left. According to one
report, direct mail consumed so much
of the resources of one progressive
lobby that after giving out the $250,000
promised to candidates, it ended up
$328,061 in debt, most of which was
owed to its direct mail consulting firm,
Craver, Mathews, Smith. The lobby
Independent Action spent the entire next
year sending out still other solicitations



written by the same firm just in order to
pay back Craver, Mathews, Smith."
Elsewhere it was reported that the U.S.
Committee Against Nuclear War raised
$1.3 million from a direct mail appeal
that appeared to be written on the
stationery of a hotel in Hiroshima, from
a congressman looking out at "ground
zero." As is common in these sorts of
mailings, the stationery was counterfeit,
the letter was written in Washington,
D.C., and 97 percent of the $1.3 million
was used to cover the overhead
expenses. 16

Despite the problems surrounding the
cost-effectiveness of direct mail, social
and political organizations continue to



use them. The reason is plain: in the
end, making money is not really the
point behind the appeals. As the
conservative direct mail expert Richard
Viguerie put it,

It is a form of advertising. It is not an
evil conspiratorial thing. It is just a fact
of life, which I haven't found anybody
to deny, that the major media of this
country has a left of center perspective.
T h e conservatives can't get their
message around this blockade, except
through direct mail. It's a way for
conservatives to bypass the monopoly
the left has on the media. It's a way of
mobilizing our people; it's a way of
communicating with our people."



Morris Dees, a liberal direct mail
consultant (who handled the mailings
for George McGovern's presidential
bid in 1972), acknowledged the same
motive when he called direct mail a
technique for "raising the
consciousness" of the people."

The capacity of direct mail to
"advertise" or to "raise popular
consciousness" is vast. For the average
organization, the house list (loyal
contributors) typically represents under
3 percent of a total mailing list.
Therefore, to sustain a house list of
270,000 contributors (the size of the
People for the American Way house
list), it is necessary to send out over 9



million letters. For the Christian Action
Council to sustain a house list of
46,000 contributors it has to mail out
over one and a half million letters of
appeal. By the late 1980s, the most
successful direct mail brokering firm in
the country had well over 30 million
names of people from which to draw.19

Some may doubt the effectiveness of
direct mail to really communicate to a
large constituency, given the
conventional wisdom that "people
really do not open and read 'junk mail'."
Yet several studies have shown that up
to three-fourths of all those who
receive politically oriented direct
mailings not only open them but



actually read them.20

The insight of the communications
technicians, then, is essentially correct.
Direct mail may not be a cost-effective
way to raise money but it certainly is a
practical and self-supporting
mechanism of social and political
advertising.

In the broader scheme of things,
however, it is even more than this.
Direct mail copy can be viewed quite
literally as a form of public discourse;
the letters themselves as a mechanism
for communicating publicly about
issues of social and political
consequence. In this capacity direct



solicitations also are instruments of
civic education; a device for the
p r e j ud i c i a l instruction of large
segments of the population in the
dynamics of contemporary social and
political life. In this view, direct mail
(as well as many of the other new forms
of media) is anything but superfluous. It
makes a very consequential
contribution (whether for good or ill) to
the reconstruction of public philosophy-
to formulation of the myths and ideals
of American life.

Direct Mail and the Discourse of
Adversaries

Because of its ability to reach so many



people, direct mail has clearly become
an important new mode of public
communication. The medium itself is
closely related to the message of what
is communicated. Something about the
very nature of direct mail exerts a
strong influence on the substance of
public debate. The feigned familiarity
(such as personalized address,
personalized stationery, "handwritten"
enclosures, "penciled" underlining and
marginal notes, "personal" memoranda
from political, media, and intellectual
celebrities, stamps affixed slightly
askew), the sense of urgency (such
phrases as "Express Wire," "Urgent
Gram," "Jet Message," "Air Express
Urgent Letter" printed on envelopes



typically mailed third class), the appeal
to officialdom (through references to
high public office, or a government
agency) and the gimmicks (such as
petitions, questionnaires, maps,
clippings, fake honors, membership
cards, bumper stickers) are the classic,
if farcical, earmarks of direct mail.
These features are designed to bestow
upon the individual who receives the
message a sense of personal obligation
to become involved. They provide
potential donors with the sense of a
direct link between their contribution
and real action taken to further a
specific social or political cause. An
individual contribution of just ten



dollars, the reader is encouraged to
believe, can influence the very future of
the nation, one's community, one's own
well-being, and that of one's children.
By themselves, however, such features
are not what make the medium so
consequential for public discussion.

What is most consequential about
direct mail is that it uses baldfaced, and
rather cynical, manipulation of
emotions. "Direct mail," as one
consultant put it, "is a medium of
passion."41 The object is to make the
reader either indignant or scared. "The
message has to be extreme, has to be
overblown; it really has to be kind of
rough."22 Indeed, on both sides of the



cultural divide there is basic
agreement: the more extreme the
appeal, the more successful the mail
campaign will probably be.23 The
letters are overtly biased since they
tend to be aimed at an audience that is
already committed. This explains in
part the tendency toward
sensationalism. In the realm of direct
mail, there are no religious
conservatives, only Fundamentalists,
religious zealots, fanatics, and the like;
there are no liberals, only ultraliberals,
godless humanists, and so on. In this
world, public education is not just
teaching secular values but "Your tax
dollars are being used to pay for grade
school education that teaches our



children [that] CANNIBALISM, WIFE-
SWAPPING, and the MURDER of
infants and the elderly are acceptable
behavior."24

Going far beyond merely the biased
and sensational, every successful direct
mail appeal makes effective use of
what the technicians in the industry call
"the devil factor." In some cases the
demonic is embodied in an individual,
such as Pat Robertson, the pope, Carl
Sagan, Oliver North, Jerry Falwell,
Ted Kennedy, or Ronald Reagan. One
Moral Majority letter called television
producer and People for the American
Way founder Norman Lear, "the number
one enemy of the American family." In



some cases the demonic is embodied in
an organization, such as Concerned
Women for America, the ACLU,
National Organization for Women,
Planned Parenthood, and the National
Education Association. One mailings
consultant was quite forthcoming about
it: "You've got to have a devil. If you
don't have a devil, you're in trouble."25
Others in the business agree, "Find ... a
nasty enemy. Tell people they're
threatened in some way.... It's a cheap
trick, but it's the simplest."26 For
example, in 1979, 50,000 letters were
sent out to individuals in the pro-life
movement calling for the defeat of five
pro-choice incumbents in the U.S.
Congress and in the process using the



words "murder" and "baby killers"
forty-one times.27 Even within direct
mail appeals each side "demonizes" the
other. A letter from Senator Jesse
Helms, for example, attacked Senator
Alan Cranston "as the ultra-liberal
leader of the peace/freeze movement....
Led by the union bosses, they have
launched a massive hate campaign
against me." To this, Cranston replied
with a mailing of his own: "Today
Jesse Helms launched a zealous
nationwide campaign to defeat me ."21'
Extremism seems to feed extremism.

One expert provided this rationale:
Why "freight a direct-mail letter with a
great deal of doctrinaire political



language?" After all, the purpose of the
letter is "not to convince [the reader] of
anything [but to] motivate the person to
send some money."29 A former
employee of Richard Viguerie agreed,
"The bottom line in my business is to
raise money.""0 As one observer
summarized, "The tacit rule among
direct mailers is that there are no rules-
anything goes in the pursuit of profit.""

Two other features of direct mail
have a special impact on public
discourse. One is the literary quality of
the letters. The rule of thumb in the
industry is to keep writing to about the
sixth- to eighth-grade level. In a society
inundated by information, the simple,



easily grasped message is the most
effective. There simply is no way one
can debate the complexities of a social
issue or justify an appeal for support
w i th so many people at one time.
Political scientist Larry Sabato reports
tha t direct mailers apply the "magic
word test" to their letters. "You add up
the number of words under five letters
in your copy, and if you've anywhere
under 65 to 70 percent, you have
problems. "12 Another obvious feature
is the nearly universal poor quality of
the moral argumentation. Documents
such as these are not born of careful
reflection or concern for evidence. The
adage within the industry is, "Push the
mail out the door and don't worry about



the quality.""

Institutionalizing Superficiality

One must not lose the basic point in all
of this: direct mail is, in the end, just
one interesting and important case.
Virtually all of the newer
communications technologies tacitly
acknowledge the pressures of time and
the need to be distinctive in an
information-glutted culture. Television
commercials are between fifteen and
sixty seconds in length,
opinioneditorials are usually between
800 and 1,200 words (and letters to the
editor are much shorter); print
advertisements are usually one page in



size, and dominated by large bold-face
headlines; and direct mail letters are no
more than four double-spaced pages.
These media are also driven by market
forces. More time, more space, and
greater intellectual reflection just do
not offer practical economic pay-off.
Therefore, these mass communications
technologies provide, as Neil Postman
put it, "a structure for discourse, which
both rules out and insists upon certain
kinds of content and, inevitably, a
certain kind of audience. "34 By their
very nature, then, they must reduce
sophisticated moral reasoning to
simplifications; they must replace
substantive moral argument with



sloganeering. In other words, these
media demand superficiality, which
actually institutionalizes the impulse
toward polarization in public
discourse.

A noticeable sense of discomfort
exists on the part of some activists
about this institutional compulsion
toward both superficiality and
immoderation. One former executive of
a large special interest lobby conceded
that much of the rhetoric was indeed
extravagant, if not apocalyptic, but also
pointed out,

When we complained, we were always
given to understand that certain



immutable laws known only to direct
mail copy writers ... govern this arcane
field. A softened word here and a
modified word there could cost us
.005% return. So, we let outrageous
stuff go over our good name. I wrote
many memoranda internally telling my
superiors that we had to cool the
claims or I couldn't guarantee religious
institutional support from mainline
bureaucracies. My job was made far
more difficult by direct mail
production. 15

There is, then, a very real sense of the
tail of media technology (in this case,
direct mail) wagging the dog of
organizational ideals and interests.



Television commercials, prime-time
debates, newspaper advertisements,
and the like suffer from the same
tendencies. Social organizations as
well as politicians falter or thrive
depending upon the discourse of paid
political advertisements. Approval
ratings and financial contributions soar
and plunge as a direct response to the
claims and counterclaims of
adversaries in thirty-second television
spots.36

This dynamic even extends to crowd
estimates as a form of public discourse.
Counting the numbers of people who
turn out for demonstrations and rallies
has become a politically charged



exercise. At a gay rights march in
Washington, D.C., in 1987, for
example, the National Park Police
estimated that 50,000 people
demonstrated. Organizers were furious
at this official figure and complained,
saying that the officials deliberately
underestimated the crowd size.
(Eventually, the police revised their
figures to 200,000.) So too, at the April
1990 pro-choice rally, organizers
estimated that 600,000 people came,
while police, using aerial photographs,
only came up with 300,000.x' Here
again, substantive and nuanced
arguments are ignored and forgotten.
These factors, which encourage
shallow rhetoric and crowd-size



controversies, can only intensify
tensions that are already quite volatile.

The way in which the contemporary
cultural conflict is artificially played up
by the newer media of public discourse
raises questions about sincerity: Do the
activists really mean what they say? On
one hand, one is tempted to say that they
do not, particularly when we know that
many of the activists are capable of
reflecting philosophically about their
efforts. Yet one cannot simply "explain
away" the intensity of the conflict by
claiming that it is only an artifact of
fund-raising considerations or an
artifact of the need to capture public
attention by shouting louder than the



others. Clearly more is involved than
an artificially contrived enmity. The
enormous sums of money that sustain
cultural conflicts boldly testify to this
reality, as does the fervor of the
activism on each side. Civil
disobedience, in the form of an illegal
sit-in, a "rescue" at an abortion clinic,
the harboring of illegal aliens from
war-torn countries, is not taken on as
simply an afternoon's entertainment.
Real passion inspires these tensions.
There is a genuine and deeply felt
hostility that is only magnified by the
use of certain kinds of media.

In the final analysis, however, the
question of motives may be irrelevant.



Undoubtedly the cultural division has
helped to spawn a superficiality of
discourse; at the same time, that
superficiality aggravates and deepens
the cultural cleavage. Either way we
are left with a language and a moral
reasoning that are as extreme as they
are superficial. But this extremism and
superficiality is the only objectification
of the debate that really exists, and, like
it or not, it is this language and moral
reasoning that defines the terms and
limits of popular debate.

Here again, the net effect is the eclipse
of the middle. The rhetoric required by
the new communications technologies
simply does not allow fo: middling



positions and the subtleties they imply.
Of course, moderate and even
dispassionate voices do exist, but they
do not have access to the same kind of
public platform. It is virtually
impossible to translate substantive
moral reasoning into a sixty-second
commercial, a "sound bite" on the
evening news, a full-page political
advertisement, a syndicated opinion-
editorial piece, or a direct mail letter.
The more temperate voices on both
sides of the cultural divide are either
drowned out by the louder extremes, or
they themselves are dismissed as
extreme. In the end, much of public
discourse is reduced to a reciprocal
bellicosity.



 



IV



THE FIELDS OF 
CONFLICT

 



Opening Observations

Cultural conflict may be a struggle to
control the symbols of public culture,
but this does not mean that it only exists
in the ethereal realm of philosophical
speculation-as a noisy and irritating
form of sophist bickering. Cultural
conflict, in reality, is much more
consequential for a very simple reason.
The symbols of public culture are
always mediated in the social world by
a variety of social institutions. It is,
therefore, in the context of institutional
structures that cultural conflict becomes
crystallized.



The present contest is no exception.
The contemporary culture war rages on
a variety of institutional fronts. But five
areas in which it rages most intensely
are in the realms of the family,
education, the popular media, law, and
electoral politics. Each of these areas
can be viewed as instruments of
cultural warfare, to be sure. More
important, each of these can be
understood as a kind of symbolic field
or territory for which opposing sides
assert their interests through competing
claims, seek to extract concessions, and
endeavor to minimize their own losses.

But why these institutions? The
family is an important symbolic



territory because the social
arrangements and relationships found
there are very much a microcosm of
those in the larger social order. The
w a y men and women relate to each
other, the different levels of status and
authority they enjoy (or endure), the
place of children, and the nature of
legitimate sexuality-all of these, among
other matters, have evolved into
general social and political issues, but
they are perhaps most tangible to
ordinary people in the context of their
own families and those of their friends.
The truth, it would seem, is that on all
of these issues it is virtually impossible
to sustain a disjunction between public
convention and private reality. The



sociological tendency is always toward
continuity: what is permissible in one
sphere cannot be eschewed in the other
and vice versa. In this we see that the
distinction between public and private
culture is ultimately artificial. The
boundaries separating the two spheres
are porous. What happens in one sphere
inevitably has an impact in the other.

Education is a meaningful territory
not because of its formal charge to pass
on the basic skills and socially relevant
knowledge necessary for adolescents
and young adults to eventually
participate responsibly in society.
Rather, education is strategic in the
culture war because this is the central



institution of modern life through which
the larger social order is reproduced.
Together, the curriculum, the textbook
literature, and even the social activities
of the school convey powerful symbols
about the meaning of American life-the
character of its past, the challenges of
the present, and its future agenda. In this
way the institutions of mass education
become decisive in socializing the
young into the nation's public culture.
Public education is especially
significant territory in this regard,
primarily because it reflects the will
and power of the state vis-Avis the
nation's public culture.

The popular media in their various



forms-television, film, art, music, and
so on-are salient in part because they
reflect the aspirations and ideals of
communities and the nation. Naturally,
in the present conflict there are sharp
disagreements over which aspirations
and ideals should be reflected. Perhaps
a more pressing reason is the fact that
these media comprise the single most
important instrument of cultural
warfare. The mass media not only
reflect ideals but actually define reality
in a societyby selecting which events
"deserve attention" and are, therefore,
"important," and which events are
ignored and, therefore, unimportant; by
depicting individuals and communities
in particular ways; and by presenting



what is acceptable and unacceptable.

Law is a decisive symbolic territory
because it represents the patronage of
the state. It is often said that the ultimate
foundation of any social order is
violence or the threat of violence
enacted by the various mechanisms of
the state. The ultimate guarantee that
laws will be obeyed, then, is the
formidable force exercised by the
police, the national guard, the armed
services, and so on. The debate over
law-which laws will be enacted;
whose interpretations will be
endorsed-is not simply an eso teric
quarrel among highly paid attorneys but
a conflict over the ultimate sanction of



the state and the rules it will enforce.

Finally, electoral politics is
extremely significant symbolic
territory, but not for the reasons one
might think. Quite naturally, most
people view electoral politics as the
process by which lawmakers and
government officials are popularly
chosen. It is this, of course, but much
more is involved. Electoral politics can
be alternatively viewed as a collective
ritual regularly enacted whereby certain
symbols of national life are either
embraced or rejected. Political
candidates themselves are central to
this process. Candidates may attempt to
sway the voting public about their own



competence, experience, or integrity, as
compared to their opponent's
ineffectiveness and corruption, yet
ultimately the candidates themselves
become symbols of different national
ideals, opposing visions of what
America is and should be. As we shall
see, this is particularly true at the most
powerful levels of political
appointment. How political candidates
define themselves, in their public
rhetoric vis-A-vis the larger cultural
conflict, becomes a decisive factor in
casting their political fate.

Far from placid, then, each of these
five spheres of activity is a locus of
deep and bitter antagonism between the



alliances on each side of the cultural
divide. What happens on each of these
fronts makes the contemporary culture
war both concrete and consequential
for the direction of American public
life. Moreover, far from just reflecting
the natural tensions of a shifting
pluralism that will eventually balance
itself out, these antagonisms represent
the quest of different alliances for
cultural domination. But how do these
antagonisms actually take shape within
a particular institution? The starting
point is the family.

 



7

Family

In many ways, the family is the most
conspicuous field of conflict in the
culture war. Some would argue that it is
the decisive battleground. The public
debate over the status and role of
women, the moral legitimacy of
abortion, the legal and social status of
homosexuals, the increase in family
violence, the rise of illegitimacy
particularly among black teenagers and



young adults, the growing demand for
adequate day care, and so on,
prominently fill the headlines of the
nation's newspapers, magazines, and
intellectual journals. Marches and
rallies, speeches and pronouncements
for or against any one of these issues
mark the significant events of our
generation's political history. One might
be tempted, then, to say that this field of
conflict is the beginning and end of the
contemporary culture war, for the
issues contested in the area of family
policy touch upon and may even spill
over into other fields of
conflicteducation, the arts, law, and
politics. In the final analysis there may
b e much more to the contemporary



culture war than the struggle for the
family, yet there is little doubt that the
issues contested in the realm of family
life are central to the larger struggle
and are perhaps fateful for other battles
being waged.

Most who observe the contest over
the family, however, tend to grasp the
controversy as a disagreement over the
relative strength of this institution. One
observer, for example, has described
the controversy as one between
optimists and pessimists. Both sides, he
argued, agree that the family is changing
yet they disagree sharply over the
scope, meaning, and consequences of
those changes. The pessimists view



rising trends in divorce, single-parent
families, dual-income couples, couples
living out of wedlock, secular day care,
and the like, as symptoms of the decline
of 'a social institution. The optimists,
on the other hand, regard the changes as
positive at best and benign at worst
and, therefore, they believe that social
policy should reflect and accommodate
the new realities. The American family
is not disintegrating, the optimists say,
b u t is adapting to new social
conditions. The resilience of the family,
therefore, signals that the family is
"here to stay."'

Observations such as these provide
interesting perspective and insight on



the matter, forcing us to consider the
concrete social and economic
circumstances of family life. But they
miss what is really at stake. The contest
over the family, in fact, reflects
fundamental differences in the
assumptions and world views of the
antagonists. The issue, then, is not
whether the family is failing or
surviving. Rather, the contest is over
what constitutes the family in the first
place. If the symbolic significance of
the family is that it is a microcosm of
the larger society, as averred in the
Opening Observations, then the task of
defining what the American family is
becomes integral to the very task of
defining America itself. For this reason



it is also a task that is, on its own terms,
intrinsically prone to intense political
contention.

 



DEFINING THE FAMILY

But what is new in all of this? The
family, as many have observed, has
long been a social problem that has
engendered heated political debate.
One can observe, for example,
profound anxiety about the well-being
of the family in America and fears of its
impending decline well into the
nineteenth century. This was a time
when industrialization was considered
to threaten the cohesiveness of the
family by severing its traditional ties to
extended kinship, community, and
church networks; when urbanization
was viewed as threatening the moral



development of the young and as
brutalizing the integrity of family bonds.
As a report to the National
Congregational Council put it in 1892,
"Much of' the very mechanism of our
modern life ... is destructive of the
family."'

Yet, as tangible as these problems
were, there was still a general cultural
agreement about what exactly it was
that was being threatened and,
therefore, what it was that needed
defending. The nature and contours of
the family were never publicly in
doubt. Not so anymore: as with so many
other aspects of American life, the
nineteenth-century consensus about the



character and structure of family life
has collapsed, leaving the very
viability of the institution as
traditionally conceived in question. The
divisive issue now is in what form or
forms contemporary families will
remain viable.

Signs that the family would become
an explicit public policy issue subject
to polemical controversy appeared
before the 1980s. The social science
establishment began to raise the issue
as a subject of national policy concern
as early as the mid-1960s. Research
and writing on the problem expanded
through the 1970s.5 The abstract
rhetoric of intellectual discourse,



however, soon translated into the push
and pull of real political debate. In
1973, for example, the United States
Senate held hearings on "American
Families: Trends and Pressures."
"Family experts" offered their views of
problems faced by the family and
suggested how the government might
deal with them. Then in 1977, the
Carnegie Council on Children (founded
in 1972) published a report
recommending that "the nation develop
a family policy as comprehensive as its
defense policy."4 In the words of the
report, "Our nation's professed belief in
the importance of the family has not
been matched by actions designed to
protect the family's integrity and



vitality. Although the sanctity of the
family is a favorite subject for Fourth
of July orators, legislators rarely
address the question of how best to
support family life or child
development."5 The call for concerted
policy action would soon be answered.

Within the policy establishment itself,
there were a wide range of
perspectives about what problems
actually plagued the family as well as
how they should best be addressed.
Among these "experts," a consensus
was emerging that there was no one
family type to which a national policy
would be oriented. Rather than viewing
families that were not nuclear,



patriarchal, or self-sustaining as
somehow deviant-families that were
caught in what Daniel Patrick Moynihan
called, in 1965, a "tangle of
pathology"-public policy would now
have to recognize a diversity of
families. It was generally recognized
that families differed in size, economic
status, national origin and custom, and,
not least, structure and composition.

During the 1980 White House
Conference on Families, the quandary
over how to define the American family
was elevated to a permanent component
of the national family policy debate.
Indeed, in the early stages of
organization and preparation, the



conference title itself was changed from
the singular "family" to the plural
"families" because the organizers could
not agree on what the American family
was supposed to be.6

The conference, promised by
President Carter during his 1976
presidential campaign, pledged the
power and prestige of the White House
to explore the ways in which public
policy might strengthen U.S. families.
Its outcome was mixed. That the
conference succeeded in becoming an
event of national scope there is little
doubt. Statewide hearings and
conferences took place in all fifty
states, along with five national



hearings, culminating in three White
House conferences-in Baltimore,
Minneapolis, and Los Angeles. But
instead of generating a coherent set of
policy recommendations serving to
strengthen American families, the
primary substantive accomplishment
was to further crystallize and politicize,
on a national scale, differences of
opinion over the nature, structure, and
composition of the family.

The polarization was seen in a
variety of ways, although the politically
progressive leanings of the Carter
administration and of the conference
leadership guaranteed that most of the
protest would come from what was



regarded as a newly galvanized "pro-
family" movement made up of
predominantly conservative Catholics
and Evangelical Protestants. Only a few
months earlier, conservative Senator
Paul Laxalt had introduced the Family
Protection Act, which among other
things, eliminated the "marriage tax,"
protected parental rights, required
informed consent of parents for minors
seeking abortions, and allowed for
discrimination against homosexuals in
employment.' At the Minneapolis
conference, 150 conservative activists
staged a formal walk-out; dozens of
conservatives in Los Angeles engaged
in ballot tearing; and in Washington,
D . C . , less than a month after the



Baltimore meeting, an orthodox
alliance staged a counter-conference
called the "American Family Forum."
O f the latter, columnist ,James
Kilpatrick said, "It was as one-sidedly
conservative as the Baltimore affair
was one-sidedly liberal."' Polarization
was also seen in the balloting over the
conference recommendations. There
was little controversy over such issues
as child welfare and maternal health,
but on such issues as the ratification of
the Equal Rights Amendment, abortion
policy, and "variant family life-styles,"
the conferees generally took the
extreme opposite positions-either
strongly in favor or strongly opposed.9



National and regional media reports
of the White House Conference on
Families reflected the antagonism in the
meeti.gs. An article in Newsweek, for
example, called it "the biggest political
battleground between conservatives
and liberals since the National
Women's Conference in Houston in
1977."10 The Nashville Banner
reported that "during the first three
hours of the conference's forums,
divorce, homosexuality, violence on
television, sex education in public
schools, welfare and prayer came up,
rose to debate, then fell into the boiling
pot of controversy."11 The Washington
Post observed the "uproar [created] by
the 'pro-life' lobby, the abortion rights



lobby, the gay rights lobby, the pro-
family lobby and all the rest," and
commented that these "single-interest
groups ... approached [the conference]
as a forum in which either to press their
views or to defend them against assault
from other quarters." 12 The New
Mexican concluded that "the feelings
produced by these [meetings] are more
appropriate to a buffalo stampede than
they are to an enlightened, growing
experience." 3 One observer writing in
the New Republic was not at all
surprised. As she put it, the discord
generated from the White House
conference merely reflected the futility
of "construct[ing] a family policy when



we have neither a generally accepted
understanding of what a family is nor of
what such a policy should
accomplish.""

 



THE FATE OF THE
TRADITIONAL FAMILY

The White House Conference on
Families was an important event in the
history of the family policy debate in its
own right; however, its story is
recounted here because it displays the
level and intensity of discord over how
Americans define the family.
Obviously, more is at stake than a
dictionary definition of "the family."
The debate actually takes form as a
political judgment about the fate of one
particular conception of the family and
family life. The rhetoric of the activists,
however, misses the mark. Leaders



within the orthodox alliance call it the
"traditional" family, by which they
mean persons living together who are
related either by blood, marriage, or
adoption. But the family type they
envision is "traditional" only in a
limited sense. What is in fact at stake is
a certain idealized form of the
nineteenth-century middle-class family:
a maledominated nuclear family that
both sentimentalized childhood and
motherhood and, at the same time,
celebrated domestic life as a utopian
retreat from the harsh realities of
industrial society. Although such
bourgeois families were central in
many ways to the flourishing of the
early modern society, their fate is now



in serious doubt. The political debate
asks whether this family type should be
preserved or abandoned.

One could make numerous
qualifications about the ideological
differences that exist among otherwise
compatible activists (on either side of
the cultural divide). Down to the
essence, however, the posture of each
alliance is so well known that the
presentation of either viewpoint is
almost a caricature of itself.
Conservative Catholics, Mormons, and
Evangelical Protestants generally view
the survival of the bourgeois family as
essential, not just because it was
believed to be established in nature and



ordained by God, but because it is
believed to foster social harmony.
"Much of the conflict in the modern
family," wrote one Evangelical, "is
caused either by misunderstanding of or
by the refusal to accept the role each
[family] member was designed by God
to fulfill." For this reason, "it is
essential to family harmony that the
wife submit to her husband's
leadership." The writer continued, "The
man has yet to be married who wouldn't
enjoy coming home each day to a wife
with a song in her heart, a thanksgiving
attitude and a submissive spirit.""

By contrast, the general consensus
within the progressivist alliance is that



the bourgeois family is not only the
symbol but the source of inequality and
oppression for women in society. "The
central values of the modern family
stand in opposition to those that
underlie women's emancipation," one
activist argued. "Where the women's
movement has stood for equality, the
family historically has denied or
repudiated equality.... Where the
women's movement has called for a
recognition of individualism, the family
has insisted upon subordination of
individual interests to those of the
group......" Thus, the demands of
progressives are not just for civil
rights, "reproductive rights," and equal
opportunity for women, but for a



fundamentally new conception of the
family. "We believe," asserted NOW's
founding statement of purpose, "that a
t r u e partnership between the sexes
demands a different concept of
marriage, an equitable sharing of the
responsibilities of home and children
and of the economic burdens of their
support." To that end progressive
voices call for a change in the nuclear
family structure and in society as a
whole. The more moderate within the
movement call for the reform of the
bourgeois family through the equal
division of domestic and public labor;
the more extreme view the oppression
of' women as rooted in their biological



role in reproduction and demand the
total abolishment of all forms of
traditional and patriarchal authority. In
either case, the net effect within this
alliance is to define the family not in
terms of a particular configuration of
biological relationships but more
broadly as companionship. Such a
definition recognizes the "validity of
different family types" not accounted
for by the nuclear family ideal-single
p a r e n t s , nonmarital cohabitation,
homosexual and lesbian unions, and so
on.

The social and ideological reaction
is entirely predictable. Because cultural
conservatives assume that the



traditional family is mandated by both
nature and God, a pluralistic model of
family life can only be regarded as
organized hostility toward the
"traditional" family; "a total assault on
the role of the American woman as
wife and mother, and on the family as
the basic unit of society."" And so it is
that contenders in this cultural contest
square off to determine which
definition and ideal of family life will
finally hold sway.

 



POLICY BRAWLS

The struggle to define the American
family-whether public policy should
embrace or reject the nineteenth-century
middle-class family ideal-is practically
enjoined not in its totality but in terms
of its component parts. The clash, in
other words, takes shape over specific
concepts that underlie various policy
proposals under debate-components
that together make up a definition of the
American family.

Authority

Families, however they are practically



imagined, are a social unit that
cooperates to carry out collective
tasks-providing for the members' basic
material and emotional needs, nurturing
children to acceptable levels of social
and moral responsibility, and soon. But
who is responsible for these tasks and
who will have the final say when
difficult decisions need to be made?
The issue here is one of authority.
Should it rest with husband and father,
as the orthodox and their culturally
conservative allies prefer? Or should
authority and responsibility be shared
on egalitarian principles, as
progressives and their liberal allies
favor?



The issue of authority is implicit
within several policy debates. Perhaps
the most important, because it has been
debated for the better part of the
twentieth century, has been the Equal
Rights Amendment (ERA). This
amendment to the Constitution initially
was introduced in Congress in 1923
through the efforts of the National
Women's party. It finally was passed by
Congress in 1972, yet it failed to be
ratified by a sufficient number of state
legislatures by a 1982 deadline.
Reintroduced in 1983, the proposal lay
largely dormant through the 1980s and
early 1990s. Even so, the goal of the
ERA has remained a central aspiration



of the women's movement and of
political progressives in general.

Advocates argue that the amendment
guarantees equal protection under the
law without regard for a person's
gender. Conservatives claim that such
protections are already guaranteed
under the Constitution and that an
amendment would be redundant. The
deeper significance of the amendment,
however, is symbolic. For
progressivists, the Equal Rights
Amendment symbolizes the formal
recognition by the state (through the
instrumentality of law) that women are
autonomous from and therefore
economically and politically equal to



men. For those on the orthodox side, the
amendment symbolizes a forsaking of
the inherited structure of social
relationships in the family and society
as a whole. The ERA, claimed one
conservative Illinois legislator, was
"really an attack on the home. It [was]
an attack on motherhood. It says that for
a woman to have to be a mother and
have to be a housewife is somehow
degrading."",

Moreover, many activists with
orthodox commitments may also have
mobilized against the ERA because it
was viewed as a way of "smuggling"
legal protection of homosexual rights
into a Constitutional amendment. One



Fundamentalist opponent to the
amendment put it this way: "If effective
laws to help women are already on the
books, who needs the ERA? Not
women as a sex but lesbians and
homosexuals need the ERA; and
believe me, that's what it's really all
about! Homosexuals and lesbians, who
number perhaps 6 percent of the
population, recognize their unpopular
status. They decided early that the
feminist movement and the ERA
provided them with a handy vehicle to
ride piggyback upon 'women's rights'
and achieve homosexual rights.
Fortunately, citizens who suddenly
realized how close we were to the city
limits of Sodom and Gomorrah



successfully resisted the ERA.'"9 Other
symbolic issues were at stake as well,
such as the role of women in the
military and the fate of single-sex
institutions (such as Catholic
seminaries and Orthodox Jewish
schools) which discriminate according
to gender for religious reasons. These
issues remain key symbolic landmarks
on both sides of the cultural divide.

The ERA is, of course, only one of
the ways in which the issue of authority
in family and society is played out in
public policy. The identical arguments
emerge in policy debates over such
ideas as an "Equal Rights Act" and
"comparable worth" or "pay equity. "20



Though the latter issue technically deals
with gender bias in wage setting, the
symbolic meaning of the proposal is
clear. Its advocates contend that the
issue involves more than "just money,"
it involves "the esteem of half our
population ."21 Opponents insist that,
among other things, pay equity
"requires us to close our eyes to innate
sexual differences which affect job
p r e fe r - ences."22 The matter of
authority is also contested in our very
language. Language is not challenged at
the level of federal law, although it is
disputed at the level of organizational
etiquette. This conflict focuses on the
use of gender-specific language, as in
the generic use of masculine pronouns



(he, him, his) or the generic use of
masculine titles (chairman, repairman,
garbageman). What for traditionalists is
the proper use of the English language
is, for progressives, a pattern of speech
that denigrates women and
linguistically validates male
domination. On both sides of the
cultural divide, language itself-the
ordering of symbols in our society-has
become a politicized dimension of the
culture war. This reality begins in the
conflict over authority but it extends to
the issue of abortion, homosexuality,
euthanasia, and so on. The battle will
be nearly over when the linguistic
preferences of one side of the cultural



d i v i de become the conventions of
society as a whole.

Perhaps this is the reason why the
issue of language is so fiercely fought
in religious institutions. Churches and
synagogues may not possess great
political power, but their capacity to
legitimate social reality is undeniable.
Nowhere is gender-specific language
used more authoritatively than in
religious and theological discourse.
Among progressivists in the churches,
the very language of God the Father,
Christ the Son, Christ as "bridegroom,"
and the church as "his bride," as well
as the standard references to "God's
love for mankind," and so on, gives



religious and sacred legitimation to
gender-based inequities and even
oppression. Granted, the Scriptures
were written in the context of a
patriarchal society, but progressive
revelation, it is held, would never
condone such practices for our own
day. On the basis of this general
rationale, hymn books, prayer books,
Sunday school material, and the
language of Scripture itself have been
revised in order to reflect new
realities. In response to such concerns,
for example, the National Council of
Churches published three sets of highly
controversial revisions of biblical
passages that referred to God as
"Father" and "Mother," inserted



women's names that did not appear in
the original, and refrained from calling
God "Father" or "King," Jesus the
"Son" of God or the "Son of Man," and
heaven as a "kingdom ."23 The same
kinds of linguistic changes were
employed in a controversial lectionary
sponsored by the National Council of
Churches. In this new style of speech
and worship, the Trinity would be
referred to as "Creator, Redeemer, and
Sanctifier," Christ's disciples would be
called to be "fishers of human beings,"
the lineage of the old covenant with
Israel would now include the wives of
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, and every
male-specific pronoun would be



excised from the text. Battles have been
waged over this issue in most if not all
the mainline denominations, including
the Episcopalians, the United Methodist
Church; the Presbyterian Church,
U.S.A.; the Evangelical Lutheran
Church in America; and the Disciples
of Christ. But such innovations,
especially the efforts to neuter the
language and imagery of God, only
deepen the discontent of the more
conservative laity in opposition to their
more progressive leaders in the
denominational hierarchy. For the
religiously orthodox, inclusive
language in religious, theological, and
biblical discourse denies the classical
religious understanding of divine



revelation. As an orthodox
Episcopalian complained (in response
to the introduction of inclusive language
in Episcopalian liturgy), "When we
dehistoricize our faith, when we
substitute abstractions and our own
ideas for the narrative in which God
has made himself known, we evacuate
the Gospel of its content and power and
replace it with a religion of our own
making."24

Not surprisingly, the symbolic
conflict over authority has led to
controversies about the ordination of
wc,men. The issue carries more
symbolic weight in some traditions than
in others. In some, the issue is not



controversial at all. The American
Baptist Church, for example, has been
ordaining women since 1893, the
United Church of' Christ since 1853,
and the Pentecostal churches since their
beginning in the late nineteenth century.
In others, the symbolic meaning of
ordination is enormously consequential,
representing (at least in the Christian
traditions) nothing less than the
succession of Christ's authority in this
w o r l d . Among those mainline
denominations that previously did not
ordain women, two major ones began
to do so in the late 1950s (the United
Methodist Church and the Presbyterian
Church, U.S.A. in 1956), and many
others began in the 1970s: the



Episcopal Church in 1977, the
American Lutheran Church and the
Lutheran Church in America in 1970,
the Reformed Church in America and
the Mennonite Church in 1973. The
seriousness with which women take
this opportunity is reflected in the
enrollments of women at seminary.
Between 1968 and 1976, the number of
women in Protestant seminaries
increased from 12 percent of total
enrollment to 21 percent.25 By 1985-
86, women made up over one-fourth of
the total Protestant seminary enrollment
nationally, with their representation in
the mainline seminaries much
gr e a te r . 2 6 Though the Catholic



hierarchy has shown no sign of
compromising on the ordination
question, the pressure to admit women
to the priesthood in America,
nevertheless, continues to increase, not
only because of the social and political
pressure of many progressive Catholic
women, but because of the desperate
shortage of male priests. But the
pressure from Catholic traditionalists to
maintain the status quo is also
substantial .21 In the end, even where
the battle over ordination has been
resolved, it extends to the sharing of
authority in ecclesiastical structure,
both at the congregational level (where
still very few women act as head
minister), and at the denominational



level (in the struggle for representation
among positions of national
leadership). The issue promises not to
fade away.

Obligation

Another concept crucial to family life
(however it is defined) is that of
obligation. Of course, in a family there
is a mutual obligation to care for and
nurture each other. But to whom are we
bound in this way? To what extent are
we bound and for how long are we
bound in this way? The answers to
these questions reveal positions on
matters of personal autonomy. No
matter how tight the family is as a



social unit, the family is made up of
individuals who have needs and desires
apart from the family. So, in addition to
the questions surrounding obligation, a
further question asks how the need for
individual autonomy is to be balanced
against the requirement of family
obligation. Should the need for
autonomy (the obligation to the self)
take priority over the needs of the
family (our obligation to others) or
should personal needs be subordinated
to the will and interests of the family?

Consider the matter of abortion. The
sociologist Kristin Luker has argued
cogently that the struggle over abortion
is ultimately a struggle over the concept



of motherhood.28 For pro-life activists,
motherhood tends to be viewed as the
most important and satisfying role open
to a woman. Abortion, therefore,
represents an attack on the very activity
that gives life meaning. For pro-choice
activists, motherhood is simply one
role among many, and yet when defined
as the only role, it is almost always a
hardship. Abortion in this context is a
means of liberating women from the
burden of unplanned or unwanted
childbearing and childrearing.

Luker's argument is certainly true as
far as it goes, but beyond the concept of
motherhood, abortion also raises issues
of obligation and autonomy. Those



holding to the orthodox vision tend to
believe that family obligation extends
not only to the born and living but to the
unborn as well. Pro-life activists
contend that the unborn have rights that
must be protected by others, since they
cannot defend those rights themselves.
Because historically and religiously,
the duty of motherhood is commonly
viewed as the protection of children,
legalized abortion represents an assault
on the mother's principle obligation and
her source of identity. Progressivists
reject this idea and wonder how we can
be obligated to what are, at best,
"potential persons." The legal right to
an abortion is seen as ensuring that
women maintain their individual



autonomy from men who might compete
with them in the workplace or husbands
who wish to restrict wives' freedom by
keeping them in the realm of domestic
travail. In this view, legislation that
restricts access to abortion would, in
the words of a statement from the
National Abortion Rights Action
League, "threaten the core of a woman's
constitutionally valued autonomy ... by
violating the principle of bodily
integrity that underlies much of the
[Constitution's] promise of liberty ...
and by plac[ing] severe constraints on
women's employment opportunities and
... their ability to support themselves
and their families."29



The same issue of obligation
underlies the policy debates over child
care. With an increasing number of
women in the work force and an
increasing number of working women
with young children, it is not surprising
that child care would become
politicized. The question is not really
who has the obligation to care for
young children. Everyone would agree
that it is the parents or those acting as
parents. The real question is, what are
the legitimate ways that parents or
guardians can meet those obligations?
Two different understandings of
parental responsibility have taken
shape. Within the progressivist vision,
parental responsibility is principally



achieved in meeting the growing
economic requirements of raising
children at the end of the twentieth
century. Besides meeting basic needs,
this means making sure that children
have the opportunities to develop their
full potentials as human beings. As for
moral and social development,
progressivists tend to believe that the
children of dualcareer families do not
necessarily suffer if some child care is
given by someone other than a parent or
family member. What matters is the
quality of time spent with children. But
the consensus among cultural
conservatives is that children do suffer
when others besides family members



participate in child care. Parents, they
claim, are the ones best suited to
socializing the young, particularly when
it comes to passing on a moral and
religious heritage. "The education and
upbringing of children is the primary
responsibility of parents. Selfishly or
ignorantly surrendering this role would
be a grave disservice to our youth as
well as our free society. The family
must cling to its God-ordained roles or
future generations will suffer the
consequences. "311

These opposing views lead to
predictable positions on public policy
concerning child care. Policies
promoting government-sponsored child



care for dual-career families are seen
as a way to give economic assistance to
a growing number of women who have
small children and must work, or as an
abdication of the parental obligation to
provide care and moral instruction to
children. In the Act for Better Child
Care, for example, we can see virtually
all of the dimensions of the culture war.
As briefly observed in chapter 3, the
act was supported by, among others, the
National Organization for Women, Ms.
Magazine, the Union of American
Hebrew Congregations, and the United
Methodist Board of Church and
Society. The act was opposed by such
orthodox groups as Concerned Women
for America, the American Council of



Christian Churches (and criticized by
its Fundamentalist News Service), and
James Dobson's Focus on the Family
periodical Citizen. The bill assumed,
according to its critics, that "the federal
government is more capable than the
parents to determine what is best for the
child." Catholic constitutional lawyer
William Bentley Ball said that the bill
"reads flat out as a secularist
prescription for the care of American
children.""

It is the sense that family obligations
are being willfully abandoned that is
behind the conservative complaint
about the liberalization of divorce law
(as in the idea and practice of "no fault



divorce") and the concomitant rise in
the rate of divorce as well. For many
holding to a progressivist vision of
moral life, the liberalization of divorce
law is simply a means of guaranteeing
individual autonomy when the
obligations of marriage or of family life
become burdensome and oppressive.

Sexuality: The Challenge of
Homosexuality

Sexuality, of course, is also at the heart
of family life. It is the family more than
any other institution that establishes the
rules for sexual intimacy-the codes that
define the persons with whom, the time
when, and the conditions under which



sexual intimacy is acceptable. How the
family enacts these rules also implies a
judgment upon what "nature" will allow
or should allow. But what is "natural"
in matters of sexuality? The answer
goes right to the heart of assumptions
about the moral order: what is good,
what is right, what is appropriate.
Family life, however, is also a "school
of virtue," for it bears the
responsibility, as no other institution
can, for socializing children-raising
them as decent and moral people,
passing on the morals of a community to
the next generation. How parents view
nature in matters of sexuality, therefore,
i s reflected in the ways they teach
children about right and wrong. How



the actors in the contemporary culture
war view nature in matters of sexuality,
in turn, will be reflected in their
different ideals of how the moral order
of a society will take shape in the
future.

Perhaps with the exception of
abortion, few issues in the
contemporary culture war generate
more raw emotion than the issue of
homosexuality. The reason is plain: few
other issues challenge the traditional
assumptions of what nature will allow,
the boundaries of the moral order, and
finally the ideals of middle-class family
life more radically. Homosexuality
symbolizes either an absolute and



fundamental perversion of nature, of the
social order, and of American family
life, or it is simply another way in
which nature can evolve and he
expressed, another way of ordering
society, and an alternative way of
conducting family life.

Both sides of the contemporary
cultural divide understand the critical
importance of homosexuality for the
larger culture war. One apologist for
gay and lesbian interests put it this way:
"We should see anti-gay fear and hatred
as part of a cultural offensive against
l iberal egalitarian social principles
generally. Homophobia is a vehicle for
the conservative ideology that links the



defense of the patriarchal family with
the maintenance of class, race, and
gender hierarchy throughout society."32
To be gay, then, is to share the ordeal
of other marginalized people in the
nation; to be public about it places one
in solidarity with the oppressed and
their agenda of social change. Clearly,
this is why major gay rights
organizations participate in and often
officially cosponsor activism on behalf
of abortion rights, women's rights, the
homeless, and so on. As literature from
the National Gay and Lesbian Task
Force put it, they are "committed to
ending systems of oppression in all
forms ."33



The hostility to gay rights activism on
the other side of the cultural divide
follows much the same line as
presented by Chuck Mcllhenny or
Rabbi Levin, for whom homosexuality
represents an assault on biblical truths.
Republican Congressman William
Dannemeyer from California, for
example, is quoted as saying that the
homosexual movement represents "the
most vicious attack on traditional
family values that our society has seen
in the history of our republic."" Some in
the orthodox alliance have argued that
"the family is the fundamental unit of
society, for it is the principle of
permanence. For most persons it



furnishes the primary experience of
stability, continuity and fidelity. In this
respect, and in many others, it is a
school for citizenship. But it can
maintain its function over the long run
only if we accord it preferential status
o v e r alternative sexual arrangements
and liaisons." The homosexual move
ment, therefore, is "destructive of the
family and ... a potent threat to society
."31

The rejoinder to this orthodox
contention is an explicit affirmation of
the aim to redefine the family-to
proclaim "a new vision of family life."
The response of the National Gay and
Lesbian Task Force is that "lesbians



and gay men are not a threat to families,
but are an essential thread in the fabric
of American family life." Ours, they
contend, "is a vision of diverse family
life that is directly opposed to the once-
upon-atime myth promoted by the right
wing. Our vision is inclusive, not
discriminatory. It is functional, rather
than legalistic." Therefore, "threats to
the American family do not come from
the desire of gay men and lesbians to
create loving relationships," but rather
"from the right wing's manipulation of
ignorance, bigotry and economic
injustice. These threats to our families
must be met with outrage ... action ...
and resources. "56



And indeed the gay community has
responded in this way within several
areas of' public policy. Perhaps the
most important area over which the
issue of the legitimacy of the "gay
alternative" is concretely contested is
the matter of marriage rights for
homosexual couples. Let's be very clear
about this: more is at stake here than the
emotional rewards of formalizing a
shared commitment in a relationship.
The practical benefits of marriage are
of tangible and often crucial importance
to the lives of individuals: marriage
partners may take part in the spouse's
health plan and pension programs,
share the rights of inheritance and



community property, make a claim upon
a spouse's rent-controlled apartment,
and file joint tax returns. These legal
and economic advantages were all
designed to encourage the economic
independence and interdependence of
the traditional family unit and indeed,
couples in traditional heterosexual
marriages have long benefited from
them. By the same token, they have been
denied to homosexual couples,
heterosexual couples living out of
wedlock, and living arrangements
i n v o l v i n g long-term platonic
roommates-all of which may involve
the same degree of economic and
emotional dependence that occurs
within a traditional family.



As the contemporary culture war has
intensified, the general ambition of gay
rights activists has been to push for the
legal recognition of homosexual
relationships as legitimate marriages or
at least as "domestic partners" in order
to ultimately secure these economic
benefits. This is precisely the conflict
we saw between Chuck Mcllhenny and
Richmond Young in San Francisco at
the beginning of the book. While the
fifty states have been reluctant to
recognize the legality or legal rights of
homosexual marriages, a handful of
cities such as Los Angeles; New York;
Madison, Wisconsin; and Takoma Park,
Maryland, do provide bereavement



leave for domestic partners who are
municipal workers. A few others, such
as Berkeley, Santa Cruz, and West
Hollywood, offer health benefits for the
same. This push has continued in still
other cities around the country where
laws prohibiting discrimination on the
b a s i s of marital status are being
examined to see whether they extend to
the living arrangements of homosexual
couples.

Needless to say, such proposals pose
a serious challenge to the traditional
conception of marriage and family. The
very idea is a "serious blow to our
society's historic commitment to
supporting marriage and family life,"



stated the archbishop of San Francisco
in response to the domestic partners
referendum in that city." Yet even in the
gay community there is disagreement
about this goal-not because it shares the
archbishop's views, but because the
legislation does not go far enough. The
campaign for domestic partnership or
gay marriage is misdirected, argued one
lesbian activist, because it tries to
adopt traditional heterosexual
institutions for gays rather then
encourage tolerance for divergent life-
styles. "Marriage, as it exists today, is
antithetical to my liberation as a lesbian
and as a woman, because it
mainstreams my life and voice ."38



The issues of bigotry and
discrimination, in the view of
homosexuals and of many activists for
the progressivist vision, has gone
beyond disputes over marriage rights or
domestic partners to other areas of
policy concern. For example, bigotry
has been seen in the battles to either
perpetuate or repeal "sodomy laws," as
in the 1986 Supreme Court decision
Bowers v. Hardwick, which upheld
Georgia's sodomy law. Such laws
(which still exist in twenty-four states),
according to gay activists, "define our
sexual lives as criminal, unnatural,
perverse and repulsive." The
perpetuation of these laws they feel,



"gives the government's stamp of
approval on individual people's
homophobia, in much the same way that
Jim Crow laws institutionalized racism
and the segregation of black people in
the American South ."39 The struggle
over the passage, in 1990, of the Hate
Crime Statistics Act, requiring the
federal government to collect statistics
on crimes motivated by prejudice based
on race, ethnicity, religion, or "sexual
orientation" brought gay issues to the
fore when Congress passed an
amendment to this bill stating that
"American family life is the foundation
of American society" and "nothing in
this act shall be construed" to "promote
or encourage homosexuality."40 The



s y m b o l i c significance of that
amendment was not missed by the gay
rights activists, even as they celebrated
the bill's passage. Direct mail from the
National Gay and Lesbian Task Force
called the act "the most significant
lesbian and gay rights victory in the
history of the U.S. Congress!"" Bigotry
and discrimination in economic issues
such as employment and housing have
been sharply contested in policy
debates over the Civil Rights
Amendments Act. The original Civil
Rights Act of 1964 prohibited
discrimination on the basis of race,
color, religion, or national origin; the
new amendment (originally proposed in



1975) would extend the existing act to
include the prohibition of
discrimination relating to sexual
orientation. In each of these policy
areas, what is at stake is a tacit
recognition on the part of the
government that homosexuality is an
authenti c manner of life, social
relationship, family, and community.

Interestingly, the stakes of recognition
and legitimacy are raised to perhaps
their highest symbolic level in those
cases where the source of
"discrimination and bigotry" is the
military establishment itself. The
military, of course, is an American
institution that has long been defined by



a rigid organizational hierarchy and by
traditional notions of manliness:
bravery, platonic bonding, emphatic
heterosexuality, and the like. The
contrast between U.S. military culture
and a subculture that is defined by an
intimacy among members of the same
sex could not be more stark. The
tensions are inevitable. A Naval cadet
near the top of his class was expelled
just two months before his graduation
from the Annapolis Naval Academy
after announcing to his friends that he
was gay; fourteen lesbians at Parris
Island boot camp were discharged from
the Marine Corps in 1988; and twelve
noncommissioned officers in the Air
F orce were discharged in 1989 for



homosexual activity. These occurrences
a r e not uncommon, for according to
Department of Defense figures, an
average of about 1,400 gay men and
women are expelled from the armed
forces every year.42 Legal challenges
to incidents such as these, and to
military policy that requires dismissal
of gay officers in training from ROTC
programs at universities (where the
military often acquires more than half
of its new officers) point to an
intensification of the conflict that will
be decisive for the larger controversy.

The other pivotal institutions in
which the legitimacy of homosexuality
has been contested are the churches.



One might imagine that the deep and
longstanding hostility of the Judeo-
Christian faiths toward homosexuality
would encourage homosexual men and
lesbians to leave their faiths altogether.
But for those who continue to identify
with a particular religious tradition,
there appears to be little desire to
l eave . This was certainly true for
Richmond Young, whom we met in the
prologue, as it is for others. Said one
priest, "My Catholicism is a deep part
of my identity, as is my sexuality. I do
not plan to give up either."4S Others
have echoed this sentiment, "As
members of Dignity we are a gay
presence in the Church and a Christian
presence within the gay community. We



are proud that we can bring Christian
values and beliefs to the gay community
and equally proud that we can bring our
gayness before the Church."44 One
lesbian nun spoke for many others of
every religious confession when she
described herself as "very much of a
prophet among my own sisters."45 The
objective is not to be changed by the
church but to change the church from the
inside. The sense that they are
succeeding in this was captured in the
words of one layman who lamented,
"What in 1963 was regarded as an
offense against basic morality and a
betrayal of solemn vows is today, alas,
too often regarded as a legitimate



'sexual preference,' a 'human right,' and
a 'progressive cause.' . . . [Today] those
who still think that homosexual acts are
s i n f u l are accused of being
`homophobic,' while active
homosexuals boldly proclaim their own
moral superiority.""

The key dispute here is over the
moral authority of the churches and of
religious tradition. The dominant
symbolic issue is ordination: can a
practicing homosexual he God's
representative here on earth? The
answer is unequivocally "no" in
religious bodies and organizations in
the orthodox alliance. Homosexuality is
a sin against God, an open violation of



His divine and intended order.
Mainline and progressive religious
bodies and organizations, however, are
much more ambivalent about the issue.
Only a handful of denominations, such
as the Unitarian Universalists, the
Swedenborgians, and regional bodies
in the United Church of Christ and the
Disciples of Christ openly and
officially ordain practicing
homosexuals. A few Episcopalian and
Lutheran bishops have ordained
practicing homosexuals against the
official teaching of the denominational
hierarchy (actions that always raise the
ire of lay people and conservative
clergy yet frequently generate little
more than a call for censure).47 The



Roman Catholic hierarchy has remained
staunchly opposed to the ordination of
practicing homosexuals and yet
estimates of the number of gay priests
in parishes range from 10 to 50
percent.41, On the one hand, then,
official ecclesiastical policy in the
mainline bodies has been reticent to
bestow its ultimate blessing upon
homosexual i ty. There has been,
nevertheless, a strong progressive
impulse to support the movement from a
distance. At least fifteen denominations
or official organizations within
denominations representing Protestant,
Ca thol i c , and Jewish faiths, for
example, have formally endorsed the



liberal reform of sodomy laws.49 The
pressure upon denominations to do
more than this is not likely to fade away
since there is at least one (and often
two or three) gay and lesbian rights
lobby pressing its agenda within
virtually every major denomination in
America. Still, orthodox-leaning
renewal leaders and their followers in
the mainline religious bodies
(especially in Protestantism) view
policy on homosexuality as the
"watershed issue"-the issue over which
they either stay within the mainline or
leave.50 A tremendous amount of
money, people, and resources,
therefore, would likely disappear if
homosexuality were sanctioned any



more than it is.

As the strongest institutional
bulwarks of traditionalist ideals of
gender roles and sexuality, the military
establishment and the churches are
barometers of how the conflict over
homosexuality fares in the larger social
order. As the armed forces and the
churches go on this issue, so may go the
rest of American society.

What intensifies the struggle over the
homosexuality issue is the AIDS crisis
in the gay community. The quest for
public recognition and legitimacy has
become a matter of life and death
because along with recognition and



legitimacy comes the ability to credibly
argue for and expect both public
sympathy and increased public
expenditure for medical research and
health care. Cultural conservatives
recognize this as well, many believing
that "homosexuals and liberals are
using the AIDS crisis to force our
children to be taught their ultra-liberal
views on sexuality and morality."" A
measure of the desperation that gays
feel is seen in the practice of "outing"-
intentional exposure of secret and
usually prominent homosexuals
(politicians, religious leaders, and the
like) by other homosexuals. The
rationale is that the gay rights
movement needs all the support it can



muster. These public figures could be
helping the cause but either have chosen
silence or have openly worked against
the cause in order to protect their
careers. They deserve "outing" for their
"malicious hypocrisy on matters of life
and death."52

In Sum

The disputes over the nature and
structure of authority, the moral
obligations of parenting and marital
commitment, the natural and legitimate
boundaries of sexual experience, and so
on, are all part of the struggle to define
the family in its totality. In this struggle,
it is important to point out that



progressive activists have faced a
difficult time shaking the image of being
anti-family and anti-children. "Its
enthusiasm for abortion and for day
care," one observer remarked, "has
strengthened this impression, suggesting
that here are people who want to
prevent children from being born ... and
failing this, to dump children so that
mothers can pursue their selfish
programs of self-realization'"
Progressive activists vehemently deny
that their agenda is anti-family. They
maintain that they desire a much more
"inclusive vision of family life ... of
people who love and care for one
another."" Their insistence on this



serves to confirm the argument made
here, that each side of the cultural
divide simply operates with a different
conception of what the family is, how it
behaves, and what its place and role
should be. Which side is finally tarred
with the label "anti-family" will depend
on which model of the family finally
prevails in public policy.

 



FAMILY AND NATION

Few would disagree that the family is
perhaps the most fundamental institution
of any society. This has been
acknowledged again and again: from
the pronouncement of a Puritan minister
from Connecticut, who in 1643 wrote,
"The prosperity and well being of the
Commonwealth doth much depend upon
the well government and ordering of
particular families," to the oratory of
President Lyndon Johnson, who in 1965
stated that "the family is a cornerstone
of our society. More than any other
force, it shapes the attitudes, the hopes,
the ambitions, and the values of the



child. When the family collapses it is
the children that are usually damaged.
When it happens on a massive scale the
community itself is crippled."," If this
is true, then it is in a government's
interest to create a policy that would
foster healthy family life. Early on it
w as believed that a coherent national
policy could be formulated that would
do precisely that. The policy
establishment could have never
imagined how naive that belief was.

As it has evolved, family policy has
come to mean different things to people
involved in influencing that policy. For
those on the progressivist side of the
debate, family policy is understood to



mean economic assistance and social
services that would put a floor under
family income and lead the way to self-
sufficiency. Such policy would be
particularly useful in redressing old and
ongoing wrongs to blacks, to the poor,
a n d to women. Those on the
conservative side tend to view such
policies as promoting indolence,
promiscuity, easy abortion, and parent
indifference to the task of childrearing.
They believe that the infusion of public
money into social and economic
programs would lead to greater family
instability. For this reason, the
government should leave the family
alone. As Phyllis Schlafly said at the
White House Conference on Families in



1980, "Pro-family groups don't think the
Federal Government has the
competence to deal with the family: it
aggravates problems rather than solves
them."55

On the surface, one side would
appear to favor government assistance
while the other does not; one favors
public policy and the other does not.
But those who maintain the latter option
really argue disingenuously. Because
our earlier consensus on what the
family is has unraveled, the question is
not now whether to have a family
policy but which policy will be
adopted. Which vision of the family
will enjoy the massive favor of the



government? In this light, one can begin
to understand that conflict over the
family is also a conflict over the power
of the state in the service of a still
larger vision of reality, a still larger
agenda for public culture.

 



Education

When, on the one hand, the president of
Citizens for Excellence in Education
(the activist wing of the National
Association of Christian Educators)
mused strategically about getting "an
active Christian parents committee in
operation in all [15,700 school districts
in America], [so that] we can take
complete control of all local school
boards," and when, on the other hand,



the legal director of the American Civil
Liberties Union asked for financial
support for its "longstanding effort to
protect nonsectarian education from the
meddling of the fundamentalist right,"
there is all but a formal declaration of
war over the public schools.'

One might point to the infamous
Scopes trial of 1926, which pitted the
legitimacy of teaching evolutionism
against creationism as conflicting
theories of human origins, as the start of
it all. Indeed, that particular issue has
been contested with slight variations
many times since-in Tennessee,
Louisiana, California, and elsewhere.
But the creationevolution debate is



really only one component of a much
more comprehensive conflict that has
taken shape over the content of public
education. In 1974, for example, a
member of the board of education in
Kanawha County, West Virginia, the
wife of a Fundamentalist minister, took
exception to the content of some new
books under consideration for public
schools. Her complaint was that the
books were both antiChristian and
morally flawed. When the books were
finally adopted by the board's majority
against the wishes of Fundamentalist
parents and local clergy, a massive
protest ensued which included a
boycott of the school and even the
firebombing of the classrooms. Other



real-life illustrations of the larger
conflict over the schools abound-in
issues dealing with prayer, equal
access for Bible-reading and prayer
clubs, the moral content of textbooks,
public funding for religious education,
and the like.

The reason that the contemporary
culture war extends to the realm of
education is not difficult to divine. The
education of the public at every level-
from elementary school through
college-is not a neutral process of
imparting practical knowledge and
technical skills. Above and beyond that,
schools are the primary institutional
means of reproducing community and



national identity for succeeding
generations of Americans. This is
where we first learn and where we are
continually reminded with others of our
generation-through courses on history,
geography, civics, literature, and the
like-what it means to be an American.
Thus, when the meaning of our identity
as Americans is contested, as it is in the
contemporary culture war, the conflict
will inevitably reach the institutions
that impart these collective
understandings to children and young
adults.

 



THE "SCHOOL
QUESTION"

It is because of the intrinsic link
between public education, community
and national identity, and the future
(symbolized by children) that the
institutions of education have long been
a political and legal battle- ground.2 In
the mid1800s, for example, there was
also a struggle over the moral content
of public education. At the time, what
was commonly and perhaps
understatedly referred to as simply the
"School Question" reflected the major
cultural divisions of the time-antipathy
be tw een Protestants and Catholics.



How that struggle unfolded is a story
instructive for our own time, for it
reveals the dynamics, the passions, and
t h e political stakes involved in the
present battles over education.

Lessons from the Past

As the number of Catholic immigrants
in the United States continued to swell
through the early decades of the
nineteenth century, they began to press
for an educational system that would
meet the needs of their young. The
public and state-supported education
that existed was simply not adequate.
The "common schools," as they were
then called, promoted religious



instruction, but of a decidedly
nonsectarian, Protestant cast. Schools
required the use of the (Protestant) King
James Bible (instead of the Douay
Bible-an English translation of the Latin
Vulgate edition); instituted Protestant
hymns and prayers; and permitted
antiCatholic passages in textbooks and
library books. The so-called
nonsectarian schools, Catholics argued,
were in reality very much sectarian, but
of a wider denominational cut. As
Bishop Francis Kenrick of Philadelphia
put it, "[The schools are] founded on a
Protestant principle, and the books,
even if free from direct invective
against Catholics, which is not often the
case, are all of a Protestant



complexion." The Catholics wished to
respond simply by establishing their
own system of education. In New York
they were somewhat successful in that
endeavor, but in Philadelphia Catholics
were almost wholly dependent upon the
common schools. In both situations,
however, the situation was viewed as
unfair. If public funds were to be made
available for what was, in effect,
Protestant education, these funds should
also be made available for Catholic
education. Otherwise, the public
schools should become more genuinely
pluralistic, allowing Catholic children
to use the Catholic Bible and Protestant
children to use the Protestant Bible. As



Bishop Kenrick argued, the "religious
predilections of the parents [should] be
respected."3

The efforts of Catholics under the
leadership of Bishop Kenrick and
Bishop John Hughes of New York
either to acquire some portion of the
public aid given to public education for
Catholic purposes or to pluralize the
existing public schools gained some
hearing initially. Ultimately, however,
their bid failed in the face of a strident
and organized Protestant backlash, not
only from the anti-Catholic Know-
Nothing organizations but from the
mainstream Protestant press itself. The
pub l i c schools, claimed the North



American, had been "planned by
Protestants, directed by Protestants, and
almost wholly supported by
P r o t e s t a n t s . " The Presbyterian
concurred: "Protestants founded these
schools, and they have always been in
the majority." The implication was that
their views should therefore prevail.
Similar convictions were voiced in the
B a p t i s t Record, the Episcopal
Recorder, and Congregationalist and
Methodist journals. Their sense of
entitlement over the public schools
ultimately betrayed a resentment against
Catholicism that was not always
gracefully disguised. As one Baptist
weekly, the Watchman, sneered, "If the
children of Papists are really in danger



of being corrupted in the Protestant
schools of enlightened, free and happy
America, it may be well of their
conscientious parents and still more
conscientious priests, to return them to
the privileges of their ancestral homes,
among the half-tamed boors of
Germany."4

But the expanding Catholic
community was not deterred in voicing
its complaint. One bishop in Illinois
described public schools as
"seminaries of infidelity, and as such
most fruitful sources of immorality."
Even the papal authorities in Rome
became involved. In 1875 the
Congregation of the Propaganda, which



was responsible for overseeing the
Catholic Church in America, issued a
statement directing parents to send their
children to Catholic schools along with
a warning to the American Catholic
bishops that they would be "recreant to
their duty" if they failed to provide such
schools. The logic behind this decree
was rooted in the conviction that "evils
of gravest kind are likely to result from
the socalled public schools," which are
"most dangerous and very much
opposed to Catholicity." For this reason
many leaders in the Catholic hierarchy
continued to press for a system of
education similar to those existing in
European countries "where," as an
archbishop from Cincinnati explained,



"the rights of conscience in the matter
of education have been fully
recognized."'

Over the long term, the efforts to
secure public funds for Catholic
education failed. The well-intended
efforts to consolidate public and
parochial school systems in a just
manner failed too. Often, attempts at
compromise resulted in an absence of
religious instruction rather than a
choice between Protestant and Catholic
forms. Catholics, as a consequence,
were portrayed as the enemies of Bible
reading and true Christian morality. The
reality, however, was that the Catholics
did not reject either Bible reading or



moral instruction. Both were central to
their theory and practice of education.
Catholics opposed secularism as much
as Protestants did. The issue was
always which Bible and whose
religious instruction. Nevertheless, the
Protestant conviction prevailed that the
moral and religious foundations of
public education were being
undermined. The National Teachers'
Association (which soon became the
National Education Association) at its
annual convention in 1869 articulated
the dominant Protestant view in two
ironically posed resolutions. One stated
that "the appropriation of public funds
for the support of sectarian institutions
is a violation of the fundamental



principles of our American system of
education." Another stated that "the
Bible should not only be studied,
venerated, and honored as a classic for
all ages, people and languages ... but
devotionally read, and its precepts
inculcated in all the common schools of
the land."6 The irony, of course, was
that the educational establishment
rejected public funds for sectarian
education yet that establishment itself
was thoroughly sectarian, albeit of the
dominant Protestant variety. For
Protestants, the common school was
one of the chief mechanisms for
maintaining their cultural domination.
By contrast, the Catholic quest for



public funding for parochial schools or
f o r an equitable arrangement in the
common school system represented a
formidable challenge to that
domination.

The Present Struggle

Not only did the Protestant domination
over public education dissipate through
the first half of the twentieth century but
so did the Catholic parochial
alternative. The older struggle faded
away, but not because the "School
Question" had been resolved. Rather, it
was because the changing structure of
American pluralism made the old
antagonism obsolete. Thus, in our own



time we see that the institutions of
public education continue to mediate
cultural conflict, but the character of the
" S choo l Question" has altered to
conform to the contours of the
contemporary culture war. The cast of
players has changed completely, yet the
stakes have remained the same: power
over the public schools.

The significance of the public
schools to the larger culture war is not
small. Actors on both sides of the
cultural divide have placed the battle
over public education at the center of
the larger conflict. An observer of the
Kanawha County incident (mentioned
earlier) stated, "This country is



experiencing a religious crusade as
fierce as any out of the Middle Ages....
Our children are being sacrificed
because of the fanatical zeal of our
fundamentalist brothers who claim to
be hearing the voice of God.... In this
religious war, spiced with overtones of
race and class, the books are an
accessible target."" From the opposite
point of view, a spokesman for the
National Association of Christian
Educators claimed that

there is a great war waged in America-
but not on the battlefield of
conventional weapons. This battle is
for the heart and mind and the soul of
every man, woman, and especially



child in America.... The combatants are
"secular humanism" and "Christianity."
Atheism, in the cloak of an acceptable
"humanitarian" religious philosophy,
has been subtly introduced into the
traditional Christian American Culture
through the public school system. The
battle is for the minds of our youth.'

Clearly, both caricature the nature of
the conflict, yet they do correctly
perceive the lines of contention, namely
that the alliance of moral traditionalists
has become the challenger to a new
hegemony, maintained by those it would
call "secular humanists."10

Conservative Complaints



Orthodox Catholics have long been
the most perceptive and articulate on
this issue. As early as the 1950s,
Catholic educators decried the
"problem of secular humanism" in
schools. Such a perception, for
example, was central to the founding of
Citizens for Educational Freedom, a
parents' rights educational organization
founded by Catholics in St. Louis in
1959. According to one of its founders,
a shift occurred: "For a century we
opposed the public schools because
they were Protestant institutions but
now we oppose them because they are
secular humanist. They reject any
absolutes in morality."" This view has



been amplified b) the conservative
Catholic scholar James Hitchcock, who
in his book What Is Secular Humanism?
argued: "Far from being neutral, the
American government is now in the
position of favoring unbelief over
bel ief and irreligion over religion."
Other conservative Catholic
organizations, such as the Catholic
League for Civil and Religious Rights
and such conservative Catholic
publications as The Wanderer and
Fidelity have followed suit, openly
protesting the way in which "secularists
destroy our Judeo-Christian heritage"
through sex education programs,
"values clarification," and the like.12
"Our public schools," wrote the



president of the Catholic League, "have
become 'mission schools of
Secularism.' "13

Orthodox Jews have not been silent
on this issue either. Agudath Israel,
representing Orthodox Jewish interests
in public policy, for example, explicitly
states its opposition to sex education
programs, the teaching of evolution, and
any other efforts by government "to
i m p o s e religiously objectionable
curricula or other education
requirements" particularly upon
religious schools."

Though Evangelical and
Fundamentalist Protestants have offered



subtle analyses of the problem,
generally the voices that are heard from
these quarters tend to be the most
desperate. Presidential hopeful Pat
Robertson, for instance, spoke for many
of his constituents when he claimed that
the American government was
"attempting to do something that few
states other than the Nazis and the
Soviets have attempted to do, namely,
to take the children away from the
parents and to educate them in a
philosophy that is amoral, anti-
Christian and humanistic and to show
them a collectivistic philosophy that
will ultimately lead toward Marxism,
socialism and a communistic type of
ideology."15 Never one to mince



words, Jimmy Swaggart concluded
similarly that "the greatest enemy of our
children today in this United States ... is
the public school system. It is education
without God." "If the educational
system in America in our public
schools and our universities," he
elsewhere stated, "went totally,
absolutely bankrupt tomorrow, it would
be the finest thing that ever happened to
this country.""

Importantly, these views represent
more than the early morning crankiness
of a few leaders in the orthodox
alliance; in fact they have broad-based
appeal. In a national survey conducted
in late 1987, over two-thirds (69



percent) of the Evangelical respondents
familiar with the term agreed that
"public schools [were] teaching the
values of secular humanism" compared
to only one-quarter (27 percent) of
those identified as secularists (those
without religious preference). An even
greater number of Evangelicals (82
percent compared to only 21 percent of
the secularists) described its "impact
on this country" (presumably in large
part through the public schools) as
"bad." Among the Evangelical clergy,
the assessment was even more uniform.
Ninety-one percent agreed that public
schools were teaching the values of
secular humanism and 94 percent
viewed its impact as bad. Likewise the



majority of conservative Catholics
were disquieted by the public schools
as well. The majority of both liberal
and traditional Catholic priests (80
percent), for example, agreed that the
values of secular humanism were being
taught in the schools. Some 87 percent
of the traditionally oriented priests
a r gue d that its impact was bad,
compared to 67 percent of the more
liberally oriented priests."

How do the culturally conservative
identify the sources of secular
humanism? Many fix the blame on the
various Supreme Court rulings
prohibiting prayer or a moment of
silence in public schools. Bill Bright,



the founder of Campus Crusade for
Christ, for one, called the 1963 ruling
against prayer in the public schools "the
darkest hour in the history of the
nation.""' Sympathetic with this
perspective was a book published by
Concerned Women for America, which
provided "irrefutable evidence of what
has happened to America since school
prayer was removed in 1962."
According to their research, "removing
prayer and the acknowledgment of God
from our classrooms has been the
primary cause of the devastatingly
serious decline in the lives of students,
their families, the schools, and our
nation." For instance, "premarital
sexual activity has increased over



200%; pregnancies to unwed mothers
are up almost 400%; gonorrhea is up
over 200%; suicides have increased
over 400%; divorces are up almost
120%; single parents are up 160%;
unmarried couples living together have
increased over 350%; [and] adultery
has increased from 100% to 250%."19

Others have maintained that the
problem stems directly from the
political activism of the National
Education Association (NEA). The
NEA has been called everything from a
"lobbying group for liberal causes," to
a "propaganda front of the radical
Left"-"an organization more interested
in indoctrinating our nation's youth with



social ideas than in promoting
education interests. "20 "The teachers
who are teaching your children,"
according to Pat Robertson, .are not
necessarily nice, wonderful servants of
the community. They are activists
supporting ... one set of values and a
number of the values which they
espouse are: affirmative action, ERA,
gun control legislation, sex education,
illegal teacher's strikes, nuclear freeze,
federal funding for abortions,
decriminalization of marijuana, etc."21
According to a Focus on the Family
publication, a recent president of the
NEA is reported to have said that
"instruction and professional
development have been set on the back



burner to us, compared with political
activism."22 Yet it is precisely this
orientation toward political engagement
and the belief that a large part of the
organization's multimillion dollar
budget goes toward political lobbying
rather than educational reform that so
infuriates their opposition. "The NEA,"
stated one outspoken critic from New
Jersey, "has no business passing
resolutions and engaging in activism on
foreign policy, abortion, gun control,
Supreme Court nominees, birth control,
nuclear weapons, and so on."23

Some see the textbooks as the source
of the problem. Studies have shown that
the role of religion in American life and



history has received rather short shrift
in public school history and social
science textbooks. The 1985 analysis
by Paul Vitz for the National Institute of
E d uc a t i o n, titled "Religion and
Traditional Values in Public School
Textbooks: An Empirical Study," was
the first to show this. Other studies,
such as one sponsored by People for
the American Way (titled "Looking at
History") and another sponsored by
Americans United for the Separation of
Church and State, came to the same
results. The Vitz study summarized that

public school textbooks commonly
exclude the history, heritage, beliefs
and values of millions of Americans.



Those who believe in the traditional
family are not represented. Those who
believe in free enterprise are not
represented. Those whose politics are
conservative are almost unrepresented.
Above all, those who are committed to
their religious tradition-at the very
least as an important part of the
historical record-are not
represented.24

Needless to say, findings like these are
red meat to the lions of conservative
political activism. Mel and Norma
Gabler, the founders of the
conservative textbook-watchdog
organization Educational Research
Analysts, have come to the conclusion



that "until textbooks are changed, all
these rising rates of crime and illiteracy
and vandalism and promiscuity, VD,
and so forth, they'll never be solved as
long as we're teaching our children the
present value system, because the
schools are teaching values
diametrically opposed to the values
upon which our nation was founded."25

Still another source of the problem is
found in curricular programs that
"foster moral relativism." The
indictment of sex and family life
education is unequivocal from
conservative Protestants and Catholics:
"Sex education becomes [a] 'how-to'
course without fixed moral values."26



Such classes "undermine religious
belief about sexuality in a passive
way."27 "Most sex education is really
contraceptive education," says another
conservative, "something which always
ends up with more pregnancies,
illegitimacy, abortion, cervical cancer,
divorce, living together, single
parenthood, VD and sterility."28 The
same judgment is leveled against values
clarification programs: they smuggle
"into the classroom, under the cover of
neutrality, an outlook of ethical
relativism which encourages a
subjective, self-centered attitude in
students. By presupposing that the
individual-liberated from the influence
of family, society and religion-is the



final judge of his own personal 'values,'
values clarification effectively assumes
the role of an antinomian secular
'religion.' "29 According to some, "the
ultimate end [of these programs] is to
instill the idea that all values are
relative, the result of mere personal
choice."10 Values clarification
"threatens to imprison" students "within
walls of egotistic subjectivity, to drown
them in a flood of feeling."" If the
affront to the integrity of !heir world is
as deep and as comprehensive as they
say, there can be little surprise that the
orthodox alliance would respond with a
call to arms.

Progressive Responses



The response among progressivists to
these claims reveals the sense of
bewilderment and hostility we have
come to expect in our examination of
the culture war. Charges about the
existence, not to mention the adverse
effects, of so-called secular humanism
are unequivocally rejected: "They [the
conservative alliance] want to rid the
public schools of everything about
contemporary life they object to by
labelling it secular humanism."s2 From
the progressivist perspective,
secularism in the schools is nothing
more than nonsectarianism; humanism
(in the values clarification and sex
education curriculum) is nothing more



than the celebration of individual
autonomy and responsibility. Together,
the s e emphases are seen to reside
within and indeed to extend the
traditions of individual liberty and
pluralistic diversity. Therefore, as one
People for the American Way statement
put it, "To use secular humanism as a
means to closing the minds of our
schoolchildren is an attack on the
principles and future of our nation . "33

But the progressivist response goes
beyond dismissing what they see as a
phantom secular humanism. The policy
initiatives of voluntary prayer,
"creation-science," "release-time
programs," the opposition to "morally



objectionable" books, and the like,
represent a concrete effort by the
"fundamentalist right" to "impose their
own religious beliefs on the
educational system"(the ACLU),S4 to
"commingle theology and public
education" (the National Association of
Education),55 to " 'Christianize' every
child's schooling" (PAW) '36 and so
on. Here again, progressivists see a
denial of the liberal ideal of democratic
and pluralistic expression in the
activism of their opponents. Through
the political actions of these
conservatives, argued a spokesman for
People for the American Way, "students
would no longer be exposed to
materials which accept ambiguity,



encourage independent thinking, and
question the dogma of religious
fundamentalism or ultraconservatism. If
success ful , the movement would
smother the kind of creativity and
advanced scientific understanding
needed in today's and tomorrow's
society."" Others concur. The
religiously orthodox "oppose teaching
children to think critically and
independently, to understand different
views and beliefs, and to appreciate the
diversity of our society."511 In the end,
the effect of such actions can only be,
as another observed, to "weaken the
public schools and ultimately destroy
them."39



The debate between the cultural
conservatives and cultural
progressivists on these issues both
intensifies and is intensified by the
largely secular argument about quality
in education and the means for
achieving quality. The movement to
return to a core curriculum (such as the
"back to basics" campaign), the drive to
improve flagging national achievement
test scores, the concern to produce
more literate and more productive
graduates, all build upon and support
the criticism that public education is a
failing institution.

Whose Pluralism?



The voices of progressivist moral
commitment, then, defend the
educational status quo in terms of the
preservation of pluralism. Ironically,
conservative voices advocate the
breakup of the status quo by the very
same terms. For cultural conservatives,
it is not they who stand for moral and
religious uniformity in the public
schools, but their opponents. Literature
from all sectors of the traditionalist
alliance consistently maintains that the
public schools already exist as a
government monopolyone that is
"protected by discriminatory tax
distribution" and whose administrative
and instructional policy is primarily
determined not by parents and local



school boards but by the institutional
and political interests of national
educational elites, principally the
National Education Association. As a
result, a "monolithic set of values"
incorporating "one-worldism, situation
ethics, sexual permissiveness and
'creative learning' " is seen as "imposed
upon our nation's youth."40 As a
conservative Baptist from Portland,
Maine, observed, "You can't put a child
in a classroom thirty hours a week and
have that child not adopt the philosophy
[of humanism] being taught."" From the
orthodox perspective, then, public
education as it currently exists does not
serve the interests of pluralism. Just the



opposite. "The state-monopoly over
education," a Citizens for Educational
Freedom brochure states, "is harmful to
quality and equality in education. It
eliminates viable alternatives in
philosophy, values curriculum and
methodology, reduces fiscal
accountability, and destroys
competition. In our generation, the sad
results can be seen in the declining
educational standards and
achievements."42

In the view of virtually all
conservative organizations, genuine
pluralism in education can only be
based upon the concept of parents'
rights. In the words of Mae Duggan,



whom we met in the prologue, "Parents'
rights are God-given human rights. The
child doesn't belong to the State. It is
the parents who have the primary right
and responsibility for educating their
children. This is even affirmed in the
United Nations Declaration of Human
Rights [1948]. It says that `Everyone
has a right to education; that education
shall be free and compulsory; and
parents have a prior right to choose the
kind of education that shall be given
their children.' "93 The problem, as
Mae Duggan points out, is that a
government monopoly cannot repond to
the rights of parents to educate their
children in the moral universe of their
particular choice. It is the logic of



parents' rights and the pluralism that
parents' rights implies that necessitates,
for the conservatives, the breakup of the
public school monopoly.

The Challenge of Alternatives

The growing bulk of church-state
litigation concerning the pedagogical
aim and curricular content of public
education is only the most obvious
challenge to the existing conditions. But
the effort to break up the present public
school monopoly also takes form in the
pursuit of alternatives to public
education.

An interesting alternative promoted



among a growing number of those under
the orthodox umbrella is the home
schooling movement. Within the world
of home schooling, a minority of
parents are committed to nonsectarian
or secular home education; the
overwhelming majority are found in the
communities of religious orthodoxy
(roughly 90 percent). Of these, most
(roughly 75 percent of the total) are
Evangelical Protestants but the balance
are either conservative Catholics or
Mormons."

How substantial an alternative is
home schooling? By the late 1980s less
than 2 percent of the total school-age
children were being educated at home



by their parents. But this relatively
small percentage masks the prodigious
growth of the movement. In Colorado
alone the number of state-approved
home schoolers grew from 54 during
the 1980-81 academic year to 835
during the 1987-88 academic year.'-'
This pattern is found in most other
states as well. Indeed, national
estimates suggest that the actual number
of children in home instruction has
grown from about 15,000 in the early
1970s to approximately 700,000 in
1990.46 The movement is also
supported by a growing institutional
base. The Home School Legal Defense
Association (founded in 1983), for
example, serves as a clearing house of



information and legal advice for the
parents of home schoolers who are
prosecuted for violating compulsory
education laws. Through the 1980s, its
own membership doubled every
thir teen months. There are also a
growing number of organizations
(nearly 150 by 1990) providing home
curricular materials, support, or
services.

A more substantial challenge to
public education is the private religious
school. Catholic Mae Duggan,
Evangelical Chuck Mcllhenny, and
Orthodox Jew Yehuda Levin represent
the growing number of parents who
have chosen this option. By the late



1980s, roughly 14.5 percent of all
school-age children attended private
schools, up from 12.5 percent in
1970.47 The greatest growth since the
1960s, however, has been in the
Evangelical camp. Between 1965 and
1985, enrollment in nonCatholic
religiously affiliated schools (of which
Evangelical schools are the major
share) has grown 149 percent, with
enrollments accounting for roughly 2.5
million students. The number of
elementary and secondary schools
educating these children has grown to
about 18,000.48 The same kind of
growth, but on a much smaller scale,
can be seen among (primarily
Orthodox) Hebrew day schools. Thus,



for example, just after the Second
World War there were only 30
Orthodox day schools but by the late
1960s their number had increased to
330 (with an enrollment of 67,000) and
by 1983 this figure jumped to over 500
with an enrollment of close to
100,000.49

The figures on the growth of these
schools only show that private religious
education is an increasingly viable
alternative to public education. It is an
increasingly strong alternative,
however, because its grassroots
advocates and a widening base of
political leadership (primarily in the
Republican party) support their indirect



funding through a policy of government
vouchers and/or tuition tax credits.
Organizations as diverse as Agudath
Israel (Orthodox Jewish), the Alliance
for Catholic Defense, the National
Association of Evangelicals, the Eagle
Forum, the Association for Public
Justice, the Catholic League for
Religious and Civil Rights, the
Heritage Foundation, and the American
Association of Christian Schools both
endorse and work in coalition on behalf
of a public policy that would provide a
parental choice of schools without the
loss of tax benefits. Though their
constituency would not benefit directly
from a voucher system, even the Home
School Legal Defense Association is a



member of this coalition. The reason:
"Anything that contributes to the
demonopolization of the public school
establishment, and to parental choice is
good for children."50

One of the benefits of such a system,
in the view of the orthodox, is that it
would imply the recognition that
education can never be neutral-that all
education presupposes moral judgment
of one kind or another-and that it is the
parents' right to choose in which
religious or philosophical value system
to educate their children. Second, the
system as it presently stands is socially
elitist, for only wealthy families can
exercise their right to select schools.



Therefore, a policy of vouchers would
be more democratic and egalitarian, for
it would enable the poor and minorities
to elect a program of education most
suitable to their needs and cultural and
religious values. Finally, a voucher
policy would improve the quality of
public education, for it would rest upon
t h e principles of free market
competition. Schools, in other words,
would become accountable to parents
for the quality of their educational
product and services. "How hard," one
activist asked rhetorically, "would
Safeway try to please you if it were the
only place you could go for food?" In
sum, the orthodox insist that "a dual
system of government and



nongovernment operated schools is
essential to a free, pluralistic
society."51

For the National Education
Association, the American Civil
Liberties Union, the American Jewish
Committee, and the host of other more
politically liberal organizations,
alternative education (whether home
schooling or private religious
education) is a legal right that should
n o t be denied anyone, yet they
uniformly oppose a voucher or tuition
tax credit program. Such programs,
especially voucher systems, they say,
would potentially violate the
constitutional prohibition against the



establishment of religion by providing
indirect subsidy to religious
organizations. Moreover, such
programs would provide government
support for religiously oriented
institutions "in the guise of aiding
disadvantaged students."52 In reality,
progressivist groups argue, these
programs, "could lead to racial,
economic and social isolation of
children." This would be a
consequence of the affluent and better-
educated parents choosing first and
best, leaving the underfunded and
undervalued schools for the less
educated and poor parents.51 The
program might also generate schools of
particular racial or ethnic



characteristics, providing the basis for
racial or ethnic or even class
discrimination and segregation. Finally,
government aid to private schooling in
either of these forms could either
weaken or destroy public education by,
in effect, defunding public education.
Resources that could be provided for
the improvement of the public schools
would be siphoned off, leaving public
education impoverished. The National
Education Association's policy
statement on vouchers summarized it
this way: "For all the rhetoric in which
they are cloaked, vouchers are a cruel
hoax on America's schoolage children
and their parents. Disguised as



educational reform and parental
`choice.' vouchers are really a matter of
`chance' and a diversionary tactic to
shift the public focus from the most
critical issue of the day-adequate
funding for high quality public
education for every child in this
nation."54

Needless to say, the arguments
invoked on either side of the voucher
and tuition tax credit issues are both
more complicated and passionate than
those sketched here. Yet the cultural
intent of each position is clear: both
sides are attempting to speak on behalf
of the poor and disadvantaged in
society; both in turn speak on behalf of



pluralism; and thus both in effect are
striving to speak on behalf of a vision
of the common good. One need not
doubt the sincerity of those on either
side of this public debate. Voices from
both sides can and should be taken at
t he i r word. Yet two observations
should be made. The first is that
pluralism, the decisive word that links
all other concerns together, is
conceptualized in very nearly opposite
ways. For the orthodox, genuine
pluralism only exists when there is
respect for the integrity of diverse even
if exclusive religious and moral
commitment. For progressivists,
pluralism can only exist when there is
an acceptance of all religious and



moral commitments as equally valid
and legitimate; as simply different but
equally authentic ways of articulating
truth. The second observation is that the
debate over how the interests of
democratic pluralism can best be
served through educational policy
conceals a deeper issue-the issue of
who controls the institutional
mechanisms of cultural reproduction.

 



CONTENDING FOR THE
IVORY TOWER

In considering education as a field of
conflict, the focus thus far has been on
mass education at the primary and
secondary levels. Higher education is
at least as important a symbolic
territory, yet it presents a very distinct
set of circumstances. In the first place,
mass education is compulsory for all
children regardless of class or
background; higher education is
voluntary and tends to serve the upper
and middle classes. Public education at
the lower levels is also designed to
provide a basic proficiency and



competence capable of making nearly
anyone economically self-sufficient. By
contrast, college or university
education (at least in principle) is
oriented toward endowing an elite with
tools of leadership. The struggle over
the ivory tower is significant for the
contemporary culture war for the
simple reason that its outcome will
ultimately shape the ideals and values
as well as the categories of analysis
a nd understanding that will guide the
next generation of American leaders.

Yet one might well wonder what
there is to talk about here, since most
people would regard higher education
in America as a bastion of liberal



secularity. The point is well taken. The
cultural ethos of the modern university
clearly favors a progressivist agenda.
The progres sivist hegemony over the
university, however, is by no means
unchallenged. Moral and political
traditionalists are far from conceding
the contest.

The Battle Within the University

Consider the following event: On a
spring day at the University of
Massachusetts, the university's chapter
of Young Americans for Freedom
(YAF) held a rally celebrating "straight
pride." Roughly 150 students waved
American flags and held pro-



heterosexual and anti-homosexual
placards. Within a very short time,
however, the rally disintegrated into
shouting and shoving matches between
various protesters and
counterprotesters. One of the leaders of
the YAF chapter, Bible in hand, was
unswayed by the arguments and epithets
leveled against him. "I'm against
homosexuality because I think it is
perverse," he said. "It goes against
God's law. I don't want my tax money
subsidizing a gay week," he added,
referring to the fact that the Lesbian,
Bisexual, and Gay Alliance is an
officially recognized university group
and a recipient of student fee funds.



Not many days after this rally, a
counter-rally was sponsored by the
university's Lesbian, Bisexual, and Gay
Alliance. About 200 people from the
ranks of the administration, faculty, and
student body turned out to decry
"homophobia" on campus. The event
also provided an occasion for the
Alliance to issue a list of eleven
requests, including, among other things,
more education about "oppression and
diversity" on campus. In the
background, a handful of students from
YAF shouted, raised posters, and
waved American flags.55

Conceding the contest? Not likely.
Indeed, events such as this one are part



and parcel of semester life on college
and university campuses around the
country and are perhaps the most
visible way in which the culture war
takes shape in the ivory tower. Of
course, gay rights is only one of the
issues under debate. Abortion,
apartheid, animal rights, and almost
every other issue of the larger cultural
conflict are also battled out in this way:
protest spawns counter-protest, rally
spawns counterrally, and in the
editorial pages of student newspapers,
accusation spawns counter-accusation.
The culture war within universities is at
least as polarized as it is in "the real
world" and, moreover, it is anything but
over.



The Struggle Over "Academic
Freedom"

Yet one would be mistaken to view
cultural conflict on the university
campus as just a microcosm of the
larger culture war in America. 'I he
battles here have their own distinct
character, one that centers on the
ongoing struggle to define in practical
terms the mission of the modern
university itself. That mission in ideal
terns remains what it has always been:
to be a sanctuary in which knowledge
and truth might be pursued-and
imparted-with impunity, no matter how
unpopular. distasteful, or politically



heterodox the process might sometimes
b e . ' ° Again, the conflict comes in
translating the ideal into the practical.
Surely everyone in the university would
embrace the ideals of "academic
freedom" and "open-minded inquiry" as
principles to guide academic life. They
are not, then, just the lofty, self-
important, and ultimately hollow words
invoked at commencement addresses. In
historical practice, the ideals of "free
and open inquiry" have always been
delimited by certain philosphical and
political boundaries. Depending on the
historical and regional context,
academic establishments have always
established certain limitations on what



is appropriate to teach, to study, to
research, and publish, the violation of
which could mean professional censure
or at least professional obscurity. One
need not dig far into the historical
record to see that university life in
America, particularly before the Civil
War, emphasized not so much free
inquiry but theological orthodoxy and
orthodox classicism, less "freeing" the
mind than disciplining and channeling
the mind within the bounds of the
prevailing moral philosophy. "Modern"
thinkers such as Shakespeare,
Cervantes, Monlesquieu, Kepler, and
Harvey were largely absent from the
curriculum at this time. In this context it
is easier to understand how in 1832,



after a member of the Jefferson Society
at the University of Virginia made a
public speech in favor of the
emancipation of slaves, the faculty
reacted by ruling that "there should be
no oration on any distracting question
of state or national policy nor on any
point of theological dispute." Such
activity was simply out of bounds for a
university community. Lest one think
that such constraints existed only in
antebellum America, consider also the
fact that as late as 1936, twenty-one
states plus the District of Columbia
required loyalty oaths of their
teachers."

When conflict arises along these



lines, it is because the ideas and actions
of one group test the implicit
boundaries of inquiry and expression
considered appropriate by another
group. In our own time, those
boundaries shift according to where
one stands in the contemporary culture
war. In reality, then, the culture war in
higher education centers on what the
boundaries of academic freedom should
be. Implicit in this is a battle to define
the content of knowledge and truth.

All of this takes form in a number of
ways, as we shall see, but the heart of
the matter can be witnessed in the
debate over curriculumparticularly, the
manner in which the curriculum is



determined. Those on both sides of the
cultural divide would agree that when
the process of curriculum formation is
politicized, academic freedom is
threatened. Predictably, each accuses
the other of doing just that.

Conservative Challenges

In the view of most progressives, the
forces of traditionalism and moral
orthodoxy present the chief threat to
academic freedom in the curriculum.
Accuracy in Academia (AIA), an
organization founded in 1985 to
document and oppose political bias in
the classroom, is considered to be one
such group. As AIA's existence became



publicized, rumors surfaced that it sent
student "spies" armed with tape
recorders into lecture halls to root out
Marxists and feminists. The reaction in
universities and other academic
organizations was predictably hostile.
The American Sociological
Association, for example, passed a
resolution stating it was "profoundly
disturbed by organizations such as
Accuracy in Academia, whose
objectives represent a serious threat to
academic freedom by isolating
particular perspectives as being
illegitimate lines of intellectual
inquiry."5" In a joint statement made by
nearly a dozen student, faculty, and
university associations, the feeling was



similar: "The presence in the classroom
of monitors for an outside organization
will have a chilling effect on the
academic freedom of both students and
faculty members."59 For progressives,
this is not the way universities work;
the academic mission and ideas are
clearly subverted by such activity. The
response of AlA was to dismiss these
accusations outright. "Academic
freedom," a spokeswoman said,
"permits professors to research
whatever they please but it does not
give them the license to give biased
lectures in the classroom. Academic
freedom does not extend to political
indoctrination!""0



A controversy such as this is fairly
infrequent, in part because
organizations like AIA are few in
number, tend to be small, and offer
little more than a symbolic challenge to
the academic establishment. One
university chancellor called AIA a
"useful irritant."61 Because a
progressivist vision tends to dominate
the university, the most persistent
accusations that academic freedom is
being challenged (if not directly
subverted) come from the other
direction, from those who would
challenge that domination. Here, the
controversy surrounding AIA and its
alleged threat to "academic freedom"
becomes very instructive, for the



accusations leveled by traditionalist
and conservative voices in these cases
echo those usually leveled by
progressivists. The argument, however,
i s considerably more complicated, and
requires some elaboration.

Multiculturalism as Credo and
Program

The politicization of the curriculum by
progressivists, their critics contend,
takes form chiefly in the debate over the
issue of the diversity of knowledge in
the academy. In the current jargon, the
debate is over the virtues of
"multiculturalism." The argument goes
something like this: The existing



curriculum is politicized by virtue of
the fact that its principal works have
been composed almost entirely by dead
white European males. White male
literary critics canonize white male
novelists; elite white male historians
document elite white male history;
white male psychologists test white
male sophomores; and so on. Thus,
progressivists argue, only a small part
of human experience has really been
studieda part intrinsically contaminated
with racism, sexism, heterosexism, and
imperialism. Knowledge, in a word, is
inherently biased. The solution today,
therefore, is to be more inclusive of
different experiences, perspectives, and



truths, particularly those that have been
ignored or silenced in the past-the
voices of women, the poor, minorities,
and others disenfranchised from the
prevailing power structures.

The two-year-long debate over the
Western Culture program at Stanford
University in the late 1980s is
something of a parable of how the
controversy over multiculturalism is
articulated. At Stanford, a group of
students called for the abolishment of
the Western Culture program. In its
place they proposed a course that
would emphasize "the contributions of
cultures disregarded and/or distorted
by the present program." A task force



was appointed by the administration to
evaluate the existing program and the
proposal to diversify. After much
pol i tical debate and pressure, the
committee finally came to the
conclusion that a new "Culture, Ideas
and Values" course emphasizing
"diversity" should replace the course
on Western Culture. This conclusion
evoked a strong political response from
both sides, especially those who
favored the idea. Rallies and
demonstrations were held in support of
the proposal ("Hey, hey, ho, ho,
Western Culture's got to go"); a faculty
senate debate over the proposal was
disrupted by students chanting, "Down
with racism, down with Western



Culture, up with diversity"; and
members of a student group called
Rainbow Agenda staged a sit-in in the
office of the president of the university,
demanding, among other things,
adoption of the task-force proposal.
The proposal was adopted, and not
long after, still other new course
requirements for undergraduates
emphasizing racial, ethnic, sexual, and
gender-based diversity were
established.

The situation at Stanford is just the
most publicized case of a debate that
has been repeated in different ways at
most colleges and universities across
the country-Columbia, Chicago, Brown,



Pennsylvania, Michigan, Minnesota,
and Indiana, among others. At the
University of Wisconsin, students are
required to take ethnic studies courses
but are not required to study Western
civilization or even American history.
Similar measures have been enacted at
Dartmouth, Mount Holyoke, and the
University of California at Berkeley .62

The debate over multiculturalism
takes even more controversial form in
curricular and extracurricular
programs, some mandatory, that are
designed to "increase sensitivity" to
racial and cultural diversity in the
university community.''" Here, too,
opponents of multiculturalism claim



that academic life has been politicized.
Dozens of universities, for example,
have introduced regulations against
what the National Education
Association has called "ethnoviolence,"
including "acts of insen- sitivity."e4
The University of Michigan, for
example, adopted a six-page "anti-bias"
code (later found to be unconstitutional)
that allowed for the punishment of
students whose behavior "stigmatizes
or victimizes an individual on the basis
of race, ethnicity, religion, sex, sexual
orientation, creed, national origin,
ancestry, age, marital status, handicap,
o r Vietnam-era veteran status."
Likewise, the University of Wisconsin
made subject to disciplinary sanctions



those students who engage in "certain
types of expressive behavior directed
at individuals and intended to demean
and to create a hostile environment for
education or other -university-
authorized activities...." Students
Toward a New Diversity at the
University of Virginia introduced a
proposal to the Board of Visitors
stating among other things that the
university should "discipline a student,
faculty or staff member when that
individual intentionally uses racist or
discriminatory comments, slurs,
ethnocentric or sexual invectives,
epithets or utterances to directly attack
an individual or an identifiable group



of individuals rather than to express an
idea or opinion." The number of these
sorts of cases is considerable and, in
m a n y cases, the rules have been
enforced. A student at the University of
Connecticut was ordered to move off-
campus and was forbidden to return to
university dormitories and cafeterias
after putting up a jesting sign on the
door of her dorm room saying that
preppies, bimbos, men without chest
hair, and "homos" should be shot on
sight. A student from Brown University
was expelled for shouting insults while
in a drunken stupor against blacks,
homosexuals, and Jews. And students
were required to take down flags
displayed in their dorm windows



during the Persian Gulf War. The
university's rationale, according to one
university spokeswoman, was that "we
have a big population to he sensitive
to.... This is a very diverse community,
and what may be innocent to one person
may be insulting to another."65 The
purpose of such rules in student conduct
codes, according to their proponents, is
to ensure that the university becomes an
institution that serves and respects all
people. "Racial epithets and sexually
haranguing speech," as one Stanford
law professor put it, "silences rather
than furthers discussion. "66

One of the most far-reaching ways the
curriculum has accommodated the



pressure to diversify is seen in the
range of new disciplinary programs that
emerged since the 1970s: women's
studies. black studies, Hispanic studies,
gay studies, and so on. These
correspond to an aggressive campaign
of affirmative action. Proponents feel
that in order to ensure that new
perspectives are presented fairly, it is
essential that university recruitment be
extended to those who can best identify
w i t h those perspectives-faculty
recruited from the ranks of women and
people of color. Here, too, advocates
promise that the ultimate outcome of
these "re-visions" will he a fuller and
better liberal arts curriculum-"a more
inclusive version of human



knowledge.""

Affirmative action as a means to
promote this kind of diversity extends
to student admissions.65 Admissions
committees at nearly all American
colleges and universities have changed
their policies in order to encourage a
greater representation of blacks,
Hispanics, and Native Americans. The
changes require a double standard
when it comes to demonstrated
academic ability. In the Ivy League
schools, white students must have a
grade-point average of close to 4.0 and
SAT scores of at least 1,250 to get in.
Many of these schools, however, will
admit minorities with a grade-point



average below 3.0 and SAT scores
under 1,000. The same is true at elite
state schools like the University of
California at Berkeley and the
University of Virginia. At the former, a
student with a GPA of 3.5 and SATs of
1,200 will most definitely he admitted
if he or she is black and will be most
unlikely to be admitted if white. At the
latter, black freshman enrollment
doubled in five years in the 1980s in
response to an order of the court.
According to one report, the university
complied by accepting more than half
of all black applicants compared to
about one-fourth of all white
applicants, even though the white
students often had better academic



credentials. In 1988, for example, the
average SAT score of white freshmen
was 246 points higher than that of the
average black student. The word
"qualifications," one professor put it, is
a code word for whites.69

The institutionalization of the ideals
of multiculturalism in academia is
carried out by still other means as well.
Not all but many professional
organizations in academia, for example,
go beyond serving the professional
needs of their members to acting as
political lobbies. Of the hundreds of
resolutions passed by the American
Psychological Association since the
early 1950s, for example, over a



quarter have dealt in one way or
another with issues relating to the
culture war; most of these have been
passed since the mid-1960s and most
favor the progressivist position. For
example, the association has passed
resolutions endorsing a legal right to an
abortion; opposing apartheid in South
Africa; calling for an immediate halt to
the nuclear arms race; favoring handgun
control; opposing discrimination
against homosexuals, women, and
r a c i a l and ethnic minorities; and
supporting the passage of the Equal
Rights Amendment." Much the same can
be said for the American Sociological
Association, which has passed
resolutions opposing the intent of the



"socalled Family Protection Act,"
encouraging the end of U.S. aid to El
Salvador. opposing the overturning of
Roe v. Wade, opposing discrimination
against homosexuals, favoring total
divestment from South Africa, favoring
the boycott of Gallo wine, and on and
on. Moreover, the public image and
identity of many of these professional
organizations as political organizations
is made even clearer by their policies
not to hold their national or regional
conventions in states that have refused
to ratify the ERA or that still maintain
antisodomy laws.

The Critique of Multiculturalism



The multicultural credo and program,
critics say, is a sham. The "diversity"
its advocates celebrate, they say, is not
a true diversity. After all, its advocates
rarely if ever propose courses in Irish
Catholic, Greek American, Asian
American, Jewish, or Protestant
Fundamentalist studies. Rather, their
idea of diversity is defined by political
c r i te r i a - na me l y, the presumed
distinction between "oppressors and
oppressed." Programs such as women's
studies, black studies, Chicano studies,
and the like, therefore, are better
subsumed under the heading of
"oppression studies." The classes
taught in these programs, critics claim,



have more to do with "raising
consciousness" than expanding students'
knowledge. The whole idea behind
multiculturalism is "to give an
academic gloss to an implied power
struggle and to organize the academy on
a political basis without seeming to do
so." "When the children of the sixties
received their professorships and
deanships," another observer
concluded, "they did not abandon the
dream of radical cultural
transformations; they set out to
implement it. Now instead of disrupting
classes, they are teaching them; instead
of attempting to destroy our educational
institutions physically, they are
subverting them from within.""



Even those who are willing to accept
the challenge to open up university
education to a broader range of cultural
experiences complain bitterly about the
methods used to bring this goal about.
Consider the remarks of William,J.
Bennett, at the time Secretary of
Education, about the Stanford affair:
"Stanford's decision ... to alter its
Western Culture program was not a
product of enlightened debate, but
rather an unfortunate capitulation to a
campaign of pressure politics and
intimidation.... In the name of `opening
minds' and 'promoting diversity,' we
have seen in this 'instance the closing of
the Stanford mind.... The methods that



succeeded in pushing CIV through the
faculty senate have shown that
intimidation works-that intimidation
can take the place of reason. The
loudest voices have won, not through
force of argument, but through bullying,
threatening and name-calling. That's not
the way a university should work."72
Another embattled dean complained
tha t while the problems of injustice
based on gender, race, and class are
profound, pervasive, and indefensible,
to institutionalize them in university life
through "a Puritan style of reform" is
simply incompatible with the life of the
mind .7" The net effect of such
programs and policies, still another
argued, is not the encouragement of



open inquiry on campus but attitude
adjustment, if not ideological
indoctrination.

Counter-Charges

The progressivist response to this
long series of accusations is that the
curriculum in particular and academic
life in general has always been
politicized. The Western Civilization
course at Columbia University, for
example, which became a model for
others in the country, is said to have
evolved out of the War Issues course
offered during World War 1, which had
the ideological mission of inoculating
young people against Bolshevism and



other subversive doctrines and making
them "safe for democ- racy."74
Defining civilization at that time was
very much a political act. On a more
contemporary note, one student critical
of the Stanford Western Civilization
course put it this way: this is "not just a
racist education, it is the education of
racists."75 In the final analysis, say
t ho s e holding to the progressivist
vision, the public should not be misled.
T h e critics of the multicultural
innovations in the university are
themselves motivated by political
ideals-the same repressive assumptions
that undergird the university system and
American society as a whole. A
bestselling work like Allan Bloom's



The Closing of the American Mind was
popular not because it treated the
esoteric philosophy of Socrates,
Heidegger, and Nietzsche with great
refinement, but because it provided
intellectual legitimation for a populist
and conservative critique of
progressive change in the university .75
So, too, E. D. Hirsch's book Cultural
Literacy was wildly successful not
because of his educational theory but
because of his endorsement,
cataloguing, and packaging of what
were in effect "the eternal verities" of
Western civilization. And then there are
The Dartmouth Review and over sixty
other similarly oriented college



publications that very often derive their
funding from outside the uni- versitv-
from Washington- and New York-based
conservative foun- dations.77 Who,
progressivists would ask, can deny the
politicizing effects on the university of
these?

Freedom and Repression in
Academia

The ideals of academic freedom and
open-minded inquiry in the university
have always been embedded in a social
and historical context. However exalted
these ideals have been in times past,
there have always been certain
unspoken limits on what topics could



be studied and boundaries on the
methods used in researching them. In
our own time, the battles in the ivory
tower center in many respects upon
whether to retain an older agreement or
to establish a new agreement about
what is appropriate for the life of the
mind. Clearly, representatives from
e a c h side of the cultural divide
fervently believe that they properly
uphol d the principles of academic
freedom-and that it is the other side that
has politicized and thus tainted the
atmosphere of academic inquiry.
Unfortunately, what is for one side the
pursuit of serious scholarship is for the
other a sign of academic repression.
Once again, the culture war yields little



or no middle ground. This debate too
has an interminable character.

The Battle Between Universities

There is another important element to
this story. As with mass education at
the primary and secondary levels, one
way the traditionalists and the
religiously and morally orthodox have
responded to the threat posed by the
growing domination of university
education by their opponents has been
to set up their own alternatives. Within
the safety of their own colleges and
universities, the minds of young men
and women would be challenged and
shaped but within the boundaries of



their religious and moral traditions.

Most Evangelical colleges and
universities were established in the
mid-nineteenth century as a response to
the secularization of still an earlier
generation of Protestant universities.
Institutions such as Wheaton College in
Illinois (1860), Taylor University in
Indiana (1846), Houghton College in
New York (1883), George Fox College
in Oregon (1891), Gordon College in
Massachusetts (1889), among others,
w e r e established to carry forth the
beacon that was seen to have flickered
o ut at Harvard, Yale, and dozens of
other mainline denominational colleges.
Lutherans began establishing colleges



and universities during the same
period: 29 of the 34 Lutheran colleges
and universities, 13 of the 19 Lutheran
seminaries, and 9 of the 20 Lutheran
junior colleges in America were
founded before 1900. The initial spurt
of Catholic: institutions of higher
learning were also founded at this time.
Of the nearly 200 Catholic colleges and
universities, 73 were founded before
1900 and an additional 61 were
founded in the next twenty-five years.
And finally, 7 of the 10 major Jewish
colleges were founded before 1925.

Over the twentieth century, this broad
range of institutions has met with mixed
success in maintaining its ideal of an



alternative vision for higher education.
The pressures to accommodate to the
ethos of modern secular learning have
always been subtle but they have
steadily increased over the decades.
Particularly since the 1970s, these
institutions have been caught between a
growing pressure to accommodate
further, thereby losing their institutional
distinctiveness, or to struggle even
more vigorously to hold fast to their
founding ideals. The seventy member
institutions of the Christian College
Coalition continue their efforts to be an
alternative to the secular liberal arts,
but many of them have capitulated to
secularizing tendencies that they have
either ignored or been unable to



recognize. By virtue of the subject
matter, the large network of Bible
colleges (which number well over one
hundred) have been far more successful
than their liberal arts counterparts.
Among the Lutheran and Catholic
schools, the general tendency has been
that the smaller colleges have been
more successful at maintaining their
educational and religious
distinctiveness than the larger ones.

The tensions within the Catholic
community have been particularly
sharp. Orthodox Catholic publications
continually rail against the liberalizing
trends within various Catholic
universities. Theology professors



abandoning God and undermining the
faith of their students, the adoption of a
radical menu of curricular offerings,
secular sex education in the
dormitories, softening faculty and
administration views on abortion and
homosexuality-such developments have
led orthodox Catholics to wonder
whether Notre Dame, St. Louis
University, Catholic University,
Fordham, and many other Catholic
colleges and universities are still
Catholic."

Orthodox communities have been led
to two kinds of institutional responses.
One has been to defend the traditions by
cutting losses with the larger



universities and starting anew. As
Evangelical colleges and Bible schools
were founded in response to secularism
in the older denominational colleges in
the nineteenth century, so too a new
cycle of orthodox and traditionalist
colleges and universities have now
been founded because of the perceived
vacuum of colleges to carry the true
traditions on to the next generation.
Thomas Aquinas College in Santa
Paula, California, is a case in point. It
was founded as a Catholic "great
hooks" liberal arts alternative in 1971
because of, as its founding statement
claimed, "the growing tendency of
Catholic colleges to secularize
themselves-that is, to loosen their



connection with the teaching Church
and to diminish deliberately their
Catholic character."79 Though not
oriented toward the "great books," the
identical sentiment gave birth to a
decidedly orthodox Catholic
alternative, Christendom College in
Front Royal, Virginia, in 1977. On the
conservative Protestant side as well,
several colleges emerged as a direct or
indirect response to the contem- porarv
culture war: Liberty University (1971)
associated with the Reverend ,Jerry
Falwell's ministry, Regent University
(1977) formerly Christian Broadcasting
Network University associated with the
Reverend Pat Robertson's ministry, and



Oral Roberts University (1965).

The other response to the threat of
secularism within religious colleges
and seminaries has been to "purify"
existing colleges and seminaries by
purging those professors who have
failed to prove their allegiance to the
traditions. This is precisely what
happened in the mid-1970s at
Concordia Seminary of the Lutheran
Church-Missouri Synod, and in the
seminaries of the Southern Baptist
Convention in the late 1980s and early
1990s. In these cases, the struggle was
bitter but the traditionalists eventually
won.



In the effort to create or maintain a
distinct alternative to secular higher
learning, the state has not played a
neutral role but has exerted pressure to
accommodate to secular and often
progressivist public policy. In the case
of the Fundamentalist Bob Jones
University, the federal government
(through the Internal Revenue Service
and then the Supreme Court) threatened
and eventually took away the school's
taxexempt status as an educational
institution because the university
prohibited, on the basis of biblical
injunctions, interracial dating and
marriage. An attorney for the university
argued in 1983 that the government's



position would mean that "religious
bodies, if they are to enjoy tax
exemption, must lock-step themselves
to public policy even if it violates their
conscience and doctrine.""" The same
kind of pressure was exerted in the
1980s in the case of Grove City
College, a small Presbyterian liberal
arts college in western Pennsylvania.
Though it had never been accused of
discriminating on the basis of gender
and though it never directly received
federal funding, when the
administration refused to fill out a
federal form (Assurance of Compliance
with Title IX), the government
threatened and (through the Civil Rights
Restoration Act). eventually cut off



federal funds to students attending the
college. Another example of the power
of the state over schools attempting to
maintain a religious distinctiveness
occurred at Georgetown University, the
oldest Catholic university in the nation.
The contest involved two gay student
organizations that sued the university
for denying them the right to receive
funds for campus activities. After eight
years of pitched legal battles, a
Washington, D.C., Superior Court and
Court of Appeals ruled that
Georgetown University had violated the
city's Human Rights Act by
discriminating against people for
reasons of sexual orientation, despite



the Catholic Church's strong theological
opposition to homosexuality.

In the final analysis, the effort to
establish a network of alternatives to
secular higher learning continues to
renew itself. On their own terms, such
institutions would not seem to provide
much of a challenge to the secular and
progressivist establishment
universities. They are relatively small
and low in prestige-mere Davids in the
shadow of a Goliath. Yet in fact, a huge
number of leaders within the orthodox
alliance-who work for all aspects of
the culture war, not just education-are
educated through this network. Like the
boy David, neither these individuals not



the institutions that train them have any
intention of stepping away from the
fight.

 



A TRAIL OF IRONIES

If education is a symbolic territory over
which opposing sides compete for
advantage, the terrain is vast and
perhaps it is impossible to gain a sense
of direction for the whole battle. An
observation about the battles at the
lower levels, however, may offer a
useful insight. The observation begins
with a short trail of historical ironies.
Once the defenders of the public school
establishment against the pope's
authority in Rome, Evangelical
Protestants (the most prominent faction
among the orthodox alliance) have not
only adopted the policy positions of



their nineteenthcentury Catholic
adversaries, they also work in
collaboration with their traditional
Catholic adversaries in the effort to
demonopolize, and thereby weaken the
power of, the public school
establishment. For their part,
progressivist voices on the
contemporary scene defend their own
cultural advantage in education in
virtually the same manner as the
Evangelical Protestants did in the
nineteenth century: by appealing to
public order and community good. The
latter point is nicely illustrated in this
way. In a speech delivered in 1888, one
of the pioneers of public education on
the western frontier, Reverend George



Atkinson, linked the instruction of
students in the "principles of rectitude"
outlined in the Decalogue, Proverbs,
and the aphorisms and parables of
Jesus to the requirements of citizenship
and national interest. This was the
defense of the Protestant establishment.
"If it be objected," he argued, "that this
will infringe the rights of conscience,
the answer can be made, that no right of
personal conscience is so sacred as the
right of self-preservation of a body
politic. ""' Nearly a century later, the
National Education Association
likewise linked its opposition to
government support for alternative
education to the "transcendent purpose



of public schooling-promoting the
common good ."112 A similar appeal
to the common good-or to the
preservation of the body politic-could
just as well be (and often is) made by
the defenders of the modern secular
university. Such are the arguments of a
contested and sometimes nervous
hegemony.

 



9

Media and the Arts

One does not need to endure a thousand
bleary-eyed evenings with Dan Rather
or Tom Brokaw to understand how
important a role the media of mass
communications plays in our lives.
Television, radio, magazines,
newspapers, news magazines, the
popular press, as well as music, film,
theater, visual arts, popular literature,
do much more than passively reflect the
social and political reality of our times.



Like the institutions of public education
discussed in the previous chapter, these
insti tutions actively define reality,
shape the times, give meaning to the
history we witness and experience as
ordinary citizens. This outcome is
unavoidable in many ways. In the very
act of selecting the stories to cover, the
books to publish and review, the film
and music to air, and the art to exhibit,
these institutions effectively define
which topics are important and which
issues are relevant-worthy of public
consideration. Moreover, in the
substance of the stories covered, books
published and k eviewed, art exhibited,
and so on, the mass media act as a filter
through which our perceptions of the



world around us take shape. Thus, by
virtue of the decisions made by those
who control the mass media-seemingly
innocuous decisions made day to day
and year to year-those who work within
these institutions cumulatively wield
enormous power. In a good many
situations, this power is exercised
unwittingly, rooted in the best intentions
to perform a task well, objectively,
fairly. Increasingly, however, the
effects of this power have become
understood and deliberately
manipulated. Is it not inevitable that the
media and the arts would become a
field of conflict in the contemporary
culture war?



There are at least two matters to
consider here. First, the contest to
define reality, so central to the larger
culture war, inevitably becomes a
struggle to control the "instrumentality"
of reality definition. This means that the
battle over this symbolic territory has
practically taken shape as a struggle to
influence or even dominate the
businesses and industries of public
information, art, and entertainment-from
the major television and radio networks
to the National Endowment for the Arts;
from the Hollywood film industry to the
music recording industry, and so on.
But there is more. At a more subtle and
symbolic level, the tensions in this field
of conflict point to a struggle over the



meaning of "speech" or the meaning of
"expression" that the First Amendment
is supposed to protect. Underlying the
conflict over this symbolic territory, in
other words, are the questions, "What
constitutes art in our communities?"
"Whose definition of entertainment and
aesthetic appreciation do we accept?"
"What version of the news is fair?" And
so on.

 



TAKING ON THE
ESTABLISHMENT

We begin by considering a brief
vignette of an event that occurred at a
pro-life march in Washington, D.C. The
day was filled with speeches from
politicians, religious leaders, pro-life
leaders, and other luminaries. Several
hundred thousand people listened
attentively, cheered, chanted, prayed,
and sang songs. Such are the rituals of
modern political rallies. At one point
during the rally, however, a number of
pro-life advocates spontaneously turned
toward a television news crew filming
the event from atop a nearby platform



and began to chant in unison, "Tell the
truth!" "Tell the truth!" Tell the truth!"
What began as a rumble within a few
moments had caught on within the
crowd. Soon, tens of thousands of
people were chanting "Tell the truth!"
"Tell the truth!" "Tell the truth!" Of all
the aspects of the rally covered in the
newscast that evening or in the
newspapers the following day, this
brief and curious event was not among
them.

The story highlights the conviction
held by virtually everyone on the
orthodox and conservative side of the
new cultural divide that the media and
arts establishment is unfairly



prejudiced against the values they hold
dear. They do not tell the truth, the
voices of orthodoxy maintain, and what
is worse, they do not even present
opposing sides of the issues
evenhandedly. Here is the National
Right to Life Committee's direct mail
statement: "ABC, CBS, and NBC
[have] Declared War ... on the
Movement. . .We cannot let a handful of
network executives and Hollywood
writers, actors and directors poison
America with their godless attitudes,
which are anti-religion, anti-family and
antilife." Tim LaHaye echoed this
sentiment in his own mail appeal:

It's no secret to any of us how the



liberal media manages the news and
helps to set the national agenda on
public debate. They report the news in
such a way as to promote the political
goals of the left. This censorship of
Christian principles and ideas covers
many more issues than abortion and the
homosexual lifestyle. The media slants
what is reported in the areas of
national defense, the budget, school
prayer, and Soviet expansion in
Central America, among others. The
truth in all of these areas is being
hidden.'

Of the film industry, another spokesman
said, "The people in Hollywood are so
far removed from the people of middle



America. They have a hostility toward
people who believe anything at all.
They live in a hedonistic, materialistic
little world."2

Exaggerated they may be, but the
general perceptions are not totally born
out of illusion. Studies of the attitudes
of media and entertainment elites, as
well as of television news
programming and newspaper coverage
of various social issues and political
events, have shown a fairly strong and
consistent bias toward a liberal and
progressivist point of view.3 The field
over which these particular battles are
waged, then, is unevenand the
contenders recognize it as such. One



contender takes a position of defending
territory already won; the other strives
to reclaim it. There are three major
ways in which traditionalists have
sought to reclaim this symbolic (and
institutional) territory.

One way has been in a direct assault
against the media and arts
establishment. Acquiring a large-
circulation newspaper or a network
was something that had been "a dream
of conservatives for years," according
to Howard Phillips of the Conservative
Caucus.4 Early in 1985, such an assault
was made. After years of frustration
with what it called "the liberal bias" of
CBS, a group called Fairness in Media



(FIM) spearheaded a move to buy out
the television network. Through its
leading spokesman, Senator Jesse
Helms, FIM sent a direct mail letter to
more than a million conservatives
across the country urging them to
purchase twenty shares each of common
stock in the company, the end of which
would be to "become Dan Rather's
boss." The plan was not a ruse.
Conservative spokesmen called the
idea "inspired" and "realistic," and
hundreds of people called FI M to find
out how to participate. Officials at CBS
initially brushed off the proposal but
soon were engaged in rearguard action
against it. hiring two law firms, an
investment banking house, and several



public relations firms. Its official
response: "CBS intends to take all
appropriate steps to maintain the
independence and integrity of its news
organization." At CBS, a spokeswoman
added, "our sole purpose is journalism
and our goal is objectivity."5
Conservatives and others in the
orthodox alliance would naturally
respond, "whose standards of
objectivity?" Ultimately, of course, the
bid to take over the network failed but
those who supported the idea were not
put off. "It may take a while to
accomplish [this goal]," one
editorialized, "but it's a goal well
worth waiting-and striving-for. "6



The persistent effort of the orthodox
alliance to hold the media
establishment accountable for the
content it presents is another strategy.
Numerous national and local
organizations are committed to this
task, covering a wide range of media.
Morality in Media, for example, is an
interfaith organization founded in 1962
by three clergymen in order to stop
traffic in pornography and to challenge
"indecency in media" and to work "for
a media based on love, truth and good
taste." Accuracy in Media has, since
1969, sought to combat liberal bias by
exposing cases where the media have
not covered stories "fairly and
accurately." The Parents' Music



Resource Center, established in 1985,
is concerned to raise the awareness of
parents about the content of modern
rock music, especially heavy metal
music. Its specific focus is, according
to one of its founders, "not the
occasional sexy rock lyric ... [but] the
celebration of the most gruesome
violence, coupled with explicit
messages that sadomasochism is the
essence of sex."' One of the most
visible of all media watchdog groups is
the American Family Association and
the affiliated CLeaR-TV, or Christian
Leaders for Responsible Television.
F ounded by the Reverend Donald
Wildmon, the American Family



A s s o c i a t i o n membership claims
ordinary believers and religious
leaders from all Christian faiths,
Protestant, Catholic, and Orthodox, and
together they propose to combat the
"excessive, gratuitous sex, violence,
p r o f a n i t y, [and] the negative
stereotyping of Christians.""

These organizations are joined by
many others both national and local,
including town and city councils around
the country that share a similar concern
about the content of public information
and entertainment. They are effective
because they are grass-roots in
orientation (or at least they pose as
being locally connected to the grass-



roots), and they make use of proven
techniques of popular political
mobilization: letter writing, boycott,
countermedia exposure, and the like.

As much a support structure for the
various orthodox and conservative
subcultures as a weapon in the culture
war, communities within the orthodox
alliance have created an entire network
of alternative electronic media. These
alternative media challenge the media
and arts establishment a third way, then,
through competition, offering
programming that defines a
fundamentally different and competing
r e a l i t y and vision of America.
Conservative Catholics and Orthodox



Jews play different roles in some of
these media, but it is the Evangelicals
w h o dominate this alternative media
industry. 'Take film as an example. The
mainstay dramas produced by Billy
Graham's World Wide Pictures have
always been deliberately Evangelistic
in tone and purpose. More recently,
however, Evangelicals have begun to
create films that "uphold traditional
values." For example, Florida-based
Evangelist D. James Kennedy,
frustrated and angry about the
insensitivities of the Hollywood film
establishment toward religiously
observant Americans, founded a film
company in the late 1980s. "We're tired
of sex and blasphemy and immorality,



of sadism and influencing people for
ill," he said. "We believe there are
people who would like to watch
something other than drugs and sex.
Now, I know there are various kinds of
reality in this country, including the
reality of the toilet. But how about the
realities of morality and courage and
devotion?"' Though Evangelical in
nature, Kennedy's initiative has
received support from Catholic and
Jewish quarters as well. 11)

Even more vigorous challenges have
been made by the
Evangelicaldominated television and
radio industry. Within the Evangelical
subculture alone there were over 1,300



religious radio stations, over 200
religious television stations and 3
religious television networks
broadcasting in the United States by the
early 1990s.'' The Catholic place in this
industry is relatively small by
comparison but it does make an
important contribution. The
programming goes far beyond televised
religious services or radio broadcasts
of sacred music to include religious
talk shows, soap operas, drama, Bible
studies, and news commentary. In
addition to these enterprises is a
billion-dollar book industry (made up,
within the Evangelical orbit alone, of
over 80 publishing houses and over
6,000 independent religious



bookstores) that publish and market
books on, for example, how to be a
better Christian, how to raise children,
how to cope with a mid-life crisis, not
to mention a sizable literature on what
is wrong about America and what you
can do about it. And a multimillion
dollar music industry extends far
beyond the latest rendition of "Blessed
Assurance" by George Beverly Shea to
Hasidic and Christian rock and roll,
folk, heavy metal (groups called
Vengeance, Petra, or Shout singing such
releases as "In Your Face"), and even
rap music.

 



THE POLITICS OF FREE
SPEECH

What makes these battles over the
media and arts especially interesting is
that they reveal a conflict that is several
layers deeper. The first layer of conflict
concerns the nature and meaning of art
and music, as well as the nature and
meaning of information. Inevitably this
conflict leads to the more philosophical
and legal disputes over the nature of
"speech" and "expression" protected by
the First Amendment. There is no end to
the number of "headline cases" in
which these sorts of issues are worked
out. The fact is that each dispute



contains within it all the underlying
philosophical and legal tensions as
well. Collectively, they make the matter
a crisis over which actors on both sides
of the cultural divide urgently press for
resolution.

To demonstrate how this conflict is
played out at these different levels, it is
necessary to get down to specific cases.
The object here is not to
comprehensively survey and catalogue
the various disputes over media and the
arts in recent times. The following
sampling of a few widely publicized
controversies from different areas of
public expression demonstrates a larger
pattern of discourse among the



contenders, one that ultimately carries
us to the deeper issues of expression
and censorship in the culture war.

The Avant-Garde and Its Discontents

It begins with the quest for novelty.
This impulse is undeniably a driving
force in the arts, entertainment, and
news media. The quest is based on the
premise that the new will somehow be
better than the old, a premise that fits
well with America's utilitarian demand
for improvement. The expectation that
the media and arts will continue to
innovate keeps an audience coming
back for more. Cultural tensions, of
course, inhere within the quest and on



occasion they erupt into full-blown
controversy.

Are

Out of a budget of more than 150
million dollars a year, the National
Endowment for the Arts funds literally
hundreds upon hundreds of projects in
theater, ballet, music, photography,
film, painting, and sculpture. In the late
1980s, however, it became widely
publicized that the National Endowment
for the Arts had indirectly funded two
controversial photographic exhibits.
One project, by Andres Serrano,
included, among others, a photograph of
a crucifix in a jar of Serrano's urine,



entitled Pus Christ; the other project, by
Robert Mapplethorpe, included, among
many others, a photograph that turned
an image of the Virgin Mary into a tie
rack as well as a number of homoerotic
photos (such as one showing
Mapplethorpe with a bullwhip
implanted in his anus and another
showing a man urinating in another
man's mouth). All of this was well
publicized. Avant-garde? To say the
least! But Serrano and Mapplethorpe
are, their defenders maintained,
"important American artists." One critic
called the photograph Pus Christ "a
darkly beautiful photographic
image."12 Likewise, the director of the
Institute of Contemporary Art in Boston



concluded of Mapplethorpe's exhibit,
"Mapplethorpe's work is art, and art
belongs in an art museum."13

For those in the various orthodox
communities, the controversial aspects
of the Serrano and Mapplethorpe
exhibits were not art at all but
obscenity. "This so-called piece of art
is a deplorable, despicable display of
vulgarity," said one critic. "Morally
reprehensible trash," said another. Of
Serrano himself, a third stated, "He is
not an artist, he is a jerk. Let him be a
jerk on his own time and with his own
resources." The American Family
Association responded with full-page
advertisements in newspapers asking,



"Is this how you want your tax dollars
spent?""

These voices had a sympathetic
hearing in the halls of government as
well. In response to the National
Endowment for the Arts funding of
these projects and the likelihood that it
would fund still other such projects in
the future, Senator Jesse Helms
introduced legislation that would forbid
the endowment from supporting art that
is "obscene or indecent." The National
Endowment for the Arts agreed to make
grants available only to those who
pledge not to do anything of this nature.
The endowment, a Helms ally argued in
support of this proposal, should not



showcase "artists whose forte is
ridiculing the values ... of Americans
who are paying for it."'-' Conservative
columnist Doug Bandow argued
similarly, "There's no justification for
taxing lower-income Americans to
support glitzy art shows and theater
productions frequented primarily by the
wealthy. "'s Still others cited Thomas
Jefferson's dictum that it is "sinful and
tyrannical" to compel a person to
contribute money for the propagation of
opinions with which he or she
disagrees.

Music

Rap is just one more innovation in



youth-oriented music that began
decades before with rock and roll.
Serious questions were raised about the
form and content of this innovation,
however, with the 1989 release of As
Nasty As They Wanna Be by the
Miami-based rap group 2 Live Crew.
On just one album, there were over 200
uses of the word "fuck," over 100 uses
of explicit terms for male and female
genitalia, over 80 descriptions of oral
sex, and the word "bitch" was used
over 150 times. And what about the
work of groups like Motley Crue,
which invokes images of satanism, and
the rap group the Beastie Boys, who
m i m e masturbation on stage, or
N.W.A., who sing about war against the



police (in "Fuck tha Police"), or Ozzy
Osbourne, who sings of the "suicide
solution?" Was this really music?

The arts establishment responded
with a resounding "yes." Its
endorsements were positive and
sympathetic. Notwithstanding the
violence and irreverence, one essay in
the Washington Post described rap in
particular as "a vibrant manifestation of
the black oral tradition....You cannot
fully understand this profane style of
rapping if you disregard the larger
folklore of the streets."" A review of 2
Live Crew and rap in general in the
New York Times claimed that this form
of musical expression "reveals the



tensions of the communities it speaks
to. But with its humor, intelligence and
fast-talking grace, it may also represent
a wav to transcend those tensions. "1e
Even at its grossest, one critic wrote in
Time, this entire genre of music
represents "a vital expression of the
resentments felt by a lot of people." 19

Needless to say, the opinions within
the orthodox communities were less
enthusiastic. One American Family
Association member called the work of
the rap poets of 2 Live Crew as well as
other exemplars of popular music, such
as the heavy metal of Motley CrUe,
Twisted Sister, and the like, "mind
pollution and body pollution."20 An



attorney involved in the controversy
commented, "This stuff is so toxic and
so dangerous to anybody, that it
shouldn't be allowed to be sold to
anybody or by anybody."2 1 Because
this album was being sold to children,
he continued, the group's leader, Luther
Campbell, was nothing less than "a
psychological child molester."22
Judges in Florida agreed with the
sentiment, finding the lyrics to As Nasty
As They Wanna Be to violate local
o b s c e ni ty laws. Police arrested
Campbell for performing the music in a
nightclub after the decree, as well as
record store owners who continued to
sell the album. In response, Campbell
promised two things: a legal appeal and



a new album-"this one dirtier than the
last . "21

Film

Of all the films produced by
Universal Studios perhaps none has
been more controversial than The Last
Temptation of Christ, based on the
1955 best-selling novel by Nikos
Kazantzakis. The intent of the film,
according to its director Martin
Scorsese, was to present the basic
humanity of Christ who discovers-nay,
chooses-his divinity. The film portrays
a Jesus plagued by human doubt and
subject, though not quite vulnerable, to
the range of human temptations,



including lust, pride, anger, power, and
the fear of death. Christ, for example, is
shown to fantasize about being married
to Mary Magdalene and having sexual
intercourse with her; later, after she has
died, he imagines marrying Mary (of
Mary and Martha) and then still later,
committing adultery with Martha. He is
also shown confessing in anguish, "I am
a liar, I am a hypocrite. I am afraid of
everything ... Lucifer is inside me." In
t h e end, however, he is shown
renouncing the final temptation, the
offer by Satan to reject his role of
Messiah, and accepting his destiny to
die for humankind.

A biblical costume epic this certainly



was not. Although the film critic
establishment was not entirely
enamored with the technical aspects of
the film, overall they gave the film high
marks for its sensitivity and artistry.
USA Today called it "an extraordinary
accomplishment." The Los Angeles
Times deemed it "an intense, utterly
sincere, frequently fascinating piece of
art by a director for whom, clearly, the
message of Jesus' life had immediacy
and meaning." The Washington Post
called it "a work of great seriousness
by one of this country's most gifted
filmmakers." In the words of the New
York Daily News the film was a work
of "integrity, reverence and a good deal
of cinematic beauty." And finally, the



Los Angeles Herald Examiner called
Scorsese's work "one of the most
serious, literate, complex and deeply
felt religious films ever made."24

It is not surprising that progressivist
opinion in the denominations was
generally sympathetic to this view. A
spokesman for the National Council of
Churches called the film "an honest
attempt to tell the story of Jesus from a
different perspective." The Episcopal
bishop of New York called the film
"theologically sound."25 And a
theologian at Notre Dame was quoted
as saying, "This film is . . . fairly
distinguished art."26



To say that the conservative Catholic
and Evangelical communities did not
share this view of the film is to
understate their position monumentally.
The universal conclusion was that The
Last Temptation of Christ was
"sacrilegious." Morality in Media
judged the film to be "an intentional
attack on Christianity."27 "Utter
blasphemy of the worst degree," was
t h e way Reverend Falwell put it.
"Neither the label 'fiction' nor the First
Amendment," he continued, "gives
Universal [Studios] the right to libel,
slander and ridicule the most central
figure in world history."28 Official
Catholic opinion complained that the



Christ portrayed in the film was "not
the Christ of Scriptures and of the
church."29 But even this was an
understatement in the eyes of the more
orthodox Catholics and Evangelicals.
Christ, they claimed, was made "an
object of low fantasies." Focus on the
Family concluded that Jesus was
portrayed "as a confused, lustful wimp
who denies his divinity and struggles
with his sinful nature."30

Intense hostility led to sustained
protest within the larger community of
conservative Catholics and
Evangelicals. Mother Angelica, a nun
w h o has run the nation's largest
Catholic cable network, called on



protesters to drive with their headlights
on leading up to opening day to signal
their opposition to the film. The
American Society for the Defense of
Tradition, Family and Property
published a full-page "open-letter" to
Universal Studios in the New York
Times with the word "Blasphemy"
printed at the top. Concerned Women
for America asked all MCA
stockholders (MCA owns Universal) to
sell the company's stock. The American
Family Foundation sent out 2.5 million
mailings protesting the film and anti-
Temptation spots appeared on 700
Christian radio stations and 50 to 75
television stations. These actions
spawned a massive letter-writing



campaign, street protests, and picketing
at film openings in cities across the
country, (roughly 25,000 people staged
a protest rally at Universal City on one
day alone), and, of course, a
nationwide boycott called by leaders in
the Eastern Orthodox, Catholic, and
Evangelical Protestant faiths.
Moreover, one Evangelical leader, Bill
Bright of Campus Crusade for Christ,
offered to raise money to reimburse
Universal for all copies of.the film,
which would then "promptly be
destroyed."31

Publishing

Of "teen" magazines, there seems to



be no end. Yet the publication of one of
them, Sassy, caused quite a stir.
Modeled after the popular Australian
teen magazine Dolly, Sassy would offer
American teenagers the most candid
presentation of teen problems and
issues available. Early issues carried
articles such as "Sex for Absolute
Beginners," "So You Think You're
Ready for Sex? Read This First,"
"Should I Talk During Sex?" "The Truth
About Boys' Bodies," "The Dirty,
Scummy Truth About Spring Break,"
"Laural and Leslie and Alex and Brian
Are Your Basic Kids. They're dating.
They go to movies and concerts. They
fight over stupid things. They make up.
They're sad sometimes. They're happy.



AND THEY'RE GAY," among others.
In times like these, editors reasoned, it
is important to build up "a spirit of
openness in talking to teens about sex,"
drugs, and other issues that they
confront. Thus Sassy promised,
according to an introductory letter, to
"help you with some of the really tough
decisions you have to make, such as
how to know when it's the right time to
say no or yes to that special guy and
plenty of other things that your mother
forgot to tell you." After all, the letter
continued, "There are times when you
really need to talk with a friend, not
with parents or teachers or other
people. "32



The criticisms that followed the
publication of Sassy carried much the
tone of the other moral criticism we
have seen. According to traditionalists,
the magazine could only have a
negative effect on the minds and morals
of teenagers, for it encouraged
promiscuity and discouraged respect
for parental authority by usurping their
role in the task of moral and sexual
education. Concerned Women for
America, Focus on the Family, the
American Family Association, and
others were incensed by the arrogance
and intrusiveness of such a venture and
staged a boycott of the advertisers of
the new magazine. Hundreds of letters
were written to these advertisers



complaining of their indirect support
for the undermining of morality among
children and in the end, five major
advertisers and several smaller ones
pulled out. The editor, in an interview,
admitted that the effect had been "very
damaging" financially and, moreover,
that the episode had had an impact on
editorial policy.

Television

Every year during the ratings sweep,
the major networks display their raciest
and most innovative programming. In
years past, television shows like
"Miami Vice," "Dream Street," "Knots
Landing," "thirtysomething," "A Man



Called Hawk," "The Cosby Show,"
among many others have made strong
showings within the national television
audience. These, in turn, become strong
draws for corporations wanting to
advertise their products. Critics admit
that the amount of sexual intimacy
outside of marriage, violence, and
profanity portrayed on some of these
shows is very high, yet they also have
been quick to point out that many of
these shows are technically innovative
and treat many issues such as
homosexuality, child abuse and incest,
and the ambiguities of ethical behavior
in law enforcement, marriage, student
culture, and the like, with great
sensitivity.



Sensitivity is the last thing these
television shows display, in the view of
many with orthodox commitments. To
the contrary, "television," claimed a
letter from the American Family
Association, "is undermining the Judeo-
Christian values you hold dear and
work hard to teach your children ."'3
For this reason, leaders from CLeaR-
TV visited with executives from the
three major networks in order to
express their concerns. According to
Reverend Wildmon, "They used the
same words that I used, but we
certainly didn't mean the same thing by
them." From this point on, the leaders
decided to approach the advertisers



rather than the networks. "Advertisers
don't give you a cold shoulder. They
want to be your friend ."34 In line with
this strategy, the American Family
Association and CLeaR-TV began to
approach advertisers. Sponsors who
did not respond positively to their
concerns very often faced the threat of a
boycott. PepsiCo, for example, pulled a
commercial featuring pop star, nude
model, and actress Madonna and their
promotion of her world tour; General
Mills, Ralston Purina, and Domino's
Pizza pulled advertising from "Saturday
Night Live"; Mazda and Noxell were
also influenced in this way; and of the
400 sponsors of prime-time television
in the 1989 ratings sweeps, CLeaR-TV



focused on the Mention Company and
the Clorox Corporation, pledging to
boycott their products for a year for
their sponsorship of programs
containing sex, violence, and profanity.
Of this latter boycott, Roman Catholic
Bishop Stanislaus Brzana of New York
(one of more than one hundred bishops
nationwide who endorsed CLeaR-TV)
argued, "We believe our cause will
benefit not only our group but the whole
country."" The work of CLeaR-TV has
not been isolated. Kimberly-Clark and
Tambrands pulled ads from "Married ...
with Children" after a Michigan
homemaker threatened action.", The
National Decency Forum and the



American Family Association have
sought to press the Federal
Communications Commission, even
with legal action, to enforce its
"decency code." 37 And finally (though
the list could go on), "dial-a-porn"
companies who advertise on television
have been pressured and a few shut
down through legal pros ecution and
popular pressure by such groups as
Citizens for Decency through Law,
Concerned Women for America, and
Morality in Media.

Decoding Art and the Avant-Garde

The preceding examples are but a few
well-publicized illustrations of cultural



warfare in various media and forms of
public expression. The point of
reviewing them was to demonstrate,
across media, certain patterns of
cultural conflict. Despite the variations
of situation and media, one can trace a
common and consistent thread of
sentiment on each side of the new
cultural divide.

On the progressivist side, there is a
tendency to value novelty and the avant-
garde for their own sake. This in itself
is not controversial. What is
controversial is how avant-garde is
defined. Progressives implicitly define
the "avant-garde" not so much as the
presentation of classic social themes in



new artistic forms, but rather as the
symbolic presentation of behavior and
ideas that test the limits of social
acceptability. More often than not this
means the embrace of what the
prevailing social consensus would have
called "perverse" or "irreverent," what
Carol lannone calls "the insistent and
progressive artistic exploration of the
forbidden frontiers of human
experience." Lucy Lippard
acknowledges as much in her review of
the Serrano corpus in Art in America:
"His work shows," she contends, "that
the conventional notion of good taste
with which we are raised and educated
is based on an illusion of social order
that is no longer possible (nor



desirable) to believe in. We now look
at art in the context of incoherence and
disorder-a far more difficult task than
following the prevailing rules."3" A
similar theme can be found in each of
the other cases reviewed. In rap music
and in television programming, the
boundaries of social consensus around
human relationships are tested through
excessive sex and violence; in the film
The Last Temptation, they are tested
through the demythologization of
ancient Christian belief; in publishing
the magazine Sassy, the boundaries of
adolescent innocence (at what age and
how kids should learn about sexuality)
a r e tested. In each case, an earlier



consensus of what is "perverse" and
what is "irreverent" is challenged, and
as it is challenged, it inevitably
disintegrates.

The issue is sharpened when
considering the special case of art.
Here too the underlying controversy is
over how art is to be defined. In
general, progressivists tend to start
with the assumption that there is no
objective method of determining what
is art and what is obscene. Historical
experience demonstrates time and again
that even if a consensus declares that a
work has no enduring artistic value, the
consensus may change; the work could,
over time, come to be viewed as art.59



For this reason one must recognize and
at all times respect and defend the
autonomy of the artist and of artistic
effort. Artists should not be bound by
legal constraints or inhibited by social
conventions, for artistic genius may yet
emerge, if it is not already evident.
Indeed, modern criticism does regard
art "as a `sacred wood,' a separate
universe, a self-contained sovereignty"
and the artist, in writer Vladimir
Nabokov's words, as responsible to no
one but himself.40 One artist expressed
this theme when he said, "It is
extremely important that art be
unjustifiable."41

Out of this general perspective comes



the implicit understanding that a work
is art if "experts" are willing to call it
art and if it symbolically expresses an
individual's personal quest to
understand and interpret one's
experience in the world.42 Both themes
were evident in the expert testimony
given at the 1990 obscenity trial of the
Contemporary Arts Center in Cincinnati
where the question "What is art?" was
posed directly in view of the
Mapplethorpe retrospective.
Jacquelynn Baas, director of the
University Art Museum at the
University of California at Berkeley,
responded to the question of why one
should consider Robert Mapplethorpe's
work as art by declaring: "In the first



place, they're great photographs.
Secondly, in this work he dealt with
issues that our society, modern society
is grappling with ... what it means to be
a sexual being, and also race, that was
an important part of the show." Robert
Sobieszek, curator of the George
Eastman House International Museum
of Photography reiterated the same two
themes. "I would say they are works of
art, knowing they are by Robert
Mapplethorpe, knowing his intentions.
They reveal in very strong, forceful
ways a major concern of a creative
artist ... a troubled portion of his life
that he was trying to come to grips with.
It's that search for meaning, not unlike



van Gogh's."4I Both experts declare,
prima facie, the work to be art; both
point out how it symbolically expresses
Mapplethorpe's quest to interpret the
world and his place in it.

For the orthodox and their
conservative allies, expert opinion is
n o t a reliable measure of artistic
achievement and the artist's intentions
a r e completely irrelevant to
determining whether a work is art.
Rather, artistic achievement is
measured by the extent to which it
reflects the sublime. Critic Hilton
Kramer endorses this view in speaking
of federal funding for art that reflects
"the highest achievements of our



civiliza- Lion ."44 George F. Will
similarly favors the view that art, at
least art worthy of support, is
recognized in its capacity to "elevate
the public mind by bringing it into
contact with beauty and even
ameliorate social pathol- ogies."45 Art
worthy of government funding,
therefore, should be justifiable on the
grounds that it serves this high public
purpose. Congressman Henry Hyde, in
reflecting about his role in the public
policy process, argues that "art
detached from the quest for truth and
goodness is simply self-expression and
ultimately self-absorption."46 Again,
what all of the voices on this side of the
cultural divide hold in common-



whether orthodox theists like Hyde or
secular platonists like Kramer and
Will-is a belief in a metaphysical
reality for which art is to be a symbolic
expression.

In sum, for the orthodox and their
conservative allies artistic creativity is
concerned to reflect a higher reality.
For their opponents, art is concerned
with the creation of reality itself. Art
for the progressivist is, then, a
statement of being. To express oneself
is to declare one's existence. Hilton
Kramer may be correct that the
professional art world maintains a
sentimental attachment to the idea that
art is at its best when it is most extreme



and disruptive, but he is probably
wrong if he believes this to be its chief
or only aim. More fundamentally, if
only implicitly, the contemporary arts
project is a statement about the meaning
of life, namely that life is a process of
self-creation. As this enterprise takes
public form, however, contemporary art
and the avant-garde come to represent
nothing less than the besmearing of the
highest ideals of the orthodox moral
vision.

When all is said and done, however,
the events taking place in each of the
contexts mentioned earlier-the action
and reaction of progressivists and
cultural conservatives-represent only



the first stage in the development of a
deeper debate about the limits of public
expression in American society.

 



CENSORSHIP

Progressivist Accusations

The immediate reaction of the
progressivists is that those who
complain about art do so because they
"do not know enough about art," or
simply "do not care about art."47 All of
the protest demonstrates, as the
Washington Post put it, "the danger of a
cultural outsider passing judgement on
something he doesn't understand ."48
Such comments may sound elitist (and
undoubtedly are), but their significance
goes beyond implying that those who do
not share progressive aesthetic taste are



simple philistines. The real
significance of such sentiments is that
they reaffirm the basic characteristic of
the contemporary culture war, namely
the nigh complete disjunction of moral
understanding between the orthodox
a nd progressivist communities-in this
case, on what constitutes art. The
progressivist communities and the arts
establishment display a certain
arrogance in believing that their
definitions of "serious artistic merit"
should be accepted by all, and this
leads them to categorize various
cultural conservatives as "Know-
Nothings," "yahoos," "neanderthals,"
"literary death squads," "fascists," and
"cultural terrorists."49



The response of progressivists to this
situation, however, quickly evolves
beyond this. In a way, what we hear
after this initial response is less of an
argument than it is a symbolic call to
arms, a "Banzai!" that reveals a
spontaneous, unified, and passionate
indignation every bit as deep as that
expressed by the orthodox in reaction to
tarnishing of their ideals. Irrespective
of the circumstances or media, the
orthodox protest evokes among
progressives the cry of "censorship."

Nowhere has this alarm sounded
more loudly than in the case of the
protest against network television.



People for the American Way,
Americans for Constitutional Freedom,
Playboy, and many others have viewed
the boycotting of corporate advertisers
of television programming as acts of
"economic terrorism" that are
tantamount to censorship. "What is
more intrusive than the attempt by
fundamentalist censors to dictate what
we can watch in the privacy of our own
homes?" asked the founder of
Fundamentalists Anonymous. Donald
Wildmon, whom Playboy called the
"Tupelo Ayatollah," is nothing short of
"dangerous." Said the executive
director of Americans for
Constitutional Freedom, "We intend to
do everything to prevent him from



setting himself up as a censor who can
remake America in his own image.""'

Similar accusations are leveled in
every other situation where the
orthodox protest the content of public
media. The music industry viewed the
efforts of the Parents' Music Resource
Center to have albums labeled
"contains explicit lyrics" as an act of
censorship. Frank Zappa called it a
conspiracy to extort. Outside observers
viewed the orthodox influence on
Sassy's editorial policy (through the
threat of corporate boycotts) as
"horrifying," tantamount to the
suppression of ideas. The varied
protests against The Last Temptation of



Christ (particularly the boycott) were
viewed by many progressives as acts of
censorship, born out of "intolerant nar
row-mindedness," "bigotry," and
"pharisaism."51 Universal Studios
responded to Bill Bright's offer to
purchase all copies of the film with
fullpage newspaper advertisements in
four cities, stating that the right to free
expression was not for sale. Economic
pressure (in the form of the boycott)
against hotel chains that make adult
films available to their patrons has
been called censorship. Proposals to
defund the National Endowment for the
Arts were viewed as a move toward
censorship. Even the refusal of printing
companies to print "controversial"



materials has been deemed "printer
censorship."52 And, finally, efforts to
prohibit flag burning have been called
political censorship.

Implicit within this accusation, of
course, is the legal judgment that the
constitutionally guaranteed right to
freedom of speech is either threatened
or actually violated by conservative
protest. For this reason, the Bill of
Rights is almost always invoked by
progressives or by artists themselves.
When, for example, Nikki Sixx of
Motley Crue was told in an interview
that there were those who objected to
the band stating on stage that their "only
regret is that [they] couldn't eat all the



pussy [they] saw here tonight, he
responded, `I say fuck 'em. It's freedom
of speech; First Amendment!'"" Thomas
Jefferson himself might not have put it
quite that way or even necessarily
agreed with the application, but without
fail, the legacy of Jefferson directly
informs the content of the progressivist
reply. Luther Campbell of 2 Live Crew
echoed this sentiment when he said,
"We give America what they want. Isn't
there such a thing as free enterprise
here? Isn't there such a thing as freedom
of speech?' The record store owner in
Florida arrested for selling As Nasty
As They Wanna Be put the matter in a
slightly larger context. "We tell the
Lithuanians, you know, fight for



freedom ... And yet, we're trying to
censor our own country .... We don't
need nobody to censor us and they're
violating our civil rights and our
freedom of speech. And next-what else
will it be next?"54 And finally, a
purveyor of "adult art" was perhaps the
most articulate on this matter. "The fact
that speech is offensive to some
people," he said, "the fact that it is
controversial, is exactly the sort of
speech that the First Amendment was
designed to protect. Speech that is
acceptable to everyone, that's not
controversial, doesn't need protection,
because nobody is going to try to
suppress it.""



The pounding repetition of this
accusation is in accord with the general
position taken by the People for the
American Way, who believe that this
brand of censorship is not only on the
increase, it "has become more
organized and more effective" with
haunting implications.56 The very
language employed by cultural
conservatives when they insist it is time
to "clean up our culture" or to "stop
subsidizing decadence" is, as several
writers contend, "chillingly reminiscent
of Nazi cultural metaphors."57 Robert
Brustein, writing in the New Republic,
goes so far as to dismiss the distinction
between censorship and the effort to
influence the distribution of taxpayers'



money (as in the effort to defund
"offensive art",at the National
Endowment for the Arts), insisting that
defunding art is a form of censorship.
He concludes that "only gnvern- ment-
in a time when other funding has grown
increasingly restrictive and
programmatic-can guarantee free and
innovative art. And that means
acknowledging that, yes, every artist
has a First Amendment right to
subsidy."511

The progressivist response to this
backlash has gone beyond rhetoric into
direct political action as well. Full-
page newspaper ads criticizing the
censorious impulse have appeared.



Individual artists, the ACLU, Playboy
Enterprises, Penthouse, the American
Booksellers Association, and many
other individuals and organizations
have initiated litigation against a
number of organizations, such as
Concerned Women for America and the
American Family Association.
Counterboycotts were formed, such as
the one called by Fundamentalists
Anonymous against Pepsi in order to
"protest Pepsi's capitulation to
censorship." ("No Madonna, no Pepsi,"
they claimed. We will make Pepsi "the
choice of the fundamentalist
generation"-"only losers will drink
Pepsi! ")59 A number of new
organizations, such as Americans for



Constitutional Freedom, the National
Campaign for Freedom of Expression,
and the Media Coalition, also came to
life as part of the progressivist reaction
to these assaults.

Orthodox Counteraccusations

To the accusation of censorship, the
reply of cultural conservatives is
"nonsense!" Christianity Today
editorialized that the media and arts
establishment

use freedom of speech as a means to
flout standards of common public
decency. We must not throw in the
towel. Christians must unite in



mounting a counteroffensive through
our families, churches, schools, and
other institutions. The legal issues
surrounding public standards may be
complex, but the moral imperatives are
not. We must not abandon the ring of
public debate to those who would use
freedom of speech as an excuse to be
as morally offensive as they "wanna"
be.60

Implicit here and in much of the
orthodox and conservative rhetoric is
the view that communities have the
right to decide for themselves what
standards will be used to discriminate
between art and obscenity. If, through
the democratic process, standards are



agreed upon, why should communities
not be entitled to uphold them through
official means?

Donald Wildmon also rejects the
idea that he and his compatriots are
somehow violating the First
Amendment protections of free speech,
but he takes a slightly different tack. He
insists that artists do have the right to
express themselves as they please but
that he too has a right to speak out
against them. This posture is expressed
paradigmatically in his rationale for
acting against Pepsi for its plans to fund
the Madonna tour.

Here is a pop singer who makes a



video that's sacrilegious to the core.
Here's a pop star that made a low-
budget porn film. Here's a pop star
who goes around in her concerts with
sex oozing out, wearing a cross. Now
Pepsi is saying to all the young people
of the new generation, "Here is the
person we want you to emulate and
imitate." They can do that. They've got
every right to give Madonna $10
million dollars, put it on television
every night if they want to. All I'm
saying is "Don't ask me to buy Pepsi if
you do it."ti"

The same rationale undergirds
Wildmon's approach to the television
networks. "The networks can show



what they want to show. The advertiser
can sponsor what he wants to sponsor.
And the consumer can spend his money
where he wants to. [The idea] that I
must spend my money with these
companies to help support these
programs that I find offensive [-] I don't
believe that." To those who wonder
aloud whether he is infringing on
others' rights, he responds, "I'm not
infringing on anybody's rights. I have as
much right as any other individual in
this society to try to shape society. I
have as much right to try to influence
peo- pie.... I'm very cognizant of other
people's rights. All I'm asking is for
them to be cognizant of mine."e2



Tipper Gore of the Parents' Music
Resource Center called the cry of
censorship "a smoke screen," a dodge
for taking corporate responsibility for
their product. In asking for labels on
record albums, her group claimed, they
were asking for more information, not
less. The group's approach, then, "was
the direct opposite of censorship."
Morality in Media takes the argument
one step further in maintaining that
"freedom of expression is not the
exclusive right of producers,
publishers, authors or a handful of
media executives. Freedom of
expression belongs ... to the entire
community.... [it is only a] vocal,



unr emi tti ng, organized community
expression [that] will bring about a
media based on love, truth and good
taste."63

The debate over censorship becomes
even more interesting when the
accusation of censorship is leveled at
progressives by the voices of
orthodoxy. At one extreme Jimmy
Swaggart insists that "those of the
humanistic stripe want to see all Bibles
banned in America."64 But accusations
of censorship also come from more
tempered voices within the
conservative alliance, with much
greater credibility.



The complaint that progressivists and
a liberal educational establishment
censor, through exclusion, material on
traditional religion in the public school
textbooks was noted in the last chapter.
The same kind of de facto censoring
occurs, it is maintained, when major
magazines and newspapers, through
editorial edict, refuse to review books
written and published by conservative
Catholics or Evangelical Protestants, or
deny them the recognition they deserve
by not including these works on their
best-seller lists. The Evangelical writer
Francis Schaeffer, for example, sold
over 3 million copies of his books in
the United States, and yet his books



were never reviewed in the New York
Times Book Review or Time and never
counted on any best-seller list. The
same was true of Hal Lindsey's Late
Great Planet Earth, a book that was the
top nonfiction seller in America in the
1970s-for the entire decade. The book
w a s not reviewed by the literary
establishment nor did it appear on
weekly best-seller lists until it was
later published by a secular publishing
house. For publishing elites to ignore
this literature, for whatever
reasonseven if they do not believe such
works constitute "serious literature or
scholarship"-is, they say, to "censor."
As columnist Cal Thomas put it, the
"practice of treating the Christian



market as a kind of `Negro league' of
publishing creates a false impression
that we live in a totally secular society
where persons with religious principles
have nothing to say. If occasionally they
do say something in print, their
opinions or ideas are not worth reading
or considering."65

It was in this spirit that the editors of
the conservative magazine Chronicles
wrote (in a subscription appeal):

Once upon a time in America, you
could say you loved your country,
believed in God, and held your
marriage sacred ... and not be
snickered at as a simple-minded



innocent.

Your could believe in honesty, hard
work, and self-reliance; you could
speak of human responsibilities in the
same breath as human rights ... and not
be derided as an insensitive fool.

You could speak out against profane
books, depraved movies, and decadent
art; you could express your
disapproval of drugsodden
entertainers, America-hating educators,
and appeasementobsessed legislators
... and not be branded as an ignorant
reactionary.

And yes, once upon a time in America,



you could actually believe in morality,
both public and private, and not be
proclaimed a hopeless naif-more to be
pitied than taken seriously.

But that was before the "censorship of
fashion" took control of contemporary
American culture.

This insidious form of censorship is
not written into our laws or statutes-but
it is woven into the very fabric of our
culture. It reigns supreme in literature
and the arts, on television and in film,
in music and on radio, in our churches,
our public schools, and our
universities. And above all else, it is
dedicated to the propagation of one



agenda-the liberal activist agenda for
America.

The "censorship of fashion" is not only
sinister and subtle, it's also ruthlessly
effective. It employs the powerful
weapons of ridicule and condescension
to stifle the voices of millions of
Americans, like you, who still cherish
our traditional values.66

Assaults on the right to free speech,
some orthodox leaders contend, are
further evident in lawsuits against those
organizations that boycott, picket, or
systematically protest against the sale
and distribution of "sexually explicit
material" or against abortion clinics.



Such lawsuits have been based on the
Racketeer Influenced and Corrupt
Organizations (RICO) Act. For
example, Playboy and Penthouse
magazines as well as Waldenbooks
filed extortion and racketeering charges
against the Florida chapter of the
American Family Association for using
pickets and boycott threats to get 1,400
stores to stop selling the magazine. Said
a spokesman for the defendants, "The
expansion of the use of RICO against
free expression activities is extremely
dangerous to the future of free speech,
and is censorship at its worst. "c'

The view that the media, arts, and
literary establishment is intolerant of



orthodox perspectives and ideals is not
merely a rhetorical device for getting
back at progressives but a deeply held
conviction. It is the sense of
institutionalized bias and even
censorship against the orthodox that has
inspired the rise of religiously orthodox
equivalents to an antidefamation league.
The Catholic League for Civil and
Religious Rights is such a group in the
conservative Catholic orbit; though
groups like the Rutherford Institute
serve such a function within the
Evangel ical camp, calls for an
organization deliberately identified and
acting in the capacity of a Christian
antidefamation league were issued in
the early 1990s.6' Given the nature of



the culture war, such a development is,
perhaps, inevitable.

Decoding Free Speech

Back and forth the arguments go. After
a time, the details of this conflict
become tediously predictable. One side
claims that a work is "art"; the other
claims it is not. One claims that a work
has enduring aesthetic or literary
appeal; the other claims it only appeals
to the eccentric interests of a deviant
subculture. At least on the face of it,
one is tempted to agree with justice
John Marshall Harlan who concluded
that "one man's vulgarity is another's
lyric." Such relativism may not be



desirable but it seems to be the
necessary outcome of the present
cultural conflict. In this light, it is
entirely predictable that each side
would claim that the other side is not
committed to free speech but to a
systematic imposition of its values and
perspectives on everyone else. Alas,
one person's act of "censorship" has
become another's "commitment to
community standards."

Thus, in the contemporary culture
war, regard for rights to the freedom of
speech has become a matter of "whose
ox is being gored" at the moment.69
The fact is, both sides make a big
mistake when they confuse censuring



(the legitimate mobilization of moral
opprobrium) with censoring (the use of
the state and other legal or official
means to restrict speech).70 Censuring,
say through economic boycott or letter-
writing campaigns, is itself a form of
political speech protected by the First
Amendment and employed legally all of
the time whether in boycotts against
South Africa, Nestle's, or California
lettuce growers, or against the
purveyors of sexually explicit or
theologically controversial art. But the
finer points of distinction are lost on
many of the activists in this debate.
Even when the protest is merely the
expression of disapproval, what each
side invariably hears are the footsteps



of an approaching cadre of censors. In
most cases, however, neither side
presents a genuine threat to the rights of
the other to free expression. The cry of
censorship from both sides of the
cultural divide, then, becomes an
ideological weapon to silence
legitimate dissent.

This being said, it must also be stated
that real censorship is taking place and
the voices of both cultural conservatism
and progressivism perpetuate it in their
own ways. Censorship, again, is the use
of the state or other official means to
restrict speech. In every case it is
justified by the claim that "community
standards" have been violated. The use



of the police to arrest the members of 2
Live Crew in Florida and the use of
law to shut down the Contemporary
Arts Center in Cincinnati because they
violated community standards of
obscenity are, then, textbook cases of
such censorship. Censorship is also
perpetuated on the other side of the
cultural divide. It is seen in the efforts
of student groups and universities to
prohibit, in the name of community
standards, defamatory remarks and
expressions against minorities, gays,
and women. (Would progressives
throw their support or legal weight
behind a similar code that prohibited
say, unpatriotic, irreligious, or sexually
explicit "expressions" on the



community campus?) Censorship is
also seen, to give another example, in
the suspension of Andy Rooney from
his job at CBS in 1990 for making
remarks against gays. On both sides of
the cultural divide, the concept of
"community standards" is invoked as an
i d e o l o gi c a l weapon to silence
unpopular voices. Understanding how
the standards of one moral community
can be so diametrically opposed to the
standards of the other takes us back to
the root of the culture war itself.

 



ART, EXPRESSION, AND
THE SACRED

A critic quoted earlier warned of the
danger of a cultural outsider passing
judgment on something he does not
understand. The reality of the culture
war is that the cultural conservative and
the progressivist are each outsiders to
the other's cultural milieu. Accordingly,
each regularly and often viciously
passes judgment on the other. "That
judgment is not at all bad in itself. Such
is the back and forth of democratic
discourse. The danger is not in passing
judgment but in the failure to understand
why the other is so insulted by that



judgment. That is the measure of their
mutual outsiderness.

The orthodox, for example,
demonstrate such a position when they
view certain artistic work in isolation
from the larger aesthetic project of an
artist and label it obscene,
pornographic, and prurient." Who are
these people, progressivists ask, to
label the life work of Serrano and
Mapplethorpe as vulgarity? That they
cannot see the "enduring artistic
achievement" of an artist's oeuvre is a
gauge of their alienation from "high art"
discourse. The same kind of obtuseness
is found among pro gressivists.
Consider the controversy surrounding



The Last Temptation of Christ. A
Washington Post editorial stated with
no equivocation that audiences would
not find the film blasphemous.72
Another reviewer, from Newsweek,
said, "One can think of hundreds of
trashy, thrill-happy movies devout
Christians could get upset about.
Instead, they have taken to the airwaves
to denounce the one movie that could
conceivably open a viewer's heart to
the teachings of Jesus." Still another
reviewer, from Newhouse
Newspapers, called the film, "The most
realistic biblical film ever made."73
Who are these people, orthodox
Christians ask, to proclaim universally
that The Last Temptation of Christ was



not blasphemous? For millions of
Americans it certainly was, and it was
a measure of progressives' outsiderness
that they could not acknowledge it to
be.

This kind of mutual misunderstanding
reveals once more that the conflict over
the media and the arts is not just a
dispute among institutions and not just a
disagreement over "speech" protected
by the First Amendment. Ultimately the
battle over this symbolic territory
reveals a conflict over world views-
over what standards our communities
and our nation will live by; over what
we consider to be "of enduring value"
in our communities; over what we



consider a fair representation of our
times, and so on. As a bystander at the
Contemporary Arts Center in Cincinnati
observed during the controversy over
the Mapplethorpe exhibit, "This isn't
just an obscenity prosecution. This is a
trial of a good part of American
culture.""

But even more, these battles again lay
bare the tensions that exist between two
fundamentally different conceptions of
the sacred. For those of orthodox
religious commitments, the sacred is
obvious enough. It is an unchanging and
everlasting God who ordained through
Scripture, the church, or Torah, a
manner of life and of social



relationship that cannot be broached
without incurring the displeasure of
God. On the other side of the cultural
divide, the sacred is a little more
difficult to discern. Perhaps Tom Wolfe
had it right when he observed that art
itself was the religion of the educated
classes.75 Maybe this is why
Broadway producer Joseph Papp said
as he observed the police coming into
the Cincinnati Contemporary Arts
Center to close the Mapplethorpe
exhibit, "It's like an invasion. It's like
they're coming into a church or coming
into a synagogue, or coming into any
place of worship. It's a violation."76
Such an insight makes sense if we see
art as a symbol of conscience. To place



any restrictions on the arts, therefore, is
to place restrictions on the conscience
itself; it is to place fetters on the
symbol of being. Such an insight also
makes sense if we see art as a symbol
of immortality-of that which will
outlive us all. To place restrictions on
art is to place restrictions on the
(secular) hope of eternity. Perhaps this
is why the procedural guarantee of
freedom of expression has also
acquired a sacred quality in
progressivist circles.

The idea that the battle over the arts
is related to the tensions between two
different conceptions of the sacred is
not far-fetched. How else can one



explain the passion and intensity on
both sides of the cultural divide were it
not that each side, by its very being and
expression, profanes what the other
holds most sublime? If this is true, we
are again reminded of the reasons that
the larger culture war will not subside
any time soon.

 



10

Law

As we have seen, the attempt to gain
advantage in the contemporary cultural
contest by means of superior moral
reasoning is frustrated largely because
the contenders themselves operate from
different philosophical assumptions and
by very different rules of logic and
mo r a l judgment. The advocates of
opposing sides find themselves in a
mo r a l Tower of Babel, everyone



speaking, even shouting, but unable to
understand or to be understood.
Sometimes activists resort to efforts to
delegitimate their opposition and its
agenda through discrediting labels and
commentary. It has become clear that
this is a trade in which all participants
engage with matching vitality and
conviction. At least on the surface of
things, the result appears to be a
stalemate.

Yet there is another field of conflict
on which opposing sides of the cultural
divide attempt to gain the advantage. It
is the legal system. De Tocqueville
himself observed that "there is hardly a
political question in the United States



which does not sooner or later turn into
a judicial one."' This is undoubtedly
more true now than in the 1830s when
he made the remark. Is there any part of
contemporary life in America that has
not become engulfed by litigation?
Certainly all of the fields of conflict
reviewed here-from the various aspects
of family life, to education, to free
speech, not to mention health (for
example, smokers' versus nonsmokers'
rights), health care (such as the right to
die), and social protest (such as when
RICO or federal antiracketeering laws
are applied to certain kinds of political
activism)-are simply awash in legal
imbroglio. Nevertheless, something
more subtle and even more elementary



is at issue than the evolution of public
discourse from political disagreement
to legal dispute.

 



PACKING THE COURTS

The most conspicuous area over which
the legal system is contested is in the
composition of the bench itself judges
selected by the president as federal
court appointments. This is no small
affair, for as history makes clear,
judges not only decree what the
Constitution legally requires, but what
it morally implies as well. The power
of selection vested in the executive
branch of the government, therefore, is
nothing less than a temptation to
prejudice the bench in favor of those
judges and attorneys whose legal
philosophy and opinions are most



compatible with the current
administration.

A comment made in the 1980s is a
telling way to begin. In an occasional
paper published by the People for the
American Way, the author asserted that
the "new Right's court packing
campaign" through the 1980s was
"profoundly anti-constitutional."2 The
claim, in a broader perspective,
appears disingenuous, since the
temptation to prejudice the court in this
way has rarely been resisted by
presidents. Presidents have long
attempted to fashion the federal
judiciary in their own ideological cast
and have in large part succeeded.



Truman appointed 47 percent of the
federal bench; Eisenhower, 56 percent;
Kennedy, 33 percent, Johnson, 38
percent; and Carter, 40 percent. Ronald
Reagan, in two terms, appointed more
than 50 percent. The growth of the
judiciary is a factor here. The actual
number of district and appellate judges
has increased more than twofold-from
about 280 during the late 1940s to
roughly 760 in the late 1980s.3 So, as
the number of judgeships has grown, so
too has the president's influence over
them. But the logic and temptation of
"court packing" has extended to the
Supreme Court as well. President
Franklin Roosevelt, for example, went
so far as to formally propose that the



Court be expanded by six more justices
in order to tip the balance of opinion in
favor of New Deal legislation.
Although the plan finally failed, it is
said that it succeeded in its effect, for it
s e r v e d to intimidate the existing
Supreme Court into sympathy for
Roosevelt's agenda. Moreover, even
without expanding the number of
justices, FDR made a virtual clean
sweep of the Court during his
administration in the eight appointments
he eventually made.

Because the personalities and
judgments of the Supreme Court receive
much media attention, one might
imagine that it is really the composition



of the Supreme Court that is most
decisive for American jurisprudence.
As the court of final appeal its practical
and symbolic importance is undeniable.
Even so, one should bear in mind that
the Supreme Court typically offers its
opinion on no more than 150 cases
every year. By contrast, the federal
district and appeals courts typically
handle over 300,000 cases in the same
period. The course of American life,
then, would seem to be influenced as
much if not more by decisions at lower
levels than by the Supreme Court. The
point, of course, is that the composition
of the federal judiciary at all levels is
tremendously significant.



Despite previous patterns and
precedents of court packing at all
levels, however, it is fair to say that the
evolving culture war has intensified the
anxiety of individuals and groups on all
sides over the matter of bias of the
courts. The progressive and orthodox-
conservative alliances each want the
plurality on the bench to reflect their
interests in the culture war. The events
and polemics surrounding the effort by
the Reagan administration to replace
justice Lewis Powell with nominee
Robert Bork in 1987 illustrate this
dynamic well.

On the retirement of justice Powell,
Paul Gerwitz at the Yale Law School



remarked that it was not just another
vacancy but "the pivot point in the next
generation of American Constitutional
Law."4 In a very different language,
those on the right agreed. This Court
vacancy, claimed Christian Voice, may
be the "last chance ... to ensure future
decades will bring morality, godliness,
and justice back into focus."5 Falwell
himself claimed that "we are standing at
the edge of history. [Judge Bork's
nomination] may be our last chance to
influence this most important body."' To
this end the Moral Majority saw to it
that up to 22,000 postcards in support
of Bork were delivered to the Senate
Judiciary Committee. Ultimately, these
efforts and others like them were paltry



compared to the resources mobilized by
liberal activists and organizations.
Between 10 and 15 million dollars
were spent by progressivist
organizations (as diverse as the
National Organization for Women, the
National Education Association, the
National Abortion Rights Action
League, the NAACP, Planned
Parenthood, People for the American
Way, the ACLU, the AFL-CIO,
Common Cause, and the like), many of
which united under the new
organization Alliance for justice, in
order to defeat Bork's nomination.' By
itself, People for the American Way
spent over a million dollars on



television and radio advertisements,
full page newspaper advertisements,
and editorials in local and national
media-all to defeat the nomination of a
man they described as having an "icy
contempt for decades of Supreme Court
jurisprudence," and who "would turn
back the clock of progress.""

The events surrounding the Bork
nomination were extreme and
unprecedented by any standard.
Nevertheless, they well illustrate how
strategic the judiciary has come to be
seen in the minds of activists on both
sides of the cultural divide. It is for
precisely this reason that George Bush
nominated David Souter, a man with no



identifiable linkages with the issues of
the culture war, to replace
retiringJustice William Brennan in
1990. Had Souter held an identifiable
position on Roe v. Wade or on
affirmative action, for example, both
sides would have immediately
mobilized in the way they did over the
Bork nomination. As it was, the
opposition to Souter was launched
primarily by feminist groups such as the
Fund for a Feminist Majority and the
National Organization for Women.
People for the American Way and the
American Civil Liberties Union chose
not to oppose the nominee for a lack of
ammunition. He had left no paper trail.
Bush's claim that his nomination was



not motivated by politics, then, could
not have been more disingenuous, for
the decision could not have been more
political. There would be no other way
to move a nominee through
confirmation hearings. Clearly, these
unfolding machinations exemplify the
level of tension each side has come to
feel about the outcome of the battle
over this important field of conflict.
The political drama following
Thurgood Marshall's retirement in 1991
tells a similar story.

 



THE RULES FOR
RESOLVING PUBLIC

DIFFERENCES

Court packing may be the most
conspicuous area of contention in the
battle over the legal system, yet at a
very different level, the strife extends to
the very procedures for working out
moral disagreements in the public
realm; the legal, indeed constitutional
methodology for resolving mutual
differences. The conflict at this level is
rarely reported in the public media but
in the long run it is far more
consequential for the larger struggle for
cultural domination.



Take as an example the 1988
Supreme Court case that challenged the
tax-exempt status of the Roman
Catholic Church for its public
opposition to pro-abortion legislation.
Though the Supreme Court ultimately
only addressed specific technical
issues that framed the case, the root of
this case was whether churches have a
right to speak out on moral issues in the
political realm without endangering
their tax-exempt status.9 The group
Abortion Rights Mobilization argued
that the exemption provided the
Catholic Church with an unfair subsidy
for partisan political activity in the
abortion dispute. In this case, as in



many others, it makes a critical
difference who wins. Those who define
how a contest is to be played out will
have an upper hand in shaping its final
outcome. It is no surprise, then, that the
struggle to define those rules has
escalated and intensified.

The battle over the rules by which
contending alliances work out their
differences shows how the struggle for
definition has shifted to the substance of
law and the judiciary. The single best
measure of this, I would contend, is the
multiplying number of court cases
dealing with the relationship between
church and state in America. The
Supreme Court cases dealing with the



meaning of the First Amendment
religion clauses were very rare prior to
the 1870s. By the middle of the
twentieth century the ten-year average
number of church and state cases had
increased to nineteen (between 1937
and 1946). By the years 1977-86, the
number had nearly doubled to thirty-
five.10 In sum, at the Supreme Court
level, the first three-fourths of
America's history as a nation witnessed
only one-fourth of the religion cases
while the last fourth of American
history has witnessed three-fourths of
the religion cases. The same pattern in
church and state litigation is seen in
lower federal courts and in state courts.
There has been explosive growth: now



the cases number in the thousands.''

The Technical Issue

The numbers are impressive but the
basic question lingers unanswered:
what hearing do church and state
disagreements have on the struggle to
determine the procedures of public
disagreement? How are the first sixteen
words of the First Amendment-
"Congress shall make no law respecting
an establishment of religion nor
prohibiting the free exercise thereof'-
relevant to the contemporary culture
war? Why is this part of the
Constitution the center of legal
controversy? The answer is in part



sociological: articulating the rights and
responsibilities of religion (in a strictly
traditional and institutional sense) is
not what the religion clauses are all
about. The religion clauses articulate
something that is broader and more
generic, namely, the interrelationship
between the convictions of
consciousness, the autonomy of belief
and belief systems, and the powers and
prerogatives of the state. "Free
exercise" means the protection under
the law to live and worship according
to the dictates of conscience. But are
there limits to what the state will accept
as permissible? If so, what are the
limits and how do those limits change?
Likewise, the "no establishment"



provision means that the state will not
link its interests with the interests of a
particular faith, that it will be as neutral
as possible-but is "neutrality" really
achievable? If not, on which side
should the state err? It is in the subtle
vagaries in the interpretation of these
clauses that the interests of different
ideological contenders can either be
enhanced or diminished.

This entire issue can be addressed by
way of exploring (1) the opposing ways
in which "religion" is defined by the
courts and (2) the opposing ideals of
the proper relationship between church
and state. The questions may seem
esoteric and beside the point, yet we



will see that they are of decisive
significance.

Defining Religion

To understand how the legal definition
of religion has come to be contested, it
is first necessary to sketch out the ways
in which the courts have implicitly
conceptualized religion. For this task it
is useful to refer to the analytical tools
of the social sciences. Although these
definitions have never been explicitly
invoked by the courts, it is clear that the
courts operate within a framework that
is laid out by the social sciences.

Social Scientific Definitions of



Religion

For all practical purposes, social
science offers two approaches to the
definition of religion: the substantive
approach and the functional approach.
Both definitional approaches emerge
out of respected intellectual traditions,
but the analytical differences are
marked. 12 Those who adopt the
substantive model argue that religion
should be defined by what it is-that is,
by the "meaning contents of the
phenomenon." Those who favor the
functional model maintain that religion
should be defined according to what it
does.



In the substantive approach the
differentia is the category of the
"sacred" or the "holy." Yet the sacred,
from this perspective, has a fairly
specific meaning. The sacred is the
realm of the supramundane or the
transcendent-what Rudolf Otto called
the mysterium tremendum. As such it is
a reality that humans experience as
"wholly other," for it evokes feelings of
ineffable wonder and awe. Religion,
then, is the meaning system that
emanates from the sacred.

Again, what distinguishes functional
approaches to religion is the concern
for what it does-its role and
consequences for individual and social



existence. For the individual, religion
provides "road maps for the soul"-a
meaning system offering a sense of
purpose and meaning to the life course,
a stable set of moral coordinates to
guide everyday life as well as
mechanisms to help the individual cope
with the traumatic experiences of
suffering, pain, and death. At the
societal level, religion functions to
justify institutional arrangements,
thereby generating social integration (or
in Marxist terminology, legitimating the
status quo). At this level, religion can
also perform a prophetic function,
delegitimating the status quo and calling
for the establishment of a new social
order. From this perspective, religion



is also defined by the sacred but the
sacr ed in this case could he any
ultimate value or any orienting
principle adhered to by a social group"

Although analytically distinct, these
approaches clearly are not mutually
exclusive. The substantive approach
recognizes the functionality of religion
and the functional approach recognizes
the special qualities of the supernatural.
Nevertheless, both approaches carry
different analytical consequences.
Generally the substantive model
delimits religion to the range of
traditional theisms: Judaism,
Christianity, Islam, Hinduism, and so
on. The functional model is more



inclusive. By defining religion
according to its social function, religion
has become largely synonymous with
such terms as cultural system, belief
system, meaning system, moral order,
ideology, world view, and cosmology.
For all practical purposes, even
functionalists still think of religion in
its traditional sense-a body of beliefs
and practices emanating from a
transcendent, often supernatural source-
but as the approach implies, a cultural
system does not have to have a deity for
it to be considered religious in
character. Confucianism and
Theravadin Buddhism, for example,
contain no supernatural referent to
speak of, yet few would not include



these in the larger pantheon of world
religions. Other examples are less
obvious, such as political ideologies,
social movements, and therapeutic
techniques. Scholars typically refer to
these as "quasi religions" or "religion-
surrogates" or "functional equivalents"
of religion. Even those who are
committed in principle to a more
substantive approach recognize the
profoundly religious nature of these
phenomena and employ these terms to
describe them.

It is within these parameters that
American jurisprudence has sought to
define religion. Yet the task of defining
religion for legal purposes has not been



a systematic process but one that has
evol ved from case to case with
different judges.

Legal Definitions

It was not until the 1870s that the
Supreme Court took up the question of
the nature of religion spoken of in the
First Amendment. From this time
through the end of the nineteenth century
and well into the twentieth century the
courts defined religion in strictly
substantive terms-religion referred to
theistic notions of divinity, morality,
and worship.14 In 1890, for example,
the Supreme Court justices held that
"the term `religion' has reference to



one's view of his relations to his
Creator, and to the obligations they
impose for reverence for his being and
character, and of obedience to his
will.""

The reason for adopting this
restricted approach was simple. As
Justice David Brewer wrote for the
majority opinion in Church of the Holy
Trinity v. United States (1892), "Our
civilization and our institutions are
emphatically Christian.... From the
discovery of this continent to the
present hour, there is a single voice
making this affirmation ... that this is a
Christian nation."16 Thus it was
entirely understandable that in the cases



dealing with the legality of Mormon
polygamy, the justices would legitimate
their decision of opposition by
referencing "the consent of the Christian
world in modern times."17

Forty years later, the courts again
approached the problem of defining
religion and the strict substantive
approach was again affirmed. The case
was United States v. Macintosh, a case
dealing with a Canadian immigrant and
professor in the Yale Divinity School
who was denied citizenship because he
refused to agree to bear arms unless he
were first allowed to decide whether
the war was "morally justified." There,
in the course of its decision, the



Supreme Court maintained that

the essence of religion is belief in a
relation to God involving duties
superior to those arising from any
human relation.... One cannot speak of
religious liberty, with proper
appreciation of its essential and
historic significance, without assuming
the existence of a belief in supreme
allegiance to the will of God.'"

The assumption of a Christian nation
was absent from the definition but the
theistic meaning was emphatically not.

Not long after this decision, however,
the courts began to expand their



approach. The first indication of this
came in 1941 when a federal court of
appeals was presented with a case
involving a conscientious objector. The
individual, Mathias Kauten, sought
exemption from military service
because he maintained that such service
would be in violation of his "religious
conscience." The legal difficulty posed
by his argument was that he openly
admitted that his objection was not
rooted in a "belief in a deity."
Nevertheless, the court ruled in
Kauten's favor, in part through a
broadened definition of religion. As the
court put it,

Religious belief arises from a sense of



the inadequacy of reason as a means of
relating the individual to his fellow
men and to his universe-a sense
common to men in the most primitive
and the most highly civilized
societies.... It is a belief finding
expression in a conscience which
categorically requires the believer to
disregard elementary self-interest and
to accept martyrdom in preference to
transgressing its tenets....
Conscientious objection may justly be
regarded as a response of the
individual to an inward mentor, call it
conscience or God, that is for many
persons at the present time the
equivalent of what has always been
thought a religious impulse. 19



The significance of the decision was
that it altered the central reference point
in the legal understanding of religion.
Where the reference point had
previously been the nature of belief (in
a divine being), it was now the
psychological function of belief. Within
four years the Supreme Court affirmed
this position when it held that courts
could not consider the truth of
particular creeds or tenets, only the
sincerity with which individuals
adhered to their creed.20

The shift toward a functional
definition of religion was affirmed yet
again in the early 1960s. In 1961, for



example, the Supreme Court struck
down an old Maryland statute requiring
all public employees to declare their
belief in God. The case was Torcaso v.
Watkins and it involved a postal
worker who was unwilling to make the
declaration because it violated his
freedom of belief. The Court agreed,
stating that Maryland law had also
violated the no-establishment clause of
the First Amendment because it put "the
power and authority of the State of
Maryland ... on the side of one
particular sort of believers-those who
are willing to say they believe `in the
existence of God.' "21 It further
maintained that "neither the State nor
the Federal Government can



constitutionally aid all religions as
against non-believers, and neither can
aid those religions based on a belief in
the existence of God as against those
r e l i g i o ns founded on different
beliefs."22 Of "those religions founded
on different beliefs" it explicitly
mentioned the Eastern religious faiths
of Buddhism and Taoism, but also the
functional equivalents, ethical culture
and secular humanism.

In another case involving
conscientious objectors in 1965, the
Supreme Court again affirmed the
functional approach. Until this time the
Selective Service Act of 1948 only
granted exemptions to objectors whose



religion was directly related to their
belief in a Supreme Being. The Court
concluded that the words "belief in a
Supreme Being" could be construed as
a "belief that is sincere and meaningful
[and] occupies a place in the life of its
possessor parallel to that filled by the
orthodox belief in God of one who
clearly qualifies for the exemption. "21
In formulating this opinion, the Court
referred to the work of Paul Tillich
who defined the essence of religion not
as a belief in God so much as an
"ultimate concern," what individuals
consider to be the depth of their lives,
what they take seriously without
reservation. In this light the justices
concluded that religion could be



defined as all sincere beliefs "based
upon a power or being, or upon a faith,
to which all else is subordinate or upon
which all else is ultimately
dependent."24

With this series of decisions the
constitutional definition of religion had
expanded in a way that largely
paralleled an increasingly inclusive
pluralism in America. Its chief effect
was to formally embrace nontheistic
and, in particular, secularistic
ideologies within the shelter of
protection provided by the First
Amendment religion clauses. On the
surface the justification was both
obvious and unassuming. The framers



of the Bill of Rights just had not
anticipated an America in which
religious faith (and nonfaith) was so
diversified, and where that diversity
was so prominent. Therefore the courts
were simply making constitutional
adjustments that would serve the
interests of a broader justice. As true as
thi s may have been, the net effect
carried several, then unforeseen,
complications.

To this point, the functional definition
of religion had been applied only to the
free exercise clause. It had not been
applied to the clause prohibiting the
establishment of religion or religious
faith. But the language of the First



Amendment makes it clear that rights
also carry restrictions. In order to be
consistent the courts would eventually
have to apply a functional definition to
the establishment clause as well. But
this would mean that secularistic faiths
and ideologies would also be
prohibited from receiving support from
the state. In anticipation of this, some
constitutional scholars have openly
rejected the possibility, arguing for a
"double standard"-a functional
definition for free exercise purposes (in
order to protect "the multiplying forms
of recognizably legitimate religious
exercise") and a substantive definition
for establishment purposes.25 Without
a double standard, as Lawrence Tribe



reasoned, every humane government
program could then be "deemed
constitutionally suspect."26 Other
constitutional scholars have dissented
from this, arguing that public justice can
really be served only if the rights and
restrictions imposed on theistic faiths
are also imposed upon "nontheistic
faiths. "27 Besides, this recognition has
been the practice in many European
countries for decades.

A Question of Interests

How religion is defined by the legal
establishment is not merely a matter of
academic curiosity but an issue linked
directly and practically to the interests



of opposing sides of the contemporary
cultural conflict. It was clearly in the
interests of progressives (and secular
progressives in particular) for the
courts to recognize a broader functional
definition of religion in the early 1960s,
for it guaranteed rights that had not
previously or (at least formally) been
recognized. These court decisions
represented a significant achievement
for secularist organizations and
intellectuals who had been working for
nearly three decades to have humanism
recognized as a religion or at least as a
functional equivalent of a religion.28
At the same time a functional definition
was counter to the interests of the
religiously orthodox (and the



Evangelicals in particular), for the
broader definition challenged
Protestantism's de facto favored status
in American law, education, and
cultural mythology.

At this point the application of the
"functional test" to the free exercise
clause is an accomplished reality. Its
application to establishment cases,
however, has not yet been determined.
But here again different interests would
be served by the different possible
outcomes. In fact the interests in the
establishment cases are precisely the
opposite of what they are in the free
exercise cases. If the courts were to
employ a functional definition of



religion for establishment purposes it
would serve the interests of the
orthodox, because it would ensure that
secular values and ideals would never
be favored by the state over
transcendent values and ideals. If,
however, the courts employ a
substantive definition of religion (and
thus maintain a double standard),
progressivist interests could be served
for it would mean that secular
ideologies and ideologies similarly
aligned would be supported by the state
and not be legally challenged. Just as
the interests of the Protestant
establishment had been implicitly
linked with the power of the state
through the nineteenth and early



twentieth centuries, so too the interests
of a secular establishment would also
be linked.

The scenario is not merely
hypothetical. A widely publicized test
o f this came in the 1986 "Alabama
Textbook Case" (Smith v. Board of
School Commissioners), a case that
pitted a coalition of Evangelical
Protestants, conservative Catholics, and
other "theists" against the Mobile
Board of Education, which was backed
by, among others, the American Civil
Liberties Union and the People for the
American Way.29 The plaintiffs
attempted to document the "distortion
and exclusion of religious data" from



the history textbooks, "the bias against
religion in the social studies texts," and
the bias toward a secular humanism in
the home economics texts.3O They also
attempted to show that secular
humanism, both as a formal sectarian
movement and as a more diffuse if not
latent moral ideology, was the
"functional equivalent of a religion." In
short they argued that many of the
textbooks used in the country's public
schools were actually promoting the
"religion of secular humanism" and
were therefore in violation of the no-
establishment provision of the First
Amendment. As would be expected, the
defendants rejected all of these
claims.s' This one case by itself, then,



illustrates clearly the polarization of
orthodox and progressivist interests and
ideals over how religion should be
defined for establishment purposes. 12

Church and State

Of the emerging nation-states in the late
eighteenth century and nineteenth
century, the United States and the
Netherlands were unique in their
formulation of church-state relations.
The other emerging nations established
a formal bond between "throne and
altar" whereby the state would provide
financial and administrative support for
the church (one particular church) and
the church would in turn legitimate the



activities of the state as well as provide
certain services on its behalf, such as
education, welfare, public health, and
the like. In America and the Neth
erlands, however, no such
constitutional provisions were made.
Religion was formally disestablished.
This, of course, did not mean that the
state played no favorites. As is well
known, the Reformed Church retained
many privileges in Holland through the
nineteenth century, as did a common
Protestantism in America.
Nevertheless, in the administrative
structure of the state a formal division
between church and state was
instituted. In the language provided by



Thomas Jefferson's letter to the
Danbury (Connecticut) Baptist
Association in 1801, the religion clause
"build[s] a wall of separation between
Church and State.""

The contemporary quarrel over
church and state is not really about
whether a wall of separation of church
and state should exist or not. It is true
that among the orthodox Evangelicals a
cluster of "reconstructionists" reject it
in favor of a more theocratic model of
go v e r na nc e derived from Old
Testament law. Yet their numbers are
very small. The real question is what
does "separation" mean? Should the
"wall of separation" be unapproachable



and totally unbreachable or should the
wall be low and pervious? Would the
interests of the state best be served by a
policy of absolute mutual isolation or
by one of occasional and strategic
cooperation?

In judicial practice two traditions of
interpretation have evolved to reflect
these alternatives. The position of strict
separationism maintains the former, that
the wall of separation must be high and
impervious, because the rights of
religious minorities are always
threatened when the power of faith is
linked with the power of the state. In
principle, therefore, the state should
neither receive aid from nor provide



aid to any religion, be it material,
monetary, or symbolic. As Justice Hugo
Black wrote in 1947 in the famous case
Everson v. Board of Education, the
government cannot "pass laws which
aid one religion, aid all religion, or
prefer one religion over another."34
The opponents of this position maintain
that the strict separation of church and
state is a sociological impossibility.
Institutions as large and encompassing
as these will inevitably intersect. What,
then, should govern how church and
state relate to one another? The
accommodationist response maintains
that the state should never favor one
faith over another, yet it should be free
to accommodate and even assist all



faiths equally. By so doing the state
generates goodwill among the many
communities of faith. These
communities, in turn, are not only
disposed to fostering a climate of civic
virtue but are free to assist the
government in meeting the welfare and
educational needs of the people,
particularly for those people who fall
through the "safety net" of the existing
apparatus.

Once More, a Question of Interests

All of this is relevant for a single
reason: these two traditions of legal
interpretation are no longer the subject
of a specialized and even arcane legal



discourse, but have become the
currency of a larger public debate.
More specifically, the categories of
"accommodationism" and "strict
separationism" have become the
parameters of a dispute over judicial
procedures within which contending
sides in the contemporary culture war
press their advantage. There are
important exceptions to the rule but
even so, because the programmatic
interests of each are at stake, it is not
difficult to predict which interpretive
position each alliance tends to favor
and why.S5 Progressivist interests
(particularly within the secularist and
Jewish communities) tend to favor the
policy of strict separation. In the



Jewish case it is because separationism
tends to undermine the culturally
dominant position of Christianity vis-
A-vis the state. In the secularist case it
is because such policies reinforce the
privatization of religious faith. The
interests of religious orthodoxy and
cultural conservatism more generally,
by contrast, tend to be aligned with
accommodation. While church and state
remain separate and unequal, such
policies nevertheless position these
two institutions more as partners rather
than as antagonists. Accommodationist
policies not only allow but even
encourage both the presence and
participation of various religious



voices in defining public policy and
national identity.

The play of interests and "legal
ideology" are most clearly seen among
the activists themselves. Although
perhaps less clearly, these tendencies
are also seen within the communities
they represent. Consider, for example,
the results of the 1987-88 Williamsburg
Charter Survey on Religion and
American Public Life .36 Members of
the general population and several elite
groups (including ministers, priests,
r abb i s , media elites, and secular
academics) were asked a series of
q ue s t i o ns about the relationship
between church and state in this survey.



T h e results largely substantiate this
intuition. On questions of general
principle, fairly sharp contrasts
emerged. Respondents were posed with
the choice, for example, of whether they
believed that "the government should
not provide any support to any
religions" or that "the government
should support all religions equally."
Nearly nine out of ten of the academics
(87 percent), mainline ministers (85
percent), and liberal rabbis (92
percent) chose the strict separationist
position compared to less than half of
the theologically conservative ministers
(48 percent) and conservative priests
(28 percent). Even the more Orthodox
rabbis were less uniform on this point



than their more liberal counterparts; 73
percent adopted the strict separationist
position. Respondents were also posed
with the choice of whether "the
government should take special steps to
protect the Judeo-Christian heritage" or
whether "there should be a high wall of
separation between church and state."
Within the general population, the
plurality of Evangelicals (49 percent)
opted for their accommodationist
position compared to only 28 percent of
the mainline counterparts and 18
percent of the secularists. Among the
leadership groups, 53 percent of the
Evangelical ministers favored the
accommodationist position compared to



only 13 percent of the liberal Protestant
ministers, 5 percent of the secular
academics, and 13 percent of the media
elites. Once more the overwhelming
majority of rabbis rejected the
accommodationist stance, but the more
Orthodox Jewish leaders were slightly
less likely.17 At a practical level this
issue engendered a similar response.
Over half of the Evangelical laity (52
percent) and clergy (56 percent) and the
Catholic clergy (61 percent) agreed that
t h e "government should require that
Judeo-Christian values be emphasized
in public schools." Yet only minorities
among secularists (18 percent), the
mainline Protestant laity (28 percent)
and clergy (30 percent), the liberal



Catholic clergy (39 percent),
academics (9 percent), and media elites
(14 percent) held this position.

These patterns can also be seen in the
attitudes of various sectors of the
population as they bear on the concrete
issues of contemporary legal dispute.
At the extremes, for example, nearly
nine of ten (88 percent) Evangelicals
agree that "it is good for Congress to
start sessions with a public prayer."
Less than four in ten (37 percent) of all
secularists hold this position. The
comparison is less severe within
religious communities, yet the gaps are
still substantial. Just over two-thirds
(67 percent) of the orthodox Catholics



held this position compared to under
half (49 percent) of their more
progressive counterparts. Likewise, the
gap between Evangelical and mainline
Protestant was 20 percentage points.
Among elites the pattern is also strong.
Nearly all of the Evangelical ministers
(93 percent) agreed that it is good for
Congress to start sessions with a public
prayer, yet less than one of every five
(19 percent) of the academics agreed
with this statement.98 The identical
pattern is seen in attitudes about the
virtue of beginning sporting events at
public high schools with a prayer.39

Another example appears in the
government support for the public



display of religious symbols. Ninety-
one percent of the Evangelicals and 85
percent of the conservative Catholics
(and as many of their leaders) thought it
was "ox for a City Government to put
up a manger scene on government
property at Christmas." Sixty-eight
percent of the secularists, 58 percent of
the media elites, and 37 percent of the
academics held this view. This was not
merely a display of Christian
ethnocentrism on the part of the
orthodox Protestants and Catholics but
a genuine commitment to the principle
of accommodationism, for they
displayed very nearly the same
enthusiasm for the public display of
Menorah candles during a Jewish



holiday.40

Much the same could be said about a
daily "moment of silence" in public
schools. Among all of those asked, the
greatest cleavage can be seen between
an Evangelical laity and academic
elites. Nearly nine out of ten (89
percent) of the former compared to only
two of ten (23 percent) of the latter
agreed that "public schools should set
aside a moment of'silence each day for
students to pray if they want to." Within
the general population alone there was
a certain polarizing tendency, yet it was
not nearly as great as this .41 This
could also be said for the religious
elites. The Evangelical ministers were



25 percent more likely to take the
accommodationist position than the
mainline ministers; conservative
Catholic priests were 11 percent more
likely than their liberal counterparts;
and while rabbis were overwhelmingly
separationist in their views on this
subject, the more Orthodox were three
times more likely than their
progressivist colleagues to favor the
accommodationist position.42

Though not nearly so sharp, an
ideological contrast also exists over the
issue of "equal access." The majority of
the general population (up to 70
percent) and elites agree that "public
schools should allow student religious



groups to hold voluntary meetings in
school classrooms, when classes are
not in session," but do so with varying
intensity .4- The same is true about the
issue of government aid to religious
schools. The majority of academics (74
percent), media elites (67 percent),
mainline Protestant ministers (80
percent), liberal rabbis (96 percent),
and secularists (in the general
population-59 percent) reject the
proposition and by so doing take the
strict separationist position. This
contrasts with under half of the
Evangelicals (46 percent) and
Evangelical ministers (48 percent),
Orthodox rabbis (50 percent), and
Catholic priests (16 percent) who take



the separationist stance.44 In selective
populations the polarization even
extended to the issue of religious
taxation. Nearly all of the religious
elites (among Protestant and Catholic
elites just under nine of ten) were
united in their opposition to the
statement "Churches should have to pay
taxes on all their property."
Nevertheless, 61 percent of the
secularists in the general population
favored this taxation as did over four in
ten (42 percent) of the academic
leaders, and nearly four in ten (36
percent) of the media elites.

It is important to note that the
ideological tensions over the



relationship between church and state
do not necessarily represent
disagreement over what the role of
religion in public life should be. Indeed
there is remarkable agreement by all
leadership groups that religions have a
right to play a role. Even though many
progressivists (particularly in academia
and the media) "would personally like
to see organized religious groups stay
out of politics,"45 roughly three-fourths
of all the leadership groups agreed that
"religious groups should have a legal
right to get involved in politics."4e
They showed consistency in this
opinion by recognizing the legitimacy
of religiously based activism in
concrete political issues, even when the



issues were ones they opposed. With
v e r y few exceptions a decisive
majority of all leadership groups
agreed that "it is proper for religious
leaders to publicly support political
candidates who are running for office,"
that "it is proper for religious leaders to
ti , to close pornographic bookstores,"
that it is "ox for the Right to Life
movement to use religion in the debate
on abortion," that it is "ox for Jewish
groups to give money to politicians
who support Israel," and that "it is
proper for religious leaders to try to
influence U.S. policy toward South
Africa." The majority of progressivists
even endorsed the right of the Moral



Majority to engage in political
activity.47 Moreover, these leadership
groups also generally agreed that the
state should not impede religious
groups from becoming involved in this
way. For example, when presented with
the statement, "Followers of the
Reverend Sun Myung Moon should not
be allowed to print a daily newspaper
in Washington, D.C.," a strong majority
of all leaderships disagreed .411 Even
when presented with the statement, "It
should be against the law for preachers
to use television shows to raise
money," these elites also, though a bit
more reluctantly, disagreed.49

The problem then is not about



whether religion could have a voice in
public life but about whether there
should be any institutional cooperation
between organized religion and the
state.

The Judicial Muddle over Church
and State

In an environment defined by the push
and pull of conflicting interests, it is
little wonder that judicial practice on
church and state relations should be
confused.5° Some decisions have
clearly favored the strict separationist
interpretation. The first of these was
Everson v. Board of Education in 1947,
a case involving a challenge to a New



jersey statute that provided for the use
of tax money to reimburse parents for
the cost of transporting their children to
parochial schools. The statute was
upheld on a technical observation, but
the language used by the Court in its
decision explicitly invoked the
language of strict separationism.51
"Neither [a state nor the federal
government] can pass laws which aid
one religion, aid all religion or prefer
one religion over another."52 Not only
did this language provide the turning
point for the advancement of
separationist legislation after the
Second World War, but it became the
principal channel marker from which
virtually all subsequent church and state



case law would have to set its bearing
and course.

Within a year this language was
tested in McCollum v. Board of
Education, when the Court decided that
a program allowing teachers from
religious organizations to offer thirty
minutes a week of religious instruction
in the public schools during normal
school hours (on a voluntary basis) was
unconstitutional. The Court reaffirmed
the language of Everson, claiming that
the establishment clause erected a wall
of separation between church and state
"which must be kept high and
impregnable."59



The agenda of strict separationism
was extended through the 1960s in two
important cases. One case, Engel v.
Vitale (1962), concerned the use of
government-written prayer in the public
schools. The prayer in question had
been drafted by the (New York) State
Board of Regents and read as follows:
"Almighty God, we acknowledge our
dependence on thee, we beg Thy
blessings upon us, our parents, our
teachers and our Country." The Court
found its recitation in the public
schools unconstitutional, despite the
fact that students were not forced to
recite those prayers over their parent's
objection. just one year later in



Abington Township School District v.
Schempp, the Supreme Court decided
that to read the Bible in the public
schools as a devotional exercise was
a l s o unconstitutional, for it also
represented the government's
advancement of the cause of religion in
the context of the public schools.54

Decisions of a similar interpretive
bend were made in the years following.
In 1968 the Supreme Court struck down
a forty-year-old Arkansas statute that
prohibited the teaching of theories of
evolution in the public schools and
universities.55 In 1971 the Court
declared two programs of public aid to
private religious schools



unconstitutional. 16 In 1973 it
invalidated a New York program
providing tuition reimbursement to
low-income families and tax deductions
for middle-income families with
children in nonpublic schools; at the
same time it declared unconstitutional a
program that provided state payments to
private schools to cover the expense of
preparing and administering
statemandated examinations; in 1980
the Court struck down a Kentucky law
that allowed for the posting of the Ten
Commandments in public schools .57
Two years later, the Court upheld the
law requiring all, even those who might
have religious objections (in this case,
the Amish), to pay social security



taxes.58 In 1985 it rejected an Alabama
statute setting aside a daily period of
silence for meditation or voluntary
prayer in the public schools. In 1986 it
rejected the claim of an Orthodox
Jewish Air Force officer that he be
allowed to wear a skullcap while in
uniform. And in 1987 (in Edwards v.
Aguillard) the Supreme Court struck
down a Louisiana statute requiring the
balanced treatment of creation science
and evolution in the public schools.59

Almost as frequently the Court has
favored the accommodationist position
in its decisions. In 1952 (Zorach v.
Clauson) it upheld the constitutionality
of "released time" religious education



in New York City, where upon the
written request of their parents, students
were permitted to leave school
premises during school hours to receive
religious instruction. In 1961 it
endorsed the constitutionality of Sunday
closing laws.60 In 1968 it upheld
another New York statute requiring
local public schools to lend secular-
subject textbooks to parochial school
students.61 In the 1970 decision Walz
v. Tax Commission, the Supreme Court
upheld the constitutionality of state tax
exemptions for religious property. Two
years later, in Wisconsin v. Yoder, the
Court upheld the rights of Old Order
Amish to exempt their children from the
requirement to attend school until they



are sixteen years of age. In 1977 the
justices reaffirmed the legality of
loaning textbooks to parochial school
students .12 A year later it rejected the
constitutionality of a legislative ban
against the clergy serving in public
office.6' In 1981 it invalidated state
prohibitions against student religious
groups' access to campus meeting
facilities (at the university level) that
were also available to other student
groups. 64 In 1983 the justices upheld
the practice of the Nebraska legislature
of opening each business day with a
prayer delivered by a paid and
permanent chaplain.65 In 1984 it
upheld the rights of a city government



(Pawtucket) to erect a city-sponsored
Christmas display. In 1988 the Supreme
Court upheld the constitutionality of the
Adolescent Family Life Act (in Bowen
v. Kendrick), an act that permitted
federal funds to flow to religious as
well as nonreligious organizations
promoting chastity among teenagers.
Over the course of the years the courts
have also reaffirmed the
constitutionality of the motto "In God
We Trust" on coinage as well as
government-paid chaplains in the
military.66

While by no means a comprehensive
compendium of the Supreme Court
cases on church and state, this review



does illustrate the inconsistency that
pervades Court decisions. Is there in
fact a substantive distinction between
"the permissible loan of textbooks to
parochial school students and the
impermissible loan of maps and other
instructional aids"?67 Is there a
substantive difference between "public
school employees providing services
on parochial school premises and those
s a me employees serving the same
parochial school students in premises
adjacent to the parochial school"? If in
a lay persons' perception judicial
practice on church and state seems
vague if not chaotic, they are not alone
in this view. Virtually all observers of
American jurisprudence agree that



since the middle of the century the
decisions of the Supreme Court on this
subject have been "erratic and
unprincipled," "inexcusably
inconsistent."611 Justice Powell
himself admitted in 1977 that "our
decisions in this troubling area [of
church and state] draw lines that often
must seem arbitrary."69 The evidence
of case law bears out this assertion.

Yet it would be misleading to leave
the impression that through the judicial
inconsistencies, there has been a rough
balance of decisions in favor of each
interpretive tradition. Since Everson
there has been a fairly clear judicial
bias toward strict separationism. For



separationists this trend represents an
overdue corrective to a historical bias
that placed Christian faith and practice
in a favored position vis-A-vis the
state. The logic of this corrective, in the
view of its proponents, simply needs to
be extended. For the critics on the side
of accommodationism, the tilt toward
separationism represents an "inversion"
of the true meaning of the religion
clauses. Accepted judicial wisdom,
they say, has elevated "separation" to
be the basis of all religion clause
analysis, whereas its true end is the
preservation of freedom and the
expansion of tolerance. As a number of
legal scholars and observers have
argued, the establishment clause should



be interpreted in a way that defers to
the values underlying the free exercise
clause.70 As Richard Neuhaus put it,
"No establishment should serve free
exercise."71

 



LAW AND DOMINATION

Though the definition of religion and
the debate over church and state are the
principal battlegrounds over which the
procedural dimension of the culture
war is fought, the First Amendment
issue of free speech dealt with in the
last chapter also bears on these topics
directly. Do street preachers have the
right to proselytize? Do picketers have
the right to picket stores that sell
pornographic literature or hospitals and
clinics that perform abortions? Do
spectators at sporting events have the
right to display religious signs? Do
students have the right to hand out



r e l i gi o us newspapers on school
grounds or deliver a valedictory
address that has religious references in
it? All of these questions and others
like them have been posed legally and
have been addressed by the courts.
Here again, the decisions have a lasting
impact upon the outcome of the larger
culture war.

In all of this we should not lose sight
of the social factor. In this polarizing
setting, nearly every case concerning
church and state or religion and free
speech becomes more than a legal or
academic dispute-it becomes a regional
if not national contest to sway popular
sentiment. For the newspaper-reading



and television-watching public, each
case becomes high drama, perhaps no
less than in Dayton, Tennessee, in the
mid-1920s during the Scopes trial. In
virtually every major church and state
case taken up in the 1980s and after,
particularly those involving the
American Civil Liberties Union or
People for the American Way, public
relations offices or communications
advisers have been engaged to organize
and direct media offensives. Those on
the orthodox side of the cultural divide
have been far less successful at playing
the mass media, but there are signs that
in future cases they will be responding
in kind.72



It is also unsurprising to see many of
these cases adopted as particular
causes of particular activist
organizations who favor one side or
another. Organizations such as the
ACLU, the Christian Legal Society,
People for the American Way,
Rutherford Institute, the Catholic
League for Religious and Civil Rights,
and Concerned Women for America are
regularly involved in moral litigation of
this sort. The ACLU supported the
plaintiffs in opposing Bible reading in
the public schools (Engel v. Vitale).
The Greek Orthodox Church threatened
to withdraw from the National Council
of Churches because the council



opposed both Bible reading and prayer
in public schools. The ACLU and the
National Council of Churches were
plaintiffs in the original "Pawtucket
creche" lawsuit (Lynch v. Donnelly).
Concerned Women for America
provided assistance to the plaintiffs and
the People for the American Way
provided assistance to the defense in
the Tennessee schoolbook case (Mozert
v. Hawkins County School Board), just
as Pat Robertson's Freedom Council
Foundation assisted the plaintiffs while
the ACLU and People for the American
Wa y (and, originally, the American
Humanist Association) assisted the de
fense in the Alabama "secular
humanism" case. The ACLU was an



original plaintiff in the Louisiana
"creationism" suit (Edwards v.
Aguillard). Americans United for Life
and the ACLU were the hidden forces
behind Bowen v. Kendrick. And, in the
Webster v. Reproductive Health
Services decision alone, sixty-seven
religious organizations submitted
amicus curiae briefs. Not only do these
organizations provide financial backing
to the principals involved, and legal
advice in the form of amicus curiae
briefs, then, but they also generate
tremendous national publicity through
direct mail, advertisements, and
editorial commentary. Their
involvement, then, influences both the



nature of the legal debate and the
subs tance of the outcome. More
fundamentally, their involvement
inflates the political significance of
each decision and thereby further
simplifies and polarizes a complex
substantive (and, oftentimes, technical)
legal debate.

The significance of the debate bears
repeating: what is ultimately at stake is
the ability to define the rules by which
moral conflict of this kind is to be
resolved. Once again, those who define
how a contest is to be played out will
have the advantage of shaping its final
outcome. Influencing the structure of the
rules represents a critical part of the



overall effort to reestablish an old or to
formulate a new cultural hegemony. The
depth of the current cultural conflict in
conjunction with the tremendous
ambiguity that characterizes church and
state law can only mean that there will
be more and more litigation-for such
litigation will force the courts to clarify
its position.73 In all likelihood, that act
o f "clarification" will result in the
advancement of the interests of one side
of the new cultural divide and the
diminishment of the interests of the
other.



 



Electoral Politics

Most Americans view the work of
government as the task of administrating
the affairs of state. Political campaigns,
then, are simply the mechanism for
choosing the lawmakers to perform that
formidable role. Fair enough-
politicians (not to mention political
scientists!) view government and
elections that way, too. Nevertheless,
as I argued in the Opening Observations
of part IV of this book, electoral
politics also carries a cultural meaning
not usually discerned.' The argument
bears repeating: the true significance of
electoral politics lies not in the



s e l e c t i o n of lawmakers and
administrators, but in the opportunity
given to the citizens of a community and
nation to embrace or reject certain
symbols of national life. In the heat of
an election candidates will certainly
tout their own competence, experience,
knowledge and grasp of issues, and
conviction as against the incompetence,
inexperience, stupidity, and moral
diffidence of their opponent. Yet in the
final analysis, candidates are selected
by their parties and run principally on
the basis of the symbols of collective
life with which they identify in
campaign rhetoric and in their official
biographies. In due course, the
candidate himself or herself actually



becomes a symbol of community ideals.
Even their individual names and faces
become a kind of shorthand for
articulating certain ideals of our life
together-inspiring admiration and
devotion in some; provoking disgust or
hostility in others. In this light,
elections can be seen as rituals
regularly enacted through which
ordinary people select the ideals of
their life together-ultimately, the ideals
of what America is and should be. For
this reason, the tug of war over the
dominant symbols of our public culture
has a somewhat subtle and indirect
influence in determining the outcome of
elections. The contemporary culture



war defines the moral context within
which any candidate for public office
must contend in the run for public
office. It provides the dominant
symbols and establishes many of the
parameters of campaign debate. At the
same time, however, the election itself
is often a dramatic enactment of the
culture war itself or of a skirmish
within the culture war.

A word or two of qualification: to
offer this perspective on the meaning of
electoral politics is not to say that
every election is shaped by the tensions
of the culture war equally. Because of
the peculiarities of local history, a
sudden shift of public attention



(because of, say, an act of international
terrorism or an impending economic
crisis), or even idiosyncrasies of the
candidates themselves (perhaps they
really are incompetent, inexperienced,
or stupid), the tensions of the
contemporary culture war may have
little play in an election. Moreover,
even with those considerations aside,
the play of the contemporary culture
war tends not to hold equally at all
levels of political office. The race for
county supervisor of Albemarle County,
Virginia, or for mayor of Sioux City,
Iowa, or for any other local or regional
office may be completely immune to
these forces. Indeed, the tendency is
that the higher the public office (that is,



the greater the power of the position
where decisions made affect the
national interest), the more vulnerable
those campaigns will be to the
competing visions of the culture war.
The grounds for this claim are quite
evident in the financial allocations of
political action committees or PACs
and some special purpose organizations
as well as the pronouncements and
often endorsements of the activists
themselves. The campaign contributions
and influence peddling of the major
actors in the culture war-on both sides
of the cultural divide-go almost
exclusively to the highest levels of
political office, while local and



regional elections are virtually ignored.

Although ideology is perhaps most
consequential at such high levels of
office as the Congress and the
presidency, it is interesting to note that
campaigns for these offices have not
historically drawn candidates from the
ranks of a movement "vanguard" or
leadership. Perhaps this is because the
activist's depth of commitment and
singleness of mind typically do not
make for qualities befitting political
compromise. The candidacies of Jesse
Jackson and Pat Robertson in the 1988
presidential elections, then, may be
notable exceptions to the rule.
Arguably, they may also signal that,



depending on the fate of the culture
war, such candidacies may become less
exceptional. It will be recalled that
Yehuda Levin ran for Congress and
then for mayor, not with any illusion
that he had a chance of winning, but to
make a symbolic statement about the
concerns of Orthodox Judaism. Yet
even for those candidates who are not
actively committed to certain cultural
interests themselves, it is clear that they
must play to those interests to varying
degrees in their campaigns both in the
hope of gaining a constituency and of
discrediting their opponents.

 



PLAYING OFF THE
INTERESTS

Examples of how candidates have
played off the competing interests of the
contemporary culture war could be
found throughout many levels of
government and in probably every
election year since the 1960s. The
manipulation of those interests,
however, was especially apparent in
t h e presidential campaigns of the
1980s. What follows is not
comprehensive, by any means, but
merely illustrative of these dynamics.

Carter and Reagan



In the 1980 contest between incumbent
Jimmy Carter and former California
governor Ronald Reagan, for example,
these interests of the culture war had a
decisive and, at least in the case of the
family issue, an unanticipated effect. As
seen earlier, it was the Carter
administration more than any other
previous administration that
transformed the family from a private
institution into a public policy issue:
Carter's future vicepresident, Senator
Walter Mondale, initiated the
influential 1973 Subcommittee on
Children and Youth hearings on
"American Families: Trends and
Pressures," and Carter himself, during



the New Hampshire primary, pledged
to hold a White House conference on
the family. But by the time of the
conference and, in part because of it,
Carter lost control of the issue. His
own moderately progressive views
were drowned out in the clamor of the
extremes and the debate over the family
acquired a life of its own.

Perhaps because it was no longer
exclusively their issue, the family
received little attention in the
Democratic platform in the 1980
campaign. Only one section was
devoted to family concerns and that
consisted of only one sentence: "The
Democratic Party supports efforts to



make federal programs more sensitive
to the needs of the family, in all its
diverse forms" (emphasis added).
Consistent with the progressive tone of
the platform, Carter himself, though an
Evangelical Christian and personally
opposed to abortion, played
increasingly to the interests of the
progressivist vision of the family. Of
the ERA he declared that it was "the
last remaining need in our nation to
realize the hopes and ambitions of our
original founders, that people would
have equal op- portunity."2

It was Reagan and the Republican
party, of course, that gained the
advantage from Carter's fumbling of the



family issue, largely because they could
draw on the grass-roots activism of the
newly mobilized (and largely
Evangelical and conservative Catholic)
pro-family coalition. In contrast to the
Democratic platform, three sections of
the Republican platform focused
exclusively on the family. Both in
general and in detail, these paragraphs
pledged unequivocal "support for
legislation protecting and defending the
traditional American family against the
ongoing erosion of its base in our
society." Reagan's message from the
stump was consistent with this theme.
He pledged to seek federal judges "who
respect traditional family values and
the sanctity of innocent life," and



declared himself to be for equal rights
for women although against the ERA ("I
cannot believe that there are some who
think that I would in anyway restrict the
freedom and rights of women").' He
also spoke against abortion ("I notice
that everybody who's for abortion has
already been born").4

The family, of course, was by no
means the only or even the most
important issue of the 1980 campaign. It
was simply one of a collage of symbols
with which the candidates had to
contend. Cynically or sincerely, each
candidate articulated his broader vision
for America in the language provided
by opposing sides of the culture war.



Thus, Reagan aligned his own
candidacy with the vision and
aspirations of the culturally
conservative side of the cultural divide
by proclaiming that "America is a land
of destiny created by some divine
plan"; by recognizing that there is "a
great hunger in America for a spiritual
revival"; by sharing its belief "that law
must be based on a higher law"; by
identifying with its quest to "return to
traditions and values we once had."5 At
the same time, he sought orthodox
support by encouraging the
participation of this typically apolitical
sector of the U.S. population in
political discourse. As he said a month
and a half before election day, "I have



thought for a long time that too many of
our churches have been too reluctant to
speak up on behalf of what they believe
is proper in government and they have
been too lax in interfering in recent
years with government's invasion of the
family itself."6 He was speaking, of
course, to churches of orthodox
commitment.

In Jimmy Carter's view, Reagan
offered nothing less than a "fantasy
America" built upon policies that were
"outrageous and irresponsible." The
Republican future, Carter argued in his
acceptance speech at the Democratic
National Convention, was a future of
"despair," "surrender," and "risk," and



that stood in sharp contrast to the
Democratic future of "security, justice
and peace." He aligned his own
candidacy with the vision and
aspirations of liberals by voicing
compassion "for the troubled
Americans-the poor, the jobless and
afflicted," and by declaring that he was
"proud to run on a progressive and
sound platform." This was reaffirmed
by his vice-presidential nominee
Walter Mondale, who described the
Republican convention as "isolated in a
bubble of privilege" with only "token"
representatives of women, workers,
and minorities, compared to the
Democratic convention which was "a
mirror of all America-all of it: black



and white, Asian and Hispanic, native
and immigrant, male and female, young
and old, urban and rural, rich and
poor."7

Reagan and Mondale

Symbols that were prominent in the
1980 election resurfaced in the 1984
Reagan-Mondale contest. After four
years, Reagan continued to press the
same vision and invoke the same
symbols that had first put him in the
White House. "We're going forward,"
he proclaimed just over a month before
the election, "with values that have
never failed us when we lived up to
them: dignity of work, love for family



and neighborhood, faith in God, belief
in peace through strength, and a
commitment to protect the freedom
which is our legacy as Americans." In
line with this theme, Vice-President
Bush identified the Republican platform
with the "preservation of values"
including "freedom, family, work and
faith."'

By Mondale's lights, Reagan's
political philosophy was not classical
conservatism but a conservatism that
cynically courted the Religious Right.
"Both [party] platforms were prepared
by Jerrys," he claimed, "ours under the
leadership of Geraldine Ferraro and
theirs by Jerry Falwell. There's a big



difference."' Mondale's resentment of
the novel political role of Evangelicals
and other conservative religious groups
a n d for Reagan, who continued to
encourage this activism, was not well
disguised. It surfaced again and again
throughout the campaign. "What makes
America great," he stated in a speech in
Tupelo, Mississippi, "is that our faith is
between ourselves, our conscience and
our God, and we don't have to clear our
faith by passing muster with some
politician who happens to be running
against us." "Politicians," he continued,
"should keep their nose out of
religion.""

Nevertheless, the ties between



Reagan and the religious conservatives
remained strong. For his part, he
maintained his public commitment to,
among other things, voluntary prayer in
schools, equal access, tuition tax
credits and vouchers, and traditional
family values, which included strong
opposition to abortion.

Mondale and the Democratic party
continued to press their agenda through
the emblems of progressive cultural
commitments: economic justice ("jobs
and employment are the center of
Democratic thinking"), women's rights
("a top priority of a Democratic
Administration will be ratification of
the unamended equal rights



amendment"), abortion rights
("reproductive freedom [is] a
fundamental human right"), and so on. It
was on this latter issue that the tensions
of the cultural conflict Hared up again.
In this situation, it was between
Archbishop John J. O'Connor (who
stated that he did not believe a Catholic
"in good conscience" could vote for a
political candidate who approved of
abortion or favored leaving the
decision to women, and who chastened
the Democratic vicepresidential
candidate for "misrepresenting Roman
Catholic teachings on abortion") and
New York's governor Mario Cuomo,
Senator Edward Kennedy, and vice-
presidential candidate Geraldine



Ferraro (who chided the archbishop for
not respecting the separation of church
and state).''

One might be tempted to attribute the
remarkable success of the Reagan
campaigns in 1980 and 1984 to the
exceptional persona of Ronald Reagan
himself and his ability to communicate.
Liberal political commentators
throughout the decade did precisely
this. How else, they reasoned, could
one explain the popular success of a
man who was so obviously feeble-
minded and philistine if not for some
earthy charisma that appealed to the
plebs. That being the case, the "Reagan
magic" was purely idiosyncratic-not



likely to be repeated again. Such a
logic may be appealing but it rather
misses the point. Democrats
consistently maintained that Reagan's
policies were antithetical to his
rhetorical affirmation of "God, family,
work, neighborhood, peace, and
freedom." One will recall on this point
that Geraldine Ferraro went so far as to
question the sincerity of Reagan's
Christian faith because his economic
policies were, in her view, "so unfair."
Protest they did, yet they could not deny
Reagan's ability to establish a link
between the ideals he espoused and
himself. Even Mondale conceded at the
end the 1984 campaign that "when the
true story of this election is written, I



suspect it will not be about me or Mr.
Reagan-but about you [the American
people]," and "the kind of people we
are. 1112 Or rather, the kind of people
we, as Americans, choose to be. The
competing ideals of the culture war
promised to be prominent in campaigns
long after 1984 and after Reagan would
step down from office.

Bush and Dukakis and Others

In the 1988 presidential campaigns, the
culture war was more than just a
backdrop for the race. The candidacies
of two Baptist ministers through the
primary season, each of them a
prominent leader on opposing sides of



the cultural divide, brought the symbols
and issues of the culture war directly to
the campaign trail. Both Jesse Jackson
and Pat Robertson called for moral and
spiritual leadership and both invoked
the language of biblical revelation in
their speech. At this very general level,
their rhetoric was nearly identical. For
Robertson, the "American people were
crying out for basic moral
leadership."12 Jackson could not have
agreed more, for such leadership, he
maintained, could "part the waters and
lead our nation in the direction of the
Promised Land." 14 The content of that
moral and spiritual leadership, of
course, was vastly and predictably



different for the two men. For
Robertson, it meant "bringing God back
into the public schools," returning to
"the faith of our fathers and the
traditional standards of family life in
A m e r i c a , " limiting "gross
pornography," stopping the slaughter of
unborn children, opposing communism,
and defending democracy around the
world, and so on. For Jackson, it meant
"meeting the needs" of the poor, "the
dispossessed of this nation," and
creating a coalition of "the damned, the
disinherited, the disrespected, and the
despised," by seeking "justice, peace
and jobs."

Perhaps it was the candidacies of



Jackson and Robertson that heightened
the visibility of national identity as an
implicit campaign issue affecting other
candidates as well, especially in the
campaign oratory of the two final
contenders. As George Bush put it,
"When a person goes into that voting
booth, they're going to say, who has the
values I believe in?"15 Bush himself
was acutely aware of the role of
"values" (or more accurately, symbols
or symbolic expressions of values) in
the election and he invoked them
regularly and directly. To Democratic
candidate Michael Dukakis's claim that
this election was not about ideology but
a b o ut competence, Bush responded:
"Competence makes the train run on



time but doesn't know where they're
going. Competence is the creed of the
technocrat who makes the gears mesh
but doesn't for a second understand the
magic of the machine. The truth is, this
election is about the beliefs we share,
the values that we honor and the
principles that we hold dear." But Bush
went much further than this. In his
acceptance speech at the Republican
National Convention, for example, he
put it this way:

An election that's about ideas and
values is also about philosophy. And I
have one. At the bright center is the
individual. And radiating out from him
or her is the family, the essential unit of



closeness and of love. For it's the
family that communicates to our
chi l dr en- to the 21st century-our
culture, our religious faith, our
traditions and history. I am guided by
certain traditions. One is that there's a
God and He is good, and His love,
while free, has a self-imposed cost: we
must be good to one another.

Generalities they might have been, but
they were generalities that fit with a
particular vision of America. And Bush
elaborated upon them in a litany of
other symbols of the contemporary
culture war recited throughout the
campaign:



Should public school teachers be
required to lead our children in the
pledge of allegiance? My opponent
says no, and I say yes. Should society
be allowed to impose the death penalty
on those who commit crimes of
extraordinary cruelty and violence? My
opponent says no, but I say yes. And
should our children have the right to
say a voluntary prayer, of even
observing a moment of silence in the
schools? My opponent says no, but I
say yes. And should free men and
women have the right to own a gun to
protect their home? My opponent says
no, and I say yes. And is it right to
believe in the sanctity of life and



protect the lives of innocent children?
My opponent says no, and I say yes.16

A slightly different litany could be
heard in the televised debate with his
opponent Michael Dukakis. After
identifying Dukakis as "a cardcarrying
member of the ACLU," Bush stated that
he did not agree "with a lot of the-most
of the positions of the ACLU.... I don't
want to see my 10 year old grandchild
go into an X-rated movie. I like those
rating systems. I don't think they're right
to try to take the tax exemption away
from the Catholic Church. I don't want
to see 'under God' come out from our
currency. Now these are all positions
of the ACLU and I don't agree with



them.""

For his own part, Dukakis (like
Carter and Mondale before him)
invoked the symbols of an alternate
vision of America, one in which the
symbols of economic justice were most
prominent. "If any one tells you,"
Dukakis said, "that the American
Dream belongs to the privileged few
and not all of us, you tell them the
Reagan era is over and that a new era is
about to begin." He and the Democratic
party "identify with and care for
struggling, working families."18 As
Dukakis put it elsewhere, "This
election is not about overthrowing
governments in Central America; it is



about creating jobs in middle
America." Prominent in this vision of
America were the symbols of personal
liberty, the most prominent issue being
abortion. On this, Dukakis affirmed the
right of "the woman in the exercise of
her own conscience and religious
beliefs" in making that decision,
contrary to Bush who, he claimed, was
"prepared to brand a woman a criminal
for making the decision to abort."19

My point in all of this has not been to
provide an exhaustive review of
campaign oratory. Nor has it been to
suggest that the debates of the culture
war are the only or even most
consequential of all these elections.



This brief journey through the rhetoric
of the presidential campaigns of the
1980s illustrates how the contemporary
cultural conflict provides the
ideological context within which
political campaigns must negotiate and
make their claims.

Realignment in the Electorate

The contemporary culture war is not
just ideological scenery. In fact, it has
consequences in the voting behavior of
the electorate. At the presidential level,
white Evangelicals fled the Democratic
party in droves in the 1980s to support
the Republican candidate: 61 percent
voted for Reagan in 1980; 79 percent



supported Reagan in 1984; and 72
percent voted for Bush in 1988. The
Catholic vote was as divided as the
general Protestant vote through these
years: 47 percent went for Reagan in
1980; 61 percent supported Reagan in
1984; and 49 percent voted for Bush in
1988. Here, too, are signs that the more
orthodox Catholics voted conservative
Republican while the more progressive
Catholics voted liberal Democrat.20

The abandonment of traditional party
loyalties by these groups since the
1980s has generated much interest on
the part of professional political
scientists. It was thought that
Southerners-Southern Evangeli cals-



could be counted upon to vote with the
Democratic party. So too, Northern and
Midwestern Catholics were also
believed to be Democratic party
loyalists. As Archbishop John Whealon
said, "I [was) a somewhat typical
example of [the] link between U.S.
Catholics and Democrats. In my
childhood home, God and Jesus Christ
were first, the Catholic Church second,
and the Democratic Party was third
.1121 Yet both Southerners generally
and Southern Evangelicals in particular
switched to the Republican party en
masse. Likewise, Catholic voters could
no longer be relied upon as a voting
bloc. Political scientists have looked
upon this with astonishment, as though a



shift in party affiliation and voting
behavior in itself meant something
important. Their assumption is that the
electorate changed in a meaningful way.
In fact, the substantive change was not
with these voters (who at least on
cultural issues were always
conservative and remain so to this day),
but with the parties that presumed to
represent them. Archbishop Whealon
put it succinctly when he stated, "The
nation needed Franklin Roosevelt and
the Democrats to bring legal power to
the trade unions, security for the
elderly, subsidies to the farmers, and
special help to the poor. But by its
repeated stance in favor of abortion, the



Democratic Party has abandoned the
Cathol ic Church and fragmented a
Catholic bloc.... Therefore, reluctantly,
I am unable in conscience to remain a
registered Democrat. Feeling
abandoned, I hope that the Democratic
Party regains its moral principles and
its soul." Mae Duggan and other
orthodox Catholics would agree whole-
heartedly.22

 



THE EMERGENCE OF
"RHETORICAL
LEADERSHIP"

The objection can be anticipated. No,
the identification with and use of potent
cultural symbols is nothing new in
American electoral politics. Certainly
one can recognize this phenomenon in
nearly every election in U.S. history,
although it is especially pronounced in
a few. A few illustrations are
instructive.

In the election of 1860, for example,
Abraham Lincoln and Stephen Douglas
squared off over the issue of slavery.



Lincoln invoked the symbols of the
abolitionist movement (for whom
slavery was nothing less than "a great
moral, social and political evil"-a
"national sin"). Douglas invoked the
symbols of peace, national unity, and
the preservation of the status quo.
Claimed Douglas, "I care more for the
great principle of self-government, the
right of the people to rule, than I do for
all the Negroes in Christendom. I
would not endanger the perpetuity of
thi s Union, I would not blot out the
great inalienable rights of the white
man, for all the Negroes that ever
existed. "2S To this, Lincoln
responded, "Many of our adversaries
are anxious to claim that they are



specially devoted to the Union, and take
pains to charge upon us hostility to the
Union.... we put to them this one
proposition: What ever endangered this
Union, save and except Slavery ?"24

The election of 1896 also witnessed
lofty rhetoric. In this election, William
Jennings Bryan represented the interests
and ideals of Midwestern populism
against William McKinley, who
championed the interests of the East
Coast establishment. The central issue
of this election was whether to have a
silver or gold standard for currency.
Bryan described the crusade for a
silver standard at the Democratic
National Convention as nothing less



than "a cause as holy as the cause of
libertythe cause of humanity." For
Bryan it was "the issue of 1776 over
a ga i n . " "We will answer [our
opponents'] demand for a gold
standard," he passionately declared,
"by saying to them: `You shall not press
down upon the brow of labor this
crown of thorns. You shall not crucify
mankind upon a cross of gold.' "
Bryan's chief rhetorical antagonist in
this election, Bourke Cockran,
responded on behalf of McKinley and
industrial labor by saying, "In the name
of humanity you shall neither press a
crown of thorns upon the brow of labor
nor place scourge upon his back."
Indeed, "when this Populist assault



upon common honesty and common
industry shall have been repelled, the
foundations of this republic will remain
undisturbed ... resting forever upon the
broad basis of American patriotism,
American virtue, and American
intelligence."25

In the 1928 election contest between
Republican Herbert Hoover and
(Catholic) Democrat Al Smith, the
issues were national prosperity,
prohibition (the continued viability of
the Volstead Act), and Smith's own
religious faith. Smith was repeatedly
referred to as the "rum-soaked
Romanist," and the "candidate of
Tammany," and it was widely rumored



that he would transform the East Wing
of the White House into the pope's
summer home. As for Hoover and the
GOP, they were "the party of 'pillage
and privilege,'" and the ones who had
injected "bigotry, hatred, and
intolerance" into the campaign.26

That candidates for public office
would invoke and thus become
themselves symbols of the
contemporary culture war, then, is not
terribly surprising. Nevertheless, there
is something new and exceptional about
t h e relationship between culture and
contemporary electoral politics. Apart
f r o m the issues and symbols
themselves, what is unique has to do



with the context and method of
leadership in late twentieth-century
A mer i ca . What is novel is the
disposition of a democratic leadership,
especially the presidency, to attempt to
speak to the voting public directly-to
inspire, persuade, and sway them
through a popular or mass rhetoric that
sets forth idealistic images of the
republic and ennobling images of the
American people. What is singular, in a
word, is a form of national leadership
predicated upon popular oratory.27

Through the decades of the nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries, popular
leadership through rhetoric was fairly
uncommon.28 Aside from the inaugural



address (which was presented orally
and intended for a broad audience), the
State of the Union message, special
presidential recommendations and veto
messages (which were originally
intended as messages to Congress),
very few personally initiated addresses
to the larger public (such as
Washington's Farewell Address and
Lincoln's Gettysburg Address) or
policy speeches were ever delivered
by presidents.

It was not sloth that kept these
leaders from facing the American
public. It was, rather, the fear held by
the framers of the Constitution and their
nineteenth-century successors, that mass



oratory would "undermine the rational
and enlightened self-interest of the
citizenry which their system was
designed to foster and on which it was
thought to depend for its stablity."29 A
leadership premised upon popular
oratory would be a form of governance
vulnerable to the shifting winds of
publ ic opinion, all of which would
undermine the prudential judgment
integral to effective statesmanship. '0

It was not until Woodrow Wilson that
it became commonplace for
presidential speeches to be directed to
the people. On this his dictum was
simple and new: "There is but one
national voice in the country and that is



the voice of the President." (In fact,
Wilson was the first president since
Jefferson to deliver the State of the
Union address before Congress in
person!)" And now, of course,
presidents have come to believe that
they are not effective leaders unless
they exhort the public directly on a
regular basis.32 And so it is that the
executive branch employs a large band
of ghostwriters who provide the
president with something to say for
every possible circumstance and
occasion. Importantly, the pressure to
say something is not just in the mind of
the president. It has become, rather, an
institutionalized feature of that office's
public function.



The "rhetorical presidency" is
institutionalized in part because of the
doctrine of presidential leadership
inherited from Wilson. Equally
influential have been the media of mass
communications, which offer the means
through which the president can reach a
national audience both directly and
immediately. In addition, the use of
these media has entailed a fundamental
change in the very medium by which the
president communicates publicly: from
the written to the spoken word; from a
text that could be studied by a literate
and politically engaged reader to a
visible, dramatic performance that can
be as easily switched off as switched



on. Add to this the fact that television
and radio journalists "filter" public
speech by selecting comparatively
small "sound bites." (These sound
bites, incidently, are getting smaller and
smaller. Between the 1968 and 1988
presidential elections, the average
sound bite decreased from 42.3
seconds to only 9.8 seconds. During the
same time period, "the time television
networks devoted to visuals of the
candidates, unaccompanied by their
words, increased by 300 percent.")"
T o g e t h e r these factors create
tremendous pressure to capture the
attention of a fleeting audience through
simplified and inflated political
discourse. As James Ceaser put it,



under these conditions, "argument gives
way to aphorism .""^

To fail to mention the pivotal role of
ideologically oriented interest groups
in all of this would be remiss. Here the
relationship is dialectic. On the one
hand, a "rhetorical presidency"
increases the prevalence and power of
the ideological interest groups. This
occurs for the simple reason that a
leadership based upon public opinion
will give rise to groups wanting to
shape that opinion. It is no accident,
then, that ideological PACs have
increased dramatically in number, size,
and budget since the 1970s." The very
context and requirements of national



leadership under these new conditions
encourages such groups to exert as
much influence as possible. And
presidents are vulnerable to it. On the
other hand, politically oriented special
purpose groups further institutionalize a
"rhetorical leadership" by placing ever
higher demands on the office as a
condition of their support. Progressivist
groups have made their financial and
grass-roots support contingent upon a
politician's promise of support for their
concerns. Likewise on the orthodox
s i de of the cultural divide, Catholic
politicians (to give but an example)
have been sent warning shots across
their bows, as it were, with the indirect
threat that they risk excommunication if



they failed to support the Church's
moral teachings, particularly on
abortion. (John Cardinal O'Connor of
New York was the first prominent
Catholic to raise this possibility in
public debate, and while he said he had
no politician in mind, the
excommunication of Catholics involved
in the abortion business elsewhere in
the country gave his words a sharpness
that even he might not have intended.)
Under these cultural and political
conditions, it is no wonder that the
number of specific promises made by
presidential candidates over the course
of an election campaign has been
escalating dramatically since the early



I950s.36

It is essential to point out, at this
stage, that while the pressures
generated by competing factions in the
culture war are especially great for the
national leadership, these pressures
appear to be increasingly applied to
state and local elections. This is
particularly true since the highly
publicized Webster v. Reproductive
Health Services decision made
possible state regulation of abortions.
Because of this, state and local officials
have to answer to antagonists as well.
Four months after Webster, the issue of
abortion and the factions mobilized on
both sides proved to be decisive for the



Virginia gubernatorial races' In local
and regional campaigns across the
country, incumbents and challengers
have sought to duck for cover while the
cannons of special interest lobbies are
loaded and aimed. Even at these levels,
leadership is fast becoming "rhetorical"
in nature.

These institutionalized constraints,
then, shadow more and more
politicians, though it remains especially
the case with the presidency and
members of Congress throughout their
tenure in office. Yet such forces are
particularly pronounced in the election
campaign. It has been observed that the
modern campaign for national office is



organized in such a way that "demagogy
or pandering is almost necessary to stay
in the running.""' Without doubt,
nowhere is the rhetoric of candidates
m o r e inflated than during the
campaigns. And this is significant
because the campaign has become the
metaphor if not the model for practical
governing. Certainly it is the campaign
that sets the tone for governing rather
than the other way around.

If this is all true, then the meaning of
national leadership in American
democracy has indeed changed. Words
not only rival deeds, words become
deeds; speeches become events-events
that are just as real as an action taken



by the state. And in this, speaking
becomes a principal mode of
governing. The consequences of this for
the contemporary culture war are not
insignificant. The most extreme
consequence is that it leads to the belief
that those gifted in public speech will
make good government leaders. Wilson
himself said that "it is natural that
orators should be the leaders of a self-
governing people."" This is what made
it possible and credible for activists
and ideologues like Jackson and
Robertson-individuals with no
experience in government-to run for the
presidency, as they did in 1988. It is
entirely plausible that other major
activists in the contemporary culture



war (at least those skilled in public
oratory) will follow in their wake .40
Note, for example, the call at the NOW
national convention in Cincinnati in
1989 for a new independent feminist
political party. At the very least, the
consequences of a leadership
predicated upon public oratory are that
politicians will always be vulnerable
to the power and interests of the
opposing sides of the culture war. They
will always and perhaps increasingly
have to contend with competing
symbols, ideals, and visions of the
world.

 



POLITICIANS AND THE
CULTURE WAR: 

WHO IS USING WHOM?

The foregoing discussion invites
speculation on the broader question in
electoral politics of "who is using
whom." The obvious answer is to say
that it is the candidates who cynically
use the symbols of the culture war and
thus one constituency or the other in the
service of their own political
ambitions. The obvious answer is also
undoubtedly true to a large extent. But
recognizing this does not mean that all
politicians who do employ the symbols
of the present cultural conflict are



motivated by cynicism. They are just as
likely to be sincere-the ends are the
same.

A much more intriguing and perhaps
plausible reply to this question,
however, puts it the other way around:
electoral politics play a decisive role
in furthering the interests of antagonists
in the culture war. In this view, the
ambitions of particular politicians are
virtually irrelevant. Almost anyone
could fill the spot. Why? Because it is
the contemporary cultural contest that
provides much of the language-the
slogans, the aphorisms-through which
all candidates and parties, whoever
they are, must, at least in part, define



themselves. It is the contemporary
culture war that establishes many of the
parameters of campaign debate within
which opposing candidates and parties
must maneuver.

In reality, there is something of a
symbiosis at play here-politicians
indeed use symbols of the cultural
conflict to realize their political
aspirations, but at the same time the
mechanisms of electoral politics
provide a device through which
opposing interests and visions in the
culture war are advanced. It is difficult
to say, yet it is possible, quite possible,
that in the broader flow of American
history, the latter will prove to have the



greater sway.

Listening to the foolish things many
politicians say during an election
campaign as they manuever around the
thickets and booby traps of the culture
war, one almost cannot help but
chuckle. But our laughter turns to
nervous wonder the instant we
remember that these same politicians
are dealing with the most urgent issues
of the day as representatives of the
longest standing and most powerful
democracy in the world. The contrast
between a sound-bite leadership driven
by the competing interests of the culture
war and the wise and noble leadership
one might hope for given the legacy of



our democracy is distressing to say the
least. Yet I think it is wrong to conclude
that it is the culture war that demeans
democratic discourse. The culture war
is about who we are as a nation and
who we will choose to become. It is
then the proper subject of democratic
debate, not the source of its cheapening.
Politicians may be hostage to the
issues, symbols, and interest groups of
the culture war but it is they and the
electoral organizations behind them
who choose to respond the way they do
and it is we, a distressingly passive
electorate, who accept things as they
are. The problem, of course, is that
when the legacy is not upheld, when
democratic discussion and debate



devolves into the morass it has become,
there is even less hope that the various
battles of the culture war can be
resolved. The fissures that divide
America can only grow deeper.

 



Parting Observations

Of the seemingly countless skirmishes
and battles within the various fields of
conflict just surveyed, each dispute is
rooted in events with their own unique
characteristics and very often their own
set of combatants. Maybe this is part of
why we tend not to see the myriad
controversies as being linked in any
coherent way. Yet if we consider them
more closely, we can see that within
each conflict, however minor it may
seem to be, are appeals to opposing
visions of the good life and the good
society. These underlying appeals to
both fundamental assumptions and high



ideals show that these controversies
form part of a fabric: they are episodes
in a larger culture war.

AMERICA ABROAD: A BRIEF
WORD ON WAR

As we have seen, these opposing
symbolic appeals create a cleavage that
runs like the San Andreas Fault right
through much of the territory making up
domestic policy in America, including
areas and issues not discussed here. It
is also reflected in some areas of
foreign policyperhaps most urgently in
America's military involvement abroad.

Few developments can change a



nation-its mood, its identity, its people-
like war. War always brings to light the
most basic questions of national
purpose: What is it about our nation-our
history and place in the world-that
should obligate it to fight? What
national purpose is served by risking
the lives of our young men and women?
What compelling reason justifies the
commitment of our military resources
and manpower so far away from home?
It is one thing for the country to wage
war in order to defend its national
borders. One will find little debate
there. But should it intervene, as the
United States has, in the affairs of other
nations in the role of global policeman?
That is a very different matter and one



infinitely harder to justify in a
democratic context. In such a situation,
the fundamental questions of national
identity and purpose are asked again
and again with a certain relentless
intensity-in marches and rallies, protest
demonstrations, political
pronouncements, editorials, and
political oratory.

Consider the range of interventions
the American military has undertaken in
recent decades: Vietnam, Granada,
Lebanon, Panama, and the Persian Gulf.
In the controversy that raged over each,
the lines of division in public debate
were drawn neither over different
cost/benefi t analyses of national



economic interest nor over different
assessments of national security.
Rather, the public debate always
centered on differing perspectives
regarding America's role in the world
community, and the different public
philosophies that undergirded those
perspectives. Put more simply, the long,
tearful, and sometimes bloody debate
about Vietnam was not about the fate of
a peasant society in southeast Asia, but
about America. The debates about
Lebanon and Panama and more recently
the Persian Gulf were about America
too. In each case, the opposing interests
of the larger culture war have been very
much present and at play.



As noted in chapter 4, it is not that the
moral epistemologies of either
coalition need be directly linked by one
position on the war or another. (It is
worth noting that some Protestant
dispensationalist Fundamentalists in the
orthodox coalition did link the war in
the Persian Gulf to Biblical prophesies
of Armageddon, with Iraq as Babylon
and Saddam Hussein as the successor
to Nebuchadnezzar, but this was
exceptional.) Rather, it is the competing
public philosophies of the culture war
(which, as we have observed,
sometimes hold only loose affinities to
these moral positions) that are at play.

One vision holds that America's



extraordinary power entails
responsibility to intervene for the
principles of good and fair play,
through mediating disputes, deterring or
thwarting the aggression of one nat;on
against another, and holding regional
tyrants at bay. For one wh,i is confident
of America's essential goodness, it
would seem only appropriate that
American democratic institutions be
encouraged abroad. A strong military
would be essential for these reasons
alone; its use from time to time is
simply one of the burdens of being a
superpower. The chief opposing vision
holds that a strong military represents a
misuse of America's power and
resources. As good as America may be,



it has no right to impose its institutions
or its way of life upon other nations.
Meddling with the sovereignty of other
nations and regions hints too much of an
unsavory, old-style imperialism.
Besides, it is a singular injustice to
commit America's considerable wealth
toward its military, which can only deal
with the management of the world's
conflict, rather than toward alleviating
social and economic inequality-the
source, more often than not, of such
conflict.

Clearly, the circumstances of
American intervention greatly influence
the appeal to one vision or the other. In
the case of Vietnam, for example, the



latter vision came to hold sway, and
eventually forced the end of the war in
defeat. In the Persian Gulf, the appeal
to the former was virtually impossible
to resist. The respective counter-
visions were articulated, however, for
the duration of both conflicts: in
Vietnam, by those whose distrust of
communism was uncompromising
(including a preponderance of
Evangelicals and conservative
Catholics); in the Persian Gulf, by those
whose distrust of American-sponsored
violence was uncompromising
(including the very vocal leadership of
the mainline Protestant and Catholic
denominations). In this way, the
opposing interests and ideals of the



culture war become part of the fabric of
d e b a t e about American military
involvement abroad.

A PARTING NOTE

As a parting observation, it is worth
highlighting a fundamental feature of the
contemporary cultural conflict, noted
earlier in the abstract, but now-through
this brief glimpse into the matter of
American military intervention abroad,
as well as through our reconnaissance
into the other fields of conflict-amply
illustrated. It is that the opposing moral
visions at the heart of the culture war
and the rhetoric that sustains them
acquire something of a life of their



own. True, the culture war is rooted in
a n ongoing realignment of American
public culture and has become
i ns ti tuti onal i zed chiefly through
special-purpose organizations,
denominations, political parties, and
branches of government. The
fundamental disagreements that
characterize the culture war, we have
seen, become even further aggravated
by virtue of the technology of public
discourse, the means by which
disagreements are voiced in public. In
the end, however, the opposing moral
visions become, as one would say in
the tidy though ponderous jargon of
social science, a reality sui generic: a



reality much larger than, and indeed
autonomous from, the sum total of
individuals and organizations that give
expression to the conflict. These
competing moral visions, and the
rhetoric that sustains them, become the
defining forces of public life. Certainly
there is a strong philosophical and
sociological impulse toward moral and
political consistency, such that people
on one side of the cultural divide on
one issue will remain on the same side
for other issues. And yet we know at
this point that the cultural dividethe
overarching "binary opposition"-cuts
differently on different issues, showing
that an organization can maintain
politically liberal positions on most



issues while adopting moderate or
conservative positions on others-and
vice versa. These "exceptions to the
rule" are common to every field of
conflict, but their existence is ultimately
irrelevant. However individuals or
organizations align themselves on
particular issues, they become
subservient to, and if unwilling must
struggle against, the dominating and
almost irresistible categories and logic
of the opposing visions and rhetoric of
the culture war.
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Moral Pluralism and the 
Democratic Ideal

What will be the fate of the present
clash of cultures? What will be the
outcome?' The first part of this chapter
deals with the future of the culture war
as it is likely to be if things continue as
they are. The second part considers the
challenges the culture war poses to the
democratic experiment and the public
philosophy that has long sustained it.



One might be tempted to say that the
tensions created by the polarizing
impulses in American public culture
will quickly wane. The reason typically
offered is grounded in the hunch that
religiously based political activism
cannot be sustained for any length of
time in a modern and forward-looking
democracy.

Consider, for example, the dwindling
public credibility of the Evangelicals.
The titillating sexual scandals of the
ministers Jim Bakker and Jimmy
Swaggart and the failed presidential
campaign of Reverend Pat Robertson,
televangelists all, in the late 1980s
provided clear evidence for this



conjecture. The discontinuation of the
Fundamentalist Journal in December
1989 and the folding of the most
prominent orthodox political
organization of that decade, the Moral
Majority, four months earlier, would
also seem to confirm this notion. For
one observer writing in the New
Republic, the conclusion one could
draw from the mounting evidence was
plain. "Rarely in modern times," he
wrote, "has a movement of such reputed
potential self-destructed so suddenly.
Free thinkers may want to reconsider
their skepticism about divine
intervention."2

At one level the observation may be



on target. The New Religious Right of
the late 1970s and 1980s, arguably, is
politically spent. But what was the
New Religious Right? It was a
particular clustering of prominent
individuals and organizations in
alliance with what could be called
laissez- faire conservatives cemented
by a particular political leadership-the
Reagan administration. That being the
case, it would only be a matter of time
before its power abated. As sure as the
years come and go, alliances weaken
and administrations change; leaders get
old, retire, and die.

But the end of the Religious Right
should not be confused with the end of



political activism on the part of the
larger orthodox alliance. The former
may be defunct as a "movement" but the
passions that animate the latter are
anything but defunct. Remember that,
after all, the war is a war of moral
visions.

Indeed, it is likely that the decline of
the Religious Right only represents the
beginning of a new stage in the
evolution of the culture war. The
strategy of the Evangelical wing of the
orthodox alliance at the end of the
1980s and the start of the 1990s, for
example, has been to move from the
national stage to state and local
activism. As Tim LaHaye put it, "In the



nineties, the Religious Right is going to
be composed of a host of independent,
locally sponsored and funded
organizations that work in unison." By
the early 1990s, Pat Robertson's
political organization had already
turned in this direction. Said one of the
spokesmen for Christian Coalition, "We
think the Lord is going to give us this
nation back one precinct at a time, one
neighborhood at a time, and one state at
a time. We're not going to win it all at
once with some kind of millennial rush
at the White House." To this end, their
aim is to hold "political technology
training schools" around the country in
order to field as many as 5,000
candidates at all levels by the end of



the decade.

Another apt illustration of this
tendency can be found in the
organization Coalition on Revival
(COR), founded in the mid-1980s. It
draws support, legitimation, and
intelligence from more than a hundred
very prominent Evangelical leaders
who comprise its steering committee.
According to its introductory brochure,

We believe the times we live in are so
desperate and the culture of North
America has come so close to going
over the cliff ... that any plans less
aggressive and less courageous [than
those specified by COR] will not turn



our culture around in time to avoid a
new dark age for the entire civilization.
In a nutshell, we believe we must
systematically attempt to rebuild our
civilization on the biblical foundations
on which we were originally built. We
believe God is calling all local
Christians to participate in this holy
endeavor.... We have no other option.4

To this end, a five-year plan calls for
the establishment of twenty-four
"ministry networking committees" in
sixty major cities throughout North
America. They are to "function in a
coordinated way as a single Spiritual
Army under the leadership of local
Christian 'Elders in the City Gate.' "



The first priority of the national
leadership, then, has been to "locate the
fearless, local leaders in each of these
cities, who will want to build this local
Spiritual Army under their own
leadership."'

Though the tone is very different, this
tendency among politically active
Evangelicals is typical of the strategy
taken by Catholics, Jews, and
secularists on both sides of the cultural
divide. The culture war is not fading
away by any means. It is, at most,
decentralizing.'

However the culture battles actually
take shape, the passions that animate the



culture war remain. The truth is that the
two sides of the cultural divide
peacefully coexist only so long as
neither side gains actual or symbolic
advantage over the other. The
opportunity to appoint a replacement to
the Supreme Court (as in the case of the
nomination of Robert Bork in 1987,
David Souter in 1990, and Clarence
Thomas in 1991), rallies and marches
commemorating or celebrating the
anniversary of a formative political
event (such as Central America Week,
or Gay Awareness Week), the
introduction in Congress of a highly
disputed piece of national legislation
(such as the Equal Rights Amendment
or the constitutional amendment banning



flag burning), a controversial Court
ruling (such as the decision in Webster
v. Reproductive Health Services in July
1 9 8 9 allowing individual states to
impose restrictions on the practice of
abortion), the showing of a
controversial film (as in The Last
Temptation of Christ) or art exhibit (as
in the Mapplethorpe exhibit in various
c i t i e s ) , and even the recurring
presidential elections every four years-
all of these events and many others
provide concrete occasions for one
side or the other to gain measurable
advantage over the other. The result is a
rupturing of any "peace" that might
seem to exist. The culture war will



undoubtedly take on many different
forms and involve an everchanging cast
of personalities and organizations, but
the underlying hostility promises to be
protracted.

But what will come of it?

 



LOCATING THE
ADVANTAGE

It is naive under any historical
circumstances to assume that the truthful
position will prevail, or that "things
will work out for the best for all
concerned." It is equally naive to
imagine that a rationally negotiated
settlement of the culture war will take
place. Not only is it theoretically
implausible, it is also well nigh a
sociological impossibility. The
principal reason is that the most vocal
advocates at either end of the cultural
axis are not inclined toward working
for a genuinely pluralistic resolution. If



anything, the opposite is closer to the
truth: not only is the sociological
impulse for one side to subjugate the
other, each side would seem to insist on
it. This is most clearly seen in the
deliberate effort of both extremes to
monopolize the symbols of legitimacy
(patriotism, Americanism, family, First
Amendment, and so on), thus excluding
other groups that claim a right to the
American heritage. Extremes on each
side of the cultural divide, in other
words, engage in a strange form of
double talk: each side insists that the
other has a right to exist and to exercise
free speech; at the same time, the
opposition is judged illegitimate by
virtue of the substance of its message



(for example, the opposition is
"unpatriotic," "un-American," or
"undemocratic") and, by implication, it
should not exist and should not voice its
opinion. To put this more sharply, the
implication is that since the opposition
is a danger to society, the social order
would be better off if it did not exist or
a t least if it were not a significant
player in public life. Yet both sides in
this contest are cavalier in their use of
these powerful symbols of legitimacy
and illegitimacy. Inasmuch as this is
true, the spirit of democratic tolerance
is strained. The rhetoric used by both
extremes exaggerates the power and
intentions of their opposition. It also



seeks to preempt American ideals and
thus monopolize the symbols of
legitimacy. In this, each side implicitly
attempts to discredit the positions if not
threaten the very existence of its
opposition.

Yet all of this leaves the impression
that, in reality, the contemporary
cultural conflict is at a standoff: the
claims of one side essentially balancing
the claims of the other; the resources of
one equalizing the resources of the
other. If this impression has been made
throughout, it is in part because this
inquiry has focused principally upon
understanding the nature and scope of
the cultural conflict, without assessing



which side may have the advantage. But
at this point it is appropriate to pose
that question directly. Is this culture
war at an impasse or does one side
have the edge over the other?

Who Has the Edge?

Rather than see decline, some
observers have argued that the moral
vision of the orthodox alliance,
particularly as championed by the
Evangelical Protestant community, is in
a strong position to actually dominate
American public discourse in the near
future. Jeffrey Hadden and Anson
Shupe, for example, have argued that
"the conservative Christian movement



has the potential to become solidified
enough to 'take over the country.'" They
predict that "by the end of this century
... [conservative Christians] seem
destined to become the single most
powerful force in the United States."7
Some might reject their projections as
implausible, but the bases upon which
these claims are made are compelling:
the loss of confidence over liberal
public philosophy, the legitimation of
the "conservative cultural revolution"
by the Reagan administration and neo-
conservative intellectuals in the 1980s,
the monopoly over religious
broadcasting, the mastery over the
skills of fund raising, and the growth of
an increasingly conservative older



sector of the population." Add to this
the extensive array of "parallel
ins ti tutions" mentioned earlier-the
schools, colleges and universities, the
publishing-and the credibility of
Hadden and Shupe's claim increases.

Another reason is that on many
issues, such as abortion, religion and
education, homosexuality, and the like,
there is an indigenous passion and
intensity of moral commitment that
exists in some parts of the orthodox
alliance that is just not found in
balancing measure by their counterparts
on the progressivist side. On some
issues this translates into a new
militancy. The anti-abortion project,



Operation Rescue, and the tactics of
civil disobedience it employs, signals
this change. There are other signs as
well. In his testimony before the
Congress, the director of Chicago's
Pro-Life Action League stated
emphatically: "Nonviolent direct action
to end abortion is preferable to
bombing abortion chambers. But if
access to free speech, assembly and
redress of grievances are denied, the
violence of abortion will inevitably be
opposed by other means."9 Even in the
Coalition for Revival literature itself,
there is a call to screen out of their
seminars "any well-meaning Christian
who simply is not willing to die for
Christ at this time" in order to secure



only "martyrwilling, mighty
warriors."10

Still another reason why the orthodox
moral vision maintains viability is that
the state itself, though predominantly
secular in character, is not
monolithically secular. Numerous
individuals and groups within the state
are allies of orthodox interests and
ideals and, from the inside, press their
claims. Depending on the
administration, cultural conservatives
are very often found in the executive
branch of government, as was certainly
true during the Reagan and Bush
administrations. Consider, in this
regard, the powerful adversary role



played by then secretary of education
(and Catholic conservative) William
Bennett. Also depending on the
administration in power, the circulation
of elites in the federal judiciary and in
the Supreme Court can also have a
powerful impact in favor of orthodox
interests. The vision of America
embodied in the judiciary will have
enduring consequences long after
particular members have been
replaced.

All of these factors are compelling in
themselves. But are they sufficient to
endow conservative Christianity and
the broader alliance of cultural
conservatives with power to achieve an



outsized share of influence in the
struggle to define the American
character and its future?

The institutional resources and power
behind the progressivist vision are at
least as strong and probably much
stronger than those favoring the
orthodox. One of the strongest is the
constitution of the knowledge industry
itself-the "reality-defining" mechanisms
of contemporary American society. As
is well known, the knowledge industry
experienced tremendous growth in the
twentieth century, especially after the
Second World War. In research and
development, in all levels of education
(elementary, secondary, and higher



education), in the media of mass
communications (including national,
regional, and local newspapers,
magazines, the three largest commercial
television networks, and the majority of
all radio broadcasting, advertising, and
f i l m ) , in information-processing
technology (particularly computer
technology), and in the information
services (including therapy, social
work, accountancy, architecture, law,
medicine, and the like), both
expenditures and personnel grew
prodigiously. It would be pointless to
review here what has already been
analyzed with great diligence by
others." But to give a general idea, by
1980 in the United States, the



knowledge industry had come to
account for some 34 percent of the
Gross National Product and knowledge
workers had come to comprise up to 41
percent of the economically active
population.12

The dimensions of the knowledge
sector, then, have become immense. But
the real significance of this lies not in
its rate of growth or its rate of
innovation but in its political, moral,
and intellectual character. Much of the
sector is dominated by the pragmatic
interests of a postindustrial economy:
technological innovation,
organizational efficiency, and
managerial effectiveness. Perhaps the



most charitable evaluation one could
make about these pursuits is that they
are agnostic toward orthodox interests
and concerns. Yet other important
sectors of the industry, as we have
seen, such as the entertainment, news,
and political media, and the educational
establishment-both lower and higher
levels-and the so-called helping
professions, are demonstrably
antiorthodox. As noted earlier, surveys
of the opinion of media, intellectual,
and entertainment elites, studies of the
curriculum of elementary and secondary
school textbooks, among other sources,
all make clear that it is here that
progressivist ideals are most deeply
institutionalized and most vigorously



advocated."

The secular knowledge sector is a
crucial influence in determining the
outcome of our cultural conflict in part
because much of it has the patronage
and protection of the state itself.
Science and education are, in the main,
appendages of the state, as are the
myriad regulatory agencies dealing
with health, occupational safety,
welfare, communications, among
others. So too, of course, is the
judiciary. The knowledge industry and
the modern state, then, are linked in
complex and fundamental ways. Not
only does this mean that the state
provides much of the financial,



personnel, and administrative
infrastructure for the knowledge
industry, but the state can limit dissent
through its coercive powers. It is in the
realm of education where these powers
are most prominent. Since school
attendance is mandatory for all children
up to the eighth grade, and since the
government has a monopoly on public
education, children are required to be
educated under the auspices of the state.
The only alternatives available, as we
know, are for families that have the
time to give to home schooling or the
money to afford private education.

The patronage and protection of the
state is significant for another reason.



As alluded to earlier, the state itself (to
the degree that one can distinguish it
from the knowledge industry), is
emphatically secular in character. This
has been increasingly true in two ways.
The first concerns the formal relations
between religion and government. Not
only has the government assumed more
and more jurisdiction over areas of
social life previously controlled by the
churches and synagogues but it has also
been less and less inclined to assist
religious organizations as they attempt
to contribute to the public good,
through, for example, religiously based
education and welfare services.
Second, a secular orientation is
manifested in the way the modern state



is organized from its highest to lowest
echelons according to bureaucratic
principles. Thus the very ethos of the
modern state is unsupportive of a broad
cultural system rooted in, leg itimated
by, and promoting (through public
policy) a commitment to transcendent
ideals.

The social location of popular
support for religious orthodoxy,
typically at the margins of
contemporary American public life, a
distance away from its centers of
power, is another factor in the balance
of the culture war. As I argued in
chapter 1, the culture war is primarily a
w a r of the middle classes. Most



Orthodox Jews, conservative Catholics,
and Evangelical Protestants, however,
are members of the lower middle class,
while secular progressives and their
religious allies tend to be of the highly
educated, wealthier, and relatively
mobile upper middle and middle
classes engaged in professional work.
The social differences are seen in other
ways as well. Whereas Orthodox Jews
and conservative Catholics are very
often found in urban centers, the largest
contingent of the orthodox-minded, the
Evangelicals, are from the small towns
and rural areas of the South and
Midwest. By contrast, liberal Catholics
and Protestants are strongly
represented, and in the case of more



progressive Jews and secularists
almost uniformly represented, in the
urban centers of the Northeast,
Midwest, and West Coast-Los Angeles,
San Francisco, Denver, Chicago, New
York, Boston, and Washington, D.C.
Moreover, the orthodox tend to be, on
average, a slightly older population and
disproportionately female, whereas
progressivists, and secularists in
particular, tend to be younger and
disproportionately male. 14

Perhaps even more telling is the
social location of the centers of cultural
activism. Clearly the majority of all
organizations, whether orthodox or
progressivist, are located in



Washington and New York. These
cities, along with Boston, Chicago, Los
Angeles, and San Francisco, comprise
the political nucleus of national life and
the regions from which the larger
cultural warfare emanates.
Nevertheless, the representation of
cultural conservatives is far less
concentrated in these cities. For
example, in a survey of more than 400
public affairs organizations taken from
the Encyclopedia of Associations, just
more than half (56 percent) of those
committed to conservative causes were
located in these national and regional
urban centers, compared to 83 percent
of the liberal groups. The remainder
from both camps were located in small



cities and towns. Nearly as revealing,
18 percent of the conservative
associations were located in the South,
compared to 3 percent of the liberal
associations. 15 The point is very
simple. It is considerably more difficult
to alter the ethos of national public life
for those operating in large measure
from the periphery of social power than
for those whose efforts are concen
trated in the center. In this way, too, the
larger progressivist vision has an
advantage.

Lest it be imagined that because of
these formidable societal tendencies,
history will ultimately favor the
progressivist vision of Americathat the



defeat of the conservative vision is
nearly a foregone conclusion-one must
consider some other influences and
tendencies that favor the orthodox side
of the cultural divide. The first is that
specific challenges to the dominant
reality-defining institutions (such as
television, film, music) very often
work. The boycotting of the products of
companies that sponsor television
shows considered morally
objectionable by such groups as the
American Family Association or
CLeaR-TV, as we have seen, have
influenced advertising and
programming. The protest of the
Parents' Music Resource Center against
what they felt was gratuitous violence



and illicit sexuality succeeded in
getting numerous record companies to
place a warning label on record album
jackets. And the picketing of such films
as The Last Temptation of Christ by
c o n s e r v a t i v e Catholics and
Evangelicals have likewise affected
box-office profits. The orthodox
alliance, then, is capable of providing
an effective challenge to a secular and
progressively inclined media.

Another factor favoring the orthodox
is that institutions promoting a
progressivist vision for America are
equally vulnerable to the pressures of
reorganization and redirection as the
orthodox institutions. There are some



indications of rightward movement on
the part of such mainline Protestant
denominations as the United Methodist
Church and the Presbyterian Church,
U.S.A., on such issues as abortion,
homosexuality, and the like. The
enfeebling of the once robust National
Council of Churches is another
illustration of change and redirection in
organizations committed to progressive
social action. As with the orthodox,
these organizations and the vision they
promote also depend heavily upon
publ i c acceptance and legitimation:
they are compromised when they do not
have it.

In addition to these factors, the



conservative vision of America can be
reinforced by the failures of a liberal
social policy in providing quality
education, in ensuring public safety, in
protecting the social order, in
generating economic prosperity, and so
on. For all of these reasons, then, the
orthodox side of the cultural divide is
more powerful than might first be
imagined.

A Plausible Denouement

Which side will finally gain
advantage in this culture war? The
outcome may be mixed. That is, it will
depend upon the way specific
controversies evolve within particular



fields of conflict-family and family
policy, law, mass media, public
education, electoral politics, and so on.
Within these contexts, outcomes will
depend upon effective strategies, the
allocation of resources, and the
accidents of historical opportunity. For
the time being, however, general
conclusions about the broader direction
of the culture war may not be possible.

Yet before the question of outcomes
is abandoned altogether, we should
explore another aspect of the conflict
within public culture, for it too will
have repercussions. This concerns the
long-term vitality of moral
commitments.



One is tempted to argue, for example,
that as long as cultural conservatives
maintain alternate institutional
mechanisms for promoting their distinct
cultural perspective, the conflict will
persist unabated. And yet this is not
necessarily the case. The Italian social
philosopher Antonio Gramsci,
discussed in chapter 2, has argued that
"organic" or progressively oriented
intellectuals succeed in their bid to
replace the older cultural hegemony in
part by assimilating "traditional"
intellectuals. 6 What this means, if
Gramsci is correct, is that the moral
and political vision of opposition
defended by traditional intellectuals is



transformed through compromise and
moderation. In the end, the very
substance of the traditional antagonism
is neutralized.

There are indications that this
process has already begun to take shape
in the various orthodox communities. In
the Orthodox Jewish community, for
example, this is seen in the emergence
of "Modern Orthodoxy" as distinct from
the traditional Hasidim. On the surface
what distinguishes the Modern
Orthodox community is its posture
toward the observance of Halakah
(traditional Jewish law). The Modern
Orthodox reject the idea that strict
observance of ritual duties and



prohibitions is a sign of religious
purity. True faith, rather, is born out of
a proper relationship with God and
with other human beings. What their
right-wing counterparts view as a
negligence toward Jewish law,
therefore, they tend to view as
flexibility. But more significantly, the
Modern Orthodox are distinguished by
their nonseparatist approach toward
non-Orthodox and non-Jewish culture.
The Modern Orthodox are openly
syncretistic, drawing on many aspects
of contemporary experience that are
believed to enhance the practice of
faith. They are willing, for example, to
make compromises with ritual
observance in order to receive a



secular education, to pursue a career in
the secular professions, and so on.
What this means in the long run is that
Orthodoxy itself is being reconstructed
in terms that are more compatible with
the spirit of the times. In this light it is
not surprising to find within some
quarters of Modern Orthodoxy the
rather novel tendency to take seriously,
if not actually adopt, progressivist
positions on such issues as the changing
role of women, changing sexual mores,
abortion, and the like.

Much the same process can be seen
within orthodox Protestantism. My
study of the Evangelical leadership in
the early 1980s showed that the process



of assimilation was well under way.
This was particularly true among the
younger cohort of elites who had
largely abandoned the separatism of
their Fundamentalist forebears in favor
of a more progressive cultural and
political orientation." Take, for
example, the traditional ethic of self-
sacrifice and self-mortification. For
previous generations such asceticism
served the purposes of living a more
spiritual life. Among the younger cohort
of elites, this has given way to a quest
for self-expression and self-realization.
Eight out of ten agreed that "a good
Christian will strive to be a 'well-
rounded person,' " and nearly two-
thirds (62 percent) agreed that "for the



Christian, realizing your full potential
as a human being is just as important as
putting others before you." With regard
to the politics of family life, a
significant percentage of the younger
generation had largely abandoned a
commitment to the "traditional" model
of family life in favor of a socially
androgynous model, where men and
women play out similar if not identical
roles in both public and domestic life.
The majority rejected the idea that "it is
best if the wife stays at home and the
husband works to support the family,"
as well as the idea that "a married
woman should not work if she has a
husband capable of supporting her." On



public issues such as gun control,
welfare, the death penalty, the draft,
defense spending, nuclear power, and
American relations with the Soviet
Union, the attitudes and opinions of the
younger generation of Evangelical
leaders did not differ appreciably from
their secular counterparts. It was only
o n the issues of abortion, the Equal
Rights Amendment, and homosexuality
where the majority did not take a more
liberal position. And yet the majority
rejected the belligerence of such groups
as the Moral Majority as an appropriate
manner of political engagement.

This process of an accommodation to
the spirit of the times can be seen at a



more subtle cultural level too. As
numerous observers have made clear,
the knowledge sector has altered the
intellectual character of American
public culture."' How has it
accomplished this? One of the central
characteristics of modern rationality is
its autonomy or self- groundedness.
Arguments must stand on their own
logic. They must be self-sufficient.
Arguments based upon an external
authority, such as the church or
tradition, and arguments based upon
inherited office, property, or force or
violence are therefore ruled illegitimate
from the start. Thus, the exclamation of
the believer that homosexuality is a sin
i s insufficient; pronouncements from



ecclesiastical authorities that abortion
is murder are not enough;
proclamations from religious
ideologues declaring secular humanism
the unofficial religion of the state are
inadequate. Given the assumptions of
modern rationality, these kinds of
authority are the fraudulent substitute
for "serious" argumentation. By
contrast, the only legitimate grounds of
argumentation are the tools of logic and
empirical evidence.

The point is that at a deeper level of
public discourse, the knowledge sector
has largely defined the rules for public
argumentation and that very often the
voices of orthodoxy have agreed to



play by them. Every time an
Evangelical pastor makes an appeal to
"medical and psychological proof" to
establish that homosexuality is harmful
to the well-being of the homosexual and
makes no other appeal; every time a
conservative Catholic priest relies
exclusively on scientific evidence to
demonstrate that the fetus is a living,
human being; every time the religiously
orthodox invoke psychological studies
or achievement tests-and nothing else-
to establish their claim that children are
better off if their mothers stay at home
rather than pursue a professional career
outside of the home, the orthodox
alliance tacitly submits to the linguistic
domination of its more progressive



opposition.

The evidence suggests that Gramsci
might be right. There is the distinct
possibility that orthodox communities
may become so assimilated to a
progressive political (and linguistic)
culture that they will not be capable of
offering any effective opposition to the
world view that currently plagues them.
To put it in different words, if the
orthodox alliance is not able to sustain
an enduring opposition, it may be
because the orthodox communities are
themselves involved in a process of
resymbolizing the "historic faiths" in
terms that are more compatible with the
assumptions of a secular and



progressive public culture.
Nevertheless, this process is very slow
and opposition to a clearly defined
enemy (which all groups within the
orthodox alliance have) can thwart the
process.

 



THE CHALLENGES
POSED TO THE

AMERICAN 
DEMOCRATIC IDEAL

While few would dispute that the
broader social forces of modern life
discussed so far will have enormous
consequences for the evolution of
American public culture, only the
vulgar sociological determinist would
maintain that these will be the only
factors in determining the outcome.
There is a way in which the assertion of
human will also makes its impress on
the outcome of public affairs. Cultural



conflict may be about the struggle for
domination, but the conflict can be
channeled and made equitable through
the creation and institutionalization of a
r e l a t i v e l y autonomous public
philosophy. Agreement around a
renewed public philosophy could
establish a context of public discourse,
not to mention the legal and political
apparatus, to sustain a genuine and
peaceable pluralism-even in the face of
what appears to be the monumental
compulsion of history.

There is, of course, a legacy of such
public philosophizing in America-a
well-established mechanism for coping
with cultural conflict. Its central ideal



has been the simultaneous commitment
to both diversity and unity; pluralism
and consensus. The Latin motto e
pluribus unum (one out of many), found
on the Great Seal is perhaps America's
most potent symbol of national identity.
And yet while the American experiment
has been unique in the modern world
for its celebration and application of
this ideal, the ideal is as old as
classical philosophy itself. It is seen in
the teachings of Zeno and the Greek
stoics (and in the policies of
Alexander, who united Greeks and
Persians under a single system), in
Cicero's conception of res publica, in
the instructions of Paul, in which the
Church would be "neither Greek nor



Jew, . . . barbarian, Scythian, bond nor
free." It was in the revival of classical
philosophy in the late eighteenth century
that these ideas would be reaffirmed
a n d rearticulated in the writings of
Madison, Jefferson, Mason, and
Washington. Indeed, it was to be the
basis of the "new order of the ages"-the
novus ordo seclorum-of which America
was to become the embodiment.

But the times and circumstances have
changed in ways that classical
philosophy and the founders of the
American republic could have never
anticipated. The question then arises, is
a public philosophy that builds on this
ideal really tenable at the end of the



twentieth century? More pointedly, in
what way can the democratic ideal of e
pluribus unum remain genuinely
workable when pluralism would seem
to expand indefinitely and when the
traditional sources of moral and legal
consensus are no longer either credible
or dependable? The issue is by no
means new, yet the requirement for a
coherent answer becomes increasingly
urgent, particularly as the culture war
unfolds. In our own generation, it is in
the debate over moral pluralism and its
expansion that the dilemma concerning
diversity and unity becomes most
sharply crystallized.

The Problem of Moral Pluralism



The dilemma we face is two-pronged
and can be posed as a series of
questions. Are there any limits to
pluralism? Is there anything, in other
words, that we will not view as
acceptable behavior or lifestyle?
Should there be any such limits? And
on what grounds can a community
justi fy the imposition of limits to
pluralism? What compelling reasons,
acceptable to all, are there for
establishing boundaries between what
is acceptable and what is not?

The dilemma is crystallized by an
instructive incident from U.S. legal
history. In the closing decades of the
nineteenth century a number of cases



dealt with the legality of polygamy in
the United States. One of the most
interesting of these involved a man by
the name of George Reynolds, a
Mormon (in fact, the private secretary
to Brigham Young) who had been
convicted of polygamy and sentenced to
one year in prison in October 1874.19
After several appeals, Reynolds's case
was eventually reviewed by the
Supreme Court. His case was based
upon a simple logic: he had the right to
practice polygamy because it was
allowed and even encouraged by his
religion and the First Amendment
guaranteed the free exercise of his
religious faith. His argument further
implied a challenge to the state's



endorsement of monogamy. Since the
law only allowed monogamy, and
monogamy was a tenet of Christianity
a n d Judaism, was there not, in the
government's favoring of the
JudeoChristian practice of monogamy,
a flagrant violation of the Constitution's
establishment clause? The Supreme
Court responded to Reynolds's
argument in this way:

Laws are made for the government of
actions, and while they cannot interfere
with mere religious belief and
opinions, they may with practices.
Suppose one believed that human
sacrifices were a necessary part of
religious worship, would it be



seriously contended that the civil
government under which he lived could
not interfere to prevent a sacrifice? ...
So here, as a law of the United States,
i t is provided that plural marriages
shall not be allowed. Can a man excuse
his practices to the contrary because of
his religious belief? To permit this
would be to make the professed
doctrines of religious belief superior to
the law of the land, and in effect to
permit every citizen to become a law
unto himself. Government could exist
o n l y in name under such
circumstances.20

Reynolds's claim was soundly rejected.



Twelve years later, the Supreme
Court again rejected Mormon claims to
the "right" to practice polygamy arguing
that

it was never intended or supposed that
the [First] [A]mendment could be
invoked as a protection against the
legislation for the punishment of acts
inimitable to the peace, good order and
morals of society.... However free the
exercise of religion may be, it must be
subordinate to the criminal laws of the
country passed with reference to
actions regarded by general consent as
properly the subjects of punitive
legislation .21



Needless to say, the "general consent"
invoked in this decision reflected
nothing less than the state's imprimatur
upon the Jewish and Christian (and
non-Mormon) moral tradition.

Though the kind of dilemma posed by
the Mormon polygamy cases was faced
over a century ago, it has reasserted
itself on the contemporary scene with
even greater passion. The paradigmatic
case is the abortion issue where the
logic is recapitulated almost verbatim,
as has been seen, within the ranks of the
pro-choice lobby. As the Religious
Coalition on Abortion Rights has
repeatedly maintained, "If abortion is a
r e l i gi o us issue.... And religious



theologies differ.... And each
denomination counsels its members
according to its own theology....
Wouldn't a law prohibiting abortion
violate religious liberty? Exactly."22
And not only would this prohibition
violate the free exercise clause of the
First Amendment, but it would also
violate the establishment clause for it
would, as a statement from the
Disciples of Christ put it, "legislate a
specific religious opinion or belief
concerning abortion upon all
Americans."23 When, therefore, this
progressive religious coalition argues
that "the issue of abortion is a crucial
test of religious liberty-one of the
cornerstones of our democracy," it is in



effect arguing that the right to abort is
itself a measure of the proper
functioning of modern democ- racy.24

The case of abortion is an important
illustration, but in the end, just one
illustration. The same logic has been
applied to homosexuality. According to
the National Gay and Lesbian Task
Force, "In our diverse culture, no one
religious group, regardless of its
strength or numbers, should impose its
teachings or beliefs on persons who do
not share those beliefs. To codify into
law the teachings of any one religion
erodes religious freedoms of all and
ignores the fact that the interfaith
religious community has not reached



consensus on private, adult, consensual
sexual behavior. A founding principle
of our government is separation of
church and state which is [therefore]
violated by codifying the teachings of
any one religion."25 The ACLU has
argued similarly in an official
memorandum sent to members of the
California State Assembly's Education
Committee. "The ACLU regrets to
inform you of our opposition to SB2394
concerning sex education in public
schools. It is our position that teaching
that monogamous, heterosexual
intercourse within marriage is a
traditional American value is an
unconstitutional establishment of a
religious doctrine in public schools.



There are various religions which hold
contrary beliefs with respect to
marriage and monogamy. We believe
SB2394 violates the First Amendment.
1126

Though the constitutional justification
is slightly different, the logic of legal
rights is employed to press the
expansion of moral pluralism in still
other areas, as well. In the case of
pornography, it is the right of free
speech. In the case of progressive
programs of sex education in the public
schools, it is the right to education and
informed choice. The exercise of these
rights also becomes a measure of
democratic pluralism and tolerance.21



It is quite possible that the erosion of
consensus could evolve much further
than it has already. Its logic can be
applied with facility at a national level
to still other moral issues such as active
euthanasia, the use of fetal tissue in the
development of new medical
technologies, pederasty, and so on.28
Indeed, the advocates of these changes
already use the logic of legally
protected individual rights to justify
their practice. By its very nature, the
libertarian impulse in progressive
moral philosophy is to "invent rights,
ever more rights. . . ."29

To argue that the "right to abort," or
the "right to engage in homosexual



relations," and so on are expressions of
the rights of conscience (protected
under the First Amendment), and to
argue conversely that restrictions
against those activities are expressions
of the establishment of religion
(prohibited by the First Amendment)-
these may or may not be convincing
legal arguments, acceptable in a court
of law. They have proven, however, to
be powerful tools of popular
persuasion. Because of arguments like
these, the concept of "general consent"
as a basis for restricting acts
considered "inimitable to the peace,
good order and morals of society"
comes to sound increasingly hollow,
distant-implausible. "What consent?"



one would inevitably ask. The reply:
there is little if any "general consent"
that remains. Such codes of morality in
our society "have long since gone the
way of feudalism and witch-
burning."30

The reaction to all of this is
predictable. It was foreshadowed in
1 9 2 5 by the Fundamentalist from
Tennessee (quoted in chapter 5) who
declared, "People are free in this
country to worship God as they please
but they are not free to do everything
that the devil wants done."" Nearly
seven decades later, a Christian Voice
pamphlet argued the point with similar
frustration: "The acceptance of these



perversions as `moral alternatives' has
eaten away at the moral fiber and the
morals of America as a whole. "32
Another Fundamentalist publication
articulated this complaint even more
explicitly and bitterly: " `Tolerance,' as
the word is commonly used (or abused)
today, usually means that we should
`tolerate' evil, `tolerate' sin, `tolerate'
apostasy, `tolerate' treason.... Under the
cloak of `TOLERANCE' and
DEMOCRACY,' anti-Christian and
anti - A mer i can propagandists are
undermining the very foundation upon
which this great republic was built.""

A strong tendency on the
progressivist side of the cultural



di vi de , then, is to defend moral
pluralism as a social good and to
encourage a corresponding expansion
of toleration. The tendency on the other
side is to reject moral pluralism as a
social evil and to do whatever possible
to inhibit its further expansion. Such
fundamental disagreements poignantly
signify a loss of the unum, the "center,"
the moral consensus in American public
philosophy.

Two pressing questions arise at this
point. The first addresses those who
embrace the progressivist impulse.
Here the question is not whether moral
pluralism is a good or an evil but
whether it is, when taken to its logical



extremes, sociologically feasible or
morally desirable. If not, where and
how are limits to be placed on
pluralism? It is one thing in a society
where there is a basic moral consensus
for one to say that "I happen to be a
Jew," for another to say, "I happen to
be Christian," and for still another to
say, "I happen to be a Buddhist."
Theological or confessional pluralism
does not necessarily create any serious
social dislocation. But the situation is
quite different in a society that does not
share an underlying moral agreement.
Except in the realm of the absurd, it is
difficult to imagine the same kind of
conversation applied to various moral
behaviors. For example, says one,



"Personally I'm into ritual animal
sacrifice." "Oh really," says another, "I
happen to be into man-boy love
relationships," "That's great," responds
a third, "but my preference is ...... and
so on.

Yet what may seem absurd in this
hypothetical dialogue acquires the
patina of reality in the bitter satire of
one anti-abortionist who claimed,
"Personally, I'm opposed to the
bombing of abortion clinics, but I don't
want to impose my morality on anyone
else. "34 In his ridicule, those pro-
choice advocates as well as other like-
minded progressives who legitimate
their position according to the moral



logic of "Personally, I'm opposed," are
taken to task. If progressives are
serious about the "right to choice,"
viewed by their opponents to be nothing
less than murder, why should they not
allow pro-life advocates to exercise
their personal moral freedom-their
"rights"-by choosing to destroy an
abortion clinic? Arguably, the pro-life
advocate may take the moral high
ground by asserting that the destruction
of property is far less repugnant an act
than the "widespread destruction of
human life."

Applied to moral behavior, then, the
logic of rights and personal choice cuts
in two directions. It can justify the



expansion of moral diversity,
legitimating that which had previously
been considered wrong, evil, harmful to
society, or destructive to life. On much
the same grounds it can also justify an
opposition to that expansion, in ways
that may be recognized as wrong but
considered necessary for the health of
society and for the preservation of life.
Taken to these opposite ends, pluralism
becomes a euphemism for unrestrained
moral relativism.

The second question addresses those
who embrace the orthodox vision. Here
the issue is more straightforward. Is it
sociologically feasible to reimpose
through public policy a moral ethos that



is essentially frozen in the late
nineteenth century? Given the classic
American ideals of public justice, is
this end even morally desirable? The
political problem facing those who
answer "Yes" is, as Thomas Aquinas
put it, that "the law cannot command all
virtues and forbid all vices." Authority
imposed from the top down without
regard for the sensitivities of those
dominated is, in other words, a recipe
for oppression and, in turn, widespread
popular discontent.

From Public Compact to Competing
Interests

To restate the problem, what are the



limits of pluralism, if any? And upon
what enduring grounds can a
democratic society justify the
imposition of limits? To put it more
directly: Can a republic carry on over
time without a common agreement as to
what constitutes the "good" or the
"right" (and, therefore, what should be
enjoined and what should be
eschewed)?

Without a common agreement about
what is good or what is right (or at
least about the rules for determining the
good and the right), all that remain are
the particularistic claims about what is
good and what is right articulated by
varying and opposing factions. The



question then becomes, "Which
particularism will reign?" Each side of
the contemporary cultural divide
correctly perceives this when it claims
that the opposition wants "to turn their
own personal beliefs into law"-"to
impose their moral, spiritual, and
religious environment upon everyone."
When this is the case, all that remain
are competing interests, the power to
promote those interests, and the
ideological constructions to legitimate
those interests.

In this situation the conjectures of the
brute "Minski" in the Marquis de Sade's
anti-epic novel Juliette are validated.
To the accusation that he had been



"abominably unjust" in raping,
sodomizing, and murdering more than
two dozen boys, girls, men, and
women, he responded with chilling
lucidity:

Similar to the concepts of virtue and
vice, [the concepts of justice and
injustice] are purely local and
geographical; that which is vicious in
Paris turns up, as we know, a virtue in
Peking, and it is quite the same thing
here: that which is just in Isfahan they
call unjust in Copenhagen. Amidst
these manifold variations do we
discover anything constant? Only
this:... self interest ... is the single rule
for defining just and unjust.



Justice has no real existence, it is the
deity of every passion.... So let us
abandon our belief in this fiction, it no
more exists than does the God of whom
fools believe it the image: there is no
G o d in this world, neither is there
virtue, neither is there justice; there is
nothing good, useful, or necessary but
our passions, nothing merits to be
respected but their effects. 15

Effects, Sade explains, brought about
through the exercise of power.

Sade's view is not entirely a
caricature. This view is precisely the
message of the debate over curricular
revisions in the university. The



politicization of higher learning has
meant that, as there can be no virtue,
there can also be no objective truth.
"Objectivity" is in the eve of the
beholder since, as all sides seem to
agree-no one is free from bias. Indeed,
as some say, the very quest for greater
understanding is, at one level or
another, tainted by interests. This is
also the message of the debate over
"art." Cultural conservatives maintain
that contemporary art is primarily
concerned with the politics of
individual autonomy. This is the reason
why it finds such sympathetic support
among a wide range of cultural
progressivists and why its net public
effect is to "shock the traditional



bourgeoisie." Against this, the orthodox
alliance reasons, art must contain an
improving power or public purpose, a
"purpose transcending the mere
satisfaction of self-expression."
Progressivists and leaders in the arts
establishment immediately reply that
the purposes to which their opponents
speak are themselves political in that
they legitimate existing social
arrangements. The politicization of
"expression" in this way, then,
presupposes a relativism about the
content of art and the public meaning of
art, the resolution of which is the
assertion of power by one side over the
other. The loss of agreement in the



realm of law, family policy, and human
life, as well, points to just the same
effect.

The dilemma, then, reasserts itself:
moral pluralism has expanded and
seems to promise to expand further. At
the same time, traditional sources of an
underlying cultural, political, and legal
consensus are less and less credible to
vast segments of the population and
therefore less and less functional for the
republic as a whole. What is more,
each side of the cultural divide uses the
mechanisms for working through
fundamental differences (that is, through
law, communications, and language) in
ways that only widen the gulf between



the principals. Through this, the
communities on both sides of the
cultural divide have become little more
than competing interest groups (with
different conceptions of the public
good, of public virtue, and of public
justice, not to mention different
conceptions of national identity and
purpose) which struggle to attain the
power to establish those conceptions as
the givens-the `oughts"-of the larger
public culture.

Democratic Experiments, Past and
Present

When the content of public life-the
prevailing vision of the good and the



just-is decided principally through the
competition of power and interests,
there is reason to pause and wonder.
Can a liberal democracy remain not just
superficially functional but healthy and
robust without an elementary and
somewhat universal agreement in the
public realm about the criteria for
distinguishing the social good from the
socially destructive or about the rules
of reason for making equitable public
policy?

The reply of most moral and political
philosophers to this question tends to
be simply, "probably not." The nub of
disagreement in these circles is over
just how dismal the situation is.



There are some who describe the
current state of affairs in the most
fearsome of terms. According to
Alasdair Maclntyre, for example, the
loss of the languages of public morality
has precipitated the advent of a "new
dark ages." Indeed, he writes, "The
barbarians are not waiting beyond the
frontiers; they have been governing us
for quite some time. And it is our lack
of consciousness of this that constitutes
part of our predicament. 1136 Similarly
cheerless views have been made by
others, such as Allan Bloom, who see
in these developments and in the
inability to respond to them, the
collapse of the high traditions of



Western civilization.

Many others, however, believe that
this view overstates the problem.
Serious deficiencies exist in American
public philosophy, to be sure, but such
pessimism is both exaggerated and
unwarranted." Richard Madsen, for
example, maintains that Americans do
share a broad consensus about the
relationship between the individual
rights to pursue selfish interests and the
social responsibility to contribute to the
public good. Yet he concedes that
ultimately this is a "contentless
consensus"-a matter of form over
substance. People share a consensus on
the principles of public life but fail to



agree on the practical everyday and
political meaning of those principles.58
Others believe even this assessment is
t o o gloomy. Such pessimism, critics
such as Jeffrey Stout say,
underestimates the level of agreement
on the good that exists in our society
and overestimates the depth of
discourse necessary for us to reason
coherently with each other on most
issues. This consensus may be
provisional and it may exist in
superficialities-"overlapping moral
platitudes too numerous to mention."
Nevertheless the consensus is real and
significant. Among other things it points
substantively to the recognition that we
should not kill each other over our



disagreements-"the realization that it
would be a bad thing, that it would
make life worse for all of us, to press
too hard or too far for agreement on all
details in a given vision of the good."39
There are other substantive points of
agreement as well. Thus, as weak as the
philosophical foundations of American
democracy may be, the new dark ages
are not necessarily upon us and neither
d o e s history necessarily trace a
downward spiral toward ruin.

Within a social scientific frame of
reference, it is risky if not
inappropriate to jump in on these
discussions. A few observations,
however, may not be too impertinent.



Take first the issue of violence.
Physical violence is notably absent
from the contemporary culture war
(notwith standing accusations, for
example, that Planned Parenthood
leaders are "baby killers" and pro-life
activists in Operation Rescue are
"terrorists"). It is true that abortion
clinics have been bombed on occasion.
Laboratories used for animal
experimentation have been trashed. Gay
activists infected with the AIDS virus
have spat in the faces of police officers.
I t will also he recalled that gays
firebombed Chuck Mcllhenny's church
and house and harassed him ceaselessly
with death threats. But these as well as
other expressions of violent rage (such



as flag burning, bomb threats to
theaters, and the like) have been, on the
whole, rather rare. America, after all,
is neither Belfast nor Beirut. (Not yet
anyway.) In some ways, it is difficult to
imagine that the American culture war
could ever evolve to these extremes.
Still, some escalation in the violence is
possible, particularly if the aims of
particular political actors seem to them
interminably frustrated. Violence may
appear to them to be the only recourse
for making progress against their
opposition. At present, however, the
conflict remains at a level of intensity
that is high enough to mobilize
resources and to sharpen rhetorical



antagonism but not high enough to
trigger widespread acts of rage. If this
is so, it is in large part because rival
activists have in fact agreed to reject
overt violence and to pursue their
objectives within the boundaries of
legitimate political action.

Consider also a more sociological
matter. While it may be true that there is
no substantial agreement on the "good"
and the "just," there are other sources of
social cohesion and solidarity that
cannot be ignored in discussions such
as these. There are, for example,
massive and constraining qualities of
everyday life, qualities that resist
changes in the given routines of social



life and in the order of social
relationships.

But the question remains, is all of this
or any of this adequate? However much
latent solidarity may exist among
antagonists, however resistant people
and communities might be to change,
and however much agreement there may
be on moral platitudes "too numerous to
mention," is it enough to keep a liberal
democracy not just superficially
functional but vital over the long term?

It is fair to say that the experiment
that is America is not on the brink of
collapse, as the voices on each side of
the cultural divide would have us



believe. But the clash of opposing
voices in our public culture do point to
matters of considerable moral weight.
The contemporary culture war is
certainly a symptom of the loss of the
languages of public morality in
American society. Many of the battles
of the culture war also represent a
strain upon the course of democratic
practice, a strain that could conceivably
evolve into a serious threat to these
traditions if the contenders become yet
more polarized. These things being the
case, the contemporary culture war also
embodies both a challenge to
understand more fully that which most
deeply divides moral communities and
a n opportunity to reappropriate and



invigorate the traditions of democratic
experience.

 



E P I L O G U E

Democratic Possibilities

Although the debate over the magnitude
of peril facing democratic discourse
thrusts and parries forward, virtually
all agree that public moral discourse in
America is shallow and fragmentary,
detached from the long and rich
traditions from which particular
positions are rooted. Very few, if any,
therefore, deny the political and social
importance to press for a new, common
rationality, a new unum wherein public



v i r tue and public civility can be
revitalized. But practically speaking,
how is this to happen?

No one is so naive to believe that
under present circumstances the
consensus pursued could be or even
should be some form of consensus of
values and beliefs. The divisions, at
this level, are firm and unyielding. If
any consensus is achievable it could
and should first be about how to
contend over the moral differences that
divide-a public agreement over how to
publicly disagree. When consensus is
realized at this plane, genuine
disagreement becomes an
accomplishment; authentic debate



becomes a virtue.'

AGREEMENT WITHIN
DISAGREEMENT

The point warrants clarification. To
pursue an "agreement within
disagreement" is not to settle for an and
proceduralism, where the highest
shared ideals are contained in the
technical dicta of a bureaucratic
rationality. Take, as an example, the
agreement that contending factions will
not kill each other over their
differences. Such an agreement is no
small accomplishment in the context of
world history. It means that the ultimate



forms of power and restraint cannot be
used to advance particular interests.
Yet alone this agreement does not lead
to any other positive public end. It does
not presuppose a mutual respect for
m o r a l differences, it does not
encourage serious public argument, nor
does it raise the quality of public
debate. It does not bring about any
substantive resolution to the pressing
demands of public policy disputes nor
does it provide the mechanisms for
deciding upon a national agenda. The
"agreement within disagreement," then,
must be more substantive than the bland
utilitarianism of bureaucratic
procedure. There must also be the
recognition that civil conflict can and



should eventually lead to more
substantive forms of political
agreement.

How is this possible? Despite his
own seemingly intractable pessimism,
Alasdair Maclntyre himself has
suggested that one of the critical ways
in which rival and incompatible
positions on moral issues can be
rationally resolved is by recognizing
that different positions are not
autonomous but are rooted within
different traditions of rational
justification. By comprehending those
"living traditions" (including the
historical and social context within
which those traditions exist, its central



concepts, and its first principles, the
manner in which its wisdom has
accumulated, and its leading advocates,
both past and present), "the problem of
diversity is not abolished, but it is
transformed in a way that renders it
amenable of solution."2

The suggestion is useful, but alone,
probably ineffectual. One reason is that
the comprehension of the living
traditions of moral justification is an
achievement attainable by full-time
intellectuals, perhaps exclusively.
Lower-level cultural workers, the
activists who occupy the trenches of
cultural warfare, much less ordinary
citizens, either do not have the time or



the economic incentive (since their job
is to win) to decode the traditions they
oppose. Indeed, as Robert Bellah and
his associates have shown in their book
Habits of the Heart, most Americans do
not have the time or inclination to
comprehend even their own moral
traditions fully.-3 Is it conceivable that
they would take the time or generate the
empathy to understand another's?

A second reason the solution may be
ineffectual is that it ignores the problem
of power. It fails to take into account
the reality that some tra ditions are
linked to structures of social and
political authority which are
themselves capable of undermining the



legitimacy and presence of opposing
traditions.

 



PRACTICAL STEPS

If rational resolutions to the moral
issues that threaten to polarize
American society are possible, other
strategies would also have to be agreed
upon. If a just settlement of the
incommensurable differences that exist
in social and political life is viable,
other conditions or civic practices
would have to be established and
maintained.

The first of these relates to changing
the environment of public discourse.
The chief environment in which public
discussion presently takes place (the



new communications technologies
discussed in chapter 6) is notably
conducive to reaching mass audiences
but it is not at all conducive to rational
deliberation. The reason is plain.
Genuine debate, whether public or
private, is always a dialectic; always a
direct and immediate exchange.
Positions taken and accusations made
can be challenged directly by rebuttal,
counterpropositions, cross-
examination, and, inevitably, the
presentation of evidence. Genuine
debate is always most effective when
the same audience is there to witness
all of the exchange and to receive all of
the information. Needless to say,
extremist rhetoric is extremely difficult



to maintain in this discursive
environment. The very context of
genuine debate predisposes actors to
rhetorical moderation and forbearance.
But it is impossible to generate these
dynamics in television commercials, in
political print advertisements and
proclamations, and issue-oriented
direct mail. Newspaper editorials and
certain television programming do
allow for some debate but the technical
constraints of these media (space for
newspapers and time for television
programs) tend to seriously limit the
depth of debate. Because there is no
d i a l ec ti c , because there is no
mechanism for ensuring accountability,



the newer communications technologies
provide an environment that
predisposes actors to rhetorical excess.

The other chief environment of public
discourse in our day is the courtroom.
When a battle in the contemporary
culture war becomes a real-life drama
of ordinary people opposing each other
on an issue, litigation seems inevitable.
All too often, however, litigation is
pursued as the first step rather than the
last resort in resolving these matters.
Yet the moment that a public dispute
turns to the courts, the discourse
surrounding that dispute is
fundamentally transformed. Attorneys,
o f course, are paid to win, not to do



what is right. What is more, a great deal
of money and a great number of
reputations are at stake. Add to this the
role of the media in reporting these
events and polarization is virtually
guaranteed.

Without a change in the environments
of public discourse, therefore,
demagoguery and rhetorical intolerance
will prevail.

A second condition that would seem
essential for rationally resolving
morally grounded differences in the
public realm would be the rejection by
all factions of the impulse of public
quiescence. This might seem an odd



thought, when many Americans groan
for the day when the activists would
just shut up. Nevertheless, democracy
depends upon the contribution of many
voices. But there is a tendency among
those Americans in the middle of these
debates to hesitate from speaking at all.
This is a tendency that has expression
on both sides of the cultural divide in
ways unique to their world views.

For those who lean toward orthodox
commitments, quiescence takes form in
private resignation-an acceptance of the
privatization of religious faith. The
danger is this: when religious faith (of
whatever political orientation) is
public, it reaffirms the existence of



ideals and standards that are
independent of personal subjectivity,
ideals and standards that are publicly
known and must be publicly reckoned
with. When totally personalized,
religious faith cannot perform that
critical function of being a guard
against either political anarchy or
political tyranny.

Among those who lean toward
progressivist commitments, public
quiescence tends to take form as a
radical subjectivism. To claim that
there is no meaning to life except that
which the individual chooses to bestow
upon it, that there is no justice except
the justice that exists in the realization



of particular individual interests, that
virtue is entirely personal and
perspectival, is to deny that there is a
public realm to which we all belong. In
one of its most insidious expressions,
this view contends that the issue of truth
and order in common life is no longer
an interesting question, and thus it is
time to change the subject. Granted, this
view is a rallying cry of a vocal
minority on the progressivist side of the
cultural divide, but the case needs to be
made against it for it is ultimately
parasitical. The kind of liberal society
enjoyed by the radical subjectivists
cannot be generated or sustained on
subjectivist grounds. They must depend
on others whose beliefs sustain the



moral order.

Either way, without a common belief
that public standards do exist and
without a commitment to determine
what they are, there is no basis for
making public compromises, there is
not even the will to make the effort. We
must avoid the temptation, in either
form, to be "idiots"-a word, which in
one of its original meanings, described
the totally private person who is
oblivious to the importance of and need
for public-minded CiVlhty.4

A third condition is the recognition of
the "sacred" within different moral
communities. The "sacred" is that



which communities love and revere as
nothing else. The "sacred" expresses
that which is non-negotiable and
defines the limits of what they will
tolerate. Walter Lippmann once wrote
that "the toleration of differences is
only possible on the assumption that
there is no vital threat to the
community." The problem in
contemporary public discourse is that
what one faction views as a vital threat,
another views as entirely legitimate;
what one moral community views as a
desacralization, the other views as a
constitutional right. Nevertheless, if
rational resolution is at all possible, all
parties need to recognize that their own
particular action can be so offensive to



their opposition-so far beyond what,
from the perspective of the opposition's
moral tradition, is reasonably
tolerable-that it spurs the opposition to
a reaction that really does present a
vital threat to the community, namely
the use of violence. In other words, a
common recognition of what constitutes
a "vital threat" for the opposition
predisposes all factions to pursue their
respective agendas in the public realm
with a measure of prudence and
caution.

If the third condition is a recognition
of the "sacred" in moral commitments
of the others, the fourth condition is a
recognition of the inherent weaknesses,



even dangers, in their own moral
commitments.

On the progressivist side of the
cultural divide, the weakness comes as
a reticence to talk about the limits or
boundaries of the acceptable and the
unacceptable-and in this, a general
unwillingness to articulate the
constituent elements of the public order.
This posture can be seen, for example,
in the unwillingness of the guardians of
haute culture to define any limits to
artistic expression, so long as it is
produced or performed by someone
they are willing to call an artist. It can
be seen in a certain libertarian impulse
to permit most any kind of sexual



activity so long as it is private and
among consenting individuals. It can be
further seen in the unwillingness of the
most vocal pro-choice advocates to
articulate any conditions or
circumstances under which abortion
should be restricted, despite the fact
that the overwhelming majority of
Americans (while certainly wanting
legal abortions in some cases) do not
like the idea of abortion on demand. So
too it can be seen in the failure of flag
burners, direct mail writers, talk-show
hosts, certain journalists, and other
staunch advocates of free speech to
articulate the ways in which their
personal rights and professional
obligations might be constrained by



certain codes of civic responsibility or
community obligation. The list could go
on. The libertarian emphasis on rights
and personal autonomy can only lead to
the conclusion that constraints are
arbitrary. Thus, the very ideal of
"limits" must be relegated to the realm
of personal inclination; of decisions
individuals make about their own lives.
In any case, the argument goes, such
limits certainly cannot or should not be
imposed upon public and collective life
for to do so would place the very
tradi tions of personal freedom in
America in jeopardy.

The problem, of course, is that
collective life by definition ceases to



exist without some agreed upon
standards defining what the community
or nation will embrace and what it will
eschew and in both cases, why. So
where are these standards to come
from? What moral languages and
images can be drawn upon to articulate
the obligations of community life? Here
progressivists face two problems.

The first problem is that the most
vocal and often the most bellicose
voices of religious orthodoxy have
coopted the language of obligation and
moral concern. Just because one
opposes censorship, as Garry Wills put
it, does not mean that one agrees with
pornographers. So too, just because one



opposes a ban on all abortion does not
mean one favors abortion in all
circumstances; and just because one
opposes gender discrimination does not
mean that one opposes the nuclear
family; and just because one favors the
empowerment of women and minorities
does not mean one has abandoned
meritocratic standards. There are moral
arguments to be made and moral
strategies to be designed that lead to an
articulation of a progressive vision of
the common good, one that entails rights
and responsibilities. The illustration
can be elevated to a general principle
applying to many areas of social life.
Yet within the contemporary public
discourse, one risks being branded a



"right-winger" by even invoking moral
criteria. Indeed, the very word
"morality" has become a right-wing
word. It should not be.

The second problem is that when
progressivists have had the courage to
break out of that bind to talk about "our
obligations toward one another" or the
"boundaries of community life," they
often do so in languages that do not
resonate with anyone but those who
breathe the rarified air of the university
campus. The great debates between
liberals and communitarians over the
nature of justice, of rights and equality,
of the good, and so on, for example, are
almost always pitched in an economic



or philosophical language that is
virtually impenetrable for even the
broadly read nonexpert. So too the idea
proposed by another school of
progressivist thought, that our sense of
moral obligation in modern secular
society derives principally from the
concrete circumstances of our everyday
lives-that community is possible
because of the moral meanings we
socially create and recreate in the
tedium of daily living-is yet another
example of how inaccessible the
intellectual languages of moral
obligation are.5

These two cases illustrate something
else too; that is, the strong tendency



within a good part of progressivist
thinking to ignore religion. The basic
anthropological reality is that most
human societies have been religious-
transcendent faiths, in other words,
have been the source of the moral
obligation that underlies collective life.
Yet like the word "morality," the
concept of religion or transcendence is
also very often dismissed by secular
progressivists as "right-wing." Here too
they are way off the mark. The point is
that the failure to articulate the
constitutive elements of public order-of
limits, and so on-and the tendency to
reject the possibility of transcendence
as a source of communal renewal are
two fundamental aspects of a



progressivist public philosophy that
will alienate not only their opposition
but the mainstream of American
society.

On the orthodox side of the new
cultural divide, the weakness, indeed
danger, is just the opposite-it lies in
their eagerness to set limits. One may
have many complaints about the
different models of social life that the
orthodox would envision. But the
problem from the perspective of public
discourse is not with their desire for
order or even the kind of order they
desire. Rather, it is with an assumption
made in one of their principle methods.
To establish the "good" society, it is



essential to establish and maintain laws
that reflect the good. The assumption is
thatto speak concretely-if Roe v. Wade
is reversed, if obscenity laws are
enforced, if sodomy laws are upheld,
and prayer is legally permitted in the
public schools, all will be well
because these laws, once again, reflect
the "good."

The problem in this view is the
failure to see that the establishment of a
moral order (one that is even halfway
pleasant to live in) requires popular
consent. There cannot be morality
without virtue; and there cannot be
collective order without community,
without the voluntary yet binding social



relationships within which meanings
are taken for granted. If moral society is
their objective, the goal of the orthodox
should be the cultivation of virtue,
rather than simply the maintenance of
law. To this end, the orthodox could
seek new ways to enact their moral
ideal in the context of community life.

Among the weaknesses in both
orthodox and progressivist alliances,
then, is an implicit yet imperious
disregard for the goal of a common life.

 



AN AMERICAN LEGACY

In offering these musings I am not at all
suggesting that alliances compromise
on matters of principle. Pluralism is not
the bland arithmetic mean of what
everyone in a society believes, nor
tolerance the obligation to make one's
deepest beliefs tolerable to others. We
are dealing with the sacred after all. By
its very nature, the principles that
derive from it are non-negotiable. A
principled pluralism and a principled
toleration is what common life in
contemporary America should be all
about. But this is only possible if all
contenders, however much they



disagree with each other on principle,
do not kill each other over these
differences, do not desecrate what the
other holds sublime, and do not eschew
principled discourse with the other.

In the end, the possibility that public
discourse could accommodate to these
conditions, adopt these civic practices,
or come to any kind of common
understanding might be unrealistic. As
Bea Blair, whom we met in the
prologue put it, "I don't like debating
because I don't think it gets anywhere....
And I don't think [my opponents] are
much interested in it either because it's
really not very productive." Alas, the
centrifugal forces that would maintain



the present state of affairs or that would
even further polarize public discourse
are quite real and imposing. Such an
end would require the assertion of will
against the compulsions of history; the
subjugation of technological imperative
to higher principles of human
community.

Though perhaps a bit fanciful, the
idea that public discourse could
accommodate to conditions such as
these remains a vital possibility.6
America, it is said, has always been a
nation by intention and ideas. As
historians have made very clear, our
founders faced similarly imposing
historical odds in forging the public



philosophy that established the
American experiment in democracy in
the first place. Not to endeavor again
would betray that legacy.
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lobby.

56. Certainly the split that occurred in
the Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod
in 1976 when a "conservative" faction
captured control of the denomination
and forced several "liberal" seminary
professors to resign, is indicative of
these fissures. The formation of the
Evangelical Lutheran Church in
America only institutionalized this



division further. There is also a pro-
life group, Lutherans for Life.

57. Details of this major
denominational dispute can be found
in Nancy Tatom Ammerman's Baptist
Battles (New Brunswick, N.J.:
Rutgers University Press, 1990).

58. Michael Cuneo, in "Soldiers of
Orthodoxy: Revivalist Catholicism
and the Battle for the North American
Church," unpublished paper, 1988,
Department of Religion, Dalhousie
University, provides an overview of
these organizational developments in
North American Catholicism. His
analysis extends to Canada as well as



the United States. Another look into
the orthodox Catholic response can be
found in M. T. Iglesias's brief study of
Catholics United for the Faith (CUF):
"CUF and Dissent," America 156 (11
April 1987): 303-7.

59. Although the periodicals Challenge
and Interim are based in Winnepeg,
Manitoba, and in Toronto, Ontario,
respectively, they are read by
American traditionalists as well.

60. Heilman provides data to show that
the Orthodox Jewish community is not
monolithic. Modern Orthodoxy would
find itself on the progressivist side of
many issues. It is the traditionally



Orthodox that are most aligned with
political and moral conservatism.
Some in the Conservative Jewish
camp would also align themselves in
this way. See S. Heilman, "Orthodox
Jews: An Open or Closed Group?" in
Uncivil Religion, ed. R. N. Bellah and
F. E. Greenspahn (New York:
Crossroad, 1987), p. 130.

61. See Allen Roth, "Orthodox Jews
Becoming a Major Force for
Conservatism," New York Tribune,
24 October 1984. The picture
accompanying this story shows a
sizable crowd of Hasidic Jews in the
balcony of City Hall chambers
protesting the reintroduction of the



Gay Rights Bill in the City Council.

62. See "First for Orthodoxy:
Washington Bureau for Government
Affairs to Open," in Coalition
Tammuz (June 1988).

63. It is important to recall, however,
that public culture is largely
consti tuted by the activities and
pronouncements of elites. The key
players, then, are not so much the
"rank and file" or the ordinary passive
supporters of a cause, but the activists
or leadership. It is the ideological
constructions of elites that are most
consequential and, importantly, it is
here where the ideological affinities



are most clearly crystallized.

64. The survey part of the Religion and
Power Project funded by the Lilly
Endowment was conducted under the
direction of the author by the Opinion
Research Corporation of Princeton,
N.J. A sample of roughly 1,300
religious leaders was drawn from the
1985 edition of Who's Who in
Religion. After deaths and
nonforwarded mail were discounted, a
total number of 791 individuals
responded, represented a 61 percent
response rate. Protestantism,
Catholicism, and Judaism were
dichotomized into theologically
liberal and conservative camps in line



with the present argument. The
divisions took the following form:
conservative Protestants were
operationalized as those who
identified themselves as either an
Evangelical or a Fundamentalist;
liberal Protestants comprised the
remainder. Conservative Catholics
were defined as those who identified
their theological inclinations on the
conservative side (4, 5, 6, and 7) of a
seven-point liberal-conservative
continuum while liberal Catholics
identified their theology on the liberal
side of the continuum (values 1, 2, and
3). The Orthodox Jews identified
themselves as such in the survey just
as Conservative and Reform Jews



identified themselves this way.

65. The question for this series of
behaviors reads as follows: "Please
indicate how you personally feel
about each of the following. Do you
believe each is morally wrong,
morally acceptable, or not a moral
issue?" On premarital sexuality, the
actual figures were as follows:
Protestants: orthodox-97 percent,
progressive-59 percent; Catholics:
orthodox-97 percent, progressive-82
percent; Jews: orthodox-72 percent,
progressive-31 percent. Chi square,
significant at.000 level. On premarital
cohabitation: Protestants: orthodox-95
percent, progressive-58 percent;



Catholics: orthodox-93 percent,
progressive-82 percent; Jews:
orthodox-74 percent, progressive-33
percent. Chi square, significant at .000
level.

66. The pattern on pornography holds
for Catholics but not as dramatically
a s it does for Jews and Protestants.
Catholics were a bit more uniform in
their opinion here. The actual figures
were as follows: Protestants:
orthodox95 percent, progressive-47
percent; Catholics: orthodox-87
percent, progressive-75 percent;
Jews: orthodox-64 percent,
progressive-15 percent. Chi square,
significant at .000 level.



67. On this question the actual figures
were as follows: Protestants:
orthodox68 percent, progressive-23
percent; Catholics: orthodox-57
percent, progressive-32 percent;
Jews: orthodox-45 percent,
progressive-8 percent. Chi square,
significant at .000 level.

68. The pattern of response was similar
when asked about authority in the
home-the theologically orthodox of
each faith were more apt to agree that
"the husband should have the 'final
say' in the family's decision making."
The actual figures were as follows:
Protestants: orthodox-53 percent,
progressive-10 percent; Catholics:



orthodox-27 percent, progressive-8
percent; Jews: orthodox-13 percent,
progressive-4 percent. Chi square,
significant at .000 level. One of the
more important tests of this authority
concerns the decision to bear children.
Is it "all right for a woman to refuse to
have children, even against the desires
of her husband to have children?" The
majority of progressive leaders in
Protestantism and Judaism agreed that
it was all right compared to minorities
in the orthodox side of these faiths.
The figures for agreement with this
item were as follows: Protestants:
orthodox-49 percent, progressive-70
percent; Catholics: orthodox-8
percent, progressive-27 percent;



Jews: orthodox-23 percent,
progressive-63 percent. Chi square,
significant at .000 level. Progressive
Catholic leaders (18 percent) were
more likely to agree with this
statement than orthodox Catholic
leaders (11 percent) and yet the
majority of both camps disagreed with
the statement. Few in either the
orthodox or progressive camps in
Protestantism, Catholicism, and
Judaism maintained an unqualified
traditionalism in family affairs. For
example, only a very small number
held that a married woman should not
work if she has a husband who could
support her, and just as few in either



camp would agree that "women should
take care of running their home and
leave the running of the country up to
men." (The first statement read: "It is
all right for a married woman to earn
money in business or industry, even if
she has a husband capable of
supporting her?" Among all groups the
number disagreeing with this statement
was under 5 percent. The same is true
with the second statement with the
exception of conservative Protestant
leaders, 18 percent of whom agreed
that women should take care of
running their home and leave the
running of the country up to men.) Yet
they disagreed sharply when
responding to the question of



priorities. More than eight out of ten
of the orthodox leaders in these faiths
agreed that "a woman should put her
husband and children ahead of her
career" compared to only four out of
ten of the progressive Protestant and
Jewish leaders and six out of ten of
the liberal Catholic leaders. (The
actual figures were as follows:
Protestants: orthodox-86 percent,
progressive-40 percent; Catholics:
orthodox-83 percent, progressive-63
percent; Jews: orthodox-80 percent,
progressive-46 percent. Chi square,
significant at .000 level.) This general
disposition extended to attitudes about
the mother's relationship with her



children. Leaders on the progressive
side of the theological continuum in
all faiths were more inclined than
their theologically conservative
counterparts to agree that "a working
mother can establish just as warm and
secure a relationship with her children
as a mother who does not work."
Accordingly, they were
disproportionately more likely (twice
as likely among Protestants) to
disagree that "a preschool child is
likely to suffer if his or her mother
works." (For the first question about
mother-child relationships, the figures
were Protestants: orthodox57 percent,
progressive-81 percent; Catholics:
orthodox-65 percent, progressive-77;



Jews: orthodox-56 percent,
progressive-82 percent. Chi square,
significant at the .000 level. For the
second question, the figures (for those
disagreeing) were Protestants:
orthodox-32 percent, progressive65
percent; Catholics: orthodox-41
percent, progressive-48 percent;
Jews: orthodox-46 percent,
progressive-76 percent. Chi square,
significant at the .000 level.)

69. Roughly eight out of ten of the
progressives in Protestantism (80
percent), Catholicism (78 percent),
and Judaism (88 percent) favored the
passage of the ERA compared to much
smaller numbers on the orthodox side



(Prot- estants-S1 percent; Catholics-
42 percent; Jews-54 percent). On
abortion, progressives of all three
faiths were significantly less likely to
condemn abortion as morally wrong,
particularly within Protestantism and
Judaism. (The actual figures were as
follows: Protestants: orthodox-93
p e r c e n t , progressive-41 percent;
Catholics: orthodox-100 percent,
progressive93 percent; Jews:
orthodox-40 percent, progressive-8
percent. Chi square, significant at .000
level.) So too the orthodox and
progressive wings of these faiths were
deeply split over the issue of
homosexuality and lesbianism-the
former were between two and three



times more likely to denounce the
practice of homosexuality and
lesbianism as morally wrong than the
latter. Nine of ten Evangelicals, and
eight of every ten Catholic and Jewish
leaders condemned homosexuality as
morally wrong compared to fewer
than five of every ten mainline
Protestant and liberal Catholic leaders
and fewer than three of every ten of
the liberal Jewish leaders. The actual
figures on the question on
homosexuality read as follows:
Protestants: orthodox-96 percent,
progressive-45 percent; Catholics:
orthodox-81 percent, progressive-49
percent; Jews: orthodox-80 percent,



progressive-25 percent. Chi square,
significant at .000 level. The
responses to the question on
lesbianism were, within a percentage
point, identical.

70. Once again, for reasons relating to
the political and ethnic history of the
Jewish community in America (such
as their longstanding political
liberalism), the pattern is generally
less distinct among Jewish elites than
among Protestant or Catholic elites,
but the divisions there are still quite
remarkable . (On political party
preference, the percent of those who
identified themselves as Democrats
were Protestants: orthodox-25



percent, progressive53 percent;
Catholics: orthodox-46 percent,
progressive-77 percent; Jews:
orthodox-38 percent, progressive-57
percent. Chi square, significant at .000
level.

71. Those describing themselves as
somewhat liberal, very liberal, or far
l e f t were as follows: Protestants:
orthodox-11 percent, progressive-60
percent; Catholics: orthodox-12
percent, progressive-77 percent;
Jews: orthodox-36 percent,
progressive-67 percent. Chi square,
significant at .000 level.

72. There was basic agreement among



all parties on the basic functions of the
welfare state-that "the government has
the responsibility to meet the basic
needs of its citizens, even in the case
of sickness, poverty, unemployment
and old age," and that "the government
should have a high commitment to
curbing the economic and
environmental abuses of big
business." At least eight out of ten of
all religious leaders regardless of
theological orientation, agreed with
these statements. (The only exception
was the opinion of Evangelical
leaders on the issues of governmental
responsibility, 54 percent agreed.)
While there is basic agreement all the
way around, there still are differences



in the intensity with which the various
factions agree. Catholic and Protestant
leaders on the progressive side were
significantly more likely to "strongly
agree" with these statements. There
was also a certain agreement that "the
government should work to
substantially reduce the income gap
between the rich and the poor." The
difference between liberal (76
p e r c e n t ) and conservative (43
percent) Protestants is thirty-three
percentage points and between liberal
(78 percent) and conservative (59
percent) Jews, it is nineteen
percentage points. Among Catholics,
however, the difference is only two



percentage points (92 percent to 90
percent). Beyond this, the agreement
came to an end. As one might predict,
the more progressively oriented
leaders in Catholicism and
Protestantism were up to twice as
likely as the orthodox to agree that
"big business in America is generally
unfair to working people." Though not
as striking the same general pattern
held for Jews as well (The actual
figures were as follows: Protestants:
orthodox27 percent, progressive-48
percent; Catholics: orthodox-39
percent, progressive-69 percent;
Jews: orthodox-36 percent,
progressive-42 percent. Chi square,
significant at .000 level.) Similarly,



progressives in each tradition were up
to twice as inclined as their
theologically orthodox counterparts to
disagree with the statement,
"economic growth is a better way to
improve the lot of the poor than the
redistribution of existing wealth."
(The actual figures of those
disagreeing with that statement were
Protestants: orthodox-14 percent,
progressive-44 percent; Catholics:
orthodox-23 percent, progressive-50
percent; Jews: orthodox-24 percent,
progressive-33 percent. Chi square,
significant at .000 level.) A similar
s ta tement was made about the
application of this principle to the



Third World: "Capitalist development
is more likely than socialist
development to improve the material
standard of living of people in the
contemporary Third World." The
ideological gap between the orthodox
and progressive ranged between
twenty-four percentage points
(Catholic) and thirty-four percentage
po i nts (Protestant), with Jews in
between, at twenty-eight points of
difference. When finally presented
with the statement "The U.S. would be
better off if it moved toward
socialism," less than half of all the
religiocultural factions agreed, yet the
pattern once again held true to form:
progressives of all traditions were up



to three or four times more likely to
agree than their orthodox rivals. (The
figures of those agreeing with that
statement about socialism were
Protestants: orthodox-7 percent,
progressive-33 percent; Catholics:
orthodox-13 percent, progressive-46
percent; Jews: orthodox-8 percent,
progressive-25 percent. Chi square,
significant at .000 level.)

73. For example, when asked whether
they thought "U.S.-based multinational
corporations help or hurt poor
countries in the Third World," the
or thodox were substantially more
prone to believe that they helped-at a
ratio of 2 to I in Protestantism and 3 to



1 in Catholicism. (The percentages of
t h o s e responding "helped" were
Protestants: orthodox-76 percent,
progressive-38 percent; Catholics:
orthodox-53 percent, progressive-16
percent; Jews: orthodox-76 percent,
progressive-53 percent. Chi square,
significant at .000 level.) On the
political rather than economic side of
this concern the pattern again holds
true. When asked whether they
favored or opposed the U.S. policy of
"selling arms and giving military aid
to countries which are against the
Soviet Union," the orthodox of these
three faiths were more inclined to
favor it by dramatic margins. The
differences between the orthodox and



progressive in Protestantism were,
respectively, 73 percent and 35
percent; within Catholicism, 52
percent and 22 percent; and within
Judaism, 92 percent and 61 percent.
The chi square was significant at the
.000 level. This was also the case
when these leaders were asked about
t h e anti-Sandinista contras of
Nicaragua. Only in the case of
Evangelicals did a decisive majority
actually favor the policy of supporting
the contras, yet the ratio of those
favoring to opposing the policy
(according to theological disposition)
within the other traditions was equally
strong. (Those favoring the policy



were as follows: Protestants:
orthodox-62 percent, progressive14
percent; Catholics: orthodox-39
percent, progressive-5 percent; Jews:
orthodox-45 percent, progressive-18
percent. Chi square, significant at .000
level.) So too, when asked about the
relative "importance of Central
American countries (such as El
Salvador and Nicaragua) to the
defense interests of the United States,"
nearly two to one of the orthodox in
a l l traditions were more likely to
respond with "very or fairly
important."

The now predictable configurations
were generally borne out on numerous



other issues. The favorable responses
for economic sanctions against South
Africa for its policies of apartheid
were as follows: Protestants:
orthodox-52 percent, progressive-87
percent; Catholics: orthodox-83
percent, progressive-90 percent; Jews:
orthodox-47 percent, progressive-78
percent. Chi square, significant at .000
level.) The creation of a Palestinian
homeland in Israel brought favorable
responses as follows: Protestants:
orthodox-42 percent, progressive-82
percent; Catholics: orthodox-87
percent, progressive-85 percent; Jews:
orthodox-3 percent, progressive-20
percent. Chi square, significant at .000
level.) Europe's neutrality in the East-



West conflict: (The responses
favorable toward the idea of Europe's
neutrality were Protestants: orthodox-
26 percent, progressive-47 percent;
Catholics: orthodox-20 percent,
p r o gr e s s i v e - 4 6 percent; Jews:
orthodox-18 percent, progressive-27
percent. Religious leaders were also
asked whether they favored or
opposed keeping U.S. troops in Europe
as part of the NATO commitment. The
differences were not so dramatic but
they were in line with predictions:
Protestants: orthodox-95 percent,
progressive-80 percent; Catholics:
orthodox-84 percent, progressive-70
percent; Jews: orthodox-95 percent,



progressive-88 percent. Chi square,
significant at .000 level.) The policy of
a "freeze" in the construction and
deployment of nuclear weapons was
another issue. When asked about a
nuclear freeze for both the United
States and the Soviet Union, the
differences flattened out considerably.
When asked whether they favored the
implementation of the policy by the
United States even if the Soviet Union
did not pursue it, striking divisions
between the orthodox and progressive
camps reemerged (The actual figures
of those favoring a freeze for both
super powers were Protestants:
orthodox-78 percent, progressive95
percent; Catholics: orthodox-95



percent, progressive-98 percent; Jews:
orthodox-92 percent, progressive-90
percent. Favoring the policy for the
United States alone [regardless of
what the Soviet Union does] the split
resurfaced. Those in favor were
Protestants: orthodox-16 percent,
progressive-52 percent; Catholics:
orthodox-35 percent, progressive70
percent; Jews: orthodox-10 percent,
progressive-29 percent. Chi square,
significant at .000 level.) (The
question for this and the other issues
reviewed in this last section asked if
the respondent favored or opposed the
policy.)

74. The attempt to dichotomize these



religious leaders according to either
a n orthodox or progressive
theological inclination is admittedly
forced. Dichotomies may be more
prone to develop in organizations but
among individuals the distinction
would seem artificial and perhaps
unfair. Among individuals intuition
would suggest a continuum with
orthodoxy and progressivism being the
two extreme poles. Undoubtedly this
is true. Even so, at least today there
appears to be an increasing
polarization among denominational
a n d para-denominational
organizations. What is more, there
may be a tendency for the leadership
to align themselves dichotomously as



well. Would the differences between
orthodox and progressive camps in
each religious tradition have been as
prominent if this were not the case?
Though a dichotomy may not
adequately reflect reality, as an
analytical exercise it has still proven
to be extremely instructive. The
evidence pointing to a restructuring of
ideological affinities within America's
religious leadership would seem
overwhelming.

75. A reanalysis of the 1982 Roper
Survey of Theologians (Protestant and
Catholic) showed that when analyzing
the variation of opinion on such issues
a s the spending priorities of the



government, the evaluation of business
practices, defense policy, moral
behaviors (from homosexuality to
abortion), and nuclear policy, belief
orthodoxy on average accounted for
45 percent of the variation across
tradition and an average of 33 percent
of the variation within traditions. See
J. D. Hunter, J. Tucker, and S. Finkel,
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University of Virginia, 1989.
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79. This survey was conducted by the
author during the first two weeks of
October 1986. The organizations
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Encyclopedia of Associations: The
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Civil Rights, Liberty Federation, the
Roundtable, Morality in Media, Eagle
Forum, Prison Fellowship, the
National Right to Life Committee, the
American Catholic Conference, the
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Family, and Property, Coalitions for
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for Religious Action in the Social and
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Catholics United for Life, Human Life
Center, Pro-Family Forum, Center on
Religion and Society, American Pro-
Life Council, the National Federation
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CHAPTER 4: COMPETING
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I. One might just as well use the term
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CHAPTER 12: MORAL
PLURALISM AND THE
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Generation (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1987).

18. One of the most powerful arguments
for this idea is made by A. Gouldner,
The Future of Intellectuals and the
Rise of the New Class (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1979).

19. N. Anderson, Desert Saints
(Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1942), pp. 290-91.
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Washington, D.C., no date.

23. Ibid.
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25. From an organizing packet for state
and local activists for the National
D a y of Mourning for the Right to



Privacy, 30 June 1989, a protest
against the Supreme Court decision in
Bowers v. Hardwick.
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the People for the American Way in
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"I love western omelets," "I love the
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29. Attributed to Martin Peretz of the
New Republic, in Focus on the
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30. This statement is from the
organizing packet for the National Day
of Mourning for the Right to Privacy,
30 June 1989.

31. J. W. Butler, "Fights Evolution to
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Society."
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(no date).



34. Robert L. Houbeck quoted in R. J.
Neuhaus, "The Abortion Debate: The
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and Society Special Report (July
1985): B5.

35. This is from the Marquis de Sade's
Juliette (New York: Grove, 1968),
part 4, pp. 605-7.

36. A. Maclntyre, After Virtue (Notre
Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame
Press, 1984) p. 263.

37. This is paraphrased from Jeffrey
Stout, Ethics After Babel (Boston:
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chapter 9, "Virtue Among the Ruins."



38. See Richard Madsen, "Contentless
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a Segmented Society," in Alan Wolfe,
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EPILOGUE: DEMOCRATIC
POSSIBILITIES

1. Cf. George Weigel, "The
Requirements and Limits of Civility:
How We Contend," paper presented at
the Williamsburg Charter Conference,
"Commitment and Civility: The First
Amendment Religion Clauses and



American Public Life," 11-14 April
1988, Williamsburg, Virginia; Steven
M. Tipton, "The Church as a School
for Virtue," Daedalus 117 (Spring
1988): 163-175; and The
Williamsburg Charter (Washington,
D.C.: the Williamsburg Charter
Foundation, 1988).

2. A. Macintyre, Whose justice? Which
Rationality? (Notre Dame, Ind.:
University of Notre Dame Press,
1988).

3. This is perhaps the central argument
of R. Bellah et al., Habits of the Heart
(Berkeley and Los Angeles:
University of California Press, 1985).



4. The word comes from the Greek
prefix idios, meaning personal,
pr iva te , separate-as in idiomatic,
idiosyncrasy, and idiom. The idiot
was the private, ill-informed person,
one off on his or her own.

5. Alan Wolfe makes the most recent
and forceful case for this position in
hi s important book, Whose Keeper?
Social Science and Moral Obligation
( B e r k e l e y and Los Angeles:
University of California Press, 1989).

6. The possibility is kept alive by such
efforts as the Williamsburg Charter
Project. The Williamsburg Charter
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commemoration of the bicentennial of
the U.S. Constitution (see the journal
of Law and Religion, July 1991).
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religious liberty, sets out the place of
such liberty in American public life,
and reaffirms the place of such liberty
for people of all faiths or none. In
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public philosophy, or the common
vision for the common good. Here lies
its importance for the culture wars.
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commemoration to reaffirmation
today, it brings American first
principles to bear on the knottiest
problems of the universities, the



public school classrooms, and the law
courts. The most practical outcome of
the Williamsburg Charter is a new
curriculum on religious liberty in a
pluralistic society. It has been
introduced in many public schools and
is making an important contribution to
the education reform movement and to
the maintenance of a responsible, civil
society. See Living with Our Deepest
Differences: Religious Liberty in a
Pluralistic Society (First Liberty
Institute at George Mason University,
1990).
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