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EDITORIAL

R

ecently the Democratic Party's Commission on Presidential Nominations completed its recommendations. In themselves the changes didn't
amount to much, but they offer further evidence of the deepening abyss between
the needs of the society and the conditioned responses of politicians. At a time
when the electorate has lost its faith in the intelligence, let alone the probity and
concern for the common good, of its elected representatives, the Commission
has struck two blows on behalf of greater participation-by professional politicians, that is, and 549 of them to be precise. That is the number of elected and
party officials who will attend the presidential nominating convention as uncommitted delegates. Another proposed rule would reinstate "loophole primaries" and allow a candidate with a clear plurality to claim all of the delegates in a
district. This, like yet another rule that would shorten the interval between the
Iowa and New Hampshire primaries, is intended to favor "well known" candidates over "outsiders." The peroration to the report was furnished by the chairman of the Commission, Governor Hunt of North Carolina, who has been a
professional politician since high school. In words that read like a parody of the
closing lines of the Communist Manifesto he commended the rules as "more representative of the mainstream of our party, especially the working people of our
party"-meaning, of course, party pros and bureaucrats.
Meanwhile the Republicans were busy doing what they do best, deciding
how to buy elections with the enormous sums of money at their disposal. According to a party spokesperson, the party is about to "break history'' by increasing
its strength in both houses during an off-year election. "History has never seen a
time," he glowed, "when there has been a combined party resource of s6o million
to $70 million to elect just a handful of people to the House and Senate."
Perhaps "disbelief' is the best word to describe the growing mood of the
country as it comes to realize that in addition to being mean-spirited toward the
poor and powerless, totally subservient to business interests, and hostile to civil
liberties, the behavior of the Reagan administration appears increasingly bizarre.
It is not just that more people are beginning to realize the depths of the President's ignorance and prejudice, or the utter banality of his mind, but that there is
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a degree of heedlessness about the administration that is unnerving. Whatever
the issue-disarmament talks, Soviet relations, antitrust policy, worker safety,
the tax status of racially discriminatory schools, social security benefits, Central
America, environmental protection, or the "new" federalism-there is such a
consistent insensitivity to consequences and an indifference to the reasons, many
of them sensible, behind the reforms of the past half-century, that a deeply ideological view of the world must be presumed at work.
Recklessness and zeal do not have much to recommend them any time, but
they have even less at a time when our major decision-making institutions have it
within their authority to decide on one of the following courses of action: to extinguish all or most of mankind; to sanction irreversible damage to the natural
and social environment; and to inflict genetic damage on future generations.
Only slightly less appalling, but just as symptomatic of the irrationality pervading the society, are the drastic effects which governmental decisions are having
on the lives and prospects of those who either have had only the briefest enjoyment of social advantages-such as the skilled workers-or none at all. In parts
of the country half of the black youths between eighteen and twenty-two are unemployed. We have been taught to mesmerize ourselves by closely watching slight
variations in stock quotations, price indexes, GNP, and money supply, while we
remain ignorant of the historical costs that we shall pay as a society for reduced
education, continuous unemployment, squalid living-conditions, and spreading
hopelessness.
It is time for a real change, for a basic politics, a politics of survival. So-called
advanced societies have abruptly reached a point where they feel forced to deny,
reduce, or threaten the essentials of human existence to a rising proportion of its
people. More people are facing the loss of jobs, health care, food, housing, and
education. And all people are more threatened than ever by nuclear destruction
as our strategic thinking has progressed from the dangers of a nuclear mistake,
to the possibility of a nuclear accident, to the likelihood of employing nuclear
weapons on a tactical basis.

A

beginning has been made. Grassroots politics exists. In parts of the country and the world it is flourishing. The movement for nuclear disarmament
is a growing force in Western Europe: the time is ripe for such a movement in this
country. There are innumerable signs that within the last year Americans have
become increasingly apprehensive about the dangers of nuclear weapons and the
madness of trillion-dollar defense appropriations. Weaponry, war, and defense
policies have traditionally been surrounded by more taboos against popular participation than has any other area of government. Not the least value of the antinuclear movement is that it challenges that taboo and opens nuclear war to dem-
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ocratic discussion. The fundamental task is to expose the ramifications of nuclear
weapons without losing sight of the urgency of the problem. Nuclear weapons
and defense budgets are not accidental priorities. They are the expressions of a
structure of power-political, social, and economic-that is disposed toward expansion, inequality, and hierarchy. They cannot be contested as though only one
issue is involved. Survival can no more be settled by a treaty than environmental
protection can be assured by an Environmental Protection Act. The Reagan administration has shown how easy it is to reverse decades of environmental concern
and protective legislation. Only radical change that attacks the structure and culture supporting nuclear war measures up to the magnitude of the current crisis.
The practical task is to ally movement politics, the natural scale of antinuclear
action, with grassroots politics, the natural school of democratic experience.
Sheldon S. Wolin
January 25, 1982
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hat has religion got to do with democracy? The long answer would
be: everything. Ideas of the equal worth of individuals, of the demand for a just community, and of concern and affection for the well-being of
others are a small part of the Western religions' contribution to democracy. The
short answer would be: the idea that no person is owned by any human institution. Democracy's debts to religion are one thing, however, and radicalism's antagonism toward religion is another. Despite the valuable and often heroic part
that many religious groups played in the civil rights movement and antiwar ac;.
tivities of the sixties, a formidable distance divides radicals from believers. They
may cooperate on causes but not about causal theory. Most "serious" Marxists
tend to be hostile to religion. Marx himself had a complex attitude, responsive to
the theological drama of religion, but scornful of it as a political and social
force. Lenin was both tone-deaf to the subject and militantly atheistic. Further
to the left, anarchists have been consistently opposed to any religion that is organized or embodies an authority principle-which doesn't spare many religions. At the other pole of radicalism, classical liberals of the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries were, typically, as critical of religion as were the more extreme radicals.
Although evangelical religion contributed to nineteenth-century reform
movements in America, and particularly to abolitionism, lllOSt of the major religious organizations have been far more consistent in their support of the state.
They have defended all of the nation's wars and, for the most part, the system of
capitalism. In the last few years, however, some dramatic changes have occurred
in a quarter where historical experience made them highly unlikely. Elements
within the Catholic hierarchy have transformed the Church's attitude toward
radical social change. This is most strikingly evident in Central and South America where bishops, priests, and laity have been in the forefront of the struggle
against domestic tyranny, exploitation, and colonialism. The Church in Poland
has thus far taken a critical position toward the military dictatorship and defended many of Solidarity's principles. Here in America bishops have begun to
speak out forcefully on the arms race and the dangers of nuclear war. One bishop
has questioned the moral propriety of working to produce nuclear weapons,
another has wondered if a Christian should pay taxes that would subsidize the
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manufacture of the terrible weapons of modern war, and still other Catholics
have raised the issue of whether in a nuclear age there can be such a thing as a
"just" war.

H

istorically, democracy's relationship to religion has been different from
that of other forms of radicalism. Unlike anarchism, Marxism, and early
liberalism, democracy did not come into the world with an animus against religion. Modern democratic ideas and impulses first emerged during the English
revolution of the seventeenth century and as a result displayed numerous marks
of the religious ferment of that extraordinary period. Ideas of equality, rights,
participation, elections, freedom of expression, and consent as the basis of association were widely discussed and all of them were primarily religious in origin.
Christopher Hill recaptures the revolutionary origins of democracy in the religious ideas and experience of that time. If religion has been the seed-bed of democratic ideas, there have also been periods where it has worked against democracy, as our lead article suggests. The place of religion in public education has
been an issue for as long as the republic has existed: Julius Lester implicitly challenges the position of many religious leaders and followers that religion ought to
furnish the content of "moral education" in the public schools. Peter Steinfels
looks at the neoconservative uses of religion and discovers a familiar, if distressing, pattern.
-S.S.W.
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uring the last holiday season National Public Radio presented a special program, "Christmas at Williamsburg," that was an attempt torecreate the celebration of Christmas in colonial and revolutionary Virginia. The
producers-and one supposes, most of the audience-assumed that no explanation was required for a format which blended politics and religion and created a
special aura by associating the birth of the republic with the birth of Christ. Like
Moliere's character who didn't realize that he had been speaking prose, NPR was
unaware that it was celebrating an American version of "civil religion," a peculiar hybrid that is more ancient than either the United States or Christianity.
The topic of civil religion evoked considerable interest among scholars in
the late 196os, much of it, significantly, centered upon presidential inaugural addresses. The assumption was thatcivil religion in America, like the civil religions
of the past, would be primarily the creation of those who ruled. But by 1971 one
scholar, surveying the moral carnage of Vietnam and Nixon's frequent appeals
to divine favor, seemed to speak for most scholars when he confessed that "today the American civil religion is an emply and broken shell." 1 When the Moral
Majority appeared about a decade later, the vast majority-of commentators applied almost every category of political interpretation but civil religion.
Civil religion refers to the incorporation of religious practices into the system of governance and control. It is the systematic use of religion for political
purposes. The ancient Greeks and Romans understood all religions as civil religions. For centuries political authorities have looked upon religion as a unique,
multipurpose resource. Religious observances would help the state by appeasing
the gods and winning their favor. Religion would promote common beliefs and
values, not least the values of patriotism and sacrifice which were of special in-

I Robert Bellah, The Broken Covenant (New York: Seabury Press, I975), p. I42. This volume
consists of lectures delivered by Bellah in I97 I. Much of the discussion was prompted by his essay of I967, "Civil Religion in America," Daedalus 96, no. I(I967): I-2I.
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terest to societies engaged in interminable imperial wars and beset by sharp class
conflicts. Surveying religion under the later Roman empire, Gibbon observed
that "the various modes of worship ... were all considered by the people as equally
true; by the philosophers as equally false; and by the magistrates as equally useful." Dwight Eisenhower made the point about the political use of religion more
bluntly: "our form of government has no sense unless it is founded in a deeply religious faith-and I don't care what it is."
Religion also taught the people about power and powerlessness. Each of
the most influential Western religions-Judaic, Greco-Roman, Catholic, and
Protestant-was centered around gods of power whose attributes typically included omnipotence and omniscience. Even the Kingdom of God, St. Paul reminded the early Christians, "does not consist in talk but power" (1 Cor. 4:20).
Western religions have taught the powerless to feel transported to a higher plane
when told that the power greater than that of any human being is watching over
them and cares for even the most humble. God sent servants to suffer for them
and only-begotten sons to die for them. The poor and powerless are not accustomed to having great powers of any description solicitous of their well-being.
The powerful, on the other hand, knowing that earthly power is an exaction from
the toil of the many, are grateful to civil religion for repressing what they are certain is the envy and resentment of the vast majority. Post-biblical civil religions
collectivized this theme, borrowing from ancient Israel the idea of a people singled out by God to serve as a special instrument of his providence. "And ye shall
be unto me a kingdom of priests and an holy nation" (Ex. 19:6). The political order becomes exalted, raised to an ontological level. Empires become "holy" as
well as Roman; kings become "God's lieutenants"; the settlement at Massachusetts Bay is the "new Israel"; the victory of the American revolutionists is proof
that "the Lord shall have made his American Israel high above all nations"; and
the inheritors of that revolution will wage a "crusade" against "godless international communism."

B

efore the idea of civil religion began to be worked out in America, it underwent a crucial modification at the hands of Machiavelli, a man often regarded as representing the Prince of Darkn~ss. Machiavelli's contribution was
to demonstrate that a republican form of government stood in special need of a
civil religion, "the instrument necessary above all others," to serve as an antidote
to "corruption": the malady to which republics were peculiarly susceptible. So
obsessed was Machiavelli with republican vulnerability to corruption that he insisted that it was the very nature of republics to lapse from their basic principles.
It would periodically be necessary to administer a purge of the body politic, he
claimed, a dramatic shock that would restore it to original principles.
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Corruption did not primarily mean bribery but the decay of civic spirit
among the citizens and leaders. Republics, so the argument ran, depend on the
support of the citizens and are designed to be responsive to their sentiments. If
the citizens are to provide a firm foundation to the government, they must be
"virtuous," that is, place the good of the republic above their personal or class interests. They must respect and obey the laws, pay taxes faithfully, serve in the
militia, and devote time to their civic obligations. As a body the citizens of arepublic were more likely to be tempted away from their duties than were, say, the
ruling groups in an aristocracy, oligarchy of wealth, or a monarchy. In the larger
civic body of a republic, most citizens depended on their own efforts for their
livelihoods; they could not rely on large inheritances or acquired status. Private
interests, therefore, loomed large in their lives and made extensive demands on
their time, so, inevitably, the republican citizen was confronted by a perennial
temptation either to devote himself exclusively to private affairs and abandon
the public realm, or to enter public affairs in order to advance his private fortune.
Thus self-interest had to be admitted into republicanism as a legitimate principle
and the problem was how to prevent corruption from entering as well.
There were two additional features to Machiavelli's republic that set the
terms of civic virtue and of the civil religion whose function it would be to fulfill
them. A republic was, by nature, an uneasy compromise between elitism and
populism. Like most republican theorists before him, Machiavelli based his system on the support of the people, their material contributions, and their eagerness to fight for their state. Actual rule and leadership would fall to a public-spirited elite, however, most of whom would be drawn from the upper socioeconomic
strata. Civic virtue would teach the citizenry to support its leaders and trust them,
especially when political emergencies or opportunities forced them to act in defiance of law and customary morality; it would not encourage the citizen to press
his judgment as equal to that of his leaders or demand an equal share in public
councils. Also, the citizens_of a republic had to be constantly ready to wage war
for both expansion and defense. For this it needed a citizen-army composed of
men with other virtues in addition to trust; an army needed not only bravery and
patriotism, but fierceness and an ability to withstand the shocking spectacles of
mass slaughter.
Machiavelli rejected Christianity as unsuitable for the needs of civil religion.
Its preoccupation with the afterlife, as well as its preference for the virtues of humility and contemplation rather than glory and action, had "made the world weak
and handed it over as prey to the wicked." The true model was to be found in the
pagan beliefs and ceremonies of republican Rome. The Romans had acquired
their fierceness in battle from watching "sacrificial" ceremonies where there was
"much shedding of blood and much ferocity.... Such spectacles, because terrible, caused men to become like them." The value of religion had nothing to do
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with providing some transcendent ground for the republic, but everything to do
with shaping the people to accept the actions of their leaders that involved radical innovations and departures that often appeared contrary to the self-interests
. of the people. "It was religion that facilitated whatever enterprise the senate and
the great men of Rome designed to undertake." There had never been "a legislator who, in introducing laws to a people, did not have recourse to god, for otherwise [the changes] would not have been accepted ...."
Machiavelli is a vital link in the development of civil religion in America because he was, as recent historians have argued, the founder of the modern idea
of republican government which made its way from Italy to seventeenth-century
England and eventually to colonial America. What these historians have somehow managed to overlook is that Machiavelli was also the founder of the modern idea of civil religion as it applies to republics. The reason for the oversight is
that American civil religion evolved in a way that completely reversed the pattern of antiquity which Machiavelli had copied. Traditionally, civil religion had
been shaped by the state and imposed on the society. In America the reverse happened. Civil religion was not the creature of the state but was disguised as its opposite, as a "private affair," a matter of the individual conscience, a voluntary,
spontaneous church that belonged to the realm of "society." Civil religion in America was private religion that was shaped by a republican tradition and its needs.
Foremost among those needs was the promotion of republican virtue but not of
democratic politics: religion would serve republicanism against democracy. To
do this religion in America had to undergo a radical change, to become populist
in character, even anti-elitist. The change was from Puritanism to revivalism,
from a religion of the saints in the seventeenth century to a religion of the people
in the eighteenth, from the vision of a religious polity, "a city on the hill," to a vision of a religious "nation."
.

'

"

T:

he Puritans rejected civil religion in the form both of a national church controlled by the state, and the separatist principle by which sects, such as the
Anabaptists, wanted to break all ties with the political order and to live as selfcontained church-communities. To the Puritan, religion and the political order
were distinct rather than separate, connected rather than united. Instead of a civil
religion crafted by the state, the Puritans raised a holy commonwealth, a political society serving religious ends, more reminiscent of ancient Israel than earlier
Christian forms. "It is better," one famous Puritan minister declared, "that the
commonwealth be fashioned to the setting forth of God's house, which is his
church, than to accommodate the church frame to the civil state."2
2 Cited in EdmundS. Morgan, ed., Puritan Political Ideas, 1558-1794 (Indianapolis: HobbsMerrill, Co., 1965), p. 169.
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Although the Puritans founded their churches on the convenantal idea of
voluntary consent and provided that ministers would be chosen by the membership, they strongly denied that the church was a democratic group. Like Machiavelli's republic, the members were the basis of the church, not its rulers. "A church
government," according to the most renowned minister in the Bay Colony, is not
"democratical, though the people choose their owne officers and rulers ... if it is
administered by the governors ...." 3 The Puritan's belief in the holy mission of
the commonwealth made him obsessed with the importance of insuring that the
members would be worthy of God's trust. Given the inherent sinful proclivities
of mankind, the Puritan believed, it was vital that corruption be combatted by
periodic purges. Among the means which the Puritans developed for purging
and reconsecrating the community were the so-called "days of hutpi.liation" and
the jeremiad: communal rites of repentance in which the congregations would
confess their sins, fast, and promise to reform their ways. Thus the Puritans devised their own version of Machiavelli's principle that a republic must be periodically returned to its first principles.
Eventually the Puritan ideal of a holy commonwealth, with religion and politics closely intertwined and, ideally, complementary, vanished. The direction of
events begun by the Revolutionary War and complemented by the new Constitution and its Bill of Rights and by the state constitutions after the war was toward
the separation of church and state and the disestablishment of religion so that it
was no longer supported or enforced by the state.

W

ith the founding of the federal Constitution in 1789, all of the problems
of republicanism that had led Machiavelli to embrace civil religion reappeared. The new republic, too, was ostensibly based upon the people-"the
streapts of material power ought to flow immediately from that pure original
fountain of all legitimate authority," according to the greatest antidemocrat of
the day"-but its future, according to one of its main architects, would depend
on a "small number of citizens ... whose wisdom may best discern the interest of
their country."5 So the question of civic virtue was reopened: how to get the people to accept a system where they would reign but not rule, support but not continuously participate? How, too, to prevent corruption, when the free politics of
group self-interest-"factions" -would inevitably penetrate the innermost processes of government; and when "men of moderate or slender fortune" would rise

3 Ibid., p. 172.
4 Hamilton in The Federalist, ed. Jacob Cooke (Middletown: Wesleyan University Press,
1961), No. 22, p. 146.
5 Madison in Cooke, The Federalist, No. 10, p. 62 .
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to high office where they are tempted to sacrifice "duty" to "interest" and need
"superlative virtue to withstand" temptations? 6
A system which incorporated self-interest into its operations and depended
upon "ambition ... to counteract ambition" 7 would have to look outside itself
for the purge that would root out corruption and restore original principles. But
the separation of religion from politics decreed by the Constitution posed a seemingly insuperable barrier to the establishment of a civil religion which could perform these needed functions. The dilemma was solved, but only in part. A civil
religion had been in the making before the Revolution but it would eventually
influence primarily the civic virtue of the people, not that of the elite. It would
provide from the mid-eighteenth century on a teaching that would generate patriotism and identification with the nation while providing a cathartic form of
mass participation that was totally disconnected from political institutions. It
would call for the people to purge themselves of evil influences, to rededicate
themselves, and to return to the purer principles of an earlier day, but it would
never suggest that the people should demand to rule. It would help to make the
people safe for republicanism.
The crucial change that was to set this new pattern in American civil religion
occurred around 1740 with the extraordinary religious "revival" known as the
Great Awakening. It was the beginning of an evangelical form of religion that
saw ministers travelling up and down the land, rather than waiting for the congregation to assemble on the sabbath; converting souls and preaching a passionate, intense gospel of salvation about "the threatening of the law, man's insufficiency, and God's sovereignty," 8 -rather than expounding the scriptures rationalistically and learnedly; and it gathered believers together in large crowds outside the church. "The town seemed to be full of the presence of God," Jonathan
Edwards said of his native Northampton. "It never was so full oflove, nor so full
of joy, yet so full of distress ...." 9 The climax came at Cane Ridge, Kentucky, in
1801 where 2o,ooo people assembled and, according to reports, by evening 3 ,ooo
had fallen in a trance to the ground and hundreds were "jerking, rolling, running,
dancing, and barking ...." The religious awakening for America was, as one religious historian put it, "a new beginning; it was our national conversion." 10

6 Hamilton in Cooke, The Federalist, No. 75, p. 505.
7 Madison in Cooke, The Federalist, No. 51, p. 349·
8 Solomon Stoddard, "A Guide to Christ" in The Great Awakening, ed. D. B. Rutman (New
York: John Wiley and Sons, 1970), p. 19.
9 Edwards, "Letter of 1736," in Rutman, The Great Awakening, p. 26.
ro Richard Niebuhr, The Kingdom of God in America (New York: Harper & Row, 1959), p. 126.
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It was a beginning based on enthusiasm and fervor rather than solemn covenants, and attracted the masses rather than the elites. The new teaching appealed
directly to the experience of the believer or convert, calling him to deny the primacy of the objects toward which the will hungered-material, social, and political-and to repent of these things that are, as the greatest theologian of the movement put it, "allowed to usurp the place that should be given to God ...." 11 Humility was the crucial virtue. It came as the fruit of sincerity, of honesty about the
self and its infinite ingenuity in hiding its devious ways of self-love. Sincerity was
quickened by the close presence of a sovereign God in whose eye the sinner was
an abomination:

The God that holds you over the pit of hell, much as one holds a spider,
or some loathesome insect over the fire, abhors you and is dreadfully
provoked; his wrath toward you burns like fire .... It is nothing but his
hand that holds you from falling into the fire every moment. 12
There were other awakenings-in 18oo and many times during the nineteenth
century. The evangelical, revivalist moment became a tradition of American religion. In the twentieth century it was joined by fundamentalism. From its earliest
appearances, however, it symbolized the new form of civil religion in America, a
religion that discharged its political function not by a Puritan solution of linking
church and state but by separating them, and not by goading believers to use the
power of the state to create a holy commonwealth, but by calling them away from
the structures of political and economic power, urging them to repent. "The minds
of people were wonderfully taken off from the world," Edwards noted approvingly.13 Yet their minds were not entirely taken from the world, only from a part
of it. In all of his voluminous sermons and writings Edwards made few references
to politics. However, in the millenarian expectations of "new heavens and new
earth" that promised "the greatest temporal prosperity," he aroused visions of an
otherworldly utopia that tacitly justified the visions of material plenty that would
soon become the badge of American identity. 14
Revivalism was significant not only for encouraging political indifference,
but for turning mass participation against the believer. The believer discovers
within himself such a cesspool of sin and perversity that his will for collective action is exhausted, drained by self-examination. The new civil religion substituted
a democracy of emotion whose climax was not a call for justice, equality, com-

I I

Edwards cited in Niebuhr, Kingdom of God, p. 103.

I2 Edwards cited in Niebuhr, Kingdom of God, p. I38.
I3 Edwards, "The Surprising Work of God," in Rutman, The Great Awakening, p. 31.

I4 Edwards cited in Niebuhr, Kingdom of God, p. I45·
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munity, or participation, but individual salvation combined with a collective mission: "the most glorious renovation of the world shall originate from the new
continent ...." 15

W

hen the Moral Majority first emerged, most commentators focused
upon the specific and highly publicized issues with which the movement
became quickly identified-anti-abortion, anti-ERA, anti-gay, prayers in public
schools, and censorship of school textbooks-and then discussed the phenomenon in the context of conventional conservative-liberal dichotomies. The widespread belief that the Moral Majority was essentially a phenomenon of "extreme"
conservatism was the result of a conscious effort by political professionals to promote that impression. In 1979 they created the Moral Majority Inc. as part of an
effort to unify a large number of single-issue groups on the far right. In trying to
do justice to the solemnity of religious themes, one should remember that it is
not without an element of native American hokum. Highly skilled con men are at
work who have discovered two constantly renewable resources: the pocketbooks
of trusting believers, and the rhetorical genius of Southern preachers who have
transformed the old-time religion into the electronic church. But beneath the
slick operations created by the direct-mail-men and the rhetoric of the Reverend
Falwell "to get people saved, baptized, and registered to vote" was a large body
of religious fundamentalists who are the inheritors of the republican tradition of
civil religion.
There is an entire political theory encapsulated in the role of evangelical and
fundamentalist Protestantism as a civil religion. Its significance extends far beyond the present and uneasy alliance with the Reagan administration to what
can be called the foundation myths of the republic itself. Its archaism may be the
last reminder of a theory that a republic could not survive the loss of civic virtues
among its citizens, and that republics were prone to corruption and hence in need
of periodic renewal. As the civil religion of a republic fundamentalism is implicated in the most basic tension within American political history: between republicanism, with its elitist and antimajoritarian convictions, and democracy,
with its anti-elitist and participatory commitments. Evangelical and fundamentalist Protestantism remains an essentially popular religion, a religion of preaching and exhortation cast in the idiom of ordinary people, not in the language of
theology or seminary erudition; a religion reflective of the experiences of common people rather than of saints and scholars. It is a historical registry of the
yearnings, travails, fears, hopes, and prejudices of ordinary citizens. It is also an
15 Edwards, "Some Thoughts Concerning the Present Revival of Religion," in Rutman, The
Great Awakening.
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object lesson in how ordinary people contribute to their own victimization-not
because they believe in God but because they have come to distrust themselves.
"Fundamentalism"-the term and the movement-appeared in the early
twentieth century. It was shaped as a direct response to "liberal" Protestantism's
efforts at modifying religious teachings to harmonize them with the findings of
modern science, and attempts to preach a "social gospel" that would adapt Christianity to the practical problems of industrialism, the condition of the workers,
and social justice. 16 Fundamentalists set themselves firmly against subordinating the Bible to science and entangling their churches in social questions. They
were resolutely anti-political from their beginnings up to the 1970s. The great
qualification is that during World War I and thereafter fundamentalists were
zealous patriots. Their political commitments were limited to defending the nation and the state. This they did by attacking internationalism, communism, and
Jewish conspiracies.
Fundamentalism is not a religion of the oppressed or deprived, or of the
working class, but of the threatened. The fundamentalist is threatened in part
because he or she believes in separatism-"We practice separatism from the world
and all of its entanglements. We refuse to conform to the standards of a sinful
society" 17 -and yet they remain in the world, living as others do in the midst of a
technological and a grossly material culture. They are threatened not by persecution, but by a relentlessly modernizing society that exposes their most cherished
beliefs as archaic and reminds them of it daily. They are not only rigid biblical literalists who believe that every word of the Bible is inspired and therefore inerrant, but they believe as well in an inflexible social morality, a demanding work
ethic, an unchanging political constitution, and all of the virtues associated with
patriotism: loyalty, self-sacrifice, and unswerving devotion. They are perfect
grist for the Machiavellian mill of civil religion, for they hunger for nothing so
much as a return to the original principles of the republic and a revitalization of
the nation•s·power.
Purity and power are the two grand themes of Reverend Falwell's bestseller,
Listen America! "Moral decay," he warns, "always precedes political turmoil,
economic instability, and military weakness in a country." 18 "It is time," he declaims, "to rise up against the tide of permissiveness and moral decay that is crushing in on our society from every side." 19 That the movement chose to call itself
16 See George M. Marsden, Fundamentalism and American Culture: The Shaping of Twentieth Century Evangelicalism, 1870-1925 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1980).
17 Jerry Falwell, ed., The Fundamentalist Phenomenon (Garden City, New York: Doubleday,
1981), p. 220.
18 Jerry Falwell, Listen America! (New York: Bantam Books, 1981), p. 89.
19 Ibid., p. 6.
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the "moral" rather than the "religious" majority reflects a conviction that the
American condition is one of corruption, even of filth, that only a moral crusade
can root out. Listen America! is crammed with appeals to morality, "moral decisions," "integrity," "decency," "hard work," and to the urgent need "to clean up
America," to rid it of pornography, drugs, homosexuality, sex education in the
schools, and sexual license outside marriage. The middle part of the book is entitled "Morality: The Deciding Factor," while the volume's last chapter is headed
"Imperative Moral Involvement."
America is also to be renewed by returning to the original constitutional
basis. "Our great nation was founded by godly men upon godly principles to be a
Christian nation." America "reached the pinnacle of greatness" because the
Founding Fathers based the system on "the laws of God," and in return for this
"God has blessed this nation." 20 The true principles of the founders, "predicated
on Holy Writ," were aimed at freedom, and the system of freedom is identical
with the system of free enterprise that "is clearly outlined in the Book of Proverbs
in the Bible" and requires that we "defeat welfarism in America." 21
The redeemer nation that appears in Reverend Falwell's writings has retained
the Hebraic notion of a holy nation that is destined to triumph, a notion that links
polity to victory and victory to power.
. . . we have a "will crisis" in this country today. We are not committed
to victory. We are not committed to greatness. We have lost the will to
stay strong and therefore have not won any wars we have fought since
1945·22
This is accompanied by repeated attacks on the "no-win" mentality among policy
makers and the "lack of nerve" among politicians. Nor in an age of nuclear fears
is Reverend Falwell hesitant to declare that "a political leader" who uses the weapons of war is "a minister of God ... a revenger to execute wrath upon those who
do evil." 23
The mission of America and the extension of its power throughout the world
is visualized as providing the basis for the conquest of the world by fundamentalist Christianity. Pastors, according to Reverend Falwell, have a divine mandate to
capture our Jerusalem for Christ ... capture our surrounding province,
or state, our Judea for Christ ... capture the adjacent nations, our Samarias ... [and] touch the uttermost part of the earth, and likewise
20

Ibid., p.

21

Ibid., pp.
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23 Ibid., p. 85.
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capture it for Christ. ... [America] is the only logical launching pad for
world evangelization. 24
Like those early Christians who welcomed an alliance with the expanding power
of Rome, the Moral Majority is dazzled by the prospect of an imperial civil
religion.

T

here is a touch of pathos to the current situation. The Reagan administration tries to keep the Moral Majority at arm's length, hoping it can be dissuaded from paralyzing the legislative process by pressing its contentious measures on abortion and school prayers. The Moral Majority, however, wants nothing so much as to be allowed to expend its fervor and devotion in support of the
system, sanctifying it, accepting all of the inequalities-the structure of unequal
wealth, power, and advantages-asking only that those in power defend the basic
patriotic, familial, moral, and religious values on which the country was founded.
It wants nothing so much as to be allowed, literally, to idolize the state and the
economy, to make patriotism and loyalty vibrant with the same fervor that animates its religious faith, and to overwhelm the critics and doubters who question
the right and even the capability of restoring America to its former status as the
unchallenged master of the world.
The value o.f some of the fundamentalist and evangelical groups is too great
to permit the administration to dismiss them. They ask for nothing that cuts at
the heart of any of the President's programs for reshaping the state, disciplining
the work force, clamping down on civil liberties and access to information, or
reordering economic structure and priorities in the name of defense. What they
offer is a semblance of moral legitimation to a system based on self-interest and
acquisitiveness. More specifically, they provide a new version of the Protestant
ethic that is better adapted to the continuing crisis of capitalism. The old Protestant ethic, with its values of frugality, zeal, saving, devotion to work, and postponed gratifications, met the needs of developing capitalism. Today, however,
an ethic is needed for an age of slow growth and contraction, scarcities, lowered
expectations, fewer opportunities, and the decline of American economic hegemony. The governing groups need not only a Protestant ethic to encourage worker motivation and capital accumulation, but a civil religion that will reinforce
acceptance by the powerless of unequal sacrifices, reduction of standards of living, increasing unemployment and replacement of workers by new technology,
and the sheer superfluity of large numbers of the population. The Moral Majority holds out the promise of a Protestant ethic geared to the spirit of capitalism in
the age of robots.
24 Cited in Frances FitzGerald, "Reporter at Large: The Reverend Jerry Falwell," New Yorker,
May 18, 1981, p. w8.
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ast November 10, I attended a press conference in New York City called
by an organization with the promising title of Institute on Religion and
Democracy (IRD). The day's business was the public presentation of a lengthy
document on "Christianity and Democracy." The new organization's newsletter
called this "a general statement of the Institute's philosophical and theological
purpose.'' Its chief author, John Richard Neuhaus, a Lutheran theologian and
social activist, called it "an invitation to Christian leadership in this country to
consider the Christian stake and the Christian warrant for democratic government."
A welcome invitation, one would think, in a world and a nation where democracy is hardly secure and not always bolstered by religious leadership-and
for the fact that the statement, like the Institute itself, claimed among its supporters a number of distinguished scholars and religious leaders: Neuhaus, Peter L.
Berger, James Finn, former Commonweal editor now at Freedom House, evangelical leader Carl F.H. Henry, Duke professor JulianN. Hartt, Jesuit ethicist
Theodore V. Purcell, Mary N. Temple of the Land Council, and others.
In some quarters, however, the invitation appeared to have already been
spurned. During the summer of 1981 several agencies of the United Methodist
Church and the United Church of Christ had sponsored a study of the newly created IRD. According to that study, the Institute was the creation of two broad
groups, neoconservative intellectuals and lobbyists on the one hand, and dissident evangelical Methodists on the other. They were united in opposition to the
support that various Protestant bodies had offered to Third World revolutionary
movements, and both opposed a "leftward drift" in the churches. The report
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further described extensive links between the IRD and the Social Democrats
U.S.A., the Committee for a Democratic Majority, the American Enterprise Institute, and the Smith-Richardson Foundation, a major funding source for conservative and neoconservative operations. The week before the IRD's New York
press conference, the ecumenical Protestant journal Christian Century had
summarized this report and questioned the propriety of the tight connections
between an ostensibly religious group such as the Institute and highly partisan
political organizations such as the Committee for a Democratic Majority.
There were obvious weaknesses in both the commissioned report and the
skeptical reception that the Christian Century and other mainline church leaders
gave the IRD. The report, for instance, mapped an extensive network of"interlocking directorates" among IRD supporters and a variety of conservative institutions and activists. The problem, apart from occasionally fanciful connections,
was that in the absence of some "control"-namely, a recognition of how extensively these kinds of interconnections operate at every point along the spectrum
of American politics-the report conveyed the impression of an overwhelming
conservative conspiracy rather than a powerful but legitimate political mobilization. The Christian Century editorial itself noted the danger of "guilt by association." It also admitted that there was nothing new or wrong about alliances between religious groups and secular "cause" organizations: "liberals have done
this for years." Indeed, as an IRD spokesman was quick to point out at the November 10 press conference, James M. Wall, the Century's editor, had been Jimmy Carter's campaign manager in Illinois. It was difficult to tell exactly what fine
line the IRD had crossed that previous political-religious alliances had not.
To an outsider, this negative reception could look a lot like church bureaucrats defending their turf-or their particular politics. Why should the IRD be
discredited because of its genesis, its associations, or other political hats its adherents and organizers happen to wear? Why not judge by what the Institute itself
said and did? This surely was the position of many of the Institute's supporters
who could cite as evidence of the Institute's intentions and outlook the opening
paragraphs of "Christianity and Democracy." "Jesus Christ is Lord," that statement began.
That is the first and final assertion Christians make about all reality,
including politics .... Because the Church is pledged to the Kingdom
proclaimed by Jesus, it must maintain a critical distance from all the
kingdoms of the world, whether actual or proposed .... Christians
must proclaim and demonstrate the Gospel to all people .... In obedience to this biblical mandate, Christians give urgent priority to all who
are in need, especially the poor, the oppressed, the despised, and the
marginal. The church is called to be a community of diversity....

,,
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While our first allegiance is to the community of faith and its mission in the world, Christians do not withdraw from participation in
other communities. To the contrary, we are called to be leaven and light
in movements of cultural, political, and economic change .... Among
Christians today, as in times past, there are significant disagreements
•.. on how best to advance freedom, justice, and peace in the world .
. . . Within our several churches disagreement about the meaning of
social justice should not merely be tolerated: it should be cherished .
. . . An open church welcomes dissent ... makes decisions in the light
of day ... has leaders who are not afraid but eager to engage in the fullest consultation with all its members ... addresses social issues not so
much to advance a particular position as to inform and empower people to make their own decisions responsibly ... understands that the
church speaks most effectively when the people who are the church do
the speaking, and the leaders speak most believably when they speak
with the informed consent of those whom they would lead .... In these
ways, an open church becomes a zone of truth-telling in a world of
mendacity.

These are impressive affirmations. While refusing to identify Christian faith
with any particular set of political institutions they endorse the Christian's engagement in political life. And the vision they advance of the church's inner life
is rich in the elements of democracy: debate, diversity, open decision making,
accountable leaders, extended consultation, empowerment of all the members,
leadership by informed consent. Is it possible that a statement beginning so
bravely and independently could really announce a narrowly partisan program?
Yes, it is. Despite its several qualifications and superficially restrained tone,
••christianity and Democracy" is ultimately a CCI.fefully crafted endorsement of
the major premises of the Reagap. administration's foreign policy. This can be
analyzed as a five-step process.
Step one begins immediately after those opening paragraphs. "In this century of Hitler and Stalin and their lesser imitators the most urgent truth to be told
about secular politics is the threat of totalitarianism." Having swept everything
else from the political horizon except for this one "most urgent truth," step two is
to narrow the focus even further: "Totalitarianism takes either leftist or rightist
forms .... Today, however, the only global ideology that is committed to the
monistic denial of freedom is Marxist-Leninism."
Step three is to introduce democracy, not as a possibility debated since antiquity, but as "an alternative to totalitarianism." Democracy is "limited government." It does not equate the state with society: it protects the independence and
diversity of "many institutional and individual actors within the social order,"
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and cherishes criticism and change. Democracy implies "some concept ofthe rule
of law"; an "institutionalized division of powers within the government"; and a
"process of appeal" finally subject to "democratic change." Also essential is freedom of assembly, speech, and press. And finally, it is stated that democracy requires an "institutional means for transferring the authority to govern," i.e., elections that are regular, contested, "as open as possible," and decisive.
Having posed the discussion against the background of the totalitarian threat
and, as a consequence, having overwhelmingly described democracy in terms of
limiting the state rather than of empowering the citizen, step four is achieved almost in passing. Democracy must not transgress the "autonomy" of economic
life. True enough, the relationship between democracy and capitalism provokes
"much debate" and "the state is necessarily involved in aspects of economic life."
Nevertheless, "democratic governance exists only where the free market plays a
large part .... Like political democracy, a market democracy is a process open to
the future .... It works to the benefit of all, and especially of the poor." A market
economy "may be" a necessary though not sufficient condition for democracy.
Certainly "our bias" is in favor of it; capitalism "warrants our critical approval."
The next step requires that we come down to earth. "Ideals do not make their
way in history except they be carried by persons and institutions." And while "no
nation perfectly embodies the democracy we would affirm, and no nation totally
represses freedom ... certain distinctions can and must be made." Thus step five:
"The United States of America is the primary bearer of the democratic possibility in the world today. The Soviet Union is the primary bearer of the totalitarian
alternative."

I

have stripped the argument to its skeleton. I have had to. Those who read it
. in full will find many observations there that are beyond reproach. But the
· essential points are undeniable. The paramount political struggle of our day, next
to which all others shrink into insignificance, is that between totalitarianism and
democracy. For practical purposes, totalitarianism is identified with MarxistLeninism and with the Soviet Union. Democracy is identified with limited, constitutional government and with the United States. It is almost as closely identified with capitalism and the market economy.
One aspect of "Christianity and Democracy" does not fit so neatly into the
pattern of Reagan foreign policy. Human rights are emphasized, and the fact
that "some nations aligned with America ... grievously and systematically violate
[the democratic] ideal" is acknowledged. Furthermore, the churches are called
upon to protest violations of human rights relentlessly and wherever they occur.
In protesting human rights violations, governments will of necessity
take into account many considerations-political, diplomatic, military,
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and economic. The ethics of the Church, however, are not the ethics of
Caesar.... The witness of the churches should reflect an unwavering
adherence to a single standard ... whether the regime in question ...
fashions itself as rightist or leftist ... friend or foe.

This witness, however, appears to be carefully circumscribed. The churches
should identify and denounce violations of human dignity, but should they demand that anything specific follow from those condemnations? It seems not.
"The requirements of national security and international order involve prudential judgments of tortuous moral ambiguity.... The Church ... has neither competence nor responsibility to design or control the foreign policy of the United
States." It is left to Christians acting as citizens to judge the wisdom and morality
of their nation's foreign policy-although "agencies and leaders of the churches
should address foreign policy issues in order to help Christians exercise their responsibility as citizens."
-'This section of the statement appears to apportion tasks and responsibilities
among "churches," "the Church," "Christian citizens," and "agencies and leaders
of the churches." Neither the distinctions nor the division of labor are made very
clear. The problem is an age-old one-to allow for both "bold witness" and "prudential judgments." Nonetheless, this is at least an Elliott Abrams and not an
Ernest Lefever version of the Reagan human rights policy, if not something entirely better.
Am I being unfair in characterizing "Christianity and Democracy" as narrowly partisan and seeing it as an effort to legitimize the administration's foreign
policy? Some of its signers, such as Michael Novak and Peter L. Berger, have
played visible roles in implementing that foreign policy and presumably would
be unembarrassed about advocating it in any quarters. Others, however, would
protest my characterization as an example of "guilt by association." They would
insist that "Christianity andDemocracy" is in no way special pleading. Rather,
they would argue that the world view it articulates is in keeping with a broad range
of informed opinion, both liberal and conservative, and if the conclusions it
reaches resemble those of the Reagan foreign policy, this only reflects the breadth
of that policy's intellectual underpinnings and not the narrowness or partisan
character of the IRD.
A return to the text demonstrates that this contention is untrue. Consider
step one, the assertion that "the most urgent truth" about politics in this century
is ''the threat of totalitarianism." For me, at least, that assertion needs no further
demonstration-if, that is, I am obliged to choose the most urgent political truth,
and to choose it for the whole world and the whole century. What does need demonstration is why I should do this.
There are, in fact, a number of urgent truths to be told about secular poli-
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tics, and some more urgent than others at different times and places. The possibility of warfare on a vast and terrible new scale was a truth about this century's
politics even before totalitarianism existed-indeed, such warfare was the fertile
soil which nourished totalitarianism. If nuclear war devastates civilization in the
next two decades, the survivors will no doubt have a different idea about what
was "the most urgent truth" all along. Starvation, torture, terror of a brutal and
old-fashioned sort-these are the most urgent political truths in some nations at
the moment. And throughout the world, a host of other urgencies, however outsized by totalitarianism, are nonetheless life-crushing: permanent unemployment, inescapable debt, religious and racial persecution, the ravages of disease,
and natural disasters. It is certainly possible to keep, say, three or four of these
urgent truths, each with its own degree of urgency and sphere of pertinence, in
mind at the same time-and to frame reflections on democracy accordingly.
Not so, however, with "Christianity and Democracy." If the threat of totalitarianism is the century's most urgent truth, we get no hint of what might be the
second most urgent truth, or the third. One thing, and one thing alone, occupies
the whole stretch of the political horizon; everything else is eliminated.
Each additional step carries the process of elimination a bit further: step two
narrows the threat of totalitarianism to the threat of Marixt-Leninism. Step three
defines democracy without reference to general and active participation in public affairs, or to civic education, or to a degree of basic equality, or to a number
of other characteristics that political thinkers have long seen as fundamental of
democracy. Step four eliminates all the problems that, historically, capitalism
and the market economy have posed for pluralism, cultural diversity, the independence of the state, and the democratic ethos.
Step five reveals even more clearly how the argument of "Christianity and
Democracy" rests on unstated premises-the premises, specifically, of the Reagan
administration. It is not self-evident why two single nations-the United States
and the Soviet Union-should be chosen as "primary bearers" of opposing ideals.
Other historical units suggest themselves as equally likely (and equally unlikely)
candidates. One could speak of the West as a whole as the "primary bearer" of
democracy. One could speak of broad social movements; the movement for independent workers' organizations, for example, or the international network of
human-rights organizations. Or one could question whether the annointing of
"primary bearers" is necessary and justified at all.
At every critical juncture in the argument, vast and complex realities are
pared down to a single element; the world's political problems to the threat of totalitarianism; the threat of totalitarianism to Marxist-Leninism; the definition
of democracy to limited government; the role of capitalism to its autonomy from
the state; the multiplicity of actual political forces to the two superpowers alone.
"Christianity and Democracy" can reach its destination only because its choices
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are relentlessly guided by the same world view that guides the administration.
The concluding pages of "Christianity and Democracy" further demonstrate
the partisan nature of the enterprise. The signers pray that "we may always speak
the truth in love." "We do not seek controversy." "The issues are not simple. Our
answers are not infallible." These protestations are immediately belied by sweeping accusations: "arguments for oppression are pervasive in our several churches."
The statement denounces a host of unnamed "apologists for oppression" and
describes several forms that such apology for oppression currently takes. One
form is "passionately anti-Communist." This is emphatically rejected-and just
as emphatically dismissed from further consideration. "Much more respectable,
influential, and common" are various forms of apology for oppression that come
from the left.
The discussion in this section is remarkably confused and loaded with code
words. Three forms of "apologies for oppression" are condemned. The first asserts that "liberal democracy is decadent and dying" and totalitarian revolution
is inevitable. The second asserts that ''we have no right to impose our values upon
others ... other people must choose their own form of government ... other people do not share our concern for democratic governance and human rights." The
third asserts that "faced with repressive oligarchies or militarisms, people often
have no alternative to Marxist-Leninist revolution."
Most observers would probably willingly agree that the first of these is indeed an apology for oppression, although they might wonder exactly what "pervasive" voices are endorsing such a position. The second, which "Christianity
and Democracy" brands as concealing "a host of cultural and ... racial prejudices," actually combines two reasonable propositions about the right of self-determination with a dubious one about other people's lack of interest in democracy. The effect of this amalgamation is simply to ignore the complicated questions about the role of national self-determination in the world order-and to
cast aspersions on any critics of U.S. intervention abroad who appeal to that principle. The third "apology for oppression" actually involves the empirical issue of
whether a "middle way" between antidemocratic forces of the right and left always exists. It seems calculated to smear those who have argued, in cases like Vietnam, Angola, and El Salvador, that the faint hope of a democratic "middle" did
not justify indefinitely prolonged military intervention on the side of authoritarian dictatorships. In general, these last two descriptions of "apologies for oppression" seem designed to incriminate a broad range of critics of American foreign
policy.
"Christianity and Democracy" closes with another unctuous declaration of
humility-"We are prone to err and we live by foregiveness"-followed by another
effort to deny the partisan character of a partisan document-"The debate is not
between liberals and conservatives, between left and right"-followed by a
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prompt casting of its adversaries into the outer darkness-"The debate is between
those who do believe and those who do not believe that there is a necessary linkage between Christian faith and human freedom."

That, of course, is not what the debate is about at all. It is true that the
_l ~hurches and church agencies harbor social activists with either a fellowtraveling or blindly sentimental attitude about the "progressive" nature of communist regimes. It is true that individual church leaders and sometimes larger
committees have made naive and misleading statements about the transforming
possibilities or wondrous results of this or that leftist revolution-often, it seems,
fired by some secUlar displacement of the Christian's hope in the Second Coming.
This is not new. Hewlett Johnson, the Dean of Canterbury, who toured Russia
enthusiastically in the thirties and declared that the Communists had "recovered
much of the core of real belief in God," testified in 1949 that there was no slave
labor in the Soviet Union, and altogether earned himself more lines in the Soviet
Encyclopedia than Jesus Christ. And there were others like him. But whether
then-as charged by various right-wing spokesmen-or today, such attitudes can
be called "pervasive in our several churches" seems demanding of considerable
evidence. No such evidence was forthcoming at IRD's November press conference. Indeed, its representatives appeared not only reluctant to provide more than
a couple of random examples, they seem to have come totally unprepared to back
their sweeping charges with specifics. The few instances they cited were all from
Protestant churches. I asked whether they could specify some "apologies for oppression" pervasive in the Catholic Church, after all the largest denomination in
the country. Two representatives of the IRD began to take issue with the American Catholic bishops' stance on Central America. I asked whether they meant
simply to disagree with it, or whether they considered that position an "apology
for oppression." They backed off, and suggested that Catholics were less subject
to this kind of problem than Protestants. One of them referred sweepingly to
liberation theology as rationalizing oppression and to Orbis Press, the publishing house sponsored by the Maryknoll religious order, as guilty of publishing
much of it.
This was fairly pitiful stuff. Yet current developments in the Catholic Church
-the Church's unprecedented opposition to U.S. policy in El Salvador, its growing reluctance to sanction nuclear arms, its significant support offered to low-income and minority groups-illustrate precisely what the real debate is about. It is
a debate about risks: the risk of encouraging Soviet expansionism or accommodating its brutal veto over the democratic aspirations of Eastern Europeans; the
risks of morally acquiescing in nuclear devastation; the risk of indefinitely prolonging, with American support, authoritarian regimes of injustice, and of co-
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operating with anti-democratic and anti-religious forces in the struggles against
such regimes; the risk of engaging in the heavily Marxist political discourse common throughout Third World social movements. The risk of burying real democracy at home beneath government by corporate managers. All these risks are
linked, all pull and tug in complicated patterns. Evaluating them involves difficult factual judgments and, inevitably, assumptions based on one or another
reading of historical experience.
It is one thing to feel dissatisfaction with the factual judgments of some
church social activists or to desire that a more critical perspective on the history
of leftist movements and regimes be registered in the deliberations of the liberally-inclined church leaders. It is quite another thing to reduce all these complicated questions to a grossly simplified, dualistic "debate" between those who do
or don't believe in freedom and democracy.
A careful examination of "Christianity and Democracy" uncovers nothing
to contradict the original suspicions raised by the founding of IRD: that it was a
conservative-neoconservative alliance intended to advance a distinct political
agenda while claiming only a broad Christian concern. Perhaps this will not prove
to be the case in the long run. Perhaps the Institute will become more candid about
its political viewpoint or it will limit itself to specific criticisms of church programs
and policies without pretending that these are a matter of "apology for oppression." (It has issued two specific analyses, one arguing that the Catholic church
in El Salvador looks favorably on the existing government; the other criticizing a
National Council of Churches' study guide on Eastern Europe.) Perhaps the Institute will direct some of its energies toward monitoring right-wing and centrist
shortcomings on human-rights issues. (No such efforts seem to be underway.)
In the meantime, there is a certain comic quality to the IRD phenomenon.
A highly political and partisan organization marches under the banner of church
independence. A group acclaiming the accounta!>ility of church leaders is responsible to a self-selecting executive committee of six individuals, two of whom have
no previous record in any church activities, and one of whom was unable to sign
the group's fundamental statement because of his religious uncertainties. A body
asserting that the church should cherish diversity and disagreement about the
means to social justice manufactures an arsenal of vague and damaging allegations almost certain to cast aspersions on a broad band of church leadership. Yet
the IRD has talent, money, and a galvanizing sense of grievance.
The Institute on Religion and Democracy is obviously part of a larger movement in American politics and culture, the growth of a network of intellectual
institutions that function to dampen outbreaks of fundamental social criticism.
The theory behind this movement is by now well known: that a new class of educated and disaffected "brain workers," infected with the "adversary culture" they
imbibed in college courses or absorbed from a hundred toxic residues ofthe New
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Left and counterculture, will sap the foundations of American foreign policy and
domestic economy-unless, that is, this new class can be isolated, browbeaten,
discredited, lured, or taught its true interests in a well-financed "war of ideas."
The effective strategists of such a war, or so Irving Kristol advised his business
readers in the Wall StreetJournal, would be dissident members of the new class
-to begin with, former leftist intellectuals like Kristol.
But the world of religion is puzzling. Certain segments of it are distressingly
adversarial. A major segment, the Catholic Church, is becoming markedly more
so. But the former leftists did not have the standing, did not speak the language,
did not know where the bodies were hidden-in short, could not carry out the
same kind of campaign in the churches that they were successfully waging in the
political and university theaters. The emergence of a parallel "war of ideas" in
the churches was slow to start. The American Enterprise Institute, several years
ago, began to sponsor seminars on economics for church leaders. The new religious right offered some opportunities-but as many embarrassments. Only recently has the campaign gathered momentum. The Ethic ofDemocratic Capitalism and The Spirit of Democratic Capitalism, two books providing a religious
argument in support of the American corporate economy and both written by
IRD advisers (Robert Benne and Michael Novak respectively) are appearing within a few months of "Christianity and Democracy." The Institute for Educational
Affairs and the American Enterprise Institute, two heavy backers of capitalist
ideology, are publishing a new quarterly, This World, to focus on religion, morality, and economic issues. It has taken a while for the sponsors of the ''war of ideas"
to find its condottieri in the field of religion. The emergence of the Institute on
Religion and Democracy is one of several indications that at last they have been
found.
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JULIUS LESTER

T:

e election of Ronald Reagan brings to the center of national life a conflict
that originated in the 1954 Brown v. Board of Education Supreme Court
decision. However, the conflict is not expressed in the language of white against
black, but in the rhetoric of religion. The enemy is not a race but a way of thinking called "secular humanism." Nationally, the battle has acquired the specific
form of abortion rights vs. the right to life of the unborn. However, in towns and
cities across the country, the battlefield is the public schools.
Numerous parent groups are demanding "a return to many of the teaching
practices and textbooks of 30 years ago, as well as the Christian values and principles upon which, they argue, the country W(lS founded." 1 Such groups are
succeeding in efforts to ban "objectionable" books from schools, to eliminate
sex education, new math, and creative writing courses, and to teach the Biblical
story of creation in science classes. At this level the battle is over "the very nature
of public education itself,"2 and what is to be decided, we are told, is whether
America is a nation that believes in "the supremacy of man rather than the
:supremacy of God." 3
It is too simple to maintain, as some do, that "secular humanism is a straw
man. They are looking for someone to blame."4 Neither is it particularly illumi1 New York Times, May i7, 1981, p. 52.

Ibid., p. 1.
3 New York Times, February 10, 1981, p. C4.
2

4 Paul Kurtz, quoted in New York Times, May 17, 1981, p. 52.
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nating to define the attacks on secular humanism as a new McCarthyism which
is substituting humanists for "reds." It is not so simple because the underlying
issue, first raised unintentionally by the Brown decision, is the all-important one
of collective identity, i.e., what does it mean to be American?
The Court thought it knew that spring of 1954 when it decreed that the
"equal protection of the law" enjoyed by the children of the white majority must
be extended to the children of the black minority. This seems obvious, but in
1954 the white majority did not find it so. Didn't the black Ininority enjoy equal
protection in its "separate but equal schools"? The Court had to convince the
white majority what blacks had known since 189(}: No.
The Court posed itself a simple question, or so it seemed: Were two
schools, one white, one black, comparable in physical facilities and quality of
teaching, unequal? The Court argued that this was not sufficient grounds for
judgment.
Our decision ... cannot turn on merely a comparison of these tangible
factors in the negro and white schools involved .... We must look
instead to the effect of segregation itself on public education.
We must consider public education in the light of its full development and its present place in American life throughout the nation.
Only in this way can it be deterinined if segregation in public schools
deprives these plaintiffs of the equal protection of the laws. 5
To do this the Court found it necessary to define the role and function of education.

.• ·

Today, education is perhaps the most important function of state and
local governments. Compulsory school attendance laws and the great
expenditures for education both demonstrate our recognition of the
importance of education to our democratic society.Itis required in the
performance of our most basic public responsibilities, even service in
the armed forces. It is the very foundation of good citizenship. Today
it is a principal instrument in awakening the child to cultural values, in
preparing him to adjust normally to his environment. In these days, it
is doubtful that any child may reasonably be expected to succeed in life
if he is denied the opportunity of an education. Such an opportunity,
where the state has undertaken to provide it, is a right which must be
made available to all on equal terms .

5 Albert P. Blaustein and Robert L. Zangrando, Civil Rights and the American Negro: A
Documentary History (New York: Washington Square Press, 1968), p. 435·
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We come then to the question presented: Does segregation of
children in public schools solely on the basis of race, even though the
physical facilities and other "tangible factors may be equal, deprive the
children of the minority group of equal education opportunities?" We
believe that it does. 6

There was nothing revolutionary or startling in the Court's definition of
education. It merely reiterated what already existed and used a philosophical
context to demonstrate that the inclusion of black children was crucial. Why,
then, was there such massive white resistance to the decision, a resistance and
antagonism that would extend from the steps of Central High in Little Rock to
the streets of South Boston two decades later?

I

n its decision, the Court decreed a major change in the nation's moral values
_ without recognizing this was what it was doing. By ending segregation in the
schools, the Court could not destroy the underlying moral value of white supremacy, a value which it was not only oblivious to but also unintentionally upheld.
A revolutionary decision was placed precariously on the wrong premise,
that "the children of the minority group" were deprived "of equal education
opportunities." By making black "inferiority" the focus, the Court reinforced
white "superiority."
To segregate them [black children] from others of similar age and
qualifications solely because of their race generates a feeling of inferiority as to their status in the community that may affect their hearts
and minds in a way unlikely ever to be undone. 7

This statement of paternalistic concern and melodramatic excess confers the
status and identity of generous benefactor on the white majority. Instead of
attacking white supremacy, the Court confirms it.
Segregation of white and colored children in public schools has a detrimental effect upon the colored children. The impact is greater when it
has the sanction of the laws; for the policy of separating the races is
usually interpreted as denoting the inferiority of the negro group. A
sense of inferiority affects the motivation of the child to learn. Segregation with the sanction of law, therefore, has a tendency to [retard]

6 Ibid., p. 436.
7 Ibid.
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the educational and mental development of negro children and to deprive them of some of the benefits they would receive in a racial[ly] integrated school system. 8
How different the course of recent American race relations and history
would be if the above passage had read thus:
To separate white children from others of similar age and qualifications solely because of their race generates a feeling of superiority as to
their status in the community that may affect their hearts and minds in
a way unlikely to be undone.
Segregation of white and colored children in public schools has a
detrimental effect upon the white children. The impact is greater when
it has the sanction of the law; for the policy of separating the races is
usually interpreted as denoting the superiority of the white group. A
sense of superiority affects the motivation of the child to learn. Segregation with the sanction of law, therefore, has a tendency to [retard]
the educational and mental development of white children and to
deprive them of some of the benefits they would receive in a racial[ly]
integrated school system.
The Court's decision did not provide a new context in which the white majority
could have made sense of this revolutionary decree. Segregation had been
accepted as a legal and moral truth since Plessy v. Ferguson in 1896. Brown
established a new legal truth, but the moral truth extant since America's
inception remained.
~
The white majority was placed in a quandary. Either they discovered for
themselves a new moral truth by which to accept the revolution, or they resisted
and refused to obey the "law of the land." Realistically, there was no course but
the latter.
White resistance to school desegregation received official sanction on
March 12, 1956, when 101 members of Congress issued a "Declaration of Constitutional Principles," reasserting segregation on legal and moral grounds.
The Supreme Court ... unanimously declared, in 1927 ... that the
"separate-but-equal" principle is "within the discretion of the state in
regulating its public schools and does not conflict with the Fourteenth
Amendment."
This interpretation, restated time and again, became a part of the
life of the people of many of the states and confirmed their habits,

8 Ibid., p. 436-7.
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customs, traditions, and way of life. It is founded on elemental
humanity and common sense, for parents should not be deprived by
government of the right to direct the lives and education of their own
children. 9 [Italics added.]

'' 1

i

Suddenly, the issue was not solely desegregation. A new one was introduced, which was inadequately characterized as states rights vs. federalism. Jhe
issue was more profound than that and it involved a fundamental question of
democracy: What was the legal and moral power of the people "to direct the lives
and education of their own children"? The white majority would answer the
question in 1980 by electing Ronald Reagan, who had pledged himself to "curb
big government."
The Brown decision represented the white majority's first experience with
the power of government functioning in a manner inimical to their perceived
best interests. The Warren Court had done something inconceivable: it had
spoken as an advocate for the black minority and not on behalf of the white
majority. And wh.ile cries of "Impeach Earl Warren" became a way of life for a
segment of the white majority, the Supreme Court acquired a place in black lives
almost comparable to Joe Louis and Jackie Robinson.
If the Court had been prescient enough to speak about the effects of white
supremacy on whites as well as blacks, then it would have spoken for all the
people. By speaking on behalf of the black minority, the white majority was
threatened, not only in its identity but in its perceived right of selfdetermination.
White supremacy was, to use Frances FitzGerald's phrase, a "public
truth," 10 and one the white majority was not prepared to relinquish. When
whites bombed desegregated schools, when mobs gathered outside schools to
curse and spit on black children, when the governor of Arkansas closed Central
High in Little Rock to keep out nine black children, when Southern congressmen commended "the motives of those states which have declared the intention
to resist forced integration by any lawful means,''" they were expressing not
only the moral power of white supremacy; they were expressing their resistance
to an attack on their identities as Americans and their right to define their lives.
The white majority resisted the Court decree-by violence, legal maneuvering, and the establishment of private schools. (In the sixties and seventies, when
school desegregation became an issue in the North and busing was implemented,
9 Ibid., p. 451-2.
10 Frances FitzGerald, America Revised (Boston: Atlantic-Little, Brown, 1979), p. 10.
11 The Annals of America, 17, 1950-I96o, (Chicago: Encyclopedia Britannica, Inc., 1968),
p. 372.

Lester I Morality and Religion

33

white resistance took the forms of the "white flight to the suburbs," and finally,
in 1981, a congressional prohibition against Justice Department involvement in
busing as a solution to alleviate de facto segregation.) Instead of affirming the
supremacy of the law, the white majority asserted that it would obey a morality
higher than the law.

I

t is not usual to think of white supremacy as being moral. However, it has
been considered so by most of the white majority throughout American history. Morality defines and enforces collective standards of good and evil as well
as what constitutes acceptable collective behavior. Morality can be subjective or
objective, but for a society to be stable, subjective morality must correspond to
objective morality. When the two deviate significantly, as happened in the sixties,
the national identity is threatened. When a group of conservatives organizes and
designates itself as a "Moral Majority," it is saying, in effect, that its subjective
morality is no longer sufficiently reflected in the objective world. Significantly,
the root of the word moral is "me, myself."
·If one can recognize that moral does not necessarily mean good but only
what a majority has agreed upon as good, then it is evident that white supremacy
is moral, and until the Brown decision the morality of the white majority had
been reflected in the federal government. White supremacy is an integral part of
America's structure and essential to American identity. The Brown ·decision
attacked that structure and identity. The white majority retaliated by disobeying
the "law of the land" and reasserting the only morality it had.
White resistance to Brown had an effect no one could have foreseen: it
helped create the civil rights movement. The black minority was stunned by the
white refusal to obey the Supreme Court and institute the desegregation of
schools with "all deliberate speed." If the white majority would break a law it
considered unjust, then the black minority was free to break those laws it
considered unjust. Civil disobedience and the breakdown in "law and order"
decried by conservatives and placed at the doorsteps of blacks was the legacy of
the same conservatives who fulminated against its breakdown.
There was a difference, however, in the two kinds of law-breaking. One
sought to abrogate the law; the other sought to uphold democracy and its
promise of equality before the law. One reaffirmed the national identity as it had
always been; the other sought to create a new national identity. (It is impossible
for blacks and other racial and religious minorities to have a cohesive national
identity which has white supremacy as one of its components.) One resisted the
power of the federal government to dictate to local communities; the other had
no alternative but to pressure the federal government to intervene more. Thus,
the national identity became divided into conflicting moralities.
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For a brief period the morality of the black minority prevailed, with the
indispensable support of a signficant segment of the white majority. The desegregating of America and making blacks a part of the national identity which
began with Brown continued with the r964 Civil Rights Act and the 1965 Voting
Rights Act. The conflicting moralities were not reconciled, however.
Indeed, the gulf between them intensified and widened, because a new generation of youth from the white majority found itself facing conscription to
fight a war in Vietnam, a war for which the rationales of patriotism and the
communist menace were not convincing. The refusal to obey the law of the land
that began with white resistance to Brown and found new form in the civil rights
movement now acquired a life in a wholly different area-draft and war resistance.
Objective morality (patriotism, obedience to the state) was supplanted in
the sixties by a wholly subjective morality of personal responsibility and
personal expression. "I'm doing my thing" was a moral call to arms, and new
forms of cultural expression proliferated like dandelions on a poorly-seeded
lawn. From the mid-sixties through the seventies, subjective moralities gave the
illusion of becoming the national identity. A hundred flowers bloomed in the usage of mind-altering drugs, sexual freedom, the human potential movement,
crafts cooperatives, women's liberation, gay liberation, abortion rights, and educational reforms.
Traditional morality had not disappeared, however. For almost a decade it
was submerged, but it has since resurfaced in many guises: the Right-to-Life
movement, legal challenges to affirmative action, and, not to be overlooked, the
arena where the battle began in 1954-the schools.

T

he subjective morality which dominated the sixties had a great impact on
education. Textbooks were rewritten to show that America was not all
white and not always right. The new math replaced the traditional arithmetic.
The very process of learning was reconceptualized to reflect the subjective
morality whose slogan was best expressed on a bumper sticker: "Question
Authority." The classroom was reorganized and the teacher was no longer the
authority but just another participant in "open classrooms," where all opinions
were equal. And the school day no longer began with prayer.
Objective moralists had lost control of their schools when they were
ordered to desegregate them. The educational reforms of the sixties and sev~nties
had taken ideological control from them. The schools had become a Roman
Colosseum in which objective and subjective moralists were pitted against each
other, each with their own version of the universe.
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Where the objective moralist believed in patriotism, Christianity of the
fundamentalist Protestant variety, and children as Lockean blank slates, the
new moralist emphasized the child-as-individual, personal relationships characterized by caring, and the world-as-village. Neither recognized how much at
home they both were in an America growing from Puritan roots, for both
believed that morality should be the basis for education. Both yearned for
theocracy, but only one would admit it. Cotton Mather is Billy Graham is "I'm
O.K., You're O.K." because a rose is a rose is a rose. The issue was which side
would be forced to wear a scarlet letter. Who would prevail when each had right
on its side?
Where objective morality relies on Christianity to determine good and evil,
the subjective morality seeks sanction from a new religion-psychology. This is
evident in the teacher's edition of the Houghton Mifflin social studies series
which claims to teach "strategies designed to increase empathy and decrease
inclinations toward egocentrism, ethnocentrism, and stereotyping," while
helping children make "valid judgments about problems facing our global
society."12 (It is assumed that these are valid goals for children who are still trying
to establish the existence of egos and group identities, and who may need
stereotypes, for a while, to secure their own places in a world that is
overwhelming. "Empathy" is assumed as a socialization value, without
considering that empathy can lead to stasis. As in objective morality, the child
here is treated as an object. A change in ideology does not make for a change in
substance.)
In its use of psychology, the subjective morality in education is insidious,
because it seeks social change. It wants to create persons. But, as Frances
FitzGerald observes, "Until the twentieth century, few American educators
believed that textbooks-or schooling in general-could or should be an instrument for changing the culture." 13
The Court could not have foreseen this effect of the Brown decision.
Brown had targeted the schools as agents for social change. Children were asked
to do what adults had shown little desire to do-create an integrated nation.
Subjective morality wants to use the schools to create "decent" human
beings, and despite the differences in style, philosophy and rhetoric, this is also
the goal of objective morality. For one, the way is secular humanism. For the
other, the way is Christian beliefs. Both moralities are asking the schools to
assume the responsibility of parents. In the process, both are doing what each
would vigorously deny: they are. increasing the power of the state and making it
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Big Parent. Each is demanding that the state reflect its image and its image only.
Each finds its moral version of the universe inadequate without state sanction.

T

he national identity is no longer in sharp relief. Unsure about the present
and frightened by prospects for the future, Americans are asking the
schools to embody that identity no longer extant in their lives or the society.
They want the schools to do what should be done by the family, church, synagogue, or mosque. Despite the strength objective moralists claim to have demonstrated in the 1980 elections, they are now unconsciously admitting moral impotence. The national identity has fragmented to such an extent since the Brown
decision that the white majority cannot face with equanimity that it is only one
element in a democratic society. It insists that it must be the sole element, the
moral majority.
Now that the objective moralists have achieved a degree of political power,
they are seeking to have their moral grievances redressed through the law. The
"Family Protection Act" proposed by Nevada Senator Paul Laxalt, the proposed Constitutional amendment or federal law against abortion, laws requiring the teaching of the biblical story of creation, laws restricting the employment
opportunities of homosexuals all seek to institutionalize morality. The central
question of the decade may be: Is the purpose of law the codification of morality? Or, does a redefinition of the national identity require a clear distinction in
law between citizen and person?
A Roman citizen ... had a persona, a legal personality .... The law
had affixed to him the part he was expected play on the public scene,
with the provision, however, that his own voice would be able to sound
through. The point was that "it is not the natural Ego which enters a
court of law. It is a right-and-duty bearing person, created by the law,
which appears before the law. 14
Both the traditional and subjective moralists, however, cannot differentiate
themselves as persons from themselves as citizens. Without such differentiation,
law and morality become synonymous.
Thus, when the objective moralist cannot use the law, group pressure is
exerted to achieve the desired moral end. "We have to get rid of secular
humanism," a superintendent of schools in South Dakota is quoted as saying,

I4 Hannah Arendt, On Revolution (New York: Viking Press, 1965), p.

102-3.
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and that can be achieved by getting rid of "liberal, real liberal, personnel." 15 Or
books: the American Library Association received between three and five reports a day in 1980 of attempts to ban books from public schoollibraries. 16
Public education has become the object of a holy war. The educational
process itself has had a sacred aura conferred upon it. Such an aura is misplaced,
because education cannot create the ideal society or restore the national identity.
As the Warren Court made clear, education is a limited tool, a function of the
state. Education is political; its aim is the creation of citizens.
Morality belongs to the sphere of religion or the individual. It confers
group and/or individual identity. When morality is used to confer national identity, the fabric of democracy is threatened; democracy's vitality and strength lies in
its diversity of belief, opinion, and practice contained within a legal framework
that protects the citizen from the state and from the morality of the majority.
Education must be separated from morality, objective and subjective, and
narrowed to its most basic function~the transmission of the political values the
state finds necessary for its continuation. It is na.lve to expect any state, democratic or totalitarian, to do other than require public education to transmit a glorified image of the nation: its history, culture, the fundamental principles of the
political and economic system on which the state rests, and the necessary skills to
be a useful and accepted member of the society. However, to so define education
confines the power of the state to its rightful place as the trainer of citizens. Education is thereby demystified as the creator of persons. Does not the concept of
democracy include not only separation of church and state but separation of
state and person? The citizen belongs to the state; the person belongs to God or
the Void, or both.

I.

f education is narrowed to the role of creating citizens, it can be divided then
into two parts: knowledge and understanding. Knowledge is comprised of
the skills and information needed to subsist and maintain the status quo. Such
skills are intellectual, technical, and mechanical. Knowledge is concerned with
the tangible: thus it can be taught.
Understanding belongs to the realm of the sacred. It comes, wrote Aldous
Huxley, "when we liberate ourselves from the old and so make possible a direct,
unmediated contact with the new, the mystery, moment by moment, of our

15 New York Times, May 17, 1981, p. 52.
16 Time, January 19, 1981.
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existence." 17 Understanding cannot be taught, because it comes~ slowly and
painfully, when knowledge has reached its limits and there is still a compelling
reason to know. Understanding comes when knowledge intersects experience
and is found inadequate.
Understanding provides what mere knowledge cannot-the courage to
meet, as adults, the problems of the society. And to meet is not to solve. (The
Old English root of meet is "conversation.") Knowledge leads to the error of
trying to solve problems, and it is an American disease to believe that all
problems have solutions. They do not.
The faculty of understanding is all we have to converse with the insoluble.
It is sufficient for the task.
In 1954 the Supreme Court, through no fault of its own, was unable to meet
the problem of white supremacy. However, it had the wisdom and courage to
dismantle the major institution in the apparatus of white supremacy. Since then,
the white majority has continued to amaze us by its ability to avoid the contradiction that remains at democracy's core-white supremacy. Although it is not
fashionable now to use the rhetoric of racial superiority, the rhetoric of moral
superiority is seeking to become the law of the land.
As long as the white majority willfully refuses to meet the profound implications of the Brown decision, as long as the white majority refuses to learn to
live as merely one element in a multiracial, multicultural society, the national
identity remains bound to white supremacy. As long as it does, the nation will be
threatened by a majority which considers itself morally superior, because it was a
sense of moral superiority that created white supremacy.

17 Aldous Huxley, "Knowledge and Understanding," Collected Essays (New York: Bantam
Books, 196o), p. 377-8.

Religion and
Democracy in the
Puritan Revolution
CHRISTOPHER HILL

I

n the English Revolution fully articulated theories of political democracy
were put forward by an organized political party-the Levellers-probably
for the first time. In what used to be called "the Puritan Revolution," all politics
were expressed in religious terms. Oliver Cromwell sought guidance from the
Lord in every political crisis; Charles I thought it was his religious duty to die rather than give up his royal prerogative; wild Quakers disrupted services of the state
church wearing nothing but loincloths. Whether religious arguments were used
to support or attack constituted authority, all thought that they were defending
the true Christian religion-Charles I and his bishops, Oliver Cromwell and the
Puritans, the extreme radical sects.
It is too facile to say that the seventeenth century was a more religious age
than our own, which is the resort of some lazy historians. More relevant is that in
the seventeenth century church and state were indissolubly linked. All English
men and women were members of the Church of England whether they liked it
or not. All had to attend their own parish church every Sunday, under penalty of
fme. There they might have to sit through sermons preached by a parson in whose
selection they had had no say, and whose theology or personality they might detest. It was also an offense to attend a church outside one's own parish, even
though the preaching there might be more congenial.
The seventeenth-century church had a monopoly of opinion forming, and
performed functions that today have passed to other media. Church courts
punished men aild women .for 'a wide variety of "sins" which would not be
regarded as crimes today, such as extra-marital sex, working on .saints' days,
failure to pay tithes (the 10 percent income tax which everyone was supposed to
pay in order to maintain their parish priest). Church courts put men and women
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on oath and asked questions designed to make them incriminate their friends
and neighbors; sentences such as public penance or excommunication were
imposed, which could mean the severing of all social, business, and legal
relations with one's fellows. The church controlled education and censorship.
We live in a society in which the church is separated from the state, and consumers' choice has replaced religious monopoly: religion has become a one-daya-week affair; one can choose to have no religion at all. But in the seventeenth
century religion and politics were inevitably closely linked. The parson was probably the best educated man in the parish (apart possibly from the squire, who no
doubt appointed him). He was trained to interpret the sacred text of the Bible,
which was believed to contain all truth. To reject the state church was an act of
political insubordination. Before 1640 religious sects were underground cells:
many who could not accept the church emigrated (if they could afford to) to the
Netherlands or America.
Control of the pulpit was a matter of political power, and was recognized as
such. Charles I said that "the dependency of the church upon the crown is the
chiejest support of regal authority" (my italics): "People are governed by the
pulpit rather than by the sword in time of peace." The clergy read from the pulpit
government handouts, and were often instructed on the position they were to
take (or the silence they were to observe) on delicate political matters. They were
described as "the King's spiritual militia." Just as today the first action of a
revolutionary group would be to seize control of the broadcasting system, in the
seventeenth century its most important action was to take control of the church.
Before 1640 the church was a prop of the social order. "No bishop, no King,
no nobility" said James !-accurately enough, for the monarchy and the House
of Lords were abolished precisely three years after the abolition of episcopacy in
1646. The patronage system ensured that almost all the clergy were conservative
in outlook: they were appointed by local gentleiilen, or by the King, or by bishops
and other ecclesiastical bodies (deans and chapters, Oxford and Cambridge colleges). If a clergyman had received a higher education, it would have been at Oxford or Cambridge, where ecclesiastical control tried to ensure that he acquired
no dangerous ideas. Episcopacy was defended on social grounds: "parity'' (equality) in the church, men argued, might lead to parity in the state. The poet Edmund
Waller in 1641 resisted popular attacks on the bishops because episcopacy was a
"counter-scarp or outwork"; "if this assault of the people" overcame it, they
might turn next to the rents and properties of landlords.
Mainline Puritans did not want parity. They wanted to change the government of the state church, to eliminate bishops (too closely dependent on the
crown), and establish far more lay control over the church-by gentlemen and
merchant oligarchies in the parishes, at the center by Parliament-the representative body elected by the men of property.
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should not think of seventeenth-century Puritans as gloomy killjoys.
We should think rather of Oliver Cromwell, who said that religious intolerance was as bad as keeping all wine out of the country lest men should be
drunk; of Milton, a great lover of music who urged Parliament to establish anational theater; of John Bunyan, who said that a teetotaller walked not after the
spirit of God but after his own lusts. Mr. Veall, the latest historian of law reform
in seventeenth-century England, believes that the 164os and 165os were decades
of greater sexual freedom for ordinary people than any before or for a long time
afterwards. When a Russian ambassador came to London in 1645, after the city
had been under Puritan domination for four years, the two things which most
caught his attention were the stained glass in church windows and the merry pealing of church bells. It was only after the defeat of the "Puritan Revolution," after
166o, that dissenters were excluded from national and local political life and from
the universities and so inevitably became in-turned, provincial, sectarian, and
"Puritan."
Puritanism then was mainly a political movement with a revolutionary
ideology, though its ideas were expressed in religious idiom. Ever since Henry
VIII's reformation had declared England's independence of Rome, protestantism and English patriotism had been closely linked. Puritans were the most antiCatholic and therefore the most vociferously patriotic of all protestants. John
Foxe's Book of Martyrs taught Englishmen to see the whole of history as a
conflict between good and evil, Christ and Antichrist, with God's Englishmen
on the side of Christ. More: Foxe emphasized that it was the humbler English
people, yeomen and artisans, who had been the staunchest supporters of God's
cause and the main victims of persecution in the reign of the Catholic Mary.
Cromwell drew on this tradition in 1645 when he reported to the Speaker of the
House of Commons on the victory of Naseby, the decisive battle of the Civil War.
As he surveyed his troops before the fight, he said, he knew they were a "company
of poor, ignorant men"; but he had "assuranceofvictory, because God would by
things that are not bring to nought the things that are .... And God did it."
Cromwell helped God a good deal, but such confidence that one was cooperating with divine purposes had a tremendous effect on morale. Islam and
Marxism have given their adherents a similar confidence that history was on
their side; it helps to make sense of a confusing world.
But such lines of thought proved to be dangerous. God could speak to the
consciences of the lower classes as well as to their betters. For at least two and a
half centuries before the Revolution of 1640 there had been underground heretical movements in England, whose adherents were at various times called Lotlards, Anabaptists, Familists. When the government of Charles I and the bishops broke down in 1640, the ideas of these sectaries could suddenly be freely expressed, both verbally and in print. Church courts and the censorship no longer
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operated. There was a fantastic outburst of discussion. What we call "religious
toleration" meant that ordinary people no longer had to go to their parish church
every Sunday. Instead, many of them formed their own discussion groups, meeting every Sunday not to listen to an upper-class parson but to talk themselves
about what they were interested in, under the chairmanship of a so-called
"mechanic preacher," someone who worked with his hands six days a week and
took the chair at one of these discussion groups on the seventh. Women took part
in congregational discussions and government; some women preached. No wonder the conservative Thomas Edwards thought religious toleration the worst of
evils. But John Milton in A reopagitica hailed it ecstatically, with a genuine belief
that uninhibited discussion would lead to the emergence of agreed truths.
The number of books and pamphlets collected by George Thomason rose
from 22 in 1640 to 1,966 two years later; and he tried to collect them all. The
number of newspapers rose from o in 1640 to 722 in 1645. A printing press was a
small, cheap, and mobile piece of equipment; it was not yet monopolized by the
rich. So for a few intoxicating years anything could be discussed, and most things
were. A fierce anticlericalism proclaimed the equality of laymen with priests.
A millenarian political enthusiasm was abroad. Milton believed that Christ
was "shortly expected King," whose coming would "end all earthly tyrannies."
All protestants had long known that the Pope was Antichrist; now men identified Charles I and his supporters as agents of Antichrist. A royalist parson was
shocked when he talked to Parliamentarian prisoners who applied the ideas of
Foxe's Book of Martyrs to current politics. "What do you know," they asked
him, "but this is the day of his [Antichrist's] ruin, and we are the men that must
help to pull him down?" The clergyman explained in vain that Antichrist was in
Rome, and that pulling him down was a job for kings, not for the common people. On the contrary, was the reply: Antichrist is here in England, and the Book
of Revelation says the common people, the multitude, shall pull him down.
For centuries the person of the King, the Lord's annointed, had been sacrosanct. Yet in the forties Parliamentarian preachers and propagandists were inciting ordinary people to fight against him, and to pay taxes and endure the hardships of civil war. By what right? If the King and his advisers were agents of Antichrist, it was a religious duty to resist them. Another line of argument was that
even if the King were sovereign by legal and historical right, Parliament represented the people of England, and in the last resort the whole people was greater
than any single man, even the King.
But this argument backfired. The Royalist Sir Robert Filmer had great fun
pointing out that Parliament represented not the people but perhaps one in ten
of the adult males. Therefore, he argued, Parliament could not be superior to
the King. But when in 1645-1646 the Leveller party began to be organized in
London, they gave a different twist to the argument. True, Parliament did not
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represent the people of England. But it could be made to represent them-by extending the vote to all men, by enfranchising towns at present unrepresented in
the House of Commons. Then the cause of Parliament would be justified-even
more so if monarchy and the House of Lords were abolished and the Commons
became the sole legislative assembly, responsible to "their masters, the people
who chose them."
So the arguments of the Parliamentary leaders were turned back against
them. This became serious when military stalemate led to the Self-Denying Ordinance of 1645 and the foundation of the New Model Army. The effect of the SelfDenying Ordinance was to remove all peers from the commands in the Parliamentary Army which they had assumed as a right. The New Model Army, "in
which there is not one lord," as a Leveller proudly boasted, was drawn largely
from the Army of the Eastern Association which Cromwell had built up on the
principles of complete religious toleration, liberty of discussion, and the career
open to the talents. Within a year the New Model had finally defeated the
Royalists and captured the King. When Parliament proposed that this Army
should disband without even having its wages paid, it mutinied and took the
unprecedented step of electing "Agitators," representatives of the rank and file,
to an Army Council. The generals, perplexed and disapproving, but determined
to preserve the unity of the Army, tagged along behind even when, on the
Agitators' orders, Cornet Joyce forcibly removed Charles I from the custody of
Parliamentary commissioners. In the summer of 1647, again under pressure
from the lower ranks, the Army moved on London and, in effect, seized
political power.
In the famous Putney Debates of October-November 1647 we see the Army
Council, composed of generals, representatives of junior officers, and Agitators,
discussing what to do with power. The generals advocated a constitution very
like that which was to be established after 1688, with the King subordinated to
Parliament. The Agitators, supported by some officers, put forward the Leveller
draft constitution, the "Agreement of the People," which would have established
a republic with a single chamber elected by manhood suffrage, or at least with a
widely extended electorate. In the debates we can trace a curious amalgam of religious and secular motifs. When the debate got stuck, Cromwell would call for
a prayer meeting. The Levellers argued that men had a natural right to the vote,
and were badly rattled when General Ireton pointed out that by the same logic
the poor might claim a natural right to equality of property. The Levellers represented mainly small proprietors, and had no wish to encourage communist ideas.
But they could produce no more satisfactory reply than that the Bible said
"Thou shalt not steal," and thus sanctified property. But ultimately the Levellers
were happier with fully secular arguments. John Wildman thought "it was not
easily determinable what is sin by the light of nature."
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Gerrard Winstanley, leader of the much smaller group of "Diggers" or "True
Levellers," received a divine message in a trance which told him to set up a communist community by cultivating the waste land near Cobham in Surrey. But in
the pamphlets that he wrote to defend his ideas, he too verged on secularism. His
allegorical use of the Bible almost destroyed the historical significance of the
text. The incarnation, the resurrection, the second coming, the last judgment,
were all treated as occurring within the hearts and consciences of believers. Christ
and the devil were not to be found above the skies or below the earth, but "within
a man, fighting against each other." Of the Biblical stories, Winstanley wrote
"whether there were such outward things or no, it matters not much."
Winstanley tells us that he used the word "Reason" instead of the word God,
by which he had been held in darkness. For him the second coming was not a descent of Christ from heaven but "the rising up of Christ in sons and daughters,"
the spreading of reason among all mankind. Reason ("or universal love") will
"make mankind to be all of one heart and one mind," and will lead to agreement
to establish a cooperative society. Heaven will be found here in this world, not in
the afterlife, and "salvation, which is liberty and peace," will be won through
community political action.

T

he orthodox had always stressed that since the fall of Adam the mass of
mankind was incurably sinful. The Calvinist theology accepted by Puritans
and most other clergymen of the Church of England assumed that the elect were a
tiny minority. Perhaps o. I percent, thought the New England divine Thomas
Shepard. The English Fifth Monarchist John Spittlehouse more generously put it
at 25 percent. Bunyan wavered between 5 percent and o.o2 percent. It was therefore logical for Richard Baxter to write that "to plead for a democracy is to plead
that the sovereignty may be put into the hands of rebels" against God. (The
illogicality of the tacit assumption that it is the godly minority who now rule
escaped such propagandists for the status quo.)
The doctrine of the sinfulness of the majority of men and women naturally
appealed to an elite: it was less acceptable to the many when they had the opportunity to think about and discuss it. William Perkins and a host of early seventeenthcentury divines bewailed the ignorance of the common people who "look to be
saved by their good serving of God, and by their good deeds." They were, Perkins
added, "enemies of Christ." English Anabaptists in the mid-sixteenth century had
rejected original sin, and thought that "as when there was no sin, all things were
common, so they oug]Jt now to be." The social conclusions were not always so directly drawn, but when the censorship broke down in the 164os large numbers of
people began to challenge the doctrine of predestination. The Leveller Richard
Overton insisted that Christ died for all. The Leveller William Walwyn hoped that
all men might be saved. The third of the Leveller leaders, John Lilburne, virtually
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ignored the Fall. Sin lost its power as the great deterrent.
,
If men "believe sin, death and the curse to be abolished, they are abolished"
declared Richard Towne in 1644, the year Areopagitica was published. Abiezer
Coppe and Laurence Clarkson used this doctrine to justify the practice of free
love, thus confirming the worst anticipations of conservatives. Winstanley and
Richard Coppin were the first to proclaim in print, in 1648-49, that all mankind
would be saved. Teachers of absolute predestination were defenders of inequality, declared the anonymous author of Tyranipocrit Discovered ( 1649): "He that
teacheth a partial God loveth partiality." All men had the grace to be saved if they
only looked to God within themselves. Popular ideas were summed up in the
Quaker doctrine of the inner light in all men and women, which transformed the
protestant "priesthood of all believers" from an oligarchical to a democratic
doctrine. The gentry accepted original sin, declared Samuel Fisher in 1653, but
ordinary people rejected it. After he had become a Quaker, Fisher argued in a
large and scholarly tome that the contradictions and inconsistencies of the Bible
made it impossible to accept it as the inspired word of God: it was a book to be
judged and criticized like any other. Some went further still. "Many thousands
in these three nations," wrote John Reeve in 1656, "count the Scriptures mere inventions of wise men, to keep the simple in awe under their rulers."
Faced with such dangerous ideological tendencies, former Parliamentarians
and former Royalists closed ranks, and in 1660 king, bishops, and sin were restored. Radical ideas were driven underground in a return to what some historians call "normality," by which I think they mean the restoration of censorship.
The ideas did not of course disappear, though we get only chance references to
them in the censored press. The possibility of a sinless society had been a dream
of the heady 164os, but the Quakers survived to bear witness to the divine spark
in all men and women. The later seventeenth century saw a progressive decline in
belief in hell and magic, whether black or religious. Less than a century after the
English Revolution so unoriginal a thinker as Bolingbroke refused to impute
predestination to damnation ''to the all-perfect being." "Reason ... in the breast of
every Christian that can appeal to her tribunal" was against it.
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EXPLORATIONS

Antigone's Daughters
JEAN BETHKE ELSHTAIN

This
.1 ~roach

essay advances a note of caution. It argues that feminists should apthe modern bureaucratic state from a standpoint of skepticism
that keeps alive a critical distance between feminism and statism, between female self-identity and a social identity tied to the public-political world revolving
around the structures, institutions, values, and ends of the state. The basis for
my caution and skepticism is a sober recognition that any political order in our
time which culminates in a state is an edifice that monopolizes and centralizes
power and eliminates older, less universal forms of authority; that structures its
activities and implements its policies through unaccountable hierarchies; that
erodes local and particular patterns of ethnic, religious, and regional identities;
that standardizes culture,' ideas, and ideals; that links portions of the population
to it through a variety of dependency relationships; that may find it necessary or
convenient to override civil liberties and standards of decency for raison d'etat
or executive privilege; and that, from time to time, commits its people to wars they
have had neither the opportunity to debate fully nor the right to challenge openly.
For feminists to discover in the state the new "Mr. Right," and to wed themselves thereby, for better or for worse, to a public identity inseparable from the
exigencies of state power and policy would be a mistake. This is a serious charge.
I shalldefend and develop my argument by considering the ways in which certain important feminist thinkers, at times somewhat casually and carelessly, have
presumed the superiority of a particular sort of public identity over a private one.
I shall trace out the logic of these arguments, indicating what a fully public identity for women would require, including the final suppression of traditional female social worlds. Finally, I shall reclaim for women a social identity that locates
them very much in and of the wider world but positions them against overween-
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ing state power and public identity defined in its terms. My aim is to define and
to defend a female identity and a feminist perspective that enables contemporary
women to see themselves as the daughters of Antigone. To recognize that women
as a group experience their social worlds differently from men as a group complicates feminist thinking, deepens female self-awareness, and calls attention to
the complexity and richness of our social experiences and relations.

protest of the past several decades has largely concentrated on
~hee feminist
ways-official and unofficial, ideological and practical-in which women have been excluded from equal participation in public life and equal share in
official power in government and business. Responding to constraints that
curbed their participation as citizens and limited expression of their individual
autonomy, the end of feminist protest was conceived as the full incorporation of
women into the power, privileges, and responsibilities of the public arena. The
stated aim of the largest feminist political organization, the National Organization for Women (NOW), founded in October 1966, is to gain "truly equal partnership with men." To this end, NOW's Bill of Rights contains a list of proposals
and demands required to attain such equal partnership. These demands include
the establishment of government sponsored twenty-four-hour child-care centers, abortion on demand, equal pay for equal work, aggressive recruitment of
women for top positions in all political and business hierarchies, and so on. Each
demand requires action by the federal government to promote women's interests
and to achieve NOW's version of sex equality. The presumption behind these demands, as stated by Betty Friedan's The Feminine Mystique, is that contemporary woman suffers a particular assault against her identity by being housebound;
the man, however, with other "able, ambitious" fellows, el!ters the success-driven
ethos of the American public world and keeps "on growing."' Friedan contrasts,
and devalues, the activities and identities of women in their "comfortable concentration camps" with the exciting, fulfilling, and presumably worthwhile world
of the successful professional male. 2 In her more recent The Second Stage, Friedan remains innocent of any intractable tensions between simultaneous commitments to full intimacy and mobile success on market terms. She evades any
serious questioning of her rosy, upbeat feminist project by transcending (her
favorite word) every conflict that poses an apparent clash of interests, values, or

I Betty Friedan, The Feminine Mystique (New York: Dell Books, I974), p. 20 I.
2 Ibid., p. 325.
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purposes, or that seems to present obstacles to her vision of feminism's "second
stage." 3
Liberal feminists have not been alone in urging that private woman join
public man. Susan Brownmiller, a radical feminist, presumes that all the central
features of the current male-dominated power structure will remain intact indefinitely; therefore, women must come to control these structures fifty-fifty. Armies, for instance,
must be fully integrated, as well as our national guard, our state troopers, our local sheriffs' offices, our district attorneys' offices, our state
prosecuting attorneys' offices-in short the nation's entire lawful power
structure (and I mean power in the physical sense) must be stripped of
male dominance and control-if women are to cease being a colonized
protectorate of men. 4
Women should prepare themselves for combat and guard duty, for militarized
citizenship with a feminist face.
Similarly, one fundamental presumption underlying more deterministic
modes of Marxist feminism is the insistence that women will never be "liberated"
to join hands with those men whose identities bear the teleologic seed of the future revolutionary order-the proletariat-until they are sprung from the ghetto
of the home and wholly absorbed in the labor force, there to acquire an overriding public identity as a member of the class of exploited workers. The realm of
intimacy is recast, crudely, as the world of reproduction, an analogue of the productive process.
These moves to transform women into public persons, with a public identity
that either primarily or exclusively defines them and takes precedence in cases of
conflict with private lives, were embraced ot implicitly adopted by the most widely
disseminated statements of feminist politics. As_ a feminist project this ideology
required "the absorption of the private as completely as possible into the public." 5
Women, formerly the private beings, would be "uplifted" to the status of a preeminently public identity to be shared equally with men. Though this overstates
the case for emphasis, it reflects accurately the main thrust of feminist thought
and practice-particularly that of mainstream, liberal feminism-from the late
196os through the 1970s. What was conspicuously missing from the discussion

3 Betty Friedan, The Second Stage (New York: Summit Books, 1981).
4 Susan Brownmiller, Against Our Will: Men, Women and Rape (New York: Simon and
Schuster, 1975), p. 388.
5 Robert Paul Wolff, "There's Nobody Here But Us Persons," in Carol Gould and Marx Wartofsky, eds., Women and Philosophy (New York: G.P. Putnam, 1976), pp. 140-41 .
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was any recognition of the potential dangers inherent in calling upon the state as
an instrument for sexual emancipation. Concentrating only upon the good purposes to be served, feminists did not bring into focus the possibilities for enhanced powers of state surveillance and control of all aspects of intimate social
relations.
In practice, the demand for a shift in the social identities of women involves
their full assimilation into a combined identification with the state and the terms
of competitive civil society, terms which have permeated all aspects of public life
due to the close entanglements between government and corporations. The
modern state, however, is the locus of structured, "legitimate" public life. It is
this state feminists look to to intervene, to legislate, to adjudicate, to police and
to punish on their behalf.
This process emerges in stark relief in an amicus curiae brief filed by NOW
with the Supreme Court that argues that the all-male draft violates the constitutional rights of women. The brief asserts that "compulsory universal military
service is central to the concept of citizenship in a democracy" and that women
suffer "devastating long term psychological and political repercussions" because
of their exclusion from such service. 6 Eleanor Smeal, president of NOW, insists
that barring women from the military and from combat duty is based "solely on
archaic notions of women's role in society. "7 Whatever one's position on women
and the draft, NOW's stance and the stated defense for it embodies the conviction that women's traditional identities are so many handicaps to be overcome by women's incorporation into male public roles.
What all feminist protests that inveigh ·against women's continued
identification with the private sphere share is the conviction that women's traditional identities were wholly forced upon them-that all women have been the
unwitting victims of deliberate exclusion from public life and forced imprisonment in private life. That is, women were not construed as agents and historic
subjects who had, in their private i4entities as wives, motners, and grandmothers,
played vital and voluntary roles as neighbors, friends, social benefactors, and
responsible community members. Though these latter roles are not necessarily
gender related, historically they have been associated with women. Holding up
the public world as the only sphere within which individuals made real choices,
exercised authentic power or had efficacious control, the private world, in turn,

6 Linda Greenhouse, "Women Join Battle on All-Male Draft," New York Times, March 22,
1981, p. 19. We do have plenty of evidence on the devastating damage done men and women
who served in a variety of capacities in Vietnam.
7 Ibid.
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automatically reflected a tradition of powerlessness, necessity, and irrationality.
The darker realities of the public world, with the notable exception of its
exclusion of women, went unexplored just as the noble and dignified aspects of
women's private sphere were ignored.

F:

·.,
!

eminists who celebrated "going public" could point to t.he long history of the
forced exclusion of women from political life and participation-whether
the franchise, public office, or education and employment-as evidence that
women's private identities were heavy-handed impositions by those with superior power. They could also recall a tradition of political thought in which great
male theorists located women outside of, and frequently at odds with, the values
and demands of politics and the sphere of public action. In contrast, another
strain of feminist thought, best called "difference feminism," questioned the
move towards full assimilation of female identity with public male identity and
argued that to see women's traditional roles and activities as wholly oppressive
was itself oppressive to women, denying them historic subjectivity and moral
agency. 9 They could point to a first-person literature in which women defined
and appropriated a particular female identity, rooted in private activities and relations, as a source of individual strength and social authority. They suggested
that feminists should challenge rather than accept the present public world. And,
rather than chastizing Western political thinkers for their failure to incorporate
women into their scheme of things, why not question that very scheme with its
devaluation of the traditional world and ways of women?
At this point it is important to take the measure of that public identity into
which "liberated" women are to be inducted. Contemporary American public
identity is a far cry indeed from Jefferson's noble republican farmer or Lincoln's
morally engaged citizen, the "last best hope on earth." Instead we find a public
life, political and economic, marked by bureaucratic rationalization and cul-

8 My argument should not be taken as a denial that women, historically, have suffered in specific ways. It is, however, a denial that this suffering has been so total that women are reduced
to the status of objects-whether in the name of feminism or in the name of defenses of male
supremacy.
9 Examples of"difference feminism" include: Carol Gilligan, "In a Different Voice: Women's
Conception of Self and Morality," Harvard Educational Review47 (1977), pp. 481-517; some
of the essays in the volumes Women, Culture and Society, ed. Michelle Rosaldo and Louise
Lamphere (Stanford University Press, 1974); and Discovering Reality: Feminist Perspectives
on Epistemology, Metaphysics, Methodology and the Philosophy of Science (Amsterdam:
Dordrecht-Reidel, forthcoming 1982).
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minating in the state's monopoly of authority in most vital fields of human activity. This process of rationalization and centralization, in the words of Brian Fay.

refers to the process by which growing areas of social life are subjected
to decisions made in accordance with technical rules for the choice between alternative strategies given some set of goals or values. The characteristic features of these sorts of decisions are the quantification of
the relevant data, the use of formal decision procedures, and the utilization of empirical laws; all of these are combined to form an attitude
of abstraction from the traditional qualitative, and historically unique
featues of a situation in order to settle the question at hand "objectively." This sort of instrumental rationality is intimately connected with
control over the various factors at hand, such that, by the manipulation of certain variables in accordance with some plan, some goal is
best achieved. 10
The aims are efficiency and control and powerful bureaucracies have been set up
to implement these aims. Bureaucrats operate in conformity to certain impersonal, abstract, and rational standards: this. is the price of entry into the predominant public identity available to anyone, male or female. It is the world
Hegel called "civil society," in which individuals treat others as means to some
end and carry out actions to attain self-interest in public.
For women to identify fully with the present public order is for them to participate (and there is pathos if not tragedy in this) in the suppression of an alternative identity described by Dorothy Smith, a feminist sociologist, as "the concrete, the particular, the bodily," an identity with which women have traditionally been defined and within which, for better and worse, they have located themselves as social and historic beings. 11 This world, once taken for granted and now
problematic, exists in contrast to the abstracted "mode pf ruling," the ways of
acting of the powerful. Women's historic social identity, at odds with extreme
versions of abstract individualism, public-oriented behavior aimed at good for
others but not reducible to interest for self. The problem, as Jane Bennett points
out in a recent study, is that women, as the "exemplars/ defenders of civic
virtue," were pressed to sacrifice individual goals altogether in order to preserve
"a particular type of public good." 12
IO Brian Fay, Social Theory and Political Practice (London: George Allen and Unwin, I975),
p. 44·
I I Dorothy E. Smith, "A Sociology for Women," in The Prism of Sex: Essays in the Sociology
of Knowledge, ed. Julia A. Sterman and Evelyn Torton Beck (Madison, Wisconsin: University
of Wisconsin Press, I979), pp. 135-I88.
I2 Jane Bennett, "Feminism and Civic Virtue," unpublished paper (I98I).
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Feminist protest that seeks the elimination of this sphere of the concrete,
particular, smaller social world-viewing only the sacrifices forced upon women,
not the good attained by women-is one response to identities grown
problematic under the pressures of social rationalization and modernization. A
second response, where growth is a measure of the anger and despair of its adherents, is the militant reaffirmation of a rigid feminine identity, one that aims to
leave all the political stuff to men who are better equipped for the task-ironically,
of course, such feminine women are actively promoting this passive end. Somewhat lost in the cross-fire between these hostile camps is a third alternative,
which I shall call "social feminism," that opposes the rush toward a technocratic
order and an overweening public identity and repudiates, as well, the standpoint
of ardent feminine passivity.

T

f~male

wit~

?e third way, a fe.minist .via media, begins with a
subject located
m a world that IS particular, concrete, and social, and attempts to see It
through her eyes. If one begins in this way, one cannot presume, with the
feminists I discussed earlier, that this world is automatically one from which all
women should seek, or need, to be wholly liberated. The French feminist writer,
Julia Kristeva, observed in an interview: "Feminism can be but one of capitalism's more advanced needs to rationalize." 13 Those feminisms that embrace
without serious qualification the governing consciousness and norms of social
organization of the current public world serve in precisely this way.
To sketch my alternative requires that I begin from the standpoint of women
within their everyday realjty. Is it possible to embrace ideais and values from the
social world of women, severed from male domination and female subordination? I am convinced this is possible only by n~t viewing women's traditional
identities as devoid of vitality, as being tainted by relations of domination. What
follows is my effort to reclaim for women, construed as social actors in the
world, an identity that pits them against the imperious demands of public power
and contractual relations, one that might serve as a locus for female thinking,
acting, and being as transformed by social feminist imperatives. This locus is not
some solid rock, rtot an ontological definition of female "being"; rather, it is a
series of overlapping intimations of a subject in the process of defining herself
both with and againsf the available identities, public and private, of her epoch.

13 Julia Kristeva, "Women Can Never Be Defined," in Elaine Marks and Isabelle de Courtivron,
eds., New French Feminisms: An Anthology (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press,
1980), p. 141.
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The female subject I have in mind is an identity-in-becoming, but she is
located historically and grounded in tradition; she belongs to a heritage at least
as old as Antigone's conflict with Creon. This powerful myth and human drama
pits a woman against the arrogant insistencies of statecraft. Recall the story: the
drama tis personae that matter for my purposes are Creon, King of Thebes, and
his nieces, Antigone and her sister, Ismene, daughters of the doomed Oedipus.
Creon issues an order in the higher interests of state that violates the sacred
familial duty to bury and honor the dead. Antigone, outraged, defies Creon.
She defines their conflict with clarity and passion.
Listen, Ismene:
Creon buried our brother Eteocles
With military honors, gave him a soldier's funeral,
And it was right that he should; but Polyneices,
Who fought as bravely and died as miserably,They say that Creon has sworn
No one shall bury him, no one mourn for him
But his body must lie in the fields, a sweet treasure
For carrion birds to find as they search for food.
That is what they say, and our good Creon is coming here
To announce it publicly; and the penaltyStoning to death in the public square
There it is,
And now you can prove what you are:
A true sister, or a traitor to your family. 14
Ismene, uncomprehending, asks Antigone what she is going to do, and Antigone
responds: "Ismene, I am going to bury him. Will you come?" Ismene cries that
the new law forbids it. Women, she cries, cannot fight with men nor against the
law and she begs "the Dead/To forgive me." But Antigone, determined, replies:
"It is the dead, not the living, who make the longest demands." Harshly, she orders Ismene off with the words: "I shall be hating you soon, and the dead will
too," for what is worse than death, or what is the worst of deaths, is "death without honor." Later, Antigone proclaims, "There is no guilt in reverence for the
dead" and "there are honors due all the dead." This primordial family morality
precedes and overrides the laws of the state. Creon must be defied, for there are
matters, Antigone insists, that are so basic they transcend raison d'etat, one's
own self-interest, even one's own life.

14 Sophocles, The Oedipus Cycle, "Antigone," trans. Dudley Fitts and Robert Fitzgerald (New
York: Harvest Books, 1949), p. 186.
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Creon's offense is his demand that political necessity justifies trampling
upon a basic human duty, an imperative that lies at the heart of any recognizably
human social life. In her loyalty to her slain brother and to family honor, Antigone asserts that there are matters of such deep significance that they begin and
end where the state's right does not and must not run, where politics cannot presume to dictate to the human soul. In "saving" the state, Creon not only runs
roughshod over a centuries-old tradition, he presumes to override the familial
order, the domain of women. In refusing to accept raison d'etat as paramount,
Antigone sets the course for her rebellion and pits the values of family and particular loyalties, ties, and traditions against the values of statecraft with its more
abstract obligations. In her rebellion, Antigone is as courageous, honorable,
and determined as Creon is insistent, demanding, and convinced of the necessity
of his P!lblic ~decree.
_
Sophocles honors Antigone in her rebellion. He sees no need to portray a
chastened Antigone, having confronted Creon but having failed to sway him,
finally won over to the imperatives of raison d'etat, yielding at last to Creon's
fears of law-breakers and anarchy. Strangely, Antigone has not emerged as a
feminist heroine. It is equally strange that a magisterial Greek thinker who would
eliminate altogether the standpoint of Antigone is sometimes honored by feminists for his "radical" rearrangements without apparent regard to gender. I refer
to Plato of The Republic, a Plato dedicated to eradicating and devaluing private
homes and particular intimate attachments (principally for his Guardian class).
Such private loyalties and passions conflicted with single-minded devotion to
the city. Plato cries: "Have we any greater evil for a city than what splits it and
makes it many instead of one? Or a greater good than what binds it together and
makes it one?" 15
To see in Plato's abstract formulation for rationalized equality (for that minority of men and women who comprise his Guardian class) a move that is both
radical and feminist is to accept public life and identity as, by definition, superior
to private life and identity. Indeed, it is to concur in the wholesale elimination of
the private social world to attain the higher good of a state without the points of
potential friction and dissent private loyalties bring in their wake. This view accepts Plato's conviction that "private wives" are a potentially subversive element
within the city. Plato cannot allow women their own social location, for that
would be at odds with his aim for a unified city. Instead, he provides for
women's participation under terms that deprivatize them and strip them of the
single greatest source of female psychological and social power in fifth- and

15 Plato, The Republic, trans. Allan Bloom (New York: Basic Books, 1968), Book

vI460E-462D, p. 141.
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fourth-century Athens-their role in the household; their ties with their
children. Effectively, he renders their sexual identities moot. In whose behalf is
this dream of unity, and female public action, being dreamed?
The question of female identity and the state looks very different if one picks
up the thread of woman's relationship to public power from the standpoint of an
Antigone; if one adopts the sanctioned viewpoint of the handful of thinkers
whose works comprise the canon of the Western political tradition; or if one tells
the tale through the prism of unchecked realpolitik, from astride the horse of the
warrior, or from the throne of the ruler. The female subject, excluded from legitimate statecraft unless she inherited a throne, is yet an active historic agent, a participant in social life who located the heart of her identity in a world bounded by
the demands of necessity, sustaining the values of life-giving and preserving.
This sphere of the historic female subject generated its own imperatives, inspired its own songs, stories, and myths. It was and is, for many if not all, the
crucible through which sustaining human relations and meaning are forged and
remembered. It is easy to appreciate both the fears of traditionalists and the
qualms of radicals at the suppression of this drama of the concrete and the particular in favor of some formal-legalistic, abstract "personhood," or to make
way for the further intrusion of an increasingly technocratic public order. To
wholly reconstruct female social identity by substituting of those identities
available through the public order would be to lose the standpoint of Antigone,
the woman who throws sand into the machinery of arrogant public power.
But how does one hold on to a social location for contemporary daughters
of Antigone without simultaneously insisting that women accept traditional
terms of political quiescence? The question answers itself: the standpoint of Antigone is of a woman who dares to challenge public power by giving voice to familial and social imperatives and duties. Hers is not the world of the femme couverte, the delicate lady, or the coy sex-kitten. Hers is a robust voice, a bold voice:
woman as guardian of the prerogatives of the oikos, preserver of familial duty
and honor, protector of children, if need be their fierce avenger. To recapture
that voice and to reclaim that standpoint, and not just for women alone, it is
necessary to locate the daughters of Antigone where, shakily and problematically,
they continue to locate themselves: in the arena of the social world where human
life is nurtured and protected from day to day. This is a world women have not
altogether abandoned, though it is one both male-dominant society and some
feminist protest have devalued as the sphere of "shit-work," "diaper talk," and
"terminal social decay." This is·a world that women, aware that they have traditions and values, can bring forward to put pressure on contemporary public policies and identities.
Through a social feminist awareness, women can explore, articulate, and
reclaim this world. To reaffirm the standpoint of Antigone for our own time is to
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portray women as being able to resist the imperious demands and overweening
claims of state power when these run roughshod over deeply rooted values.
Women must learn to defend without defensiveness and embrace without sentimentality the perspective that flows from their experiences in their everyday material world, "an actual local and particular place in the world." 16 To define this
world simply as the "private sphere" in contrast to "the public sphere" is to mislead. For contemporary Americans, "private" conjures up images of narrow exclusivity. The world of Antigone, however, is a soda/location that speaks of,
and to, identities that are unique to a particular family, on the one hand; but, on
another and perhaps even more basic level, it taps a deeply buried human identity, for we are first and foremost not political or economic man but family men
and women. Family imagery goes deep and runs strong, and all of us, for better
or worse, sporadically or consistently, have access to that imagery, for we all come
from families even if we do not go on to create our own. The family is that arena
that first humanizes us or, tragically, damages us. The family is our entry point
into the wider social world. It is the basis of a concept of the social for, as Hegel
recognized, "the family is a sort of training ground that provides an understanding of another-oriented and public-oriented action." 17

W

~olitical

hat is striking about
theory in the Western tradition is the very
thin notion of the social world so much of that theory describes. All aspects of social reality that go into making a person what he or she is fall outside
the frame of formal, abstract analyses. In their rethinking of this tradition, many
feminist thinkers, initially at least, locked their own formulations into an overly
schematic public-private dichotomy, even if their intention was to challenge or
to question it. 18 Those feminists who have moved in the direction of "social feminism" have, in their rethinking of received categories, become both more historical and more interpretive in their approach to social life. One important
female thinker whose life and work form a striking contrast to the classical

16 Smith, "A Sociology for Women," p. 168.
17 Bennett, "Feminism and Civic Virtue."
18 I consider myself guilty on this score. See one of my earlier formulations on the public-private dilemma, "Moral Woman/Immoral Man: The Public/Private Distinction and its Political
Ramifications," Politics and Society 4 (1974), pp. 453-473. I try to restore a richness this initial
foray dropped out in Public Man, Private Woman: Women in. Social and Political Thought
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1981).
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vision and to overly rigid feminist renderings of the public and private, particularly those who disdain anything that smacks of the traditionally "feminine," is
Jane Addams. Addams embodies the standpoint of Antigone. A woman with a
powerful public identity and following, who wielded enormous political power
and influence, Addams's life work was neither grandly public nor narrowly
private. Instead, she expressed the combined values of centuries of domestic tradition, and the dense and heady concoction of women's needs, and she brought
these to bear on a political world that held human life very cheap indeed.
Addams recognized, in uncritical celebrations of heroic male action, a centuries-long trail of tears. What classical political theorists dismissed as ignoblethe sustenance of life itself-Addams claimed as truly heroic. Rather than repudiating human birth and the world surrounding it as a possible source of moral
truth and political principle, Addams spoke from the standpoint of the "suffering mothers of the disinherited," of "women's haunting memories," which, she
believed, "instinctively challenge war as the implacable enemy of their age-long
undertaking." 19 At one point she wrote:
Certainly the women in every country who are under a profound
imperative to preserve human life, have a right to regard this maternal
impulse as important now as the compelling instinct evinced by primitive woman long ago, when they made the first crude beginnings of society by refusing to share the vagrant life of man because they insisted
upon a fixed abode in which they might cherish their children. Undoubtedly. women were then told that the interests of the tribe, the diminishing food supply, the honor of the chieftain, demanded that they
leave their particular caves and go out in the wind and weather without
regard to the survival of their children. But at the present moment the
very names of the tribes and of the honors and the glories which they
sought are forgotten, while the basic fact that the methers held the lives
of their children above all else, insisted upon staying where the children
had a chance to live, and cultivate the earth for their food, laid the
foundations of an ordered society. 20
A feminist rethinking of Addams's category of the social, resituating it as
an alternative to privatization and public self-interestedness, would allow us to
break out of the rigidities into which current feminist discourse has fallen. Seeing

19 Jane Addams, The Long Road of Woman's Memory (New York: MacMillan Co., 1916), P.

40.
20 Ibid., pp. 126-27.

58

Explorations

human beings through the prism of a many-layered, complex social world
suffused with diverse goods, meanings, and purposes opens up the possibility for
posing a transformed vision of the human community against the arid plain of
bureaucratic statism. This communitarian ideal involves a series of interrelated
but autonomous social spheres. It incorporates a vision of human solidarity that
does not require uniformity and of cooperation that permits dissent. The aim of
all social activity would be to provide a frame within which members of a diverse
social body could attain both individual and communal ends and purposes,.
without, however, presuming some final resolution o~these ends and purposes;
a social world featuring fully public activities at one end of a range of
possibilities and intensely private activities at the other.
If this communal ideal is to be claimed as a worthy ideal for our time, a first
requirement is a feminist framework that locates itself in the social world in such
a way that our current public, political realities can be examined with a critical
and reflective eye. One alternative feminist perspective, a variation on both
"difference" and "social" feminism that helps us to do this is called "maternal
thinking" by its author, Sara Ruddick. 21 According to Ruddick, mothers have
had a particular way of thinking that has largely gone unnoticed-save by mothers themselves. That is, women in mothering capacities have developed intellectual abilities that wouldn't otherwise have been developed; made judgments
they wouldn't otherwise have been called upon to make; and affirmed values
they might not otherwise have affirmed. In other words, mothers engage in a
discipline that has its own characteristic virtues and errors and that involves, like
other disciplines, a conception of achievement. Most important for the purposes of feminist theory, these concepts and ends are dramatically at odds with
the prevailing norms of our bureaucratic, and increasingly technological, public
order.
Ruddick claims that one can describe mateJnal practices by a mother's interest in the preservation, the growth, and the social acceptability of her child.
These values and goods may conflict, for preservation and growth may clash with
the requirements for social acceptability. Interestingly, what counts as a failure
within the frame of maternal thinking, excessive control that fails to give each
unique child roomto grow and develop, is the modus operandi of both public
and private bureaucracies. Were maternal thinking to be taken as the base for
feminist consciousness, a wedge for examining an increasingly over-controlled
public world would open up immediately. For this notion of maternal thought to
have a chance to flourish as it is brought to bear upon the larger world, it must be
transformed in and through social feminist awareness.
2 1 Sara Ruddick, "Maternal Thinking," typescript. A shortened version has appeared in
Feminist Studies (Summer 1980), but I draw upon the original full-length draft.
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To repeat: the core concepts of maternal achievement put it at odds with
bureaucratic manipulation. Maternal achievement requires paying a special sort
of attention to the concrete specificity of each child; it turns on a special kind of
knowledge ofthis child, this situation, without the notion of seizure, appropriation, control, or judgment by impersonal standards. What maternal thinking
could lead to, though this will always be problematic as long as mothers are socially subordinated, is the wider diffusion of what attentive love to all children is
about and how it might become a wider social imperative.
Maternal thinking opens up for reflective criticism the paradoxical juxtapositions of female powerlessness and subordination, in the overall social and
political sense, with the extraordinary psycho-social authority of mothers. Maternal thinking refuses to see women principally or simply as victims, for it recognizes that much good has emerged from maternal practices and could not if
the world of the mother were totally destructive. Maternal thinking transformed
by feminist consciousness, hence aware of the binds and constraints imposed on
mothers, including the presumption that women will first nurture their sons and
then turn them over for sacrifice should the gods of war demand human blood,
offers us a mode of reflection that links women to the past yet offers up hope of
a future. It makes contact with the strengths of our mothers ana grandmothers;
it helps us to see ourselves as Antigone's daughters, determined, should it be necessary, to chasten arrogant public power and resist the claims of political necessity. For such power, and such claims, have, in the past, been weapons used to
trample upon the deepest yearnings and most basic hopes of the human spirit.
Maternal thinking reminds us that public policy has an impact on real human beings. As public policy becomes increasingly impersonal, calculating, and
technocratic, maternal thinking insists that the reality of a single human child be
kept before the mind's eye. Maternal thinking, like Antigone's protest, is a rejection of amoral statecraft and an affirmation of the dignity ofthe human person .
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Nuclear Power:
Aid to
Dependent Industries
JOHN ABBOITS

One danger is that the electric atom's proponents, suffering from a Vietnam mentality,
will attempt to prop up the technology with a massive infusion of more overt government subsidies and incentives. If that happens, the political response will be analogous
to Vietnam. The more proponents attempt to prop up the industry, the more visible
will atomic power's economic defects and hidden subsidies become, the more political
opposition will arise, and the more difficult will it become to pass the next round of
subsidies to keep the industry going. In the end, the industry will have finally collapsed and the nation will have recognized that the useless infusion of funds was
avoidable.

R

alph Nader and I made the above statewent during testimony to a congressiomi.I subcommittee in September 1977. Now, with Ronald Reagan
as President, with the appointment of an unswervingly pronuclear Energy Secretary, with a federal budget devoted to nuclear power at the expense of conservation and solar energy, and with industry and government officials proposing
federal financing to clean up the atomic industry's mistakes at Three Mile Island,
the scenario we predicted is beginning to develop.
Reagan reflected his commitment to the nuclear industry during his acceptance of the Republican nomination in Detroit, when he blamed the industry's
troubles on a "tiny minority opposed to economic growth," engaged in "obstructionist campaigns." But this simplistic statement ignores the real economic factors obstructing nuclear energy: atomic power will not save oil, is not needed because of a national glut of electrical capacity, and is crumbling from its own economic defects.
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The nation's energy problem is oil consumption, not electricity-which is the
only form of energy atomic power can supply. Nuclear power contributes only
13 percent of electricity production, representing 4 percent of the nation's total
energy use. At the same time, the electrical sector accounts for only 9 percent of
the nation's oil use. 1 A good portion of that oil goes to plants used for peak loads
which must be started and shut down quickly-a requirement nuclear plants cannot fulfill. So even a maximum nuclear development program would replace only
a few drops in the oil import bucket. Serious oil-saving measures must focus on
the transportation sector-which accounts for about 52 percent of national oil
consumption. z
Even if nuclear power plants could save oil, they would not be necessary. In
1980, nationwide electrical generating capacity was 32 percent beyond even the
highest electrical load for the year. 3 This is far more than any prudent reserve
margin necessary to compensate for unanticipated demands and maintenance.
Utility ratepayers suffer from this overcapacity, since they ultimately pay construction costs and interest on money borrowed, whether power plants produce
electricity or sit idle. Utility executives have been forced to cancel and defer nuclear plants by the score because new electrical capacity of any type is simply not
needed.
· In addition, the Three Mile IslJ.nd accident of March 1979 has amply. demonstrated the economic drawbacks of atomic power. General Public Utilities
(GPU), the holding company owning the plant, maintained property damage
insurance of s3oo million, the maximum available, on the crippled Three Mile
Island (TMI) Reactor Unit Two. Estimated costs of repairing and decontaminating the plant, set at s 140 million two weeks after the accident, 4 have escalated
rapidly. Damage estimates rose to $400 million a few months later, 5 then to $1
billion in November 1980.6 Although the latter figure represents about 150 percent of the cost to build the reactor, future estimates are more likely to be larger
than smaller.

1 Monthly Energy Review, U.S. Department of Energy, April 1981, pp. 8, 27.
2 Ibid., pp. 8, 26.
3 "31st Annual Electrical Industry Forecast," Electrical World, September 15, 1980, p. 66.
4 Roger Smith, "Insurance Pools Roughly Estimate Three Mile Damage at s 140 Million," Nucleonics Week, April 12, 1979, p. 3·'
5 "TMI Cleanup Cost Hits s65 Million and Counting," Nucleonics Week, August 30, 1979, p. 4·
6 John Emshwiller, "As Three Mile Island Clean-Up Costs Soar, GPU and Regulators Thrn to
Uncle Sam," Wall Street Journal, November 14, 1980, p. 31.
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The accident has financially damaged GPU in other ways as well. Utility
regulation allows each private electric company a guaranteed rate of return on its
"rate base"-the sum of investment in "used and useful" transmission and generating equipment. Since nuclear plants have much larger construction costs than
fossil-fuel electric plants, utilities have been able to inflate their rate bases by
building atomic reactors. But as GPU is learning, a damaged reactor is neither
used nor useful. It could be seven more years before TMI Unit Two is decontaminated and repaired, and even the company's undamaged Unit One has been shut
down pending completion of a lengthy Nuclear Regulatory Commission (NRC)
proceeding. Consequently, utility regulators in New Jersey and Pennsylvania
have removed both TMI units from the rate bases of GPU subsidiaries in those
states. This means that cash flow for GPU and its subsidiaries will be significantly depressed for some time.
GPU has frequently complained that it faces bankruptcy from its financial
difficulties resulting from the accident. To solve its self-inflicted economic problems, the company has turned not to its investors, but to taxpayers. In December
1980, GPU filed a claim with the NRC-which amounts to a backdoor application fortaxpayer subsidies-for $4 billion in damages from the accident. 7 In October 1981, after heavy GPU lobbying, the Reagan administration asked Congress to appropriate $123 million for the TMI cleanup.8If GPU has its way, the
costs of the TMI cleanup will ultimately be borne by individual citizens, either as
electric ratepayers or taxpayers.
Public debate will continue for years over the health effects caused by the
radioactivity released during the TMI accident; but as far as the atomic industry
is concerned, the most important long-range effects will be economic. GPU's financial problems, it must be remembered, stem from an accident representing a
small portion of the catastrophic potential of a nuclear power plant. Faced with
the real possibility that such a "minor" accident could cause damages exceeding
available property insurance and threaten a company with bankruptcy, any utility executive will have serious second thoughts about nuclear power investments.
In addition, TMI has"demolished the atomic industry's prop~ganda statements
on the economic benefits of nuclear energy: the accident has demonstrated that
atomic power is a very expensive way to produce no energy at all.

7 John Emshwiller, "GPU Seeks S4 Billion from NRC, Asserts a Lack of Regulation at Three
Mile Island," Wall Street Journal, December 9, 1980, p. 10.
8 Arlen J. Large, "Battle Opens on Paying Sl Billion Cleanup Bill for Three Mile Island," Wall
Street Journal, October 21, 1981, p. 1.
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ith the existing state of
nuclear power industry, Ronald Reagan and
officials of his administration will experience extreme difficulty in reconciling their alleged preference for free-market economics with their support
of atomic power. In fact, Reagan in his actions and proposals has done nothing
to unleash the economic forces which might yet drive the industry under. On the
contrary, Reagan's proposals, branded "nuclear boosterism and government intervention to aid the sagging nuclear industry''9 by Congressman Edward Markey
of Massachusetts, will transfer billions of dollars from ordinary taxpayers to
atomic power corporations. The same Ronald Reagan who lectured leaders of
developing nations that they must "believe in the magic of the marketplace" is
doing his best to shield the atomic industry from marketplace forces.
The extent to which the industry has already benefited from federal interference was outlined in a December 1980 Department of Energy draft study, which
estimated that the government has spent s 37 billion trying to develop and sustain
atomic power. Significantly, one of the early acts of Reagan's administration was
to rewrite the study, and by omitting some categories of federal expenditures, to
produce a revised estimate of "only" $13 billion in subsidies. 10
Reagan wants to expand this federal commitment by devoting taxpayer dollars to the construction of a breeder reactor. Because the breeder uses toxic plutonium-material for nuclear weapons-as its fuel, this device represents a unique
danger in its multiple threats to fisc11 responsibility, public health, and efforts to
reduce nuclear proliferation. In April 1977 President Jimmy Carter announced
his intention to halt the Clinch River plutonium breeder, a federal demonstration
facility in Tennessee, and to "defer indefinitely" the nuclear fuel reprocessing activities which would recover plutonium from commercial reactors. Carter believed that these actions were necessary to give integrity to U.S. efforts to inhibit
the worldwide development of a plutonium nuclear industry: such a commercial
industry could disguise a nation's diversion of plutonium for weapons. Now Reagan has chosen to abandon Carter's sensible efforts to deter proliferation.
In October 1981, Reagan announced that he would allow commercial reprocessing, and would proceed with construction of the Clinch River breeder
which will cost taxpayers at least $3.2 billion. But a federal commitment to the
plutonium breeder will not end with this demonstration plant, which is only about
one-third the size of present-day commercial reactors. Plans are to soak the tax-

9 Don Oberdorfer, "U.S. Shifts on' A-Fuel Processing," Washington Post, October 9, 1981,
p. A1 5.
1 o Arlen J. Large, "Estimate of U.S. Aid to Nuclear Industry is Cut Sharply in Revised Agency
Report," Wall Street Journal, March 12, 1981, p. 10.
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payers for more funds to construct a larger plant, designated the Commercial
Breeder Reactor, which supposedly will demonstrate commercial feasibility. The
Reagan budget includes funding to begin design work on the reactor.
Subsidies for plutonium will not even end with the breeder, as direct payments to owners of reprocessing plants and other facilities necessary to support
the breeder will probably be required. In September 1976, Nuclear Fuel Services, a
subsidiary of Getty Oil, announced that it was abandoning its reprocessing plant
in West Valley, New York, as an uneconomical venture. During the Ford Administration, corporate giants such as Allied Chemical, Gulf Oil, Westinghouse,
General Electric, Babcock & Wilcox (which manufactured the Three Mile Island
reactors), and Exxon all submitted proposals for federal assistance for plutonium
fuel facilities which were planned or underway. Total costs for government fund. ing of such facilities could easily go over $2 billion. 11
Reagan's zeal for a plutonium nuclear industry also led him in July 1981 to
announce that he will not necessarily oppose commercial plutonium activities of
other nations, a statement that will undercut his alleged "nonproliferation" policy.
Since another part of that policy is a determination that the United States will be
a "reliable supplier" of nuclear materials and nuclear plants, Jeremy Stone, director ofthe Federation of American Scientists, called Reagan's program a "rhetorical cover for the desire to sell reactors abroad." 12
Reagan, along with the atomic industry, recognizes that with a glutted domestic nuclear power market, uranium companies and reactor vendors must look
more and more to markets abroad to keep their sagging fortunes alive. It is for
this reason that the administration is negotiating to supply uranium fuel to Brazil,
even though that country has refused to renounce the development of atomic
bombs by signing the Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty. The U.S. uranium would
fuel a Brazilian reactor built by Westinghouse and is scheduled to begin operation this year. Likewise, the Reagan administl"ation has been negotiating with
South Africa, another non-signer, for the export of U.S. nuclear fuel and technology. If such an agreement is consummated, it will rightly spark moral outrage
both in Africa and at home.
With Reagan's sympathy for the atomic industry, his softness on government
interference in the form of the Export-Import Bank becomes understandable.
The federal Ex-ImBank offers loans at very favorable terms to nations which

I I Copies of these prop~sals were obtained from the U.S. Energy Research and Development
Administration by the Natural Resources Defense Council and the Public Interest Research
Group, Washington, D.C., through Freedom of Information Act requests in 1975 and 1976.
I2 Quoted in John Walsh, "Reagan Outlines Nonproliferation Policy," Science 21, July 31,

198I, p. 52J.
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import expensive, high-technology U.S. products-such as nuclear reactors. Ex1m loans and loan guarantees to the tune of about $5 billion have helped finance
reactor sales abroad.13
In April 1981, as part of his desire to reduce federal involvement in banking
endeavors, Reagan's budget director David Stockman planned to cut Ex-Im
loans, which primarily go to a few large companies, by about 20 percent. But after corporations such as Boeing, Westinghouse, and General Electric lobbied
against these cuts, the Reagan administration flip-flopped and allowed Congress
to leave the Bank's funding at previous levels. 14
With regard to the domestic nuclear power market, the Nuclear Regulatory
Commission under Reagan has issued a string of rules and proposed others which
are supposed to streamline the nuclear licensing process. These rules will succeed
in further restricting public participation, which already faces severe impediments, in the Commission's proceedings. But the NRC's actions will not solve
the real reasons for delay in nuclear plant schedules, which are industry-generated and outside the licensing process. Previous studies by the Federal Power
Commission and the NRC itself have shown that nuclear plant delays are predominantly due to such factors as equipment, construction, and delivery problems; the need to backfit and address overlooked safety problems; electrical load
growth projections which utilities have only belatedly recognized as overblown;
financial difficulties; and the general economic problems of atomic plants. Electric utilities have even cancelled more than a dozen nuclear plants after they were
granted construction permits by the NRC. The Commission's attempts to reform
the public hearing process will simply not speed nuclear construction significantly, but will further shut citizens out of the process.
One of the NRC's proposals even evaded an opportunity to correct a financial problem brought to light by Three Mile Island. The Commission's regulations specify that nuclear power plant licensees must demonstrate financial capability to safely operate reactors and permanently retire thein at the end of operation. The financial problems of GPU and their requests for ratepayer and taxpayer assistance demonstrate that GPU is hopelessly incapable of paying for the
Three Mile Island accident. Nor is any other utility in the country likely to have
the financial wherewithal to fund cleanup of other nuclear accidents. If the NRC
were to properly enforce its regulations, it would require utilities to cease operating nuclear reactors until the industry develops a program to fund decontamination of Three Mile Island and other accidents. Incredibly, however, the NRC an13 John R. Emshwiller, "As Iraq Episode Shows, Nuclear Proliferation is Rising Global Worry,"
Wall Street Journal, July 2, 1981, p. 1.
14 Art Pine, "Export-Import Bank May Avoid Budget Ax and Get Larger Role," Wall Street

Journal, July 22, 1981, pp. 1, 27.
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nounced in August 1981 that it would consider eliminating its regulations on financial capability. 15 Faced with a situation where the atomic power industry is
failing to meet its regulations, the Commission's approach apparently is to abolish the unmet regulations.
The Reagan administration, the NRC, and the Congress have also ignored
another significant government distortion of marketplace forces. Ordinarily, a
natural economic deterrent to reinvestment in an ultrahazardous technology such
as atomic power would be the large liability payments that would result if an accident did significant damage to the lives, limbs, and property of the general public. But in 1957, in order to entice electric utilities to build atomic plants, Congress
removed this deterrent by passing the Price-Anderson Act, which severely limits
the liability for public damages that might be caused by a major reactor catastrophe. A serious reactor accident could cause billions of dollars in property damage, in addition to many thousands of deaths, injuries, and eventual cancers. But
Price-Anderson would allow victims to collect only pennies on the dollar for their
damages from nuclear power utilities. The Reagan administration has been silent
on the prospects of ending this serious marketplace distortion, perhaps because
many observers believe that there would be no commercial atomic industry
without the Price-Anderson Act.
The last part of Reagan's atomic power policy is his determination that the
federal government will construct facilities to handle the radioactive waste from
nuclear power plants. Reagan has thus failed to challenge the notion that the federal government should bear the responsibility for managing the commercially
produced nuclear wastes, which remain hazardous for thousands of years. When
Reagan and Stockman discuss the concept of "user fees," they have thus far failed
to propose charging the atomic industry for the billions of dollars that the government has spent on the industry's behalf in attempts to resolve questions of reactor
safety and radioactive waste management. Indeed, much of the taxpayer funds
for these areas have gone directly to atomic corporations as contracts to conduct
research on these industry-generated problems. Nor has the Reagan administration made any proposals to require the atomic industry to set aside funds dedicated to paying the costs of guarding nuclear wastes over countless generations
and preventing the dispersal of radioactive material through the environment.

R

eagan's econ01nic philosophy is selective and inconsistent. He is quite comfortable with all the past subsidies and existing marketplace distortions
that favor the atomic industry. His concern for free markets extends to removing
health and safety regulations, but he fails to acknowledge that regulations are
15 U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Commission, Federal Register 46, 41786 ff., August 18, 1981.
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made necessary by the ultrahazardous nature of nuclear technology and the removal of natural economic deterrents such as accident liability. As for the external costs from atomic mismanagement-reactor accidents, nuclear proliferation,
or contamination from atomic waste-Reagan is quite willing to leave these to be
paid by taxpayers and society in general. His solution for the industry's ills, moreover, is further government interference on the industry's behalf and massive
and more overt subsidies and marketplace distortions.
Reagan increasingly will have to find some way to match his rhetoric oneconomics and atomic power with reality: if the nuclear industry is to have a future,
the federal government must finance the breeder and plutonium fuel processing
facilities, because private investors consider them too risky; and the government
will have to provide taxpayer funds to clean up TMI and manage radioactive
wastes, when the industry has failed to dedicate its own money for the purpose.
Even then, the Reagan administration must devise further subsidies to induce
utility company investments in atomic reactors rendered unnecessary by the national electrical capacity glut, or find ways to dump this hazardous, uneconomical technology in foreign markets. And all this must go to an industry that has
already been subsidized to the teeth for a generation.
Thus, Reagan's energy budget, which severely slashed federal funds for energy conservation and solar energy while boosting expenditures for nuclear
power activities, represents the "Chrysler syndrome"-an attempt to prop'up an
expiring economic option while ignoring those that will work. Energy conservation does not mean, as Reagan has claimed, that everyone will be "too hot in the
summer or too cold in the winter." Conservation means more efficient use of energy, and is the most economical, sensible, and secure of the nation's energy options. Numerous studies, along with practical experience, have shown that energy
efficiency improvements can be implemented more quickly, more cheaply, and
with greater job-creating benefits than nuclear power or any other energy production source. For its long-term energy future, the nation must increasingly turn
to renewable energy sources, such as solar power in all its forms. An additional
advantage of energy efficiency and solar power is that unlike atomic power, they
can displace both oil and electricity use.
The history of atomic power represents not so much technology run amok
as corporate favoritism run amok. Nuclear power issues, as much as any others,
thus provide voters an opportunity to separate fiscal "conservatives" from "corporatists.:' The distinction is simple: the conservative will be consistent in his voting record, opposing both corporate subsidies and spending for government programs. The corporatist, on the other hand, will support federal subsidies and tax
breaks for the rich, the corporate, and the atomic industry. But the situation will
be altered for the nonrich, nonwhite, noncorporate, and for economic alternatives to nuclear power-such as energy conservation and solar energy: these the
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corporatist will leave to the mercies of marketplace forces.
As his Secretary of Energy, Reagan appointed James Edwards, former governor of South Carolina. During his confirmation hearings, Edwards depicted
himself as a states' rights advocate, although but he opposes granting governors
veto power over siting radioactive waste facilities in their states. 16 He also claimed
to be a fiscal conservative, except when it came to atomic power. He supported
federal funding for the breeder reactor and plutonium fuel processing plants,
and also defended the past subsidies for the atomic industry. Moreover, when
Senator Dale Bumpers of Arkansas asked what Three Mile Island meant to him,
Edwards replied that, "It conjures up a company that's in trouble and needs
some help.''17 James Edwards thus established himself as either a very confused
man or a corporatist of the first rank.
- Whether even Ronald Reagan's program can save the atomic power industry
is doubtful, considering the serious multiple economic defects of its technology,
along with the unprecedented levels of government subsidy that would be necessary to bail it out. But with a House of Representatives that supported the President's budget and tax package, and with a Senate that is downright reactionary,
Reagan and his legislative supporters can pour far too many taxpayer dollars
down a nuclear rathole in attempts to prop up a losing enterprise.
The push to revitalize the atomic industry on the backs of taxpayers has begun, but massive public opposition has not yet materialized. If the opposition
fails to develop, or if it is thwarted by latter-day Red-baiting (Secretary Edwards
claimed irt an interview with a South Carolina newspaper that persons opposed to
nuclear power were being used by "subversive elements" 18 ), then all citizens will
lose. Taxpayers and energy consumers may be able to tolerate fiscal conservatives, but the nation cannot afford atomic power corporatists.

I6 Rich Jaroslovsky, "Reagan's Choice for Energy Post Mirrors His Stress on Output Rise, Deregulation/' Wall Street Journal, January I3, I98I, p. II.
I7 Constance Holden, "Former Carolina Governor to Head DOE," Science 2 I, February 6, I98I,
p. 555·
I8 Cited in "Get Rid of Nuclear Critics-Jim Edwards," Not Man Apart, Friends of the Earth,
August I98I, p. I7.
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merican capitalism is in an unprecedented crisis, marked not only by
. the combined assault of stagnation and inflation on the lives of working men and women but by a tendency toward the disintegration of our basic industries. An epidemic of plant closings has hit our country, from Maine to California, leaving wasted communities and wasted lives behind. By cutting the real
("social" and private) wage bill, weakening labor's bc:rrgaining power, despoiling
the wilderness to cheapen domestic raw material costs, and providing tax cuts
for the rich, the Reagan regime's policies could stimulate a short-term "recovery''
through a spurt of profit-taking. But they will not stem inflation, assure real
capital formation and productive employment or resurrect our basic industries,
any more than would recycled Keynesian policies of puolic works and public
jobs, demand management (mainly military spending), or other liberal palliatives.
Only deep structural changes can begin to resolve this crisis. But these
changes can come from above, as well as from below, in a way that both enhances
the prerogatives of capital and dilutes democracy. For not only radicals but capitalists have a vision of the future and can call for fundamental change. Since the
inception of the economic crisis in the mid-1970s, several investment bankers
and business leaders have begun to urgently advocate what Business Week calls
"centralized government econo'lnic planning." Recognizing the depth of their
system's crisis, these prominent businessmen want neither laissez faire capitalism
nor the old liberalism, but a new corporatism: enforced social austerity, labor
discipline, and massive public investment in private industry directed by the state.
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What they want is state planning of the economy, but planning that is by them
and for them, inaccessible to elected officials and sheltered from popular demands. If democracy cannot, in Felix Rohatyn's phrase, "allocate pain," the
state, under their direction, wil1. 1
This is also the main thrust of the major business and Congressional proposals that urge making "government an ally ... of business."2 The authors of
the report of the Senate Democratic Task Force on the Economy recently announced that they are ready to abandon the "American tradition [that] holds ...
that state power should be used to counterbalance corporate power," and to substitute a form of government intervention that, in the Task Force's words, would
"be insulated as much as possible from political pressures," 3 that would be, as
Felix Rohatyn urges, "publicly accountable but ... run outside of politics."4
Rohatyn advocates a refurbished Reconstruction Finance Corporation
(RFC) equipped "to accomplish the objectives of a comprehensive national economic recovery program" -and to provide, as one of its "basic functions," a
"safety net" for "financially distressed" corporations. 5 Capitalized by federally
I Among the leading businessmen reported in the press as favoring these (or similar) views on
the crisis and the need for "planning" are Felix Rohatyn of Lazard Freres, William McChesney
Martin, ex-head of the Federal Reserve; Gustave Levy of Goldman, Sachs; Henry Ford II; Robert V. Roosa of Brown Bros. Harriman; Irwin Sweeny Miller; Alfred Hayes, ex-head of the Federal Reserve Board in New York; George Ball of Lehman Bros.; Henry Kaufman of Salomon
Bros.; and Ray Garrett, former chairman of the SEC.
2 Senate Democratic Task Force on the Economy, "Report of the Subcommittee on Industrial
Policy and Productivity," mimeographed (Washhigton, D.C., I98o), p. 1.
3 Ibid., p. 25.
4 The articles, quoted here, in which Rohatyn's sketch for a new Reconstruction Finance
Corporation appears are: "Reconstructing America," New York Review of Books (NYRB),
March 5, I98I, pp. I6, I8-2o (an edited text of his talk at the George Meany Labor Center); "The
Coming Emergency and What Can Be Done About It," NYRB, December 4, I98o, pp. 20-24,
26; "A Matter of Psychology," NYRB, April I6, I98I, pp. I4, I6 (from his testimony before the
U.S. House of Representatives Committee on Ways and Means, March 5, I98I); "Public-Private
Partnerships to Stave Off Disaster," Harvard Business Review, November-December I979 p. 6-8;
"America in thei98os," The Economist, September I9, I98 I, pp. 3 I -38. The most useful articles
about his views in the business press appear in Business Week, January 27, I975 and Fortune,
October I975· Newsweek's recent cover story on him appeared on May 4, I98I. Also see the
ticle by Alfred Watkins, "Felix Rohatyn's Biggest Deal," Working Papers, September-October
I98 I, pp. 44-51. A formal presentation ofthe case for "a new economic recovery corporation" is
made in an unsigned "Memorandum Concerning an Agency to Assist a National Economic Recovery Program" (New York: Lazard Freres & Co., September 23, I98o). An editorial in Business Week, October 26, I98 I, formally urged the Reagan administration to "create a new entity
such as the Reconstruction Finance Corporation."
5 Lazard Freres, "Memorandum."
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guaranteed bonds sold on the open market, "the RFC should," in his view, " ... become a permanent part of our economic establishment" and a "vibrant instrument" for the planning of industrial growth. In essence, the RFC would be a huge
state investment banking operation with immense powers to shape the national
economy. It would provide public financing usually through infusions of equity
capital rather than credits or loans where its directors deemed it necessary to
modernize ailing infrastructure and old industrial entc;rprises and make them
globally competitive. The RFC would, by such equity investments, become "a
part owner or creditor, until such time as it can, in the public interest [sic] divest
itself of the enterprise in which it invests and this investment is eligible for normal market channels;"
The RFC's presidentially appointed directors would include "experienced
people from business, ·finance, and labor." Despite the provision for labor representation, however, when Rohatyn says that "before committing itself to invest,"
the RFC (like New York's Municipal Assistance Corporation under Rohatyn's
direction) would "extract concessions from various participants," it is obvious
that most of these would be extracted from labor. The "industries that have a
sound case for it" would get the public's money and "the relevant unions would
... make wage concessions," including a freeze on cost-of-living adjustments;
they would also have to accept "changes in work rules that would increase productivity'' (speedup, fewer precautions for on-the-job safety and health), a "reduction in manpower," and "shifts in pension costs" to workers.
And what sacrifices and austerity would be asked of the business community or of the huge corporations, which, left to themselves, would "let our basic
industries go down," as Rohatyn admits, "one after the other"? What risks of
capital and what concessions would they have to make? Would the RFC impose
a freeze or reduction of managerial compensation (salary, bonuses; stock options, and perquisites), ofthe banks' interest charges or ofthe profits ofthe principal shareowners? What sacrifices does Rohatyn suggesffor "the lenders, the
banks and insurance companies"? Well, "to convert some loans to preferred
stock and to join with the RFC in committing additional capital." The RFC might
also, in exchange for assistance, "insist on management changes and changes in
the board of directors if it deems them appropriate." So this is what Rohatyn and
his fellow financiers and businessmen mean by "relatively evenly distributed
burdens and benefits, ... regardless of class"!
The presence of a few labor appointees on the RFC's board, accountable
not to union members or working men and women but to the president who appointed them, would merely help to legitimate the concessions wrung from the
working class, and encourage "labor peace."
The RFC and similar agencies would be a new state form of public planning
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in the private interest, and of socializing the risk and privatizing the profits. 6
Nothing in the proposed RFC's sources and methods of financing, the constitution and composition of its governing board, or its explicit objectives could assure that its planning policies accorded with democratically determined social
priorities. Business would possess a direct and legitimate means of state power,
intended by the proposed RFC's charter to override the democratic process and
ensure the "allocation of pain" to labor and the rest of us and the benefits of state
planning to itself.
Thus, we are at a critical historic turn. Not only Reagan's counterrevolution
but the "fallback alternative" of his business critics, who have had enough of
"the mythical free market," have "sharpened the alternative [and] ... narrowed
the choice: democracy or the corporate state."7 To affect that historic choice,
labor and the left need to propose and demand democratic economic alternatives to corporatism.
This means recognizing at the outset that the swift abolition of American
capitalism is unlikely. It means entering a treacherous but unavoidable political
terrain for radicals: imagining and fighting for winnable, realistic, "non-reformist reforms" that matter, and that in practice, to use Sheldon Wolin's words, create "alternative modes of common life." It means that any remaining disdain on
the left for practical politics must end, and requires not only protest and resistance but the translation of democratic theory and political principles into effective action in the electoral arena. It requires moving beyond the politics of redistribution to a politics of production: finding ways to explicitly politicize the in-

6 But contrast, for instance, the proposals of the International Association of Machinists
(lAM) and United Automobile Workers (UAW). Both call for the establishment of a National
Development Bank (NDB) to help finance investment in distressed areas and industries by targeting the current range of federal business subsidies and tax credits. The lAM's "Rebuilding
America Act" specifies that the NDB's board would be "appointed by the President, with the advice and consent of the Senate and House Ways and Means Committee," from among trade
unionists and consumer and environmental gropus; connected to the NDB would be "regional
or even state and local development banks ... to serve specialized areas and sectors of the economy. Any such sub-bank would have democratically elected representatives serving on the board
of directors." See William W. Winpisinger, International President, lAM, "Reindustrialization:
Some Proposals and Comments," remarks at the American Trust Reindustrialization Conference, Cleveland, Ohio, November 2, 1981, pp. 14-15. The UAW emphasizes that such a National Development Bank must be part of "a coordinated program of democratic national planning,
with built-in guarantees and accountability." See "Welcome to the 'Enterprise Zone"', Solidarity, September 1981, pp. 12-13.
7 Sheldon S. Wolin, "Editorial," democracy I, no 3 (July 1981): 5-6.
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vestment process, now controlled by private capital and a few immense corpora-·
tions, and place on the political agenda the question of how, by whom, and for
what social ends the decisive investment decisions are made.

W:

e know.that under capitalism profit is a necessary co.ndition for productive investment, and that productive investment is necessary for continued production, consumption, and employment. But capital flows where it is
profitable, regardless of whether the investment is productive, provides employment, or serves the needs of the community. No invisible hand assures that capital is productively allocated or that the public interest is served. On the contrary,
it is precisely the nrisinvestment and disinvestment of highly concentrated private capital that is at the root of the stagnation, inflation, and industrial deterioration that now beset us. 8 Thus, the flow of capital can no longer be left in private hands alone, but must become subject also to democratic modes of determining its deployment.
In theory with private ownership of the Gapital stock inta,ct, the increasing
socialization of the flow of capital and its democratically determined allocation
must go hand in hand with the continuation and expansion of profitable production in private industry. In practice, what is required is a method of accumulation
of public capital that impinges on the sole prerogative of capitalists to determine
the rate, magnitude, and direction of social investment, but does not reduce (and
might even enhance) their global competitiveness. In short, this means a "historic compromise" that balances the private right to earn profits with the public
right to decide democratically how to reinvest a portion of them in the public in.,.
terest. This opens the way for the citizenry's ever-widening participation in making the most crucial investment decisions-concerning everything from land use
and industrial location to the techniques and organization of production-that
are now almost entirely the domain of a few giant banks and corporations.
To realize such a transformation means winning political power, 'and that
means taking local politics seriously-for not. only the federal government but
also city, county, and state governments dispose of vast public resources and affect our lives. What these local governments do-and in the United States they
have far more power and can do much more than in most other advanced capitalist countries-is often more transparent, more open to public scrutiny, and
more accessible to popular pressure than what the federal government does.

8 On the sources of the present economic crisis, see Zeitlin, "How We Got Here, and How to
Get Out," Voice (United Cement, Lime and Gypsum Workers International Union), January
1981, pp. 14-19.
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It is at the local government level that a community-based movement for
economic democracy can begin to put down roots, win political power, and create exemplary democratic modes of public planning that let residents participate
directly in shaping their economic life. Such a movement has begun in California
within the Democratic Party and in coalition with organized labor wherever possible; in several cities there have been sharp political struggles over questions of
economic democracy, tenant rights and rent control, commercial and industrial
development, affordable housing, plant closings, energy policy, and democratic
public planning. In Santa Cruz, San Francisco, Berkeley, Chico, and Santa Monica, radicals and progressives are now represented in local government or (as in
Santa Monica and Santa Cruz) actually have a majority on the City Council.
The specific proposal that follows is thus meant for California, and is intended
to move political debate about democratic economic alternatives beyond standard liberal formulations.

T

ranslating into action the principle that the more democratic the investment process, the greater the public benefit, means that the citizenry at large
and the labor movement in particular has to become involved in the "selective
public steering of capital," as California's Governor Jerry Brown puts it. To insure that public investment· steering is representative, accountable, and democratic, a radically new governmental form has to be established: an autonomous,
democratically constituted agency that would both be the repository of sufficient public capital and be empowered with the comprehensive authority to try,
by the deployment of its own capital and credit, to guide the investment process
in the public interest. Its overall task would be to attempt to assure rational economic development, to assure socially desirable capital formation and productive, secure, and healthful employment in California.
One institutional form that the democratization of investment might take
would be an autonomous public investment reserve system, established by the
California legislature, much as the Federal Reserve System was established by
Congress. Unlike the Fed, whose governors come from the country's top banks,
the California Public Investment Reserve System (PIRS) would be governed by
elected representatives. Since, as I propose below, a major source of its capital
endowment would come from the pension funds of public employees and unions
in the private sector, they should have an appropriate method of democratically
electing their representatives to the board of PIRS (pronounces "purse"). Similarly, a method of eleCtion would be necessary to assure that the residents of the
areas in which PIRS investments were made, whether in industry or public infrastructure, would be represented; a number of PIRS districts, designed to accord
with regional peculiarities as well as to assure relatively equal representatio:t;t for
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their residents, would be established. To assure the fullest participation of local
residents in these investment decisions, there could also be districtwide elected
councils that would then elect their representatives to the PIRS board.
The conceptual point, hqwever the principle is implemented, is that the employees whose pensions were vested in PIRS and the residents of the regions involved-since cities might also pool their public pension funds in PIRS-would
be represented on the PIRS board and the board would be accountable for their
policies to an electorate able to scrutinize, debate, and judge them. Not personality, vague generalities, or rhetoric, but specific investment and allocation policies carried out in specific areas and aimed at serving specific constituents and
the rational needs of all of the State's residents would be at issue.
Every large corporation operating in California would be required to fully
disclose its detailed investment plans to the board of the Public Investment Reserve System-its plant by plant, product by product, region by region plans for
the location, expansion, and contraction of given lines of production, its actual
and anticipated rates of reinvestment (and disivestment) in California, and any
plans for mergers, acquisitions, consolidations, or purchases of the assets of
other firms that might have an impact on our economy. PIRS would be empowered to obtain all investment and financial data, including information on corporate ownership and control, necessaryto assess the social and economic impact of the corporations' investment and disinvestment decisions on the people
of California.
PIRS would have sufficient public reserves to influence the industrial location strategies and investment policies of private capital by allocating funds regionally and by releasing them during slumps or selectively allocating or withholding them during ,booms. It would provide low-interest loans and credits as
well as equity capital to firms which reinvested in new plant and equipment and
expanded productive, healthful and job-creating employm~mt or offset economic
dislocations and met other democratically designated public priorities. These
priorities might include the production of social goods such as decent, attractive,
affordable housing for workers, community recreation and health maintenance
centers, renewable energy systems, and clean and energy-efficient mass transit,
etc. PIRS would assist in fmancing the retooling of stagnant industries and the establishment of new ones on the cutting edge of technical advance (and perhaps the
conversion of"defense industries" as military spending is reduced), in exchange
for a public share of the equity and appropriate representation on the boards of
the companies involved.
The question is, then, wllere are the investment funds for PIRS to come
from? There are four major sources: first, temporarily idle public funds, which
come to an estimated s18 billion in California. Second, state and local public
employee pension funds, which amount to some $30 billion in California. These
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funds constitute an extraordinarily large pool of capital over which California's
citizens now exercise virtually no control or discretion as to investment priorities.
And present investments do not even keep pace with inflation. PERS, the public
employees' fund, recently earned only 7 percent on its assets; STRS, the teachers'
fund, only 7 ·5 percent. 9 This is certainly a source of public funds to be better,
and more prudently, invested for public purposes.
A third source, private union pension funds, amounts to $228 billion nationally, of which only $92 billion are jointly administered by labor and management;
the bulk is invested entirely at the discretion of employers 10 ...;_and is often invested
in antilabor, union-free, strike-breaking industries as well as in the economies of
low-wage, repressive, Third World countries. A thorough study, reported in Business Week (September 17, 1979), fotmd "that union-negotiated pension fundsthat is, the deferred wages of workers-are helping to support some staunchly
nonunion companies." Looking at Labor Department information on 142 union
pension fund investments in 99 major companies in 1976, the Corporate Data
Exchange found that these pension funds are invested in 50 nonunion companies,
40 companies that are frequent violators of federal health and safety or equal
opportunity laws, and 30 companies that are major investors in South Africa. 11
In California, there is an estimated $30 billion in private pension funds. 12
For such funds to become available to the working people of California to decide
for themselves how their hard-earned savings are to be invested, it will require a
concerted effort of the fabor movement as well as of the individual unions toregain control of what is rightfully theirs. These monies were never intended to become a new source of profits for private business. They should be invested-under government guarantees to protect principal and a rate of return-in consultation with the men and women from whose earnings these pension funds have
been accumulated. The labor movement will have to seek both political means
and effective bargaining methods to regain control of this huge pool of money
so it can be democratically invested under the direction of PIRS.

9 "Temporarily idle funds" are funds "invested or deposited by public agencies"; these "shortterm taxpayer funds ... are roughly analogous to personal checking accounts and accounts of
less than one year of maturity." Governor's Public Investment Task Force, "Interim Report" (Los
Angeles, March I98I) p. 41. Estimates of public and private pension funds and their earnings are
reported in Governor Brown's July 30, I98o speech, "Public Investment Policy."
IO William Eaton, "AFL~CIO Urges Pension Fund Aid to Sick Industries," Los Angeles Times,
August 22, I98o, pp. I, I6.
I I Pension Investments; A Social Audit (New York: Corporate Data Exchange, I979).
I2 "Public Investment Policy of Edmupd G. Brown, Jr." (Sacramento, Ca.: Office of State
Printing, I98o); also see the Governor's "Interim Report."
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The fourth main and most rightful source of public capital will come from
what otherwise might be misinvested and disinvested private capital. This might
be called a down-payment on the future of California. If a company wants to invest in California, if it wants to invest in a community, then it will have to take into
account in its costs that a specified percentage of its net investment-say 10 percent-would have to be placed at the outset in trust for the people of California,
deposited in PIRS, as well as a 10 percent share of the firm's annual added value
calculated from its total wage bill. These "security deposits" taken by the residents
of California would be subject to deferred taxation. They might be permanently
deferred, depending on whether or not such companies have proved to be good
citizens. In fact, funds might very well be returned to the same companies if PIRS
so decided. The point is that a democratically elected Board of Governors, representative of organized labor and of the community of Californians, would be
deciding, in accordance with the PIRS charter, what to do with a share of the
profits earned in the state and would be able. to assure socially desirable reinvestment.13 These profits, now in the form of PIRS funds, would be selectively released to applicant companies if they showed that they were engaged in productive and job-creating investments. These funds, in other words, would be selectively steered and redistributed within the business community itself to those
companies whose records indicated that their activities benefited California.
· This is a fundamental point about how the PIRS steering process would
work. The firms that did not take their profits out of the state, the firms that reinvested in California, would be rewarded by the allocation of public capital,
coming not from the taxpayer but from the profits (security deposits) of firms
that had been irresponsible.
Small manufacturers, in particular, would probably be the disproportionate beneficiaries of these public funds for several reasons: first, they are the most
likely to be cost-efficient, productive, and innovative technically; second, per
dollar invested, they create far more jobs than the giants; and third, they are precisely the firms that find it hardest to get equity investments from the major institutional investors and fmancing from the big banks. 14 Assisting the small and

13 The PIRS charter would specify a range of policy objectives, and might also include statutory provisions to ensure that PIRS investments accorded with civil rights, equal-opportunity,
and worker-protection laws.
14 See Walter Adams, "Competition, Monopoly, and Planning," in Zeitlin, ed., American
Society, Inc. (Chicago: Rand McNally, 1977); David L. Birch, The Job Generation Process,
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Program on Neighborhood and Regional Change, 1979); U.S. Small
Business Administration, "Report of the SBA Task Force on Venture and Equity Capital for
Small Business" (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, January 1977).
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middle-sized manufacturers would be in the public interest, as well as in the interest of the specific communities in which they are located.
The crucial problem that PIRS would address is, who pays the costs of malinvestment, misinvestment, and disinvestment by private industry? We want to
make sure that it will be the private sector that pays the costs of private misinvestment rather than the working people and the communities that are devastated by it.
This means, in technical language, that the "externalities" would be "discounted,"
and rather than the corporations externalizing costs and privatizing profits the
costs of irresponsible corporate conduct would be borne by the corporations
themselves.
This would be a form of compulsory savings, not for workers but for business. Large corporations operating in California would have to save and reinvest
a share of their profits there. Otherwise they might engage in esoteric investments
and send their capital abroad, as they have been doing at an increasing rate.
Pooled under the control of PIRS, these savings would be selectively reinvested
to guarantee that firms engaging in activities detrimental to the people and the
communities of California paid the costs, whereas firms reinvesting in the state
would be rewarded.

W

hat problems might PIRS face?
Obviously, as long as the flow of capital and trade are unrestricted across
state lines, the compulsory deposition of a share of corporate savings might induce some of the largest companies not to put new investments here or even induce them to leave; this is a real risk, and a reality we would have to be ready to
confront politically. But let us remember that right now the citizens of California
have nothing whatsoever to say about the corporations' disinvestment; if they
decide to shut down and run away, as the auto, steel, rubber, meatpacking, detergent, and other industrial giants have been doing, no law now prevents it. The
only question is whether we might be making things worse for ourselves by penalizing corporate malinvestment and rewarding productive investment. There
are several reasons to doubt it.
First, the corporations would not want to antagonize a population-and
market-as large as ours and risk consumer boycotts and a host of other profitdraining public relations problems here.
Second, why would the companies relocate for the price of a security deposit? The influence of tax abatements for land and equipment and other subsidies and favors to big busin~ss has been overrated. Their real effect upon location
decisions is probably negligible. Rather more important are the characteristics

Zeitlin I Democratic Investment

79

of the given market, labor force, and infrastructure. 15 How many companies
would allow their competitors to preempt California's market and resources by
refusing to comply with the state's laws?
Third, it must be emphasized that many companies would benefit from deferred taxation on their forced savings, while the available pool ofpublic capital
for which they would be eligible to facilitate their productive reinvestment in
California would be far in excess of their individual contributions to it. At the
same time, small and middle-sized manufacturers who might either be exempt
from the compulsory deposition or pay a smaller percentage than the large companies (under a "progressive" or graduated security deposit system) would have
access to equity capital for which they are now starved by institutional investors.
Thus, they should welcome this form of public investment and the improved
opportunity it would give them to compete with the corporate giants for California's-and other-markets. In turn, knowing this would make the giants a bit
more wary of abandoning California; for they would not just be moving their
operations away, but would be losing their markets to new competitors based in
the state.
Fourth, right now the state of California's public employee pension funds
are among the very largest stockholders in many of the nation's leading banks
and corporations. 16 If the trustees of these public employee pension funds began
to assess where to invest in terms of potential social impact and shifted their stockholdings from companies whose business conduct and investment policies went
counter to designated social purposes, then all companies relying on the stock
market for equity financing would find it in their interest to pay attention to
them. If only the public employee pension funds exercised their voting rights
over their stockholdings in various corporations and obtained appropriate representation in corporate management, this would surely favor the corporations'

15 See Neal R. Pierce, "Taking City Hall to the Cleaners: Corporations' Demands for Tax Favors
is Pure Bribery," Los Angeles Times, November 9, 1980, part 7, p. 5·
16 For instance, California's Public Employees Retirement System (PERS) is among the top
five shareholders in Bank of America, Chase Manhattan, and Crocker National. The University
of California fund is one of the top six holders in such giants as Southern Pacific, General Telephone and Electronics, Commonwealth Edison, ARCO, and Pacific Gas and Electric. PERSis
the sixth largest institutional investor, the fourth largest bondholder, and the twenty-second
ranking equity holder in the United States. California funds appear forty-eight times among the
top twenty-five stockholders of ninety-three of the largest U.S. corporations. These findings are
based on a brief analysis of data presented in the U.S. Senate Committee on Governmental Affairs, "Structure of Corporate Concentration: Institutional Shareholders and Interlocking Directorates Among Major U.S. Corporations" (Washington, D.C;: Government Printing Office,
1980), vol. 1.
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compliance with California's PIRS security deposit requirements and investment guidelines. And if this were also true of the pension funds of labor unions
of workers in California's private sector, when these constraints on capital flight
from California would be compelling.
Fifth, the aim is for organized labor to win control of its own pension funds
nationally. In the aggregate, these union pension funds have been a crucial source
of equity financing for the largest blue chip firms in recent years when the stock
market has been unattractive to private investors. 17 A coordinated union pension
fund investment strategy would provide immense support for the democratic
public steering of capital. It would provide a strong incentive to the corporations
to continue to invest in California and in other states that follow its lead in establishing new democratic governmental forms of public investment for the public
benefit.

17 In fact, according to Jason Epstein ("Capitalism and Socialism: Declining Returns," New
York Review ofBooks, February f7, 1977, pp. 35-39), during the period between 1964 and 1974,
when the Dow Jones was static and rates of return were lower than the rate of inflation, pension
funds were used "to prop up the market while much of the smart money got out more or less
intact."

I have presented the arguments and proposals of this article in many public forums in California, including testimony before the Southern California platform hearings of the
Democratic Party, held in Los Angeles in December 1981; the hearings of the California Senate
Committee on Industrial Relations, September and December 1980; and in a lecture in the University of Southern California's "Future of America" series in May 1981. These lectures will appear in Mark E. Kann, ed., The Future of American Democracy: Views from the Left, forthcoming from Temple University Press.
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intellectual left has long entertained the idea that if commercial popular
were eliminated, workers could and would become intellectuals.
Christopher Lasch revived this idea in the October 1981 issue of democracy, arguing that the capitalistic mass media continue to keep the masses in their "ageold intellectual torpor'' and warning that America could not be a political democracy until and unless Americans were cultured.
I was a villain in his analysis because I had questioned a number of related
beliefs in my Popular Culture and High Culture. I doubt that there are "masses,"
or that the people saddled with this term suffer from intellectual torpor. While
commercial popular culture has always injured the aesthetic sensibilities of intellectuals, I also doubt that it stands in the way of political democracy.
My principal intent, however, is neither to debate with Lasch nor to present
my program for culture and the left. Instead, I want to take off from a point he
made in his first paragraph: "that the left has upheld a broader vision which embraces not only political democracy but economic democracy and the democratization of culture." I suggest that this vision actually consists of three quite different and partly opposing visions, which I call cultural, commurutarian, and
egalitarian. Since Lasch advocates a combination of the first two and I the third,
I shall also argue with him where relevant.

T

he cultural vision of the left for a society of well-educated citizens with a
common high culture is, like the other visions, an appealing ideal of long
standing. Its most recent restatement, by Dwight Macdonald and others during
the 1940s and 1950s, treated high culture as a prerequisite to socialism, although
some cultural leftists were mainly concerned with obtaining a properly trained
audience for their own wor~ cp1d destroying the hated commercial competition
which then completely dominated the cultural marketplace. Others feared popular culture because the Stalinists and NaZis had used it and the mass media to
secure their totalitarian rule.
Macdonald and his colleagues viewed high culture primarily as activities
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and ideas which people develop in their leisure time, but Lasch objects strongly
both to this view and that culture, because it, like commercial popular culture,
accepts the separation of work and play. Bitterly critical of modernization, Lasch
wants to end that separation, do away with mass production and consumption,
and eliminate a good deal of technology as well.
Still, as a requirement for political democracy, Lasch's concept of culture is
akin to the earlier view of high culture-and virtually synonymous with critical
thought. To imbue people with the capacity for critical thought, Lasch calls for a
drastic revisionism in American educational policy. If the citizenry can be taught
high culture with a traditional liberal arts curriculum, and if conflicting pedagogic messages-and mass media temptations-can be turned off, Lasch suggests
that Americans can become critical thinkers, democrats, and perhaps socialists.
Unfortunately, nobody knows how and why people become cultured or engage in critical thought. As I suggested in my book, the leisure-time culture in
which people participate is strongly influenced by their parental and their own
class position; and generally speaking, the better their education, the higher their
culture. However, only a minority of people who obtain a high quality liberal arts
education become cultured. Equally important, access to such an education still
typically requires an affluent set of parents. Consequently, demanding that lowand middle-income people become cultured without frrst offering them the funds
and educational access that goes with being upper or upper-middle class is in effect asking them to pull themselves up by their cultural bootstraps. In more topical language, it is a Reagan approach to culture. (So is Lasch's frequent reference
to the democratization of culture without any discussion of how it and discussion about it should be democratized.)
Although Lasch appears to think that the failure of most Americans to receive the schooling necessary for critical thought can be blamed on the permissive policies of American educators, teachers are in fact limited in their ability to
persuade or even inform students. For example, poor adolescents are difficult to
educate, not because teachers have stopped imposing middle-class values on them
as Lasch charges, but because these students are trying to learn the survival techniques of underclass life concurrently with their lessons and have difficulty connecting the two. To be sure, burned out, incompetent, and antagonistic teachers
are also at fault, but even good teachers have trouble hooking the culture of their
students up with the liberal arts. Nor is this problem limited to low-income students. The liberal arts curriculum still assumes too often that vocational concerns can be ignored, an assumption that even upper-middle-class youngsters
can no longer make today.
While I share Lasch's belief in the value of critical thought-and teach in a
liberal arts program-critical thought is, fortunately enough, not necessarily dependent on such a program. Having conducted several community studies, I
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have met many working- and middle-class people who expressed the same critical thought found in journals of opinion, including this one, albeit in less systematic form and less elegant language. They had not been exposed to the liberal
arts. Conversely, many liberal arts graduates are not given to critical thought and
are often uncritically conservative, notably on economic issues. Perhaps they
are the victims of inferior instruction, but more likely they are, like poor adolescents, expressing their immediate class interests.
If critical thought can exist without a traditional education, so can political
democracy. Indeed, "the best that is known and thought in the world" is not always democratic in theme or purpose. Lasch does not spell out what he means
by democracy, but if it is defined minimally as the incorporation of every citizen's
interests in the political decision'" making process, each citizen must know his or
her own interests and be able and willing to participate in that process. Knowing
one's interests can obviously be aided by the right training in critical thought, but
most people have so far had to obtain the knowledge without the training. Actually, I believe that people know their interests more adequately than is often
thought, although they may not care about interests which others, including intellectuals, would like them to know about. What citizens often do not know is
how today's government or corporate decisions will affect their interests six or
twelve months later-which is one reason why Reagan's economic program generated so little immediate opposition. I fmd it hard to imagine that a traditional
liberal arts education can supply that kind of knowledge, for while it requires
some critical thought, it also calls for technical information, and above all, the
ability and willingness to predict the future and to act on that prediction.
Whether democracy should be more direct or representative (or a mixture
of both), what is needed is not merely education and culture but a political structure which demands more participation by other than the economically powerful
and the other now highly organized groups. This in tum_requires a more decentralized polity in which people have, and feel that they can have, an effect on
public decision making, as well as a more egalitarian economy. As long as economic power also means political power, participation and democracy, however
it is defined, will be limited.
_
If a polity that encourages participation could be developed, people would
need (and might therefore want) relevant political and other information, which
could in tum evoke a heightened interest in education for critical thought. 1 Even
so, citizens may still prefer TV sitcoms to Shakespeare in their spare time, which
raises the question of whether the first priority of the cultural left is political democracy or upgrading popuhir culture and taste. Should the latter be the case,
1 This argument is developed more fully in my_ Deciding What's News (New York: Pantheon
Books, 1979), pp. 332-35.
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the vision of the cultural left is not very different from that of the cultural right.

T

he communitarian left holds that the first purpose of socialism is the creation of the good community, or simply of "community," although communitarians differ on the crucial elements of both. R.H. Tawney and Richard
Titmuss sought a society in which citizenship would be a kind of fellowship, giving people the opportunity to act on their altruistic impulses and realize community in the process. Other communitarians have viewed the good community very
differently, ranging from William Morris's arts and crafts Gemeinschajt to
Edward Bellamy's industrial army.
Lasch proposes two communitarian visions. As already noted, he envisages
an economy in which work and play are reunited, mass production and consumption are abolished, and technology is permitted only in egalitarian forms of production. This is his version of the communitarianism of the early Marx, but Lasch
has a second vision, based on his opposition to modernization and modernism,
arid on his belief that only the socially and culturally rooted can achieve intellectual and political freedom. "The left," he writes, "needs to ally itself not with the
mass media ... nor with the vision of a society without authority, without fathers
and without a past, but with the forces in modern life that resist assimilation, uprooting, and 'forcible modernization."' Among these forces he includes "ethnic
ties, kinship networks, religious beliefs, and other forms of particularism."
Lasch is perfectly right to suggest that ethnicity, family, and religiosity are
compatible with freedom, democracy, and socialism. Nevertheless, the intensity
with which he inveighs against uprooting and modernization suggests that he is
really not as interested in political and economic change as in a drastically different economy and society. (Although Lasch describes me as a supporter of modernization, I am interested only in the opportunities for and the limits of autonomy and choice, and have no quarrel with tradition. I am in favor of washing
machines over washboards, and over riverbanks, however.) He does not spell
out his ideas and refrains from a discussion of plans, but I am guessing that he
would like America to become a patriarchal society of intellectual peasants and
artisans. This is surely a possible vision for the communitarian left, even though
few Americans seem to be interested in becoming peasants or family farmers;
and in a high-wage society only the rich can afford to buy the products of artisans. In the Third World, peasants who have been politically free enough to express an interest in de!llocracy and socialism have also sought the opportunity
for consumer choice, leisure time, and other features of modernization which
Lasch rejects. Once exposed to existing socialisms, however, many peasants have
objected to collectivization and supported agrarian private-enterprise policies.
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he third vision, which I label egalitarian, proposes that the highest priority
for the left is the elimination of economic, political, racial, sexual, and
other forms of inequality. My own belief is that if greater economic equality were
possible-through full employment, some redistribution of income and wealth,
and whatever government control over the economy is necessary to achieve the
first two objectives-other but not all inequalities could be reduced, although by
no means automatically. As I have already suggested, for example, eliminating
undue concentrations of economic power would lessen political inequality and
encourage the structural conditions under which democracy could be enhanced.
Admittedly, increased government power that comes with taking responsibility
for economic egalitarianism may be unavoidable, in which case greater economic
and political equality are sufficiently incompatible to require a compromise-the
invention of a system of economic and political checks and balances in which
that compromise can be achieved.
Some egalitarians subscribe to the vision of the cultural left, hoping that income and wealth redistribution will somehow encourage universal high culture.
I believe that in a democracy people must be able to decide how they should act
and think-~d to choose the culture they prefer, even one that may distress intellectuals. Lasch feels that choice of culture as of consumer goods is a spurious
fr~dom which only replaces traditional autocracy with the "tyranny of fashion."
I see a significant difference between having to obey and being able to choose,
even when the choices are limited by the market or by conformity pressures.
Fashion is far less tyrannical than Lasch conceives it to be, but some conformity
is unavoidable, even among intellectuals, in any society in which people are dependent on one another. Of course, Lasch appears to call for traditions which
are so highly and universally respected that they need neither to be obeyed nor
disobeyed, but I find it hard to believe that such traditions ever existed or that
they could be created now.
My own egalitarian vision also leaves room for capitalist firms and the market, since both have virtues that even state socialist societies can no longer do
without. Among other things, they treat consumers better than workers since
they are dependent on the former but can usually replace the latter. (This is why I
can "resort to a kind of free enterprise ideology in defending mass culture," even
while favoring government n~gulation of industry.) Consequently, I believe that
the mass media are reasonably responsive to what many audience members want
-or will accept within the limits of mass production-in entertainment and the
arts. True~ the audience must ~Jay the capitalist's price, but in a more egalitarian
economy larger numbers woulp have the money.
During earlier attacks on "mass culture," cultural leftists worried that under
capitalism, high culture would eventually be eliminated because of the much
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larger profits to be made in lowbrow and middlebrow culture. Today, high culture itself is often profitable, however; and when it is not it attracts subsidies from
politicians, government agencies, and guilty oil companies. I do not want to exaggerate a miniscule trend, and subversive culture continues to lack support, but
Lasch does not say enough about the alternative society he proposes to allow inferences about its treatment of subversives.
Increased economic equality could of course mean greater cultural homogeneity, a possibility which is an anathema to Lasch and others on the cultural
left. However, even if egalitarian policies would sharply reduce the cultural variety now caused by class differences, other sources of cultural diversity remain to
be tapped. Moreover, by the twenty-first century, when not enough jobs will be
available for all who seek them and all modern economies will probably have to
resort to job sharing, new culture will be invented in response to the proliferation of nonwork time.
The egalitarian vision also has communitarian consequences. Because
greater economic equality would reduce conflicts of economic and political interest, perhaps enough people would agree on public goals and priorities to turn
the public interest into a feasible political concept. In addition, incentives for altruistic acts would probably be more abundant. As a result, the egalitarian and
communitarian lefts have some common concerns, even though the major communitarian of the twentieth century, R. H. Tawney, disparaged "equality by long
division." Nevertheless, as long as people are diverse, some resources remain
scarce, and complete equality is neither possible nor desirable, the total consensus of Gemeinschajt-which makes politics (and therefore democracy) superfluous-will thankfully not be realized.

T

he existence of three intellectual lefts has £everal implications. Not only is
the left divided on some basic goals but it may be so divided that a single
intellectual left is an illusion. The extent of the division has been underestimated
-and masked-because left intellectuals have devoted themselves so assiduously
to the critique of capitalism. As a result, too few have attempted to develop their
own post-capitalist visions, much less put on paper plans for socialist societies
based on these visions. Were they to do so, it might turn out that some cultural,
communitarian, and egalitarian visions bear only a tenuous connection to socialism, however it is defined.
The failure to pl€Ul also masks the fact that all three visions are utopian.
There is no likelihood that Lasch's culture, Tawney's community, or my egalitarian economy can be achieved. Sometimes, I wonder whether these utopias exist
mainly to fuel arguments between intellectuals or to divert them from practical
but controversial issues, although I prefer to believe that they also represent
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widely-held ideals that can be approached, if never achieved, in the real world.
If left visions are ideals to be pursued in that world, I would oppose appeals
for a universal high culture whether it is urged on society by fiat or by education.
These appeals inevitably describe people who now learn from and enjoy popular
culture as morally inferior and emotionally impaired, even if their deficiencies
are attributed to capitalism. Not only is this description false but it insults the
very people whose support is needed for economic and political change.
I also find Lasch's communitarian vision offensive because it proposes to
do away with mass production and consumption only a generation or so since a
large number of working- and middle-class Americans have had the chance to
approach the comforts, conveniences, and pleasures heretofore limited to the
rich and the haute bourgeoisie. Characterizing these same Americans as uprooted
is simply inaccurate. While they are indeed pulling up some traditional and involuntary roots, including ethnic, religious, and familial ones, these are hardly
as numerous or as basic as Lasch imagines. Alas, most middle- and working-class
Americans are far more traditional, in every respect, than he indicates. At the
same time, they are putting down new voluntary roots and establishing kinds of
friendship, neighbor, and colleague relationships that serve them far better than
some traditional obligations.
The process of uprooting and rerooting is still in transition, and while it is
accompanied by new kinds of social, emotional, and political problems and its
eventual outcome cannot yet be described, I see little cause for the alarm that
Lasch clearly feels. If the American economy is not reformed, however, some of
the people who have established new relationships may panic and embrace oldand novel-political and religious movements that offer them the fatalism and
involuntary roots to help them cope with static or highly inegalitarian economies.
At present, however, the people who best fit Lasch's portrait of the uprooted can
be found in the Third World and among America's poor. ~ecause they are driven
off the farms but cannot find secure and decent jobs in the city, they surrender
old roots and are unable to sink new ones.
I do not mean to reject Lasch's ideal of uniting work and play, particularly
because some intellectuals have been fortunate enough to achieve it. If an alternative economy can be formulated which extends that ideal to as many other
people as possible without requiring their giving up new freedoms and living
standards they value, I wish Lasch would put his fertile mind to work on a model
of that economy. Meanwhile, I keep thinking of labor-party intellectuals in several countries who bitterly opposed the introduction of television and had to be
overridden by the worker members of their parties. America's much smaller and
weaker intellectual left cannot set out on a quest for drastic economic and political reform by first demanding cultural purification from the people who are
needed to make that quest real.

Popular Culture
and the Illusion of Choice
CHRISTOPHER LASCH

H

is attention fixed on a stale and pointless debate between "high culture" and popular culture, Herbert Gans has missed the point of my
argument. It is not my position that "if commercial popular culture were eliminated, workers could and would become intellectuals." Why should workers become intellectuals? I can't imagine a less attractive prospect than a society made
up of intellectuals. Nor do I argue that "capitalistic mass media continue to keep
the masses in their 'age-old intellectual torpor."' Gans lifts that phrase from a
passage characterizing the very belief I'm trying to refute-''the belief that if democratic institutions were to prosper," as I wrote in summarizing the opinions of
nineteenth-century reformers, "the masses would have to be roused from their
age-old intellectual torpor and equipped with the tools of critical thought." As I
went on to explain, this belief rests on the premise that only people who have
thrown off ancient folkways can achieve the enlightened self-interest required
for democratic citizenship-a model of enlightenment, I repeat, that needs to be
discarded.
One of the nineteenth-century liberal's principal articles of faith, the assumption that the masses have to be uprooted from the "idiocy of rural life" and
its lingering aftereffects has continued to inform left-wing debates about culture
in the twentieth century. In general, two positions have emerged, both of them
unsatisfactory. The first position-the one Gans for some reason attributes to
me-holds that the industrial masses, beguiled by bourgeois ideology, religious
superstitions (the "opiate of the people''), and pre-scientific habits of thought,
suffer from "false consciousness." Workers fail to become revolutionary, on this
reading of recent history, because they lack a true understanding of their class interests. Those who reject this position, like Gans, nevertheless accept most of
the assumptions behind it. They too regret that "alas, most middle- and working-class Americans are far more traditional," as Gans puts it, than appearances
might suggest. They differ from the critics of "false consciousness" only in their
contention that the conditions of modern life in themselves promote the "critical
thought," in Gans's phrase, which makes it possible for people to understand and
defend their economic interests. Accordingly those who take the seoond view of
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mass culture "see little cause for alarm." Modernization is an irresistible process,
in their view, because the proliferation of consumer goods and the comforts made
possible by modern technology generate an appetite for "washing machines over
washboards and riverbanks." In the jargon of modernization theory, the "demonstration effects" of modernization dramatize the contrast between rich and
poor and lead to demands for equal access to goods and services hitherto monopolized by the rich. Because it uproots people from familiar routines and opens
their eyes to new possibilities, new ways of doing things, and .new standards of
living, modernization has inherently democratizing effects on society. It creates
a taste for better things.
Unfortunately the same changes that have liberated mankind from a slavish
subservience to routine (or at least created the material possibility of a more satisfying and democratic way of life) have in many ways made it more difficult than
ever for people to exert any control over their immediate environment. Those
changes have made communities less self-sufficient and increased their dependence on the market both for their livelihood and for their culture. Soon they find
that the expanding array of choices provided by the market is an illusion. As the
market is organized into larger and larger units, commodities become increasingly standardized, and the mounting cost of producing commodities for a mass
market, moreover, discourages innovation and experimentation. While industrialization in its initial stages may promote variety, in the long run it brings uniformity and lower standards. The rise of a "communications industry" illustrates
the effects of industrialism on culture. Corporate conglomerates swallow up
publishing companies, motion picture studios, newspapers, magazines, television channels, and radio stations; the production of books or movies or television programs gives way to a "total manipulation of package," as one Hollywood
executive puts it; and ideas for "literary properties" increasingly originate not in
the brain of a single author but in corporate board rooms. Just as industrialism
long ago eliminated the artisan's contribution to the pro-duction of goods, so it
now eliminates his contribution to the production of ideas. The "concept" now
comes first, then an author is chosen to carry it out-one whose name is sufficiently well known to command immediate recognition. Books are no longer
written, they are "developed," as Thomas Whiteside shows in his study, The
Blockbuster Complex. 1 Their production represents merely a single stage in a
promotional sequence, an "entertainment discovery," in the words of another
communications executive.

1 First published as a three-part series in The New Yorker (September 30, October 6, and October 13, 1980), Whiteside's articles have now appeared as a book (Middletown, Conn.: Wesleyan University Press, 1981).

. ~: •.. •:-' \.<'

90

Contested Terrain

The most important feature of such "discoveries," of course, is that they say
nothing new, stick to formulas already tested. The greater the investment, the
greater the need to minimize risk. High volume, moreover, requires high turnover, so that cultural "discoveries" come to be valued for their immediate impact
on the market rather than for their lasting contribution to public edification or
enjoyment. Titles that don't sell briskly are quickly remaindered, publishers'
backlists shrink to the point of invisibility, and chain-store retailers displace small
proprietorships. Whiteside writes:
More and more it seems tha.t books are being regarded as interchangeable products somehow possessing, because of the manner of their promotion, a strange sort of uniformity. What is particularly striking to
me about the frantic mass-merchandising and big-book promotions is
the undifferentiated quality of what is being hawked once those books
not singled out as potentially big money-makers have been, in effect,
thrown into the discard.
Mass marketing has just as bad an effect on movies as it has on books. "The
studios no longer make movies primarily to attract and please moviegoers,"
writes Pauline Kael; "they make movies in such a way as to get as much as possible from the prearranged and anticipated deals." In their eagerness to minimize
risks, the conglomerates that now control the major studios spend most of their
time trying to duplicate past successes, to attract established stars to a given script,
to promote the product through arrangements with publishing houses and other
media, and finally to sell it to television. Kael deplores
the change in book publishing and in magazines and newspapers and
in the movies as they have passed out of the control of those whose lives
were bound up in them and into the control of conglomerates, financiers, and managers who treat them as ordinary commodities.
She adds that "this isn't a reversible process."2
2 "Why Are Movies So Bad? or, The Numbers," New Yorker, June 23, 1980, pp. 82-93. Here
again recent developments in the culture industry recapitulate the earlier history of capitalism.
In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, one industry after another passed from entrepreneurial to corporate control, with a resulting concentration of power in the hands of the great
investment bankers like J.P. Morgan-men who knew nothing at first hand about the enterprises
they now controlled. Naturally they did not attempt to impose their own judgment over every
phase of these operations; instead they relied on the organizational skills and everyday knowhow of managers, technicians, and former entrepreneurs-just as the media conglomerates that
now control publishing copcede a certain amount of "editorial independence" to the publishing
companies they have acquired. Because this "independence" is exercised, however, within the
constraints of the marketing policies set by larger corporations, editors rapidly take on the mental habits of corporate promoters. According to Aaron Asher (quoted in Whiteside's Blockbuster
Complex), "You find more and more that editors are people whose title is a misnomer.... The
acquisition of rights has become the primary part of an editor's job."

Lasch I Popular Culture

91

W

hat these developments threaten is not "high culture" but the production
of new ideas, new works of art, new works of political and historical
analysis, new philosophical speculations that have the power to illuminate contemporary events and to give a focus to public discussion. The possibility that
"high culture itself is often profitable," as Gans reminds us, or that it occasionally
attracts government or corporate subsidy, doesn't alter the situation in any important respect. It does nothing to arrest our present cultural stagnation to recycle the acknowledged masterpieces of the past or to insist that they become
objects of veneration. The cult of "great art" is objectionable anyway, because it
obscures the dependence of art on craftsmanship and of "high culture" on vernacular culture. Historically the cult of art has reflected efforts by dominant
classes to advertise their superior status and to set themselves up as exclusive arbiters of public taste. More recently it has been identified with the notion that
the heritage of art, in particular the heritage of critical modernism, represents an
"intellectual's tradition" and that intellectuals alone are capable of defending it
against official interference and against the relentless popular pressure for lower
standards. 3
The point about mass culture is not that it isn't "high" enough but that it is
produced for a mass market-as opposed, say, to a local or regional market (or
no market at all). Mass production means shoddy products, on the cultural exchange as on the commodity exchange. My criticism of mass culture doesn't take
the position that "people who now learn from and enjoy popular culture are morally and emotionally impaired." Here again, Gans misses the point. My point is
that they have the right to something better. It is the products, not the consumers, that are "morally and emotionally impaired." Indeed I think this fact is now
recognized by the very people who "enjoy" popular culture, according to Gans.
Far from enjoying it, they suspect they are being short-changed. They have something of the same contempt for NBC that they have for Chrysler and General
Motors, based on an awareness that all these corporations peddle unmistakably
second-rate wares. The popular audience can see (unless we assume that it is blind
to everything) that popular culture isn't popular at all except in the sense that
masses of people consume it in the absence of anything better. Certainly it isn't
popular in the sense that ordinary people themselves have any share in designing
it or even in the sense that it depicts a world they can recognize. Television's por-

3 On the ideology of modernism and the ascendancy of the critic over the public and even over
the artist, see Casey Blake, "Aesthetic Engineering," democracy I, no. 4 (October 1981), pp. 3750. On the "intellectual's tradition," see-for one of the earliest statements of this idea-William
Phillips, "The Intellectual's Tradition," Partisan Review VIII (November-December 1941),
pp. 491 ff.
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trayal of working-class life remains notoriously superficial and condescending;
its attitude toward the family swings between sticky sentimentality and a liberated rejection of family involvements; its preoccupation with sexual innuendo
and bathroom humor has touched off a widespread popular revolt; and its unwavering commitment to the happy ending, the painless resolution of conflicts
that are spurious to begin with, necessarily offends people who live with irreconcilable conflicts and unhappy endings. 4 We can't assume that people "choose"
blandness and condescension, without offering them anything else, any more
than we can assume that people choose cars and washing machines and television sets that break down on schedule merely because they buy these products in
the absence of better products.
In culture, as in everything else, the only corrective to mass production is
decentralization and local control-not "critical thought" or a "universal high
culture" or, on the other hand, a bogus egalitarianism which assumes that political decisions call for "technical information" and predictive sciences beyond the
comprehension of the ordinary citizen. In his muddled account of my position,
Gans is right about one thing: I do advocate a "drastically different economy
and society," based on regional autonomy and small-scale production. This vision
seems utopian, I trust, only to those who stand solidly behind the kind of"political and economic change" that would leave things pretty much the way they are.

4 Gans sees every attack on mass culture as an attempt to impose the intellectual's values on
everyone else. Actually it is the mass media themselves that are doing this, in a sense. They disseminate, not to be sure the "intellectual's tradition," but a debased version of the culture of modernism, a bland ideology of toleration, sexual freedom, "women's liberatio1;1" (not to be confused
with feminism), and upward social mobility into the professional-ma1;1agerial class. Complaints
that the mass media see the world with a liberal or "humanist" bias contain the kernel of truth
(along with a great deal of nonsense) that they reflect the point of view of people who have turned
their back on the ethnic ghettos, developed a cosmopolitan outlook and cosmopolitan tastes
through higher education (and reading Cosmopolitan), and now look back on their origins with
a mixture of superiority and sentimental regret. Thus programs like "All in the Family" (and to a
lesser extent its sequel, "Archie Bunker's Place'') help to reinforce the collective self-esteem of a
new class of professionals and managers whose cultural ascendancy rests not on the secure command of an intellectual and political tradition but on its imagined superiority to the average unenlightened American bigot. For further analysis of this point, see my article, "Archie Bunker and
the Liberal Mind," Channels I, no. 4 (October-November 1981), pp. 34 ff.
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Regional Illusion,
Capitalist Reality

ROBERT ROSS

W

lliam Appleman Williams has earned the respect of American radicals through decades of brilliant writing and advice. So even when
he is more suggestive than clear-even when he may be wrong-itis appropriate
for his fellow radicals to consider his ideas and to respond. In the October 1981
issue of democracy Williams argued that confederation rather than centralization and localism rather than internationalism are the appropriate spheres for
radical work and radical vision. Appealing for the creation of communities built
to more human scale, Williams once more raises the recent slogans of Jeffersonian democracy.
But which decade are we in? This is the moment of the world car, a time when
Detroit neighborhoods are in danger because. automakers have found that, after
all, Mexicans can make four cylinder engines, and dozens of other national
communities can make dozens of other automotive components. This is the era
of the ascendancy of the multinational union-buster that defeats the workers of
one country by placing investment in another. This is also the century which has
witnessed the bankruptcy of "sewer socialism" (i.e., socialism in one city), and the
brutality of socialism in one country; indeed, we now witness the impotence of
trade unionism not merely in one craft, but in one industry and in one nation.
If ever experience should have taught the left that confederal principles are
a formula for defeat, it is now. However sage Williams's observations are about
the importance of community,· human scale, and balance between people and
nature, his formula shoU:ld be rejected. I shall show why the Jeffersonian vision
is a false lead for the future and why the forms of struggle toward a better future
(which itself might be more decentralized) must not bear the burden of presaging
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the institutions of that future. Contrary to Williams's apparent conclusion, that
American radicalism has been enamored of a supercentralist Marxism, I contend
that his contribution is relatively typical of the last twenty years of radical discussion and that the ideas he proposes are very widespread, even consensual; indeed,
I offer that they are in large part responsible for the impasse of the American left.
But first we must set aside as obvious and correct one or two of his practical
insights-insights that are not new, but in fact form the bulk of progressive prac- ·
tice today. Williams argues that the Mormon ascendancy in the Great Basin represents a regional power bloc which has been able to frustrate one important part
of the renewed arms race (the mobile-basing mode of the MX) and that it represents, in its local rootedness and its joining of secular and religious community, a
model for regionalized radical work against the arms race. The logic of his argument amounts to this: if radicals were successful all over the country in saying
"Not in my backyard you don't" to facilities of war of all kinds, the pace of the
arms race would be slowed, and we would thereby gain time for reconstruction.
In the first instance, it is certainly true that people do not want to be nuclear
targets and appeal to such "local" interests is one important way to build support
for a disarmament movement. This is comprehended by the practice of such
groups as the Mobilization for Survival, the Physicians for Social Responsibility,
and many other groups. Furthermore, it is also the case that anti-arms race activists everywhere find themselves in coalition with progressive members of the religious community. That Williams is not original in this insight does not detract
. from its obvious good sense. But even here there are limits to the possible achievements of such work.
As I write this, Reagan has just announced that rather than the mobile basing m0de for MX his Administration plans to go forward with an MX placed in
100 "superhardened" silos now holding Titan and Minuteman missiles. In addition, the cruise missile will be deployed in large J!umbers and placed in old bombers and, later, new B-1 bombers, while accurate Trident-2 missiles will be placed
on the new Trident submarines.
One sees in Reagan's decision the constraints imposed upon him by Mormon
resistance to the construction of 4,6oo silos in Utah and Nevada. These constraints
did not, however, halt or slow the arms race: tens of billions of new dollars have '
been -committed and a provocative first-strike capacity has been strengthened.
In discussing local resistance to the industrial elements of the war machine,
Williams targets Boeing's aircraft plants as an example for his area, the Northwest. But surely local success obstructing such military contractors (largely inconceivable) without' simultaneous success everywhere would find thousands
among the "reserve army'' of declining industrial communities clamoring for the
· opportunity to do any, even this, dirty-but high-paying work. So we may say yes
to local coalitions, yes to a nonsectarian search for religious allies in halting the

'·

Ross I Regional Illusion

95

thrust toward holocaust; but no, no illusions about the resources available to
American elites intent upon evading such initiatives.
Returning now to the question of confederation as a model for socialists we
must begin to understand the constitutional structure of the American political
economy. Among the first observations which strikes anyone working, as I do,
in an older industrial region of the country, is the degree of governmental decentralization which actually does exist. American federalism devolves to states and
localities a degree of authority which is relatively rare among the capitalist countries of the West. That there are fifty separate jurisdictions within which state legislatures and executives formulate the rules of local economic activity produces a
mosaic of legislative terrain across the continent. Historical circumstance and
present realities produce, therefore, a mosaic of patterns in the struggles between
capital and labor over public policy. As a result, some jurisdictions have more or
less advantageous legal climates within which labor unions confront employers;
have made more or less successful efforts to regulate or deter environmental
degradation; have more or less adequate supports for the poor or dependent.
In the long run this terrainjs thu~ composed of differentially propitious environments for capital investment. And the result is that the states with the most
anti-union profiles of public policy, the lowest wages, the most austere and punishing supports for the needy, and the most permissive regulations for pollution
are the states which have experienced over the last generation the most rapid investment and job creation. We are all familiar with the consequences.
The older regions, where workers and their allies have been most successful
in this century, have increasing degrees of insecurity-whether through unemployment (or fear of it), or sensitivity to mergers, takeovers, and business failures.
Their cities age without adequate reinvestment. As a son of the South Bronx I am
witness to the irrational waste which results when an environment which was once
materially adequate becomes unpopular in the eyes of the investment community.
The flow of investment decisions toward more exploitable environments
and away from those in which workers and consumers have been more successful
domestically is structured both by the federal system and by the fact that states
and municipalities themselves are forced to bid against one another for the favors
of those who control resource allocation: the national and multinational corporations. The currencies of the competition are various public subsidies and repressive policies.
This is not merely a national process. Even where labor is well organized on
an industrial basis and has formed collective bargaining agreements nationally,
it finds that the global corporat1on can, if it chooses, withdraw capital from an
entire national fraction of the working class and light upon some other national
jurisdiction where it perceives a better "business climate." Sewing machine operators in the Boston-Washington corridor do not compete with each other only on
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a state-by-state, or city-by-city basis; they are now pooled in a labor reserve with
operators throughout the Caribbean and the Pacific rim. And in those more exploited regions, repressive regimes remove all unionization threats and keep wages
to a fraction of North American rates.
Now, would a confederal system ameliorate this search by investors to find
ever larger pools of more exploitable labor? In fact, it would drastically weaken
the already weak structure of national labor and consumer protections. Would
the Federal Reserve District One (Williams suggests Federal Reserve Bank Districts as appropriate confederal units) choose a lower minimum wage than some
other district? Would this lead the other districts, willy-nilly, to have to lower
theirs, or suffer capital outflow? That the country and the world is a mosaic of
different balances between the people and the corporations is not a resource for
the people, but rather the reverse-as long as the investment decision is private
and centralized, i.e., capitalist.
Thus, we are in an era of the ascendancy of a global capitalist system. Among
the key features of this moment are, first, crisis in the advanced countries brought
about by intense international competition. This leads to the concentration of
capital and a search by the enlarged enterprises on a global scale for conditions
of production which maximize profits. This global scope of capital mobility is
able to take advantage of every shade of local difference, pitting states, localities,
and countries against one another for the favors of the goose of investment so
that it might lay the golden egg of employment. To the extent that reforms are
won in one local jurisdiction capital may leave it; victory may turn to ashes. Thus,
rather than a perspective in which regional autonomy is in the interests of radicals,
the reverse is probably true. Struggles which seek national and international uniformity of demands and policies are apt to be more successful in bringing a semblance of decency to both workers and consumers of various public and private
goods.

D

ecentralization is probably desirable, but the current moment is proof,
however difficult to accept, that some reforms are only in the popular interest after the system of property relations has been transformed. William Appleman Williams was not born yesterday: his proposal has a feature which appears
to encounter the above objection. He proposes that radicals call for a Constitutional Convention composed of representatives elected from regions (the present Federal Reserve Board Districts-actually a clever regional definition of the
nation) who would propose a Constitution. Then, he says, after passing a Bill of
Rights, the Constitution "would move on to such matters as ... the public ownership-but regional allocation-of social resources .... "
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Here we have the magic formula: the revolution in property relations is to
be the result of a Constitutional Convention called to form a confederal, regional, form of government. Once again an American radical proposes a procedure
in the hopes it will produce the substance of his vision.
The simplicity of this accomplishment is just that. If we embar ked upon his
program tomorrow and worked for a decade, does any of us believe that obtaining such a Convention would be a theater in which the capitalist mode of production would simply be ratified away? It is unlikely that such a Convention would
be held at all, but if it were the result would probably be a corporatist nightmare.
It is even more probable that agitation for such a procedural reform would produce tacit support from those business interests anxious to avoid all social regulation and an even greater devolution of state authority to localities (either new
regions or old states).
But it is national authority and not regional choice which has accomplished
whatever motion towards justice we have seen in race relations. It is national authority rather than local politics which has been the matrix of labor's ability to
organize; it is the national government which has the ability to tax and spend in
sufficient volume to provide meaningful supports to the dependent and infirm.
Conversely, local options to produce right-to-work laws, permissive regulation,
or austere income support undermine the successes of more progressive areas.
This has not, contrary to Williams, been properly understood by radicals in
the sixties and seventies. Preoccupied by a rhetoric of local control and local organizing, radicals and activists on the left created a symbolic language which was
easily coopted by Nixon, Ford, and now Reagan to cede social resource allocation to the local bourgeoisie. With both militants and Republicans echoing Jeffersonian language about the virtues of local government, things have actually
become worse-less just, less compassionate-than they were under those "mean,"
"cold," bureaucrats who inherited the New Deal.
Further, Williams argues that local resistance to the facilities of warmaking
would be more effective than Washington demonstrations in slowing the arms
race. I doubt it. Surely widespread local turmoil was important in creating an atmosphere in which the war in Vietnam became unpopular. But I find it unbelievable that the mass outpourings in Washington demonstrations, in 1967, 1969,
1970, 1971, and so on, should be so casually dismissed by such a dedicated opponent of imperialism. Let me be even more contentious: that the left could not create a unitary anti-imperialist organization out of the thousands of local coalitions
against the Vietnam War made the rapid reversal of the forces of sanity since the
late seventies much easier. There has been no stable organization which can organize the present mass sentiment for peace: peace organizing must now begin
anew.
Lurking behind Williams's views, I suspect, but certainly explicit among
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many who also hold them, is the contention that a movement for a socialist democracy should presage in its organizational forms and its programmatic projections the forms of the new society. This is an attractive cliche of the last twenty
years at least. It is neither logical nor validated by experience. The reason is simply that a better society is defined as one in which the chief adversaries-the large
organizations of private capital and their ability to perform global transfers of
resources-have been defeated. The task of construction can then begin without
their specific power and opposition. In the meantime, however, directly as employers and indirectly through their domination of the state, the capitalist class
has immense resources to frustrate organizations, parties, and movements. Divide and conquer, we all know, has been a favored racial and ethnic tactic in
industrial relations. It is now their key strategy over space. The multinationals
would love the Constitutional Convention Williams proposes: a weaker American state system would be an improvement over the current system, for the current one, though weak, is upon occasion capable of forcing them to take circuitous routes to their goals.
For a long time such substantive and organizational realities have found no
credible response from the activist left. Proposals such as Williams's Confederation follow proposals about "community control" or citizen participation, and all
of these entail organizing perspectives which emphasize localized arenas. These
en.thusiasms have the common characteristic of proceduralism at the center of
the reform agenda. They all hope that some localization of political process, or
some institutional inclusion of local voice, will somehow produce social justice
or even, in Williams's case, socialism.
The characteristics of agitation around proceduralist reforms are these: first,
the proponents refer only vaguely to their substantive programs for improving
material conditions or building new forms of economic relations. Instead of public demands and education in support of afforgable housing, for example, radicals, if they acted along the general lines of Williams's advice, would agitate for
regional control over national tax revenues.
Second, proceduralist agitation directs the attention of constituents to the
inefficiencies of larger units of government. Such public argumentation, in the
context of bourgeois cultural dominance, dovetails nicely with the program and
rhetoric of conservative fractions of capital. While it allows the radical a certain
protective coloration as a genuine participant in the political culture, it does little
to advance public understanding of the realities of control over productive life.
Third, procedural reformism does not directly address the material deprivations and insecurities of the lives of most people. Rather, it appeals to the
imagination and creativity of the intelligentsia; it does not attract a popular or
working-class base.
For each of these reasons, the proceduralist bias of Williams and recent ac-
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tivists are inappropriate to the tasks of the current era.
Moving to a broader dimension, I am most curious about Williams's conflation of left internationalism with American imperialism. He seems critical of
socialist internationalist perspectives. Surely Williams would not suggest that
the U.A.W. refuse to attempt to organize auto and metalworkers to confront the
car makers worldwide? Or, would he suggest that we withdraw from the struggle
to stop American intervention in El Salvador? In fact, he does not do the latter.
He specifically and quite rightly says that our position should be that American
foreign policy should not presume to remake the world, but rather should simply
cease to aid the world's reactionaries. But why address this to left internationalists, whose position it already is?
A closing note. Williams argues, as did Robert Goodman in The Last Entrepreneurs, for a regional socialist politics. Both revere community, democracy,
and a more meaningful scale in human affairs. Their sentiments are admirable,
but they are, programmatically, dangerously sentimental. A look at the emerging
global system should lead an objective observer to wonder whether any vision of
socialism short of world scale is practical. If we must dream, let us at least use experience and understanding of the system as we see it. Does anyone believe that
Mitterand can build socialism against the grain of West Germany, the United
Kingdom, Italy, and the Low Countries? Is socialism in one country a meaningful concept in 1982? These are not sentimental concerns; they are at the heart of
the matter, at the heart of victory or defeat. The stakes are terribly high, but in
this moment of retreat if we emerge with a renewed version of Thomas Jefferson,
defeat is certain.
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Procedure
Becomes Substance
WILLIAM APPLEMAN WILLIAMS
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obert Ross is one of a large number of people who responded (by mail,
phone, and in person) to my essay in the October 1981 issue of democracy and to a related article in the September 5, 1981, issue of The Nation. I thank
him and the others with warm appreciation. I have been particularly impressed
by the knowledgeable and forceful talk by many nonacademics about how their
frustrations with liberals and radicals have driven them into special interest politics, and hence ipso facto into tacit cooperation with the right. Consider this
logger in a bar shooting pool: "Damn you, Williams, you got it right, but you
don't offer me nothin' new so I am going to look out for Number One."
From the other side of our classless society, people like Donald Worster of
the University of Hawaii and William Robbins, my feisty colleague at Oregon
State University, chide me with friendly vigor that I am too timid. I think they are
probably correct. All I can say in response is that my purpose was to provoke
thought, not come down from Mount Marx with certainties. No, as we shall see,
that is not a great evasion. My objective is to help imagine and then realize analternative that honors our fundamental values as radicals.
It has been an illuminating and exciting dialogue, and I hope others will
make their own contributions Without being intimidated by the limits of this exchange. Radicals talk too much about each other and too little about issues and
alternatives. Or, at any rate, they certainly overpersonalize substantive matters.
Ross makes a great deal throughout his critique of saying or implying-or
whatever-that Jefferson is my mentor or ideal or idiom. But in truth Jefferson
has almost nothing to do with any of my ideas about regionalism -or about any
other issue here joined. All authors are a bit vain (only the ego can pick up the
pencil!), but I do not think that I write so poorly as to leave anyone with the impression that the man from Monticello, who steadily incr-eased his captive work
force of slaves, is my hero. Let alone my model. Come now, Professor Ross!
Jefferson is an intriguing, challenging, and revealing figure in American
history. He is not irrelevant to radical concerns, but he has little if anything to offer us in imagining or building a late twentieth-century socialism. It is true that in
his younger years he mouthed some vague rhetoric about North America devel-
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oping as layer upon layer of independent republics united informally but consequently by blood, philosophy, economics, and the religion of American exceptionalism. But he soon abandoned that idea and embraced the equation of liberty
and empire.
If Ross does not want to accept my account of that transformation, as in
The Contours ofAmerican History, then I refer him (and other readers) to Henry
Nash Smith, Bernard DeVoto, or even Dumas Malone. Better yet to Jefferson's
speeches and correspondence-say, for starters, the secret message to the Congress about the Lewis and Clark Expedition.
Here radicals might more usefully refer to John Quincy Adams. He also
wanted the continent, but he did have a sense of limits. You may remember:
"America goes not abroad in search of monsters to destroy.... She might become
the dictatress of the world; she would no longer be the ruler of her own spirit."
You might 1:\lso recall that Adams opposed Jefferson's description and treatment
of the citizens of Louisiana as "children" unfit for self-government.
In this connection it seems to me that Ross seriously oversimplifies the relationship between radicalism and foreign policy. He is correct in saying that I vigorously oppose our imperial intervention in other countries. He is mistaken,
however, in the degree that he underestimates my willingness to help other peoples achieve their independence and make their own decisions about their lives.
My position is that radicals dishonor their basic principles when they presume to
define freedom for other peoples, or intervene to make sure that other peoples
do not define freedom in the wrong way. And the record makes it clear that radicals have supported those kinds of activity in many countries over a long period
of time.
In the broader sense I can only say that Ross is apparently privy to some wisdom that I do not know; but he never tells me-or you-that secret of secrets.
The mystery he husbands is the answer to these questions.
How does Ross get national power, let alone international power, for a socialist America (and world) without first getting local and regional power?
If he somehow gets national and international power without local and regional power, then where is his earnest money to make it believable that he will
give that power back to regional and local institutions and people in the practice
of democracy?
And if he will do so, where are his proposals for the decentralization that he
allows may be desirable?
Ross offers nothing that qualifies as an answer to those questions.
Impersonally, butfrankly, I think Ross is so super-realistic as to be terribly
fuzzy, romantic, ahistorical, and illogical in developing his argument. He giveth
with one hand and taketh away with the other hand. And so ends with nothing
actionable.

V
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Consider the way that Ross devalues and dismisses my regionalism as mere
localism, and then discounts my regionalism as irrelevant to his preferred centralized success. I propose to build up from the bottom rather than to be handeddown-to from the top. In that vein, allow me to remind you of a few truths. We
locals, as even Ross obliquely admits, mustered the will and the energy-the power-to stop the war in Vietnam. There would not have been any national demonstrations without local and regional coalitions. And various groups even managed to develop a coherent philosophy about why they were against the war.
It is simply absurd to argue that the central government gave freedom to
blacks. Having been in the South as long ago as 1945-46, I know that local and
then regional blacks organized the power to force the rest of the country to recognize their humanity.
I think that Ross evades the central issue of regional radicals doing what
blacks did in the South. He is frightened by the prospect of a Constitutional Con~
vention. He concedes defeat. In his language, we need "simultaneous success."
But I suggest as a citizen as well as a historian that you do not get simultaneous
success from the top down. If you get it at all, you get it from the bottom up. Just
as we did during the years of the New Deal.
Franklin Delano Roosevelt was more than a bit like Thomas Jefferson. We
consider him great not because of his ideas but because of his understanding that
he had to respond to pressures from the hinterland. Or at any rate that is why we
should consider him great. Most of the New Deal came up out of the provinces:
take Maury Maverick, Huey Long, and Upton Sinclair.
Professor Ross is still waiting for Lefty.
But there ain't no Lefty. There is just us lefties and our fellow citizens.
The longer we lounge around waiting for Lefty the greater the probability
that we will get Mr. Nice Guy Fascist. The courteous, friendly, humorous onelining son-of-a-bitch who smiles your way into the tomb.
Ross and I have a fundamental disagreement. I think procedure determines
substance. He asserts that procedure "does not directly address" substance.
Ross is a better Jeffersonian than I. When we get down to cases, that is, he
thinks a domestic and international imperial system can be transformed into an
"empire for liberty." From the top down. And then the top can remove the empire from the equation.
Well, good luck.
You will need all the help from us locals that you can get.
Who else will be there to remind you that procedure determines substance?
You never know when you will need the people you have written off as softheaded.
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ur current cultural crisis is revealed in the very proposals offered for its
resolution. While conservatives defend traditional standards that
judge cultural works according to self-contained intellectual criteria, liberals
espouse a cultural realism that minimizes the differences between the activities
of artists and scholars and those of other citizens. Consequently, debates on
government policy on the arts and humanities within mainstream politics give
the impression of having moved nowhere since liberals, socialists, and
modernists made their original assault on bourgeois gentility almost a century
ago. Policy-makers on the right advocate cuts in federal spending for the
National Endowments for the Arts and Humanities and a "depoliticization" of
American culture. Their liberal counterparts respond with the argument that
political and social issues are inescapable in serious art and humanistic research,
adding that the enlightenment of the general public requires an increase in
spending for the two Endowments.
103
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No matter what the rhetorical differences are that separate these two positions, both liberals and conservatives share an undemocratic conception of
American cultural life that equates the arts and humanities with the aims and
technique of the powerful. Whether garbed in the half-remembered finery of
genteel "excellence," or advertised as the latest in fashionable "relevance," the
politics of official culture consist of the subjugation of intellect and creativity to
the demands of corporate fundraisers, government bureaucrats, and foreign
policy advisers.
As recent reports by the Heritage and Rockefeller foundations indicate, the
self-appointed managers of the arts and humanities do not consider a return to
genteel standards or a democratization of cultural life as serious options. Rather,
liberal and conservative participants in such well financed commissions plan a
culture compatible with an era of increased corporate consolidation, economic
retrenchment for the majority of Americans, and renewed adventurism abroad.
The predictable cant of high standards, cultural pluralism, populism, and
elitism simply obscures the new ideal of culture as an adjunct to cost-efficient
management and social discipline. Those interested in the theoretical foundation for this new official culture should look not to the usual texts by John
Dewey or T.S. Eliot but to that brilliant television slogan of daily existence under
Reaganism: "Life got tougher. We got stronger."

C

ailing for a renewed dedication to "excellence, the highest fruit of the
pursuit of liberty," MichaelS. Joyce and his associates at the Heritage
Foundation have detailed a series of proposals for the National Endowments
that will "teach the nation the limits of equalitarian impulse." Joyce's report
appears as one chapter of the Foundation's mammoth Mandate for Leadership,
hailed as "very impressive" and "indicative of the vitality of the conservative
movement today'' by such Reaganite luminaries as Edwin Meese III and Senator
Paul Laxalt. Though anything but "impressive" as an outline of policy recommendations-surely no one is surprised to find conservatives proposing budget
cuts for the NEH and NEA-the Heritage Foundation's cultural report is important as evidence that the defense of high culture is the last thing conservatives
have in mind for the arts and humanities.
An insistence on "excellence" in American culture, and a parallel critique of
any NEH or NEA activities that cater to debased popular tastes or focus on
political issues, form the main basis for the Heritage report's recommendations.
The word "excellence," which receives no more definition than the brief association with the "pursuit of liberty'' cited above, appears again and again in the
chapter in such phrases as "encouragement to excellence," "criterion of excellence," "insistence on excellence," "discovery of excellence," "scholarly ex-
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cellence," "excellence is the measure," "the principle of excellence," "merit,
excellence, and achievement," and (of course) "true excellence." Given the frequency with which the word appears, one can only conclude that whatever
"excellence" the Heritage people have in mind has not yet been achieved by their
editors.'
To the detriment of "excellence," the report argues, NEH administrators
have shown "a slavish devotion to 'innovation"' and a "fascination with public
media and public programs." In order to make their works palatable to "an
unsophisticated mass public," artists associated with the NEA have resorted to
the "ever greater employment of advertising and marketing techniques which
cheapen when they do not actually compromise artistic content." Joyce takes a
decisive stand against blurring the line between high and mass culture. "The arts
that NEA funds must support belong primarily to the area of high culture; such
culture is more than mere entertainment and is concerned with permanent
values beyond current tastes and wide appeal."
Not only have the Endowments degraded cultural activity by dissolving the
distinction between quality and kitsch, they have also created a self-perpetuating bureaucratic class that is the audience for its own cultural programs. In the
name of cultural democracy, the NEA has simply passed on funds to professional fellowship-mongers, "trained in all too many cases for the jobs and roles
which cannot exist without the establishment of new programs funded by still
larger subsidies," but who speak in behalf of a nonexistent mass constituency of

1 The Heritage report's monotonous references to a meaningless standard of "excellence"
resemble nothing more than Barbara Tuchman's evocation of "quality" in her celebrated essay,
"The Decline of Quality." There Tuchman vaguely defines "quality" as "achieving or reaching
for the highest standard as against being satisfied with the sloppy or_fraudulent." She then goes
on to rate the "Q" or "non-Q" ("quality" or "non-quality") quotient of an array of cultural
leaders and artifacts: Fred Astaire ("Q'') against Johnny Carson ("non-Q''), the Colosseum
("Q") against TV dinners ("non-Q"), etc. Typically, the decline of"Q" is attributed to the student
left of the 1960s and the contemporary feminist movement, which play a role in this article analogous to that of the Communist party in the early mass culture critiques of the late 1940s.
At first, Tuchman's essay reads as simply a rehash of these older critiques by Greenberg,
Rahv, Macdonald, and others, now gilded with the unabashed elitism of the neoconservative
professional class. However, a closer reading shows it to be symptomatic of a "decline of
quality" among mass-culture critics themselves. Whereas once such critics condemned mass culture in the name of democratic socialism and the artistic avant-garde, Tuchman's nouveau massculture critique serves only to furnish the fashionable with a handy high-"Q" shopping list. As a
result, Tuchman's essay becomes indistinguishable from the advertisements for luxury goods
that surround it in the New York Times Magazine.
See Barbara Tuchman, "The Decline of Quality," New York Times Magazine, November 2,
1980, pp. 38-41.
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art lovers. Thus artists and art administrators have used government funds to
support programs that have less to do with raising public tastes than with selfaggrandizement.
This critique of the cult of innovation and bureaucratization in government
cultural policy has much to recommend it. The dissemination of cultural products by sophisticated media and the establishment of a cultural welfare state that
educates its citizens in prevailing professional pastimes have nothing to do with
the democratization of culture. Still, the democratic implications of the Heritage report's comments on the administration of culture are quickly forgotten as
it turns to attack the Endowments' "tendency to emphasize politically inspired
social policies at the expense of the independence of the arts and the humanities."
For beneath this rejection of "politicized" culture lies the heart of the Heritage
Foundation's program: not the banishment of politics from the realm of culture
but the adjustment of cultural life to the dictates of an undemocratic politics.

The call for an apolitical culture has a long pedigree among conservative
_l ~hinkers. What is new about the Heritage report's proposals is the suggestion that certain kinds of politics are actually beneficial for scholars and artists.
In fact, a good deal of Joyce's chapter is devoted to distinguishing acceptable
from unacceptable politics in cultural production. The following passage on the
role of the chairperson of the NEH suggests what is at stake in such a distinction.
The chairman of each Endowment has primary responsibility for
preserving the agency's apolitical purpose. Here we would propose a
distinction. The chairman must promote and defend the "apolitical"
nature of the agency's operations. But he must also be "political" in
terms of dealing with Congress.
While the NEH must abandon political tasks and "begin to extricate itself and
the humanities from the buffeting of popular forces," it must also equip itself
with the political skills of a congressional lobbyist.
This differentiation of a politics that concerns itself with broad issues of
power from one that concentrates on the best techniques for buttering up the
elite has important implications for the Heritage Foundation's plan to depoliticize culture. "Sociological crusades, political action, or political education as
demanded by narrowly partisan interests" have no place in an Endowment
committed to "excellence." However, the Foundation urges that a number of
arts and humanities programs be directly politicized by their transfer to governmental agencies that have nothing to do with the safeguarding of cultural traditions, let alone "excellence."
I

.
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Examples of acceptable politicization include allowing the State Department and the International Communications Agency to administer NEH
programs in intercultural research. Apparently the continued separation of such
research from the watchful eyes of government diplomats would "complicate
coordination of national security policy" by allowing humanists to have a say in
matters of state. Ironically, the Foundation's proposal for handing over full
authority for international cultural programs to foreign policy experts implicitly
acknowledges what critics of such programs have said for some time, namely
that their purpose has more to do with American military and defense interests
than with the communication of cultural "excellence" between nations. The
report's recommendations for the NEA involve a similar transfer of authority
for art projects for the disadvantaged, handicapped, and imprisoned to social
service agencies. Now part of a pared-down welfare apparatus, a "safety net"
that entangles and restrains its clients more than it aids them, the politically-inclined artist may adopt the role of prison guard or social worker in his relationship to his audience.
Joyce is quick to point out that this new politicization of culture in no way
entails an opening up of the political decision-making process to new ideas in the
arts and humanities. The integration of cultural administrators into the defense
and welfare establishments will not resemble those interdisciplinary experiments
so much in vogue on college campuses. Though less explicit in the case of artists,
the Heritage report decries the "unfortunate employment of humanists in settings
where they are asked to speak of things about which they know nothing."
A terrible disservice has been done to the humanities by the expectation, and sometimes the insistence and demand, that they be integrated
into public policy. While the humanities are an extraordinary resource
for the enlightenment of citizens on public issues, humanists are not
uniquely qualified-in fact, they are often unqualified-to speak of the
facts and details of specific cases and problems that citizens may confront, such as: the expenditure and distribution of taxes, the wisdom
of land development schemes, or the uses of retirement.
In other words, those artists and humanists who are kept on as their programs
are absorbed by national security agencies and prison administrations would do
well to leave "the facts and details" to the experts. When the depoliticization of
culture is defined in terms of its obedience to the exigencies of power, it logically
follows that cultural autonomy for the artist or intellectual means submission to
his "qualified" superiors. In the name of "excellence" and "independence," NEH
and NEA employees and fellows are given the opportunity to put up or shut up.
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or the Reagan right, the depoliticization of culture goes h.and-in-hand with
the depoliticization of politics. The assertion that humanists, Ph.D.'s
in hand, are unqualified for political life is simply a variant of the notion that
politics are too complicated for anyone but a trained managerial elite. As in so
many other areas, David Stockman clarifies the Reagan Administration's position on this point in his famous Atlantic Monthly interview when he sneeringly
refers to democratic politics as "constituency-based choice-making.''2 While
Stockman and company set themselves to the destruction of whatever remnants
of decentralized "choice-making" still exist, the Heritage Foundation embarks
on a search-and~destroy mission for its cultural equivalent. Unacceptable cultural politics-the belief that the work of humanists and artists inherently deals
with political issues and thus has much to offer to other citizens in making political decisions-are replaced by the undemocratic assumptions of our political
culture. 3 Since those assumptions uphold bureaucratic and technical standards
of authority, the stock conservative defense of traditional cultural standards
repeated in the Heritage report becomes a sham.
That conservatives' faith in cultural conservatism has collapsed becomes
even more evident once one realizes that Joyce's attacks on mass culture and
bureaucracy are not meant seriously. Despite all the tough talk about the need to
take the high road and avoid the allurements of the media, Joyce explicitly calls
for "the commercial media," and particularly the television networks, "to
present art under commercial sponsorship rather than be allowed ... to abdicate
their cultural responsibilities to the public communications empire." So much
for the stated goal of funding art "for its own sake, rather than for any presumed
economic or propaganda benefits."
As for the critique of cultural bureaucracies, the Heritage report reverses
itself by encouraging the development of more and more educational programs
and cultural planning committees-so long as these are primarily funded by corporations. Joyce laments that the nation's tax laws, born of"popular suspicions
of private wealth," have made it difficult for the philanthropic to promote such

2 William Grieder, "The Education of David Stockman," Atlantic Monthly 248, no. 6
(December 1981): 30.
3 The criteria for fitness for policy-making in government have been neatly transferred to the
cultural arena. Last August, June Noble ofthe Presidential Task Force on the Arts and Humanities insisted to a reporter that its membership "is a cross section" of the American public since it
included "corporate executives, an actress, recipients." Noble went on to mention that Alvin
Ailey was a member of the Task Force, presumably to demonstrate the Reagan Administration's
responsiveness to black artists and scholars. However, the sole black member of the presidential
panel was not Ailey at all but Arthur Miller of the Dance Theatre of Harlem.
See Arlene Goldbard and Don Adams, "Task Force's Real Work is Now Done," In These
Times 5, no. 38 (September 30-0ctober 6, 1981): 17.
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projects. However, new tax laws will presumably stimulate a revival in private
philanthropy, thereby rescuing the arts. and humanities from the dangers of
public bureaucracies. Those familiar with working conditions in the "private
sector," however, might well wonder what such a shift in the source of cultural
funding has to do with freedom for artists and scholars from bureaucratic
"empires." Indeed, the Heritage plan deliberately subjects cultural production
to control by corporate entities that are even less responsive to artists, humanists,
and other citizens than are the equivalent agencies in Washington, As with the
proposals for autonomy from politics and mass culture, the creative freedom
from bureaucracy advocated here legitimizes the creation of an ever more centralized and hierarchical cultural apparatus.
As should be clear by now, the Heritage recommendations for American
cultural policy do not constitute a defense of autonomous standards in the arts
and humanities. Harold Rosenberg once had the good sense to point out that
"only conservatives believe that subversion is still being carried out in the arts
and that society is being shaken by it. " 4 He might have added that only liberals
believe that conservatives wish to revive a genteel tradition in cultural life. Conservatives themselves have long since given up the ideal of a quasi-aristocratic
cultural guild, which sets its own criteria for competence in art, literature, history, and philosophy. 5 Exhortations to "excellence," "quality," and "standards"
are empty gestures that pretend to legitimize the real work at hand: the subordination of culture to the ends of corporations, the military, and an increasingly
coercive welfare. state. Just as with religion, localism, the "free market," and the
family, conservatives invoke traditions of cultural autonomy while destroying
them.

A

t first glance, the report of the Rockefeller Foundation-sponsored Commission on the Humanities, The Humanities in American Life, appears to
provide a welcome alternative to the blatantly anti-democratic program of the

4 Harold Rosenberg, Discovering the Present: Three Decades in Art, Culture, and Politics
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1973), p; ix.
5 Aram Bakshian, Jr., President Reagan's special assistant for the arts and humanities, inadvertently confirmed this point when he answered critics of the Administration's cultural policies
by reminding them that "the President and his wife are performing artists, and they feel very
strongly about the arts." That Charlton Heston, another "performing artist" in the public eye,
was selected to chair the President's specfal Task Force on the Arts and Humanities should also
dispel any illusions that readers mighthave about conservatives' interest in restoring high cultural standards. Unfortunately, the Task Force report was unavailable for review at the time of this
writing.
See Irvin Molotsky, "The President, the Congress, and the Arts-Can They Live Together
in Happiness?" New York Times, August 9, 1981, sec. 2, pp., 1, 14.
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Heritage Foundation. Motivated by "a profound disquiet about the state of the
humanities in our culture,, the thirty-two Rockefeller commissioners have produced a book-length statement on the present cultural crisis and have offered remedies that claim to be in the spirit of liberal education and participatory politics.
The most promising aspect of the Commission's findings is a willingness
early on in the text to acknowledge that assumptions about "the infallibility of
specialists, the necessity of regulating human activity, and the virtues of material
consumption, have undermined Americans' faith in the humanities and their
ability to govern themselves as informed citizens. The evaporation of humanistic education in our schools and universities, and the resulting increase in
illiteracy and narrow preprofessionalism, threaten to accelerate the degeneration of a civic life already fragile and jaded after years of deceit and corruption
in high places. At the same time, "larger social problems, sap the will of Americans who might otherwise be concerned with the reform of their cultural and
educational institutions, thereby creating a vicious circle that endangers civilized
life in general. "Faith in the power of education to open doors to opportunity
has been shaken by inflation and unemployment, and by evidence that class,
race, and sex may be the chief determinants of economic success.,
Having made these astute observations about the political and social roots
of the crisis in the humanities, the Rockefeller Commission quickly abandons
overtly political issues altogether. Instead of following their introductory
remarks to their logical conclusion, that real issues of power and social conflict
are at stake in the collapse of our cultural institutions and values, the authors
confidently assert that more effective coordination of the state's cultural
agencies will resolve these difficult issues. What "excellence, is to the Heritage
report, "collaboration,, "integration,, "interdependence,, and "cooperation,of humanists and scientists, ethics and technics, professors and media experts,
the federal government and corporations, t_he NEH and other agencies,
etc.-'-are to the Rockefeller statement. After an obligatory nod to the political
dimensions of cultural issues, the commissioners tum to their real task: cultural
crisis management.

T

he Rockefeller Commission's administrative approach to the crisis of the
humanities is evident in the writing of its report. As the authors admit in
passing, "the humanities are difficult to define and classify., The proof of this
remark is found on the second and third pages of the text, where the commissioners strain to define the humanities only to leave matters no clearer than when
they began. Two excerpts will suffice:
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The humanities presume particular methods of expression and inquiry-language, dialogue, reflection, imagination, and metaphor. In
the humanities the aims of these activities of mind are not geometric
proof and quantitative measure, but rather insight, perspective,
critical understanding, discrimination and creativity.
And:
The essence of the humanities is a spirit or an attitude toward
humanity. They show how the individual is autonomous and at the
same time bound, in the ligatures of language and history, to humankind across time and throughout the world. The humanities are an
important measure of the values and aspirations of any society.
The reader who is not yet bound in the ligatures of slumber after reading these
pages might hope to find a more satisfactory elaboration of these points elsewhere in a book entitled The Humanities in American Life. He will be disappointed. Nowhere else do the commissioners come even remotely close to an analysis of the ethical, political, and historical issues inherent in any definition of humanistic study. Similarly, the authors resolve the debate about "populism" and
"elitism" in American culture with a convenient formula-"society must be the
subject of scholarship, not its master''- that avoids discussion of the fundamental terms of that debate.
When the authors pass from their general remarks about the degeneration
of humanistic thought to the consideration of specific topics, their analysis eliminates the very elements of human choice and conflict that need to be examined.
Thus the report attributes-the triumph of the specialized multiversity over the
traditional clerically-oriented college, with its "faith in the coherence of knowledge, in a single cultural tradition, and in the community of the learned," to
nothing more precise than "the growth of knowledge and the multiplication of
educational missions over the past century."
In this particular case, the Rockefeller humanists would have benefited from
some historical research. The redirection of American higher education in the
years between the Civil War and the First World War was the result of conscious
effort by a generation of corporate leaders, Progressive reformers, and professional policy-makers who had very clear ends in mind. Their work culminated in
the denigration of classical education in history, religion, philosophy, and literature, and in the emergence of the social and technical sciences as the educational
prerequisites for positions of power in business and government. In this regard,
an old-fashioned idealist philosopher like R. M. Wenley had better sense than his
tough-minded successors on the Rockefeller panel. Wenley observed accurately
of this transformation in 1907 that ''the universities tend to become the prey of
the bourgeoisie," churning out "an immense number of identical spools, all
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fitted to find places in a huge, undifferentiated bourgeois stratum."6
By ignoring the political roots of the late nineteenth-century instrumentalization of knowledge, and by attributing its effects to impersonal, ahistorical
forces, the Rockefeller commissioners allow themselves to offer suggestions for
cultural reform that simply compound the problem. The main body of The
Humanities in American Life is not a careful consideration of the ethico-political crisis of the humanities but rather a detailed list of new technical devices,
committees, subcommittees, and coordinating agencies that are meant to parcel
out and administer humanistic culture to the public as a whole. As a result, the
authors endorse the very cult of technical and bureaucratic expertise that led to
the demise of humanistic knowledge in the first place.

T h e Rockefeller report's index provides a simple illustration of where the
~uthors' interests lie. While "Western cultural tradition," "Values," and
"Politics" receives a total of fourteen references, references to "Administrators,"
"Television," "Science and technology," and "Technology'' appear on fifty-one
pages. The sections urging greater cooperation between media experts and humanists and the education of humanities professors and students in the use of
advanced communications technology provide the only exciting reading in the
entire text, since the commissioners come alive at the thought of satellite. communications, video discs, computer flling systems, and electronic printouts. The
report warns that "the revolution in communications should not be plowed to
overshadow the human values to be served," but since the humanities experts on
the Rockefeller Commission never explain what these "human values" are, such
incantations are obviously not meant to be taken seriously.
As might be expected from a report that assimilates humanistic scholarship
and education to bureaucracy and technique, The Humanities in American Life
conceives of most American~ as the passive consumers of goods prepared and
packaged for them by committees of cultural coordinators. The report proudly
points to records that indicate that more Americans annually attend art exhibitions than attend spectator sports as proof of "a phenomenal growth of public
interest in the arts'~ that "betokens a deepening American appreciation for creative expressions of the human spirit." The idea that the "creative expressions of

.1.

6 Cited in Laurence R. Yeysey, The Emergence of the American University (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1965), p. 191. For a superb study of the integration of the university into
the Inilitary-industrial complex emerging in the 1900s and 1910s, see David F. Noble, America
by Design: Science, Technology, and the Rise of Corporate Capitalism (New York: Alfred A.
Knopf, 1979).

'>

l·)

.~

~

·)'"
;::?

.~~

:1
Blake I Cultural Crisis Management

113

..~

~
~~

the human spirit" would be better served by increased participation in the making
of cultural works and by the integration, not of one agency panel with another,
but of conscious artistic and intellectual activity with work and play never occurs
to the commissioners, who prefer to keep their eyes on ticket sales.
The authors' example of "an interpretive exhibit of Cezanne's paintings
accessible to people across the country" as a positive means of transcending
"populism" and "elitism" indicates what kind of reawakening of "the human
spirit" they have in mind. The Rockefeller Commission imagines an American
cultural renaissance organized along the lines of the spectacular 1979-1980
Picasso retrospective at the Museum of Modern Art, which spawned Time cover
stories, Picasso T-shirts, book club catalogs, Ticketron marketing methods, and
a battery of critical works that codified the modernist movement and presented
it to the public in a domesticated, easily-digested form. This brand of spectator
sports in the arts has as much to do with the, creation of a democratic culture as
the Commission's proposal for an official Department of Education endorsement of "critical thinking" as an educational goal does with the stimulation of
critical consciousness in everyday life.
The members of the Rockefeller Commission have so enjoyed their work
that they wish to continue. If implemented, their proposals would certainly
guarantee them employment as directors of cultural policy-making boards and
committees aimed at "integrating" the work of humani~ts, artists, and scientists.
Impatient with the humanistic values they claim to be defending, and eager to
suspend their scholarly careers for corporate-funded sabbaticals in cultural
planning, the authors of the Rockefeller report exemplify the new cultural technicians in action. In this way, they resemble those tenured faculty members who
have joined university administrators in managing the economic crises of their
institutions, leaving the sundries of teaching and research to junior professors,
graduate students, and other lumpen-academic "guest-workers." As yet another
endorsement of the assimilation of culture to adminstration, the Rockefeller
Commission's liberal alternative to conservative cultural management is no alternative at all.
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he elaboration of a democratic solution to the crisis in the arts and
humanities requires the revision of many long-held beliefs among activists
on the left. In particular, the demand made by political and cultural radicals at
the beginning of this century for the dissolution of any distinction between culture and "the facts" of American life needs considerable rethinking. That demand may be found in architect Louis Sullivan's manifesto, Democracy, which
argured that "the great and superbest quality of imagination is its power not so
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much to make pictures, as to illuminate facts." 7
Jack London made a similar point in his proletarian novel, The Iron Heel,
when he depicted his socialist hero Ernest Everhard in ferocious intellectual
debate with a group of Protestant theologians.
Battle royal raged, and the ministers grew red-faced and excited,
especially at the moments when Ernest called them romantic philosophers, shadow-projectors, and similar things. And always he checked
them back to facts. "The fact, man, the irrefragable fact!" he would
proclaim triumphantly, when he had brought one of them a cropper.
He bristled them with facts. He tripped them up with facts, ambuscaded them with the facts, bombarded them with broadsides of facts. 8
This tradition of cultural criticism culminated in the 1934 publication of John
Dewey's Art as Experience, which served as the bible for many of Franklin
Roosevelt's public arts program administrators. Dewey provided artists, intellectuals, and cultural administrators in the 1930s with a philosophy that demonstrated "the continuity of aesthetic experience with normal processes of living."9
The equation of art with experience led Dewey and his followers to conclude
that "the values that lead to production and intelligent enjoyment of art have to
be incorporated into the system of social relationships." 10
The critique of genteel culture in the name of conformity to "the facts" did
much to demolish the intellectual rationalizations for depriving the majority of
Americans of opportunities for education and cultural literacy. Yet at the same
time, the idea of "art as experience" opened the door to a more sinister development than old-fashioned snobbery by preparing the way for the organization
and domestication of artistic and intellectual creation according to the methods
already perfected for the manipulation of other areas of social life. As the
reports of the Heritage and Rockefeller Foundations demonstrate, elite cultural
policy-makers enthusiastically agree that the same attitudes and practices should
be adopted for the production and appreciation of culture as for any other
activity. And they plan to do exactly that by extending the principles of political
administration and social control to encompass the arts and humanities.
Paradoxically, the ideal of a democratic culture that inspired Sullivan,

7 Louis Sullivan, Democ:acy: A Man-Search (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1961),
p. 349·
8 Jack London, The Iron Heel (New York: Bantam, 1971), p. 10.
9 John Dewey, Art as Experience (New York: Paragon, 1934), p. 10.
10 Ibid., p. 344·
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London, and Dewey may best be served today by recapturing and renewing the
tradition of autonomous cultural standards that is piously invoked by the
Heritage conservatives only to be discarded in practice. Democratic organizations like the recently formed American Writers' Congress, neighborhood arts
cooperatives, and other associations of radical scholars, artists, and writers
· must take the responsibility for formulating new cultural ideals and values that
has been abdicated by the cultural crisis managers. Such groups can combine the
best elements of the guild or craft union tradition of self-defense and producers'
control with the potential for making serious contributions to broader efforts
for social reconstruction and democracy. In the process, they may formulate
standards of cultural competence and value free of the undemocratic "facts" of
the present order.
The emancipation of the public's imaginative faculties from the tyranny of
"the facts" requires democrats to create the local institutional framework for a
truly autonomous cultural realm. A commitment to deepening our cultural life
and renewing the meaning of humanistic knowledge need not imply a return to
elitist pretensions and an indifference to political concerns. On the contrary, the
starting point for a democratic culture and politics is the fulfillment of the
promises of cultural "independence" and "excellence" that have been repeatedly
broken by their most vocal promoters.

Time on the Cross
JULIA PRESTON
BOOK REVIEWED:

Penny Lernoux, Cry of the People: United States Involvement in the Rise of
Fascism, Torture, and Murder and the Persecution of the Catholic Church
in Latin America (New York: Doubleday & Company, Inc., 1980).

0

n September 30, 198 I, the Guatemalan government of General Romeo
Lucas summoned all local journalists and the entire diplomatic corps,
including U.S. Ambassador Frederic Chapin, to the National Palace for a press
conference with an undisclosed agenda. As the Guatemalan journalists filed in,
they received envelopes from Lucas's press secretary, which turned out to
contain the only questions the reporters would be allowed to ask following the
presentation. The press secretary then introduced a priest, a Guatemalan Jesuit
of whom nothing had been known since the previous June 9th when, according
to eyewitness accounts gathered by the Jesuit Mission, he had been knocked
unconscious and abducted from his car by three armed men in broad daylight in
the streets of Guatemala City.
At the conference the priest, Father Luis Pellecer, wearing the collar which
friends said he shunned before his disappearance, showed no outward signs of
physical abuse. His tone, however, was leaden, and he used none of the
Chaplinesque mannerisms and stinging wit for which he had been known among
the religious in Guatemala. He stepped up to the microphone and said, "I am a
priest, 35 years of age, and a member until June8th of this year of the Guerrilla
Army of the Poor [or EGP, the largest armed leftist organization in Guatemala].
At that time I decided of my own free will to seek out the country's security
forces and terminate my subversive, militant existence."
Thus began what was literally a tour de force staged by the Lucas
government: as tapes of the Pellecer press conference played night after night on
Guatemalan television, the military shipped the priest to El Salvador and
Honduras for similar performances. Throughout, he remained in the custody of
the security forces, who said he had not requested to be released from their
protection. He could not be visited or examined alone.
The priest said he had been an unarmed member of a propaganda commission for the guerrilla group, an assertion which the EGP later confirmed. "How
. could I have been so blind? A religious man like myself, bewitched into choosing
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a life of violence?" Pellecer asked before an audience which sat in sepulchral
stillness.
I learned to manipulate the intellectual machinery of the Theology of
Liberation. This theology introduces the poor to a new Jesus Christ,
rebellious ... revolutionary ... a partial Jesus solely devoted to the
salvation of the poor and banishing the rich, the powerful, those at the
head of government. This Jesus was totally detached from the Church
as an institution .... Supposedly our Father sent him to earth to build a
new kingdom, which we define as a socialist kingdom ... for which we
obviously need power .... Almost all the Jesuits of my own generation
have been indoctrinated ... with the science of Marxism. . . . How
could I have possibly believed it would remain a mere theory?

·.~

.·

After naming numerous clergy and programs disseminating "a whole new set of
teachings for the oppressed," Pellecer tendered his resignation from the Jesuit
Order. He ended by beseeching the Guatemalan people for forgiveness.
If the Pellecer statement, fifty pages in transcript, cannot be dismissed out
of hand-though it gives every sign of being wrenched from a terrorized and
perhaps completely altered mind-it is because of its unwonted eloquence, and
the precision of its argument. De-emphasizing the delusions of ubiquitous
Soviet scheming which characterize conventional Guatemalan rightist doctrine,
the Pellecer confession sends a spike right at the Catholic Church's bared
Achilles' heel: its place in a process of revolutionary change, particularly one
born of bloody class warfare. Between 1964 and 1981 about 950 members of the
Catholic clergy in Latin America were murdered or disappeared, nearly 100 were
tortured but survived, and hundreds more were exiled from their countries. Yet
the Pellecer case marks the first incident in which a military government seized
the pastoral prerogatives, demanding confession from a priest and then meting
out its pardon. As such, it was a particularly conspicuous challenge to Catholics
on the continent to confront the agonizing dilemmas that arise for an institution
of the masses which attempts to abstain from violence and partisan politics
while residing in ferociously polarized societies dominated by official terror.
For American readers the only popular, secular text available to help
salvage the Pellecer incident from quick historical obscurity is Penny Lernoux's
Cry of the People. For a decade Lernoux has been the Latin America correspondent for the Nation and the National Catholic Reporter. Based in Bogota,
Colombia, she has come to exemplify much of what average American correspondents in Latin America are not. She is enough drawn to the continent to
settle there permanently. She has turned often and respectfully to local documentation and sources, studiously cultivating those who could speak for the
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disenfranchised majority. With a seasoned eye she has consistently looked past
the political medicine-show of the moment to follow the evolution of institutions and the movement of money. In her previous articles, pith has been the
hallmark of her prose. Now she has written a substantial book which documents
the rise since 1960 of military states guided by a doctrine of national security
learned from the United States-"creole fascism" is Lernoux's term-and the
parallel growth of a radical Christian movement and theology stemming from a
renewed commitment of the Catholic clergy to the region's poor.

~is

reader, for one, was surprised to find that the plain-spoken

.1 ~lairvoyance of Lernoux's Nation essays is not among the strengths of her

first book. Instead, the virtues of passion have supplanted those of precision.
She is writing as a convert; she has become a journalistic apostle for the
Theology of Liberation. Her book is in the first place an extraordinary
monument to the Christians who died in the Latin American holocaust,
engraving names and places for public memory. It is also an exegesis, biblical in
its accumulation of evidence, of ecclesiastical documents from the Bishops'
conferences at Medellin, Colombia in 1968 and Puebla, Mexico in 1979, citing
''the presence of many oppressive regimes in our continent ... subject to more
powerful multinational centers which often look to their own interests at the
expense of the nations where they are located ... condemning the continent to
permanent underdevelopment." Thus, the centerpiece of this book is an exceptionally complete encyclopedia of two decades of United States intervention in
Latin America. Lernoux details the effects of U.S. government support, to the
tune of $2.7 billion between 1959 and 1978, for training and weaponry for the
armies and security forces which had seized power in eleven of Latin America's
. largest countries by 1979. She collects the most egregious examples of American
corporate malfeasance and defalcation, such as the United Fruit scandal of 1975
in Honduras that ended when company president Eli Black flung himself to his
death from a skyscraper overlooking Park Avenue in New York City. She links
these factors to the persecution of Catholics. It may not, for example, be
common knowledge that between 1961 and 1970 the CIA used a prominent
Catholic research institute in Chile to funnel $2.5 million to the Christian
Democratic Party there, as part of a continuing. effort to block socialist
Salvador Allende from electoral power that culminated in the coup of 1973.
Similarly, in the wake, of the rape and murder of four American Church women
in El Salvador in December 1980, it bears remembering how Father Jerome
Cypher from Medford, Wisconsin, met his death in 1976 in Olancho, Honduras
· (a country which has sent 367 of its top military officers for U.S. training in
Panama since that year). "Cypher was whipped and beaten ... then castrated
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and shot," by Lieutenant Benjamin Plata of the Honduran army, who later,
anomalously, faced trial for the crime. Cypher's body was thrown into a well
along with two peasant women who were still alive, and "Lt. Plata tossed two
sticks of dynamite on top of them to seal the hole .... " At a February 1982
demonstration by Catholics in Washington to protest the renewal of United
States aid to the junta of El Salvador, one religious woman was toting a placard
that read, "U.S. Guns Kill U.S. Nuns." That succinctly summarizes one
argument which Cry of the People definitively documents.
But an equally central value of this book for Americans is as a lay history
and explication of the liberationist philosophy. To synthesize, following the
dictums of the Vatican II Councils of 1964-66 the Catholic clergy moved to
renounce its seat in a governing troika which had persisted in provincial Latin
America through four and a half centuries, consisting of the landowner, the
general, and the bishop. The clergy, sometimes with the support of local
hierarchies, took a leap from its nineteenth-century post as keeper of the
celestial gates and landed on the brown earth of post-war Latin America.
Adopting a literal interpretation of the notion of "witness," nuns, priests, and
even prelates moved in with the poor, a cohabitation which quickly drew
suspicion from ascendant armies tutored by American advisers to identify their
enemy as a faceless "subversion" likely to take highly disarming guises. Out of
propinquity, persecution, and an unprecedented concern to educate the
oppressed for civic participation came a burgeoning of grass-roots Catholic
organizations. These included cooperatives, trade unions, peasant federations,
radio school networks, and Basic Christian Communities (now numbering over
wo,ooo in Latin America), egalitarian local alliances for civic improvement
bound together by common scripture study and basic education. At the same
time, surprisingly broad sectors of the Church hierarchy (including radicals and
many centrists and excluding only old-line conservatives) began to enunciate a
new critique of Latin American society, which was reaffirmed and codified in
the documents of the 1979 Puebla conference. While warning against atheistic
or dictatorial communism, this view places the blame for the deepening impoverishment of the poor on the continent squarely on United State~ corporate
capitalism. "No one can deny the concentration of corporate, rural and urban
property in the hands of the few" reads the final Puebla document. "There is also
a concentration of power in civil or military technocracies. . . . The fear of
Marxism impedes many from facing the oppressive reality of capitalism."
Among its more convince? exponents, this critique was accompanied by a
revolutionary, utopian, "prophetic" vision, "to make society over from the
bottom up," as Lernoux says. Replacing the "institutionalized violence" and
"situation of social sin" of the national security states would be a remoralized,
nonviolent society built on decentralized, activist, collective communities of the
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poor. Private property would exist, under the lien of a "social mortgage" (a term
coined by Pope John Paul II), which would ensure a dignified subsistence to all.
Dom Helder Camara, the radical Archbishop of Recife, Brazil, is as concise as
most of the liberationists ever get when he says, "The world trend is toward
socialism. At this time Christians offer to it the mystique of universal
brotherhood and hope."

~is undaunted optimistic humanism flourishing like greenery on a solid

~all of military dictatorships is wonderfully appealing, even to nonCatholics: Moreover, Lernoux spent four years interviewing besieged priests
and nuns, living with no protection but their faith awaiting the next grenade
attack or visit from a para-police kidnap squad, in utterly austere slums and
hamlets all over the continent. They present an example of service that is
completely compelling to see up close. But in writing as an advocate, Lernoux
has incorporated into her work many of the analytical shortfalls of the
liberationist worldview as well as its message of loving change.
She likes to identify the malfunctions of Latin American societies in moral
rather than structural terms. For instance, her account of Peru's 1976 battle with
the International Monetary Fund goes thus: "So while the [foreign commercial]
banks could be said to have grown fat on the government's spendthrift ways, the
Peruvians themselves were responsible for the economic mess. The same could
be said of the sins of the foreign investors. Were it not for the venality,
selfishness and short-sightedness of the Latin Americans who rule these
countries, it would be more difficult, if not impossible, for foreign firms to get
away with so much chicanery." As a corollary, she also emphasizes ideas and
belief over socio-economic factors as the moving forces behind the upheavals of
the continent the past two decades. She identifies the clergy itself as the chief
instigator of the telluric Catholic movement, bringing the enlightenment of
rejuvenated mission to benighted and stagnant Latin backwaters.
However, it bears noting that far from static, the lot of the poor in the last
two decades of capitalist growth in Latin America was one of protracted, unpredictable change. The period has brought continued massive alienation of the
peasantry from the land, through population growth, direct expropriation by
large landholders, and simple deterioration of the terms of commerce from
small agriculturalists. (Speaking of his diocese in Brazil's Amazon, Dom Pedro
CasldaJ.iga remarks, "I may end up as the bishop of cows, because there won't be
any people left.") The Latin American landscape became hectic with the
migrations of the displaced. There were internal movements of the poor from
country to town and town to metropolis, cyclical migrations of seasonal
workers, and long-term leaps between countries and to the United States, all too

.1
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continuous and too invisible to be adequately quantified. During these two
decades, industrial production became more technical, and marketplace trade
relations in many areas became more rationalized. One large effect was to depersonalize, secularize, and completely dissolve many of the family- and
community-oriented traditional forms of organization for the poor. Lernoux
quotes a Dominican priest describing the advent of absentee ownership in the
sugar region of his parish: "Before, social relations were vertical, from superior
to inferior, and that was perhaps not ideal. But now there are no interpersonal
relations at all."
It was also a time of intense organized activism of the lower middle class,
urban workers, and the rural poor, outside the scope of the Church. Chile, for
example, from the mid-sixties until the 1973 coup, saw a rising of land-invasions
by rural agricultural workers (over 1,ooo in 1971 alone) and squatters'
movements. In Brazil, the Peasant Leagues of the northeast in the populist
interlude before 1964 gave the peasants virtually the only autonomous political
organizations they have had in that country in the twentieth century. Coalitions
of peasants, labor unions, and students brought a radical military government
to power in Bolivia briefly in the early seventies. In large part the anticommunist
military regimes in these and other countries intervened to suppress labor and
community organizations of the poor whose demands could no longer be met
without threatening the balance of class power. In addition, beginning with the
earthquake of 1972, in Nicaragua "seismic" revolutions began one by one to
undermine the foundations of the ancient military regimes there, in El Salvador,
and Guatemala, drawing new rounds of repression.
Thus, by the seventies, contrary to the presumption of inert backwardness
which Lernoux reiterates, the poor in the countries where the church grew
strongest were often mobilized, but facing a two-fold attack on their forms of
political and social organization, through economic displacement and political
terror. The Catholic Church, rather than an instigator, was often the
institutional mantle for popular groundswells. The hierarchy found itself
sheltering and sustaining the only visible, broad-based opposition to the "creole
facist" military machines. Meanwhile, it fell to nuns and priests to provide
vocabulary, resources, and organizational know-how to rebuild community
institutions. In the Central American revolutionary isthmus, in Brazil, the grass
roots of the Church were so active that, the hierarchies felt directly threatened
and maneuvered to reconsolidate their sway. In many localities the poor have
simply run off with the church. In a clandestine interview in the summer of 1981
a Quiche Indian leader of the-largest peasant confederation in Guatemala, now
completely underground, was succinct when asked why he had joined the
revolutionary opposition: "I'm a Catholic," he said. "When I was a boy the
priest told me the poor were the chosen people of God."
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Contested Terrain

The popular pressure on the Catholic institutions in Latin America is
germane here because, having disassociated itself from the powers-that-be over
the last two decades, the Church now urgently confronts the questions of power
again, this time from the vantage point of those who have little of it and who also
face exterminating repression. Should the Church seek power on behalf of the
poor, or help the poor to seek it themselves? Can the Church under some
circumstances support revolution as a legitimate response to tyranny? Who shall
decide what those circumstances might be? Can Christians be encouraged to
bear arms against official repression? to revolt? Can the clergy do so? The
matter of means is what is posed by the haunted mea culpa of the Guatemalan
Jesuit, Father Pellecer. His fate illustrates the intensity of the debate within the
hierarchy. Just before his press conference on September 30, Pellecer was
allowed a meeting with the Guatemalan bishops. Cardinal Mario Casariego
(perhaps the most conservative man in the Latin American Church) ignored the
laborious confession and left the priest in stunned speechlessness by pointing at
him and denouncing him as a subversive "Judas."

I

n Cry of the People; Lernoux cannot be expected to ajudicate such moral
matters, which have troubled Catholic doctrine for centuries. But in practice
she deals with them at best with confession, and more often avoids them
altogether. She does name the forms of political action with which the progressive Church, and apparently she herself, feel comfortable. She notes the broad
sense of disillusionment with the paper reforms of the Christian Democratic
parties of the sixties. Instead, the ecclesiastical documents condone mediating
organizations such as unions and federations, as well as the Basic Christian
.Communities. The radical Christians issue a call to nonviolence, to include
strikes, sit-insand marches. The clergy is to participate as companion facilitator,
educator, "allowing the people to develop their own solutions." The obvious
limitation of these prescriptions is that they fly in the face of a reality where such
tactics and organizations are either completely illegal or subject to direct military control or paramilitary terror. They also do not satisfy the worry of priests
and nuns working in poor communities who know that by giving a public shape
and national significance to the needs of the poor without also preparing them
for self defense and sustained political activism, they may simply expose their
parishioners to lethal danger~
In short, Lernoux has a blind spot to some of the hardest realities of Christian resistance and revolution. The fixation in her book is with martyrdom, succumbing in pacifism to violent persecution. The back of the book is a full roster

Preston I Time on the Cross

123

of all the clergy who have been killed, country by country, and the text itself is
constructed from case after case of innocent Catholic deaths. She frequently invokes the Passion of Christ to suggest the requirement of suffering for liberation, but not the "rebellious Jesus," the active enemy of exploitation, described
by Pellecer.
She too casually dismisses the need for revolutionary violence in any context. "A revolution," she writes,
would of course sweep away the political cobwebs, along with much
else, but it is questionable whether it is desirable in the social context of
Latin America. In any case, contrary to the doomsday predicted by
political seers who see revolution around every corner, the probability
of such upheaval is remote .... Even had the Church been willing to
condone violent tactics, the fact is they do not work in the present Latin
American context.
This is an awkward affirmation in a book completed, according to the acknowledgements, in mid- 1979, only a matter of weeks from the day when Sandinista
guerrillas rode a national insurrection to power in Nicaragua, ushering in a government in which two Catholic priests hold ministerial portfolios. The problem
is not whether Lernoux is wrong or right, but that she fails to do justice to the
lonely decisions being made by the local clergy who must accompany the poor
through the revolutionary storm. She makes no mention of what appears to be
an increasingly widespread phenomenon in Latin America: a clandestine Catholic
resistance. Like Father Pellecer, Catholic clergy in local communities, particularly in Central America, are obliged to be consistent with their past pastoral work
and to settle on some relationship with clandestine and even armed political organizations-guerrilla armies, non-armed broad fronts, self-defense groupswhose rank-and-file are poor people who acquired a vocation for change in the
Bible classes of that same clergy. Local churches are asK.ed to provide refuge,
transport, communications, supplies, medical assistance. When they become
targets of paramilitary threats, priests and nuns must decide whether to stay with
their communities, which may involve martyrdom or hiding, or leave, which may
seem like abandonment. An American priest, David Varasseur who returned in
January to his home in Louisiana after nearly eight years of mission in Guatemala, heard that a rightist death squad was hunting him, and wondered "what
good would I have been to the Indians dead?"
One would also like to see some mention in a book of this length of another
area of ambiguity in the new C:hristian vision of liberation: the status ofwomen
in general, and the women religious. The nuns who are living in permanent risk
in Central America in order to meet their pastoral commitments normally cannot vote in the diocesan councils which decide what work they will undertake.
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Contested Terrain

n the Central American Revolutions the new Latin American Church faces
tempering by a hot fire. In El Salvador and Guatemala, plain Catholic phrases
of justice and equality are more likely to be in the minds of peasants and laborers
who persist in rebuilding the popular organizations against the ravages of
repression, than any revolutionary class-analysis or yearning for concrete
reforms. The teachings of liberation and participation, more than many prelates
anticipated at the watershed Medellin conference in 1968, are being
implemented by their barefoot students. With its legacy of four centuries of
dictating to the poor, now the Church must decide day to day how far it will go to
accompany the faithful in a move closer to power. The presence of the clergy in
these countries is critical to the quality of the political outcome of class war, for
the Church is often the only· voice that can speak of humanism amidst the
unspeakable bloodletting of the battle for survival. As they have developed so
far, these revolutions have offered-in fact require-a multitude of different
support roles short of participation in actual armies. Already local clergies, faced
with moral and theological crises, have tested these roles and devised ad hoc
solutions. The Jesuit Order defended Father Pellecer's participation in the EGP,
pointing out that he was not in a branch of the organization that handled arms. In
Nicaragua in 1980 the Bishops pressured Miguel D'Escoto, a Maryknoll Father
who is Minister of Foreign Relations, and Ernesto Cardenal, Minister of
Culture, and two other Sandinista priests, to leave their posts and return to the
priesthood. The priests opted to negotiate an exceptional dispensation: they
agreed not to exercise their priestly ministry while they remained in the Sandinista
government. "We are again faced with an old and constant temptation-that of
not knowing where to place ourselves as Ministers of God within the historical
processes and necessities," noted the Bishops in their statement of agreement to
this pact.
As they attempt to find ways in the herd of "historical necessities" to reconcile their commitment to the poor and to Chiistian tenets of restraint from
violence and secular politics, the Latin American religious and American
missionaries may seem increasingly strange and frightening to observers in the
United States. By reading Cry of the People, Americans will understand the
long trajectory of the humane commitment which motivates them .
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