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FOREWORD

Richard J. Mouw


DAVID KOYZIS DID NOT HAVE to come up with a new edition of the 2003 version of this book for my sake. I have long been impressed with that version. I have read it several times and regularly turned to it to bone up on specific topics. I have also assigned it, with much success, as a required text for my students.

Now that I have read this new and expanded version, I am delighted that David made the effort. Much has changed in the world of global politics during the past decade and a half. Even as I write this foreword, the daily news reports that I follow—mainly online these days rather than the hard-copy newspapers I relied on when this book first appeared—tell us of political realities that we could not have imagined in 2003. While a good introduction to political thought is of a different genre than daily news reports, it should give us a framework and specific tools for gaining insights into the news. The 2003 edition of this book has served many of us marvelously in this regard, but this new version now brings added value.

I don’t know of another writer on political thought who can match the breadth and the depth that David brings to political topics. While he certainly has a solid grasp of the subject matter typically discussed by other political scientists, he also knows legal theory, technological studies, international relations, philosophy, theology—and he even makes effective use of poetry and fiction. His scholarship is a model for those of us in the academy who promote the cause of integrated teaching and learning.

For all of his broad-ranging interests and expertise, David never loses sight of his central focus: casting light on the diversity of ideologies in the history of political thought. The very term ideology, of course, is a contested descriptor. People often use it as an insult: “Oh, that’s just ideology!” It is also regularly used, though, as a neutral term for capturing the essentials of a respected system of political thought.

David nods in both directions. He takes us carefully through the strengths and weaknesses of liberalism, conservativism, nationalism, democratism, and socialism—showing how each of them is, from a Christian perspective, expressive of a fundamentally idolatrous commitment. Each organizes itself around an ultimate commitment to some aspect of the creation. In this sense every ideology is “religious,” even to the point of embodying some sort of “redemptive narrative.”

But in treating these ideologies as stemming from idolatrous commitments, David does not present them simply as embodiments of intellectual error. I’ll admit that I often get nervous when Christians subsume non-Christian thought and life under the category of idolatry. Doing so encourages a wiser-than-thou judgmentalism regarding everything associated with non-Christian perspective. It is not so, however, with David Koyzis. He uses the concept as a helpful explanatory device that can elucidate the fundamental patterns of a system of thought.

And here is what I find so helpful in how he does this: he wants us also to learn from idolatrous perspectives. Since these systems of thought function within God’s good creation despite the pervasive presence of sin, they are not able entirely to distort their understanding of the world in which they live. But even more, they often have positive insights to offer us. By employing some aspect of the creation as an ultimate category of analysis of political reality, an idolatrous perspective can actually point some things out to us that we might otherwise have missed. For example, the Marxists are certainly wrong when they insist that belief in the afterlife is simply a way of encouraging the oppressed to accept an unjust political-economic status quo. But they do actually get it right in some specific cases. Religion has frequently been used to discourage people from working to correct real injustices.

The alternative to the idolatrous ways of thinking about political life is, of course, to honor the Creator’s designs for our life together as human creatures. In pointing us to those designs, David provides us with a highly insightful comparative analysis of two robust Christian views of the state: the Catholic system organized around the principle of subsidiarity and the “sphere sovereignty” perspective developed in Dutch neo-Calvinism, especially by Abraham Kuyper and Herman Dooyeweerd.

In developing the Kuyperian perspective, David is well aware that it needs some reworking for contemporary political realities. The Christian perspective, he insists, can be applied to diverse cultural contexts, with differing ways of construing patterns of governances and forms of political “representation.” What is nonnegotiable, however, is the biblically inspired vision of “the state as an institution built on the exercise of power and guided by the principle of public justice” (chap. 4).

One of the special gifts provided in this new edition is an important concluding section, where David sets forth some reflections on the nature and role of the church vis-à-vis political life. This “Concluding Ecclesiological Postscript” is integral to the overall case that he makes in the book, but it can also stand alone as an important contribution to the ongoing Christian discussion of the ways in which the institutional church—denominational manifestoes about social concerns as well as what gets addressed explicitly in homilies and sermons—can appropriately address significant topics relating to the common good. What David says on this subject is brief, but it manages to clarify more issues in a few pages than many of the theological volumes I have read on the subject. In that regard, it is a fitting conclusion to a book that consistently provides us with much-needed wisdom on matters of vital importance to our life together as creatures of God.
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PREFACE TO THE
SECOND EDITION


THE DISTANCE BETWEEN VISION and illusion can be dishearteningly small. We strive to be as clear-sighted as possible, and we may even take pride in our ability to grasp and interpret the world as it really is. In our ongoing efforts to make sense of the world around us, however, we inevitably filter our observations through one or more worldviews. A worldview, or what the Germans call Weltanschauung, is not yet a theoretical model capable of being verified or falsified through ordinary methods of demonstration. It is, rather, a pretheoretical vision rooted in a basic religious commitment interacting with and shaped by ordinary life experience.

But visions are capable of distortion, and when they become distorted, we speak of them as illusions. An illusion gives us a false picture of the world, but its falsity is not always immediately obvious to everyone, particularly in the short term. In fact, an illusion may be so compelling as to persuade countless people of its claims to the full truth. Yet even an illusion is never altogether bereft of truth, because of the givenness of the world that it sees. This suggests that we stand in need of some means, perhaps even a gift of God’s grace, to enable us to sort out the complex relationship between these competing visions and illusions on the one hand and the world to which they point on the other.

If it were simply a matter of testing the claim that, say, a thirty-five-year-old woman and an eight-year-old girl are walking across the street and turning into a toy store, then ordinary powers of observation would seem to suffice. But it is when we try to make further sense of our common experience that we may find our interpretations clashing. Are we seeing two solitary individuals engaging in a common enterprise through the mutual agreement of their self-interested wills? Are we viewing two members of the bourgeoisie using the leisure afforded them by their dominant position in the capitalist system of production to engage in a nonessential commercial transaction? Are we looking at two citizens of a state taking advantage of its protection to cross a busy thoroughfare safely and enter a limited-liability business enterprise? Or are we seeing a mother and a daughter bound together in an asymmetrical familial relationship characterized by mutual love and devotion? There is a sense in which we are seeing all of these, since each of these interpretations gives us insight into one facet of a fuller reality.

In accepting any one of these as an exhaustive account of reality, however, we are not simply assenting to the evidence of our senses; we are in fact filtering this evidence through a worldview that, though to some extent shaped by our experience, itself shapes the way we interpret this experience. The implications for politics are enormous: many of the battles in the political realm are shaped not simply by a refusal of one side or another to “face facts” or to “be reasonable,” as one typically hears, but by differing views of reality rooted in alternative paradigms. In fact, however, as we shall see in this book, many of these different views of politics, under whatever ideological label they may fall, find their origins in a single religious worldview that sees the cosmos as an essentially closed system without reference to a creator/redeemer. In short, for all the apparent conflict among the several ideologies, all are subspecies of the larger category of idolatry, as I shall argue in chapter one.

Because the first edition of this book was published in 2003, shortly after the start of a new century and millennium, it naturally reflected developments in the closing decades of the last century, especially the collapse of communism and what then appeared to be a dramatic spread of democratic forms of government. As I was putting the finishing touches on the manuscript, the events of September 11, 2001, introduced what many belatedly saw as a “new” reality into the international arena—namely, radical jihadism, from the Arabic word for “holy war,” which supplanted the more inclusive postwar Arab nationalism and socialism as the “latest thing.” Moreover, since the turn of the century we have experienced a further evolution in the ongoing liberal project that has rendered it markedly less hospitable than in the past to the claims of traditional revealed religion. This has necessitated a reworking of especially chapter two, but the recent convergence between late liberalism and what has been labeled “cultural Marxism” has also made it necessary to touch on this in chapter six. What is remarkable about this development is that, as the Western world continues along the path of secularization, a phenomenon thoroughly explored in Charles Taylor’s A Secular Age,1 the remainder of the world seems to be caught up in a religious revival. Christianity in particular is making rapid inroads into sub-Saharan Africa, Latin America, and Asia, as chronicled in Philip Jenkins’s books, beginning with The Next Christendom.2 The evidence indicates that much of what has come under the label of modernity has failed to still the restless heart seeking fulfillment in something or someone beyond itself.

A new edition is warranted not only by the need for a general update of the material but also by developments in my own thinking since 2003. Following the first edition’s publication, I began to become aware that each of the ideologies I had explored was not a static set of principles but told a story that mirrors and imitates in some fashion the biblical redemptive narrative. Each of these stories has a counterpart to creation, fall into sin, redemption, and consummation, along with the expectation that someone or some group will play the part of messiah, ushering in the happy ending to the tale. As Taylor puts it, “the narrative is not an optional extra,” meaning that stories are integral to our understanding both of ourselves and of the larger world.3 Consequently, in this new edition I have brought into the foreground something that was already present in the first but not overtly discussed—namely, the narrative structure of the ideologies. Along with this new emphasis, I have added several diagrams to illustrate this structure. The single exception to this is in my treatment of conservatism in chapter three.

Somewhat to my surprise—albeit a pleasant one—the first edition has been used profitably in theological seminaries throughout North America and possibly elsewhere. My target audience was the larger body of Christ insofar as its members are citizens caught up in the ordinary drama of life, including politics. This covers ministers in training, of course. However, recognizing that I had not overtly addressed the situation of pastors in the church, I decided, with the encouragement of a few of my readers, to include something more immediately relevant to those whose principal calling is to responsibility within the institutional church. Thus I have appended a “Concluding Ecclesiological Postscript,” which, while not pretending to settle the issue definitively, nevertheless offers broad guidelines and three historical examples for how the institutional church—as distinct from the larger body of Christ—might legitimately address political matters. While I do not expect full agreement on the direction in which I point, I hope this postscript will offer a springboard for further discussion.

Additionally, discussion questions now appear at the end of the book. Those using the book in the classroom need not feel bound to pose these verbatim to their students and are free to adapt them as they see fit to their own pedagogical needs. Those who prefer to ignore them altogether and come up with better ones are more than welcome to do so. Perhaps they would be kind enough to send them to me for future consideration. Finally, a second edition provides a welcome opportunity to correct errors in the first.

If one theme can be said most to characterize my own political thinking, it is this statement paraphrasing the first question and answer of the Heidelberg Catechism (1563): We are not our own! Indeed we do not belong to ourselves; we are not autonomous. The quest for autonomy—that is, to be our own persons—is perhaps the most prominent feature of the ideologies we shall explore in these pages. Along with this focus on autonomy comes what might be called the cult of originality. Many of us would love to be an Einstein, coming up with something fresh and creative—something, like the general theory of relativity, that no one before us has thought of. However, even when we think we have come up with something new and innovative, it turns out that many of its elements are obviously drawn from elsewhere. The same is true of this book. In writing it, I happily acknowledge the influence of many others with whom I have conversed in person or with whom I have come into contact in print or online.

One of these is the Dutch Christian political economist Bob Goudzwaard, who in several of his books, including Capitalism and Progress and Idols of Our Time, isolates the connection between ideology and idolatry.4 Upon reading especially the latter book, I became convinced that this connection needed to be worked out in greater detail with respect to the several ideologies themselves. Thus Goudzwaard was and remains a formative influence on my own thought.

I am indebted to two more people who have had no small impact on my thinking. James W. Skillen was long associated with the Center for Public Justice and its predecessor organization, the Association for Public Justice. Skillen has grown in wisdom and insight over the years, and his writings display an uncommon measure of the discernment I have sought to realize in the present book. From Skillen I have learned much, including, as far as this book is concerned, the extent to which God remains faithful to his creation, even in the midst of our unbelief; and the degree to which all the ideologies fall short in understanding the character of the state as a differentiated political institution with its unique place in God’s world. If our following after various ideological visions has distorting effects on our lives in this world, it is nevertheless true that our world still belongs to God and, because of his conserving grace, the impact of sin remains limited. It is also true that, even where the adherents of various theoretical constructs attempt to reduce the state to something else, whether a voluntary association no different from the private club, a commercial enterprise similar to a business, or an all-encompassing focal point of a community’s loyalty, pretheoretical experience is easily able to tell the difference between the political community and other communal structures such as the family. The state’s task of doing public justice, even when it is perverted in some fashion, tends inevitably to reassert itself. This again is due to God’s conserving grace.

I owe much to my great friend and colleague Albert M. Wolters, who, despite his possibly tongue-in-cheek claim to have little interest in politics per se, has helped me understand the connection between the ideologies and the ancient gnostic heresy that locates the source of evil not in our rebellion against God and his word but in something structural in his creation. By failing to distinguish creational structure from spiritual direction, the followers of these ideologies tend to assume that salvation is to be found in freeing humanity from some facet of God’s creation and in putting one’s ultimate trust in some other facet.

Many other people have been influential or have played a more direct role in my thinking. Among those I have found especially insightful are the following: Abraham Kuyper, the Dutch Christian statesman and polymath, whose reflections on politics and society were framed in response to the sweeping secularization of the nineteenth-century Netherlands; Herman Dooyeweerd, longtime professor of legal philosophy at the Free University of Amsterdam, whose Christian philosophy I have found enormously helpful in understanding the nature of politics and the state; the late Jean Bethke Elshtain, whose writings show an uncommon degree of good sense motivated by an effort to steer clear of various ideological agendas; Paul Marshall of Baylor University and Mary Ann Glendon of Harvard University Law School, both of whose writings on human rights have demonstrated the complexities of rights claims in an age when rights are treated as the answer to every political controversy; Roy A. Clouser, whose Myth of Religious Neutrality5 and other writings have illuminated the character of the various types of religious belief and their respective understandings of God’s world; the late Bernard Zylstra (1934–1986), my former mentor from the Institute for Christian Studies, Toronto, who introduced me to the writings of, inter alia, Hannah Arendt, Leo Strauss, George Parkin Grant, and Eric Voegelin; Jacques Maritain, whose application of a Catholic neo-Thomist perspective across the broad range of human activities is impressive in its scope; Yves R. Simon, whose reflections on authority and its place in a democratic society continue to ring true decades after he first articulated them; David L. Schindler, whose Catholic Augustinian approach to an understanding of the ideologies is breathtakingly close to the vision for which I am arguing here; H. Richard Niebuhr, whose seminal reflections on the relationship between Christianity and culture have had an impact on so many thinkers over the decades; Hannah Arendt, Sheldon S. Wolin, and Sir Bernard Crick, who understand that politics is simply politics, an irreplaceable, if nonutopian, way of permitting different and potentially conflicting interests to coexist peacefully; and George Grant and Christopher Lasch, a Canadian and an American respectively, who understand better than most that the contemporary ideological cleavage is not always what it appears to be and that the popular, bipolar left-right division in the contemporary political debate is simplistic at best and misleading at worst.

I should acknowledge as well the contributions of others who either read or commented on earlier drafts of this book or in other ways aided in its writing. These include, in addition to Skillen and Wolters, John Hiemstra, Fred Van Geest, Anthony Wells, John Fawcett, William G. Witt, Donald Leach, the late Edward A. Goerner, Elaine Botha, Robert MacLarkey, Harry Van Dyke, Jacob Ellens, Michael Goheen, Justin Cooper and other former colleagues at Redeemer University College, John Bolt, Paul Brink, Michael C. Hogeterp, Gary Miedema, Russell D. Kosits (the proverbial friend who is closer than a brother, Prov 18:24), Phil Teeuwsen, Brian Dijkema, Robert Joustra, Matthew Kaeminck, Lucas Grassi Freire, Bruce Ashford, Bart Gingerich, Jordan Ballor, Kevin Flatt, Benjamin Gale, and finally Douglas R. Johnson, a great friend and fellow undergraduate classmate who introduced me to the writings of Kuyper and Dooyeweerd in the mid-1970s. Thanks are also due to Redeemer University College for funding a sabbatical leave and some of the incidental costs associated with the preparation of the first edition of this book. All of these and more have contributed something to this project. Naturally I take full responsibility for any defects.

Finally, this book is dedicated to Nancy, Theresa, and the students I have taught over the years.

Soli Deo gloria. To God alone be the glory.
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INTRODUCTION

Ideology, Religion, and Idolatry


WE LIVE IN EXTRAORDINARY TIMES. Not long ago it seemed as if the world was locked in an eschatological standoff between two superpowers and their ideologies. During the forty years of the Cold War, both sides expended much energy in an attempt to win the hearts and minds of the world’s peoples for either communism or liberal democracy. Although old-fashioned considerations of national interest were certainly involved in this protracted struggle, especially in its later years, the Cold War was unique in that it was based primarily on a clash of opposing ideas. If during this time people such as Kim Philby or Arkady Shevchenko defected to the other side, they were not so much betraying the home country as demonstrating a belief in the ideas underpinning the other country’s political and economic system. In this context loyalty to country took on a rather different color than it had in previous conflicts. To be sure, the Cold War was not the first ideological conflict, but it was probably the longest lasting.

Yet in the post–Cold War era we are experiencing an unprecedented shakeup in long-standing loyalties to such ideas that we may properly label ideologies. One of the more dramatic of these developments was the collapse of communism, which occurred with astonishing rapidity in late 1989 in Eastern Europe and finally led to the dismemberment of the Soviet Union itself in late 1991. Although most of us on the outside were startled at this, those on the inside, especially Christians, seemed to understand that the Marxist-Leninist system would not last. Indeed, by the end it is fair to say that the ideology had been dead for some time, at least within the hearts of the people. Scarcely less dramatic was the unexpectedly quick end to apartheid in South Africa orchestrated by F. W. de Klerk and Nelson Mandela a few years later. But possibly the most unexpected development—for Westerners at least—was that of radical jihadism bursting onto the scene, especially after the Arab nationalism of the late twentieth century had appeared to be the wave of the future. The tragic 9/11 attacks brought this home to Americans in spectacular fashion, but the movement was already gathering strength for some time beforehand. The Iranian Revolution of 1979 had caught Americans off guard, as it defied easy classification in terms familiar to Westerners and undercut the common assumption that history always moves in a progressive, secularizing direction.

Somewhat less dramatically perhaps, we in the West are experiencing nagging doubts about our own ideologies, especially liberalism and democracy. Liberalism, as we shall see, is based on a belief in the primacy of the individual, and we seem now to be suffering the consequences of an untrammeled individualism in the form of a variety of intractable social ills. An emphasis on rights without the counteremphasis on responsibilities leaves us with precious little basis for genuine community, as we North Americans are learning to our great regret. Even democracy, which values community more highly than liberalism does, has degenerated into something approaching a pure majoritarianism allowing little genuine space for potentially dissenting communities and distrusting anything that might detract from loyalty to the democratic people. Democracy has become popular again, especially in the former communist countries. But there it is synonymous with the consumer-driven prosperity of such countries as Germany and the United States, and not with the public virtues needed to make a participatory political system work. Moreover, as Ryszard Legutko has argued, liberal democracy, especially in the European Union, has totalitarian propensities decreasingly tolerant of genuine pluralism.1

In Canada national unity is sporadically threatened by the clash of two mutually incompatible ideologies, liberalism and nationalism. In English-speaking Canada the dominant ideology, as in its southern neighbor, is liberalism, with its abstract notion of the equality of all individual citizens. In French-speaking Canada, especially in the province of Quebec, liberalism is no less dominant but with more than a measure of nationalism thrown into the mix. Under nationalist influence most Québécois believe in the equality of the two founding nations, French and English, while frequently overlooking the contributions of aboriginal Canadians, generally styled as First Nations.

Ideologies, in short, are not about to come to an end in this post–Cold War world, despite occasional predictions to the contrary. After the struggle between communism and liberal democracy faded into history, other ideologies have moved in to fill the vacuum left by the collapse of communism, most notably ethnic nationalism and radical jihadism. Non-Leninist Marxism itself is often said to be in decline, except possibly in Western academia and in Latin America, where it has taken the form of liberation theology. But a cluster of postmodern ideologies have come into being and are based on similar premises—namely, that one’s concrete position in life, whether economic class, gender, sexual orientation, or race, determines one’s overall worldview. This has encouraged what has come to be variously labeled the politics of difference, the politics of recognition, or identity politics.2

So what is an ideology? At this point I shall tip my hand and indicate that I view ideologies as modern manifestations of that ancient phenomenon called idolatry, complete with their own stories of sin and redemption. From the beginning of its narrative, Scripture inveighs against the worship of idols, false gods that human beings have created. Like these biblical idolatries, every ideology is based on taking something out of creation’s totality, raising it above that creation, and making the latter revolve around and serve it. It is further based on the assumption that this idol has the capacity to save us from some real or perceived evil in the world. This is a book about political ideologies; the ideologies we shall discuss here have to do with politics and its place in human life. Thus we shall largely limit our discussion to assessing their impact within the state or political community, which is that community binding together citizens and their government for purposes of doing and maintaining justice.


POLITICS AND IDEAS

At one time it was fashionable to claim that ideology is a thing of the past with no continuing relevance for the contemporary political scene. In 1960 Daniel Bell argued that, after the Second World War, ideology had come to an end and had been replaced by a widespread consensus that the principal issues of the day were primarily technical in nature.3 In a growing postwar economy, issues of distribution that had once fueled socialist movements and had polarized labor and management were being supplanted by the purely administrative concerns of a society increasingly seeing itself as wholly middle class. This supposed consensus was shattered in the United States a few years later by the failure of President Lyndon Johnson’s domestic and foreign policies and by the emergence of the New Left.

Nevertheless, a generation later, with the Cold War fading into the past, Francis Fukuyama argued that history itself was ending. The temporal succession of days and years would continue, of course, but history in the Hegelian sense of an ongoing conflict of ideas was drawing to a close. In 1989 liberal democracy had scored an apparently final victory over the forces of Marxism-Leninism, which had once seemed so impregnable but finally collapsed with such remarkable speed and so little violence. With the nearly universal acceptance of liberal democracy in the wake of communism’s demise, all that was left for humanity was to settle into a bland bourgeois existence in which sameness would replace diversity and thereby supplant the conflicts engendered by the latter.4

Much of this premature heralding of the death of ideology may stem from a measure of wishful thinking. It may also, as Sir Bernard Crick correctly points out, flow from hostility to the continuing give-and-take of politics, which in this present life knows no end.5 There is some irony in this. The followers of ideologies often wish to impose their own simplistic conception of a monolithic social order on the complexities of a real society. But those ringing the death knell for ideology are themselves in the grip of a worldview through which they filter their perception of the political realm, though they are typically reluctant to label it an ideology as such. Bell and Fukuyama are not really harbingers of a new social order lacking ideological commitments; they are simply forecasting the triumph of their own pet ideology, which for both is some combination of liberalism and democracy, augmented by the technocratic guidance of social scientists. In this twenty-first century, however, it should be obvious that, although specific ideologies may have lost their attractiveness for the moment, ideology per se is not on its way out.

This underscores the need to define ideology before we can proceed to explore its particular manifestations. Like politics itself, reflection about politics has an ancient pedigree, going back to at least Plato and Aristotle. Often this reflection has taken the form of describing empirically the actual arrangement of political institutions or the activities of rulers and ruled. But just as often political theorists have gone beyond the empirical and set forth what they believe to be the ideal or best political system. The most famous example of this is, of course, Plato’s Republic. What we have come to call ideologies can perhaps be said to follow in this tradition.




HISTORY AND DEFINITIONS

Despite ideology’s roots in Plato’s and Aristotle’s philosophies, most accounts trace the origins of the concept itself to Antoine Destutt de Tracy (1754–1836), who coined the term at the beginning of the nineteenth century. For Destutt de Tracy idéologie is intended to be a comprehensive science of ideas whereby the scientific method can be applied to gain an understanding of the process of forming ideas. Following John Locke and Étienne Bonnot de Condillac, he believes that a scientific idéologie must be based on an analysis of the sensory elements of which ideas are composed. Any knowledge that cannot be immediately grounded in sensory experience must be rejected as having no scientific basis. Destutt de Tracy’s idéologie is, therefore, intended to be rigorously empirical and excludes such phenomena as religious and mystical experiences, which are not strictly experiences at all because they are not rooted in sensation. Obviously idéologie is quite different from our contemporary ideology. But it should perhaps be noted that for Destutt de Tracy scientific knowledge can be used to improve the conditions in which human beings live. Thus even this early form of ideology can already be said to imply action of some sort.

Others have defined ideology to imply inaction, or perhaps counteraction. Karl Marx (1818–1883) and Friedrich Engels (1820–1895) define ideology negatively, though some of their successors, notably Lenin, would recover a more positive use of the term. For Marx and Engels the animating force behind the historical process is class struggle. At any particular historical stage, whether this be feudalism or capitalism, one class rules over another and uses its power to maintain control over the lower class. Its ability to do so depends on keeping the latter quiet. In a capitalist society the continued rule of the bourgeoisie hinges on convincing the proletariat that its oppressive conditions are something other than what they are. If industrial workers are denied the vote (as they generally were up to the end of the nineteenth century) and forced to work long hours under harsh conditions, it is because this is the natural order of things. Perhaps it is even the will of God. In other words, the bourgeoisie must create and reinforce a “false consciousness” in the proletariat to prevent in them a true consciousness of the real reasons behind their oppression.

Marx and Engels label this false consciousness ideology, a phenomenon including politics, law, morality, religion, and metaphysics.6 Everyone is by now familiar with Marx’s oft-quoted dictum that religion is the “opium of the people.”7 Like a narcotic, religion deadens pain and makes people passive in the face of oppression. It keeps them from taking action to change these conditions, and it even prevents them from recognizing them for what they are. Ideology includes virtually everything that exists in people’s consciousness and has come into being as a byproduct of class struggle. What began as a positive, scientific enterprise in Destutt de Tracy has thus become in Marx and Engels a negative phenomenon based on a false view of the real world. Since their time, then, it is not surprising that ideology has more often than not had a derogatory connotation, even for non-Marxists.

A variation of this concept of ideology has been advanced by the German sociologist Karl Mannheim (1893–1947). Deeply influenced by Marx, Max Weber, and German historicism, Mannheim distinguishes between ideology, a conserving force, and utopia, a force for social change. Working out of what he calls a “sociology of knowledge,” he argues that ideology consciously or unconsciously masks the concrete realities of a culture or era, or of an individual’s life. In its particular form, ideology consists of “opinions, statements, propositions, and systems of ideas” that cannot be taken at face value but must instead be “interpreted in the light of the life-situation of the one who expresses them.”8 In its total form, ideology describes the Weltanschauung of a “concrete historico-social group” or of a particular historical epoch. Ideology is fundamentally psychological in nature and must be analyzed as such. It is usually not simply a pack of deliberate lies but a function of the social situation in which people find themselves.9 Utopia, by contrast, describes a state of mind that transcends the real world and causes people to break the bonds of a prevailing order. Like ideologies, utopias, too, are ways of thinking incongruent with a current status quo. But while ideologies do not strive to replace the latter with a new social order, utopias do just that. Ideologies are therefore conservative, while utopias are revolutionary, if only in a relative sense.10

For both Marx and Mannheim, then, ideologies are types of false consciousness that are used to justify an existing social order and that their proponents may or may not believe. They are nevertheless put forward as true accounts of reality, while they in fact function to hide that reality from the vast majority of people. By preventing them from seeing the world as it is, ideologies are thus deeply conservative and bulwarks against change. If we accept this account of ideology, then perhaps the “Myth of the Metals” in Plato’s Republic falls into this category since it is a kind of “noble lie” used by philosopher-kings to secure popular acceptance of their superior fitness to rule. Similarly, in Walter Bagehot’s nineteenth-century England, monarchical trappings conceal for most people the fact that the prime minister and cabinet run the country. Thus the institution of the monarchy confers legitimacy on the activities of the government, which the person of a mere practical politician would be unable to do.11 In the United States it may perhaps be said that American civil religion, with its focus on the liberal ideals of the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution, is also an ideology in Marx and Mannheim’s sense.

But why ascribe to ideology a conservative role? Why differentiate between ideology and utopia? Cannot erroneous ways of thinking also be called into the service of new social and political projects? Hannah Arendt (1906–1975), Sir Bernard Crick (1929–2008), and Václav Havel (1936–2011) clearly believe they can. According to Arendt, whenever a purely rational construct, conceived within the realm of thought, is imposed on a community, it threatens to put an end to that action and speech necessary to constitute and maintain the free political realm. Ideologies attempt to offer a total explanation for the world and its history, and thus “all ideologies contain totalitarian elements.”12 Following Arendt, Crick, too, believes that ideology threatens the continued existence of politics in his specific sense. Here ideology is once again a force for change, but the change it effects is the extinction of legitimate societal diversity and of the ongoing conciliatory process flowing out of it. Ideological thinking “is an explicit and direct challenge to political thinking.”13 For Crick, as for Arendt, ideology is connected with totalitarianism, which is antipolitical because it attempts to eliminate different interests and to mold people in accordance with a single idea.

For Havel, ideology threatens not only politics but also the ordinary aims of life itself, as it did in his native Czechoslovakia from 1948 until the collapse of the communist regime in 1989. “Ideology is a specious way of relating to the world.”14 In what he labels the “post-totalitarian” societies of the former Soviet bloc, ideology claims to offer people a sense of identity and dignity while in reality stripping them of it. “It is a world of appearances trying to pass for reality.”15 It constructs a world that assimilates all people into a self-contained alternative pseudo-reality in which slavery passes for liberty, censorship for free expression, bureaucracy for democracy, and arbitrary power for legal authority. Under such a regime people are compelled to “live within a lie” in which they are made to deny the real aims of life, with all its humanity and unpredictability. In Havel we find ideology realizing its darkest potential.

Of the thinkers surveyed above, four use ideology in a largely pejorative sense. Marx, Arendt, Crick, and Havel see it as something to avoid, though certainly for different reasons. For Marx it is an impediment to the coming of the new socialist society, but it is nevertheless destined to pass away once that society has finally arrived. Ideology slows the pace of change by blinding people to the need for change. For Arendt, Crick, and Havel, by contrast, ideology is a destructive force insofar as it attempts to transform societal diversity in accordance with a false, unitary conception of human life and history. For Mannheim, ideology is neither good nor bad in an ultimate sense; it simply exists. It does, however, play fundamentally the same conservative role it plays for Marx. Only in Destutt de Tracy does ideology take on an unequivocally positive character, but for him it means something other than what it does for later thinkers. Leaving him aside, the other five are united in seeing ideology as involving erroneous thinking or falsification of reality.

More recent observers have followed Mannheim’s example and attempted to articulate a neutral conception of ideology. According to Isaac Kramnick and Frederick M. Watkins, ideologies are “patterns of politics, beliefs that introduce normative visions into political life.”16 Max J. Skidmore similarly sees ideology as “a form of thought that presents a pattern of complex political ideas simply and in a manner that inspires action to achieve certain goals.”17 These are fairly typical definitions taken from standard textbooks in the field. All have to do with the interrelation between ideas and actions as applied to politics, and all attempt to take a more or less clinical, empirical approach to the concept.




IDEOLOGY AS REDEMPTIVE STORY: TOWARD A DEFINITION

Christians are, of course, concerned with truth. God is a God of truth, and Jesus calls himself the way, the truth, and the life (Jn 14:6). He further tells us that “you will know the truth, and the truth will make you free” (Jn 8:32). If Marx, Mannheim, Arendt, Crick, and Havel are correct in asserting that ideologies represent fundamentally flawed conceptions of the world, then we Christians are obligated to take them seriously and to try to discern in which ways they are right and in which ways they go wrong. As hinted thus far, I believe ideology can best be understood with reference to its basic religious character. The use of the word idolatry may seem provocative in contemporary discourse because it implies that one religion is making truth claims exclusive of others. Although many regard such claims as offensive in this postmodern age, the fact is that religion by its very nature makes such claims. Any attempt to relativize religion risks making it less than what it claims to be and thus trivializes it. Consequently, idolatry must still be admitted to be an operative category.18 Furthermore, as Paul Marshall has observed, idolatry is not simply one more sin, of which pride, envy, lust, and so forth are other examples; in fact, “all sin is an expression of the basic sin of idolatry, of putting something else in the place of God.”19 Idolatry, in other words, is the origin of all other sins, as indicated by its proscription being ranked as the first precept of the Decalogue (Ex 20:3; Deut 5:7).

Idolatry takes something within God’s creation, attempts to elevate it above the boundary separating Creator from creature, and makes of it a kind of god. Because religion is all-embracing, idolatry further tries to bring the rest of creation into the service of that invented god. The sort of idolatry we know best from Scripture has people fashioning an imagined personal deity out of wood or stone, building temples, contriving liturgical rites, and offering sacrifices to it. The Old Testament prophets tirelessly denounce the worship of false gods to which Israel and Judah constantly fell prey. But idolatry also manifests itself in more subtle ways. Human beings are inevitably worshiping creatures, though not all humans will admit this of themselves. An atheist denies belief in God but may effectively worship rationality, artistic prowess, or military might. Even nominal believers in God may serve such idols as financial success, social prestige, or political power. Because idolatry in this second sense is so oblique and less overtly experienced as such, we often do not recognize it for what it is. It is in this sort of idolatry that ideology is rooted.

The connection between idolatry and ideology is forcefully made by Bob Goudzwaard, who argues that the religious nature of human beings can be understood in terms of “three basic biblical rules.” First, everyone serves a god of some sort. Second, everyone is transformed into the image of the god they serve. Third, people structure their society in their own image.20 Augustine states this in terms of two basic principles: our hearts are restless until they rest in God,21 and a commonwealth is united by shared objects of love.22 If the members of a community love God and seek to do his will, then the structures that order their common life will reflect this. If, on the other hand, its members love such things as material wealth, individual rights, and the all-powerful state, this shared love will work itself out in ways that affect the welfare of the community. If their hearts attempt to find rest in those things that cannot bring rest, this continued restlessness will express itself in social and political institutions. In short, the worship of idols brings practical consequences for the shared life of persons in community.23

Furthermore, each of the ideologies we shall explore presupposes a basic story that sees human beings as seeking to effect their own salvation and to extend this to the rest of the world, often through political and even violent means. In recent decades scholars have alerted us to the role that narratives play in the lives of communities. Telling and retelling these same stories serve to bind the community together and to encourage a sense of solidarity among its members. This is evident in national communities for whom key historical events serve the greater purpose of cementing their identity. Americans look back to the Mayflower, the War of Independence, and the Civil War as watershed developments in the evolution of a uniquely American national consciousness. Brazilians can look back to Dom Pedro II’s nineteenth-century empire, the abolition of slavery, and the end of the military regime nearly a century later. Even sub- or nonnational groups rely on the telling of stories. Russian Old Believers remind each other of what they see as the heretical seventeenth-century reforms of Patriarch Nikon and their own forebears’ courageous efforts to keep the faith as they had received it. Every community of whatever kind has its own stories to tell, both to its own members and to the outside world. It is this internal and external communication that gives the community a sense of its own distinctive place in the larger world.

So significant is the role of stories that Plato’s Socrates in The Republic sought to censor the Homeric corpus for the sake of producing a class of philosophical guardians sufficiently courageous to defend and govern the city. As parents, furthermore, we tell stories to our own children, including the old fairy tales and family stories passed down through the generations. Drawing on the work of Bruno Bettelheim (1903–1990), David K. Naugle observes that “semiotically constituted human beings in want of a solution to the riddles of the universe primarily fulfill this need in their trademark activity of telling stories that form a symbolic world for which people are inclined to live and even die.”24 Nowhere is this truer than in the community of Christian believers who look to the biblical redemptive narrative as the trustworthy word of a faithful God. In 2017 we observed the five hundredth anniversary of the start of the Reformation, a development made possible by Johannes Gutenberg’s printing press, the rise of mass literacy, and the widespread dissemination of the biblical story. It is not enough to read the Bible as a series of logical propositions or even as moral admonitions. As Reformed theologian J. Gresham Machen put it, “Where the most eloquent exhortation fails, the simple story of an event succeeds; the lives of men are transformed by a piece of news.”25 This is the heart of the gospel and the source of its power.

The Bible is the record of God’s intervention in history to save his people. As we shall see below, the political ideologies embody a pseudo-redemptive narrative competing with the biblical story. Much as Scripture begins with creation, proceeding to the fall into sin, followed by redemption in Jesus Christ, and culminating in the final consummation of the kingdom of God, the ideologies follow a similar story that in many respects apes that of the Bible. Thus each of the ideologies is based on a specific soteriology—that is, on a worked-out theory promising deliverance to human beings from some fundamental evil considered the source of a broad range of human ills, including tyranny, oppression, anarchy, poverty, and so forth. As Goudzwaard puts it, “The mature ideology is a false revelation of creation, fall and redemption.”26 Christianity sees Jesus Christ as the source of salvation; the ideologies see salvation coming to us through, for example, the maximization of individual freedom, the communal ownership of all wealth, the liberation of the nation from foreign rule, the submission of individuals to the general will, and so forth. In fact, as Lesslie Newbigin points out, the preaching of the gospel seems to be a precondition for the ideologies, as the announcement of the good news of Jesus Christ paves the way for the possibility of false messiahs to promise another path to salvation.27

[image: Figure 1. The biblical redemptive story]

Figure 1. The biblical redemptive story


This is not to say that salvation in Jesus Christ necessarily manifests itself apart from ordinary policy alternatives in the political realm. Indeed a redemptive understanding of politics—as opposed to the totalitarian pretense that politics itself redeems—requires the fleshing out of the divine calling to do justice in terms of carefully worked-out, concrete programs. Yet even if justice should require greater individual freedom, a certain redistribution of wealth, national independence, or greater consideration of the common good, the single-minded pursuit of such goals is not itself of a redemptive character and will likely produce destructive consequences. This is where a Christian understanding differs radically from that of the ideologies.

Of course, salvation is always from something deemed evil. For orthodox Christians the creation is good because a good God brought it into being. Sin is to be located not in creation but in rebellion against God and his purposes for creation. By contrast, the ideologies tend to locate the source of this fundamental evil somewhere within the creation. “Identifying its own source of evil,” Goudzwaard writes, the ideology furthermore “erects its own antithesis between good and evil.”28 Thus the ideology can be seen to partake of that ancient heresy of gnosticism, for which the physical world is deemed intrinsically sinful, and salvation is viewed as deliverance from its supposed confines. Eric Voegelin (1901–1985) has made much of the connection between the modern mass ideological movements and gnosticism. In Voegelin’s estimation, gnostics are dissatisfied with the world, which they deem “intrinsically poorly organized.” They believe that salvation from the world’s evil is possible within the immanent historical process; that this will require a structural change in the “order of being”; and, finally, that the means of effecting such change necessitates seeking a special knowledge—or gnosis—available only to the gnostics themselves.29 Voegelin’s isolation of this relationship between the ideologies and gnosticism is compelling, and his account of the gnostic attitude seems largely correct.

What is lacking in his analysis, however, is an understanding of how gnosticism relates to the biblical redemptive narrative. According to Voegelin’s account, Christianity teaches that the fulfillment of human nature is to be found in the “visio beatifica, in supernatural perfection through grace in death,” and that “Christian life on earth takes its special form from the life to come in the next [world].”30 To be sure, the final consummation of God’s kingdom does await the second advent of Jesus Christ and his promise to make all things new. In this respect, creation’s ultimate fulfillment comes from outside creation itself and is not simply implicit within it, as a number of the ideologies and some “historicist” Christians teach.31 Yet this fulfillment is precisely the fulfillment of creation and not the attainment by a noncorporeal soul of some intelligible form detached from God’s world. Indeed Voegelin’s “order of being” appears to owe more to a static Platonic notion of being than to the Christian understanding of creation order, a principal difference being that the latter is distorted by sin yet capable of being redeemed by grace to fulfill its intended purpose. Because Voegelin posits too sharp a division between the present life and the life of the world to come, he is thus unable to see that redemption is, once again, “creation regained.”32 Furthermore, if gnosticism is, in Charles Norris Cochrane’s words, based on “an absolute antithesis between matter and spirit” and denies “the unity of the cosmos,”33 then Voegelin himself has not entirely succeeded in eluding its grasp.

Yet if we can manage to take Voegelin’s central insight into the character of gnosticism, separate it from his heavily platonized account of Christianity, and place it within the biblically informed context of creation, fall, redemption, and consummation, then there is much to be derived from his analysis of the ideologies. According to Albert M. Wolters, gnosticism tends to deprecate one dimension of God’s creation, thus effectively ontologizing evil and salvation, which are identified with something intrinsic to the structure of creation itself.34 The ideologies do the same. Thus liberalism sees community, or any heteronomous authority, as uniquely threatening to the well-being of the autonomous individual and thus a source of evil. Libertarians tend to see government as this source. Conservatives tend to see the dynamic character of creation—that is, change and development—as an origin of evil. Collectivist ideologies—for example, socialism and nationalism—tend to distrust individual freedom or other alternative communities, thereby implicitly identifying their existence with evil. Along with this gnostic tendency comes a propensity to deny the goodness of creation and a concomitant inability to discern the creation order altogether.

Given this defective soteriology, it should not be surprising that ideologies have a fundamentally distorted view of the world, and hence of government and politics. This distorted worldview has tremendous consequences for political practice, because people inevitably live out their religious worldviews. Because the followers of ideologies see the world as belonging not to God but to humanity, they misunderstand the character of the world in rather basic fashion. Perhaps they see it as a chance combination of atoms and molecules capable of being shaped to their liking. Or they may see the state as the source of order in the world and effectively make it totalitarian, as, for example, in Nazism and Marxism-Leninism. Conversely, they may see the state as the principal source of evil in the world, as does the libertarianism of Friedrich A. von Hayek and Ayn Rand. Inevitably, this distorted view has profound implications for policymaking and for concrete political practice.

If the modern ideologies have their own soteriology, it should not surprise us to discover that they also have their own eschatology—that is, a doctrine of the last things. Insofar as their followers tell a redemptive story, the final chapter postulates an end state in which all will be well, brought about, of course, by heroic human efforts. One way to express this is that, in the modern ideologies, goals supplant principles. As Goudzwaard puts it, the adherent of an ideology is “possessed by an end.”35 Or, to repeat the familiar maxim, the end justifies the means. Rather than seeing justice as a norm governing political action from the outset, ideology sees it primarily as a final goal of such action. (Therefore even pragmatism, so often seen as the opposite of ideology, is itself an ideology, given its goal orientation.) The relevant question thus becomes, not whether the state is acting justly, but whether it is acting so as eventually to achieve justice. Under the latter approach, justice becomes an ideal located somewhere in the future, and whatever one does in the here and now is permissible if it serves the ultimate attainment of this goal. One can safely put aside for today the immediate issues of justice, as long as current means are serviceable to a better tomorrow. Future justice can therefore be seen to excuse present injustice. Here sacrifice inevitably enters the picture. If, as Christians believe, the shed blood of Jesus Christ is the sacrifice for our sins, then the ideologies offer a surrogate source of salvation that may also call for bloody sacrifice. In its own way, as Goudzwaard observes, the ideology “imitates the suffering and death of the Messiah” and can thus be seen as a kind of counterfeit Christianity.36

That human beings set goals for themselves and their communities is, of course, nothing new or remarkable. The capacity to project into the future and to formulate plans accordingly is implanted in us by God. But in the ideologies these goals take on a life of their own. They are in the first place rooted in the predominant secular belief in human autonomy, according to which human beings determine the course of their own lives without reference to God’s will. In the second place, these goals themselves become gods to which ordinary flesh-and-blood people may have to be sacrificed. It is by no means incidental that the two unquestionably worst ideologies of the twentieth century—namely, Marxism-Leninism and National Socialism—left scores of millions of deaths in their wake. Other ideologies have been less obviously destructive but have nevertheless exacted a human toll, perhaps in broken marriages and families, abuse of workers, unemployment, widespread poverty, or environmental degradation.

Most of the ideologies we shall explore can be said to be rooted in a single human-centered religion, often known as humanism or, more commonly, secularism. Secularism may be described as an idolatry that, as its name indicates, worships some created thing, or more than one thing, within the saeculum—the present age. These ideologies are therefore part of a larger spiritual family and as such share significant assumptions about humanity and their relationship to their fellow human beings, the rest of the world, and God. Thus we shall see that despite the professed enmity existing between different ideologies, such as liberalism and socialism, their animosity might better be interpreted as sibling rivalry. Brothers and sisters may constantly quarrel with each other in the same household, and when they grow up, they may further drift apart, both emotionally and geographically. Yet they will unlikely be able to conceal that they are closely related because of similar physical appearances. Blue eyes may run in the family, as may high cheekbones and a Roman nose. Thus, even while they protest their mutual differences, the evidence of their blood relationship remains for all to see. It is the same with the ideologies.

According to Allan Bloom the whole world is divided between the followers of John Locke and Karl Marx—between liberalism and socialism.37 While the configuration of human ideological loyalties is surely more complex than this statement suggests, and despite the fact that this particular ideological cleavage diminished considerably after 1989, it does point to an important truth about the contemporary political debate—namely, that its very parameters have been determined by this secularist religion, whose principal tenet is a belief in human autonomy. Because of this religion’s impact, it is no longer doubted that human beings shape their world autonomously. Rather, the principal controversies revolve around the issue of who is the bearer of that autonomy, the individual or some form of community. Those who question autonomy altogether are effectively left out of the discussion. The fact that the world’s principal collectivist ideology is in decline and individualism is (at least for now) in the ascendancy has not fundamentally altered this picture. Nor is it likely to do so in the near future.

Two points still need to be made, however, before we move to the next section. First, if ideologies flow out of an idolatrous worldview, does this mean that they have no positive features or nothing to teach us? Not at all. In chapter seven I shall explain what I believe to be the best way of assessing the ideologies from a Christian standpoint. Here I shall say only that if ideologies err by making a god out of something in creation, and if that created thing nevertheless remains good, then it stands to reason that the ideologies and their followers have uncovered fragments of the truth that perhaps even Christians have failed to see. In fact, one might argue the need to assess the good in an ideology before we can begin to understand its deformations. How else can we explain that otherwise good and decent German citizens succumbed to the attractions of National Socialism in the 1930s and 1940s? Or that so many intellectuals in Europe and North America, scandalized by the suffering caused by the Great Depression, would turn to communism for answers?

Second, in the midst of the struggles among the ideologies and of the distortions they impose on individuals and communities, God remains faithful to his creation. This explains in large measure how it is possible for the ideologies to have fragmentary insights into the truth. But it also means that even the most deceptive of ideologies is incapable of altogether misshaping the world, including human society, in its own image. Good marriages and healthy families are still possible in a liberal political order, where the forces of individualism might otherwise tend to erode these basic institutions. As Michael Walzer has observed, a liberalism untempered by other, long-standing restraints and allegiances would be unendurable.38 Not only unendurable, but indeed virtually impossible. Particular loyalties tend to survive, even in the midst of a totalitarian regime openly discouraging all ties other than to itself. In this respect, while capitalism, as the economic counterpart of liberalism, manifests itself in a variety of ways, one cannot appropriately speak in an unqualified way of “capitalist society,” as if capitalism were capable of subjecting the whole of human life and relationships to the market. Certainly it is possible for capitalism to distort, for example, family life, but it cannot remake or undo it entirely, notwithstanding recent warnings in some circles of the family’s imminent demise. For this we may rightly thank God, who faithfully upholds his creation order in the midst of our disobedience.




THE CLASSIFICATION OF IDEOLOGIES: LEFT AND RIGHT

There is no generally accepted scheme for classifying political ideologies, and those that exist are not especially helpful. One of the more common and, I would argue, least helpful is to group them along a so-called left-right spectrum. The use of left and right is so widespread, in fact, that it deserves some comment. Many people use these labels as if they had some invariable content well known to virtually everyone since time immemorial. If we label Margaret Thatcher (1925–2013) a rightist, what precisely are we saying about her political beliefs and policies? If we label François Mitterrand (1916–1996) a leftist, what do we expect our hearers to assume about him? Often these terms are used in derisive fashion as a way of discrediting those with whom we disagree. By using them we may inadvertently tell more about ourselves than about our political opponents. Why do we use them then? Do they actually communicate something? Are they worth keeping?

The use of left and right originates in nothing more remarkable than the seating arrangement of deputies to the French National Assembly in 1789 and thereafter. Traditional monarchists were seated to the right of the speaker, while republicans sat to his left. As monarchism diminished as a significant force and as radicalism and socialism came onto the scene, the configuration of political parties changed, and their places in the parliamentary chamber drifted to the speaker’s right.39 At the outset, those on the right favored monarchical sovereignty while those on the left supported popular sovereignty. Thus the basic criterion for locating the parties and their ideologies along the continuum was their respective attitudes toward possession of political power.

Needless to say, this criterion is all but obsolete today. The meaning of left and right has changed over the decades as different clusters of issues have come to supplant earlier issues in importance. At various times in France and elsewhere, the overriding issue has been between clericalism and anticlericalism—between those seated to the right supporting the prerogatives of the institutional church and those at left wishing to strip the church of its power. Perhaps as a consequence of this historical peculiarity, there is an enduring popular tendency to see any Christian involvement in politics, ranging from the European Christian democratic parties to the American Christian Coalition of the 1990s, as a phenomenon of the right. Moreover, many Christians themselves tend to gravitate toward parties that position themselves on the right, a phenomenon aggravated in part by those on the left treating religious faith as a remnant of a less enlightened past.40

Through most of the twentieth century, however, one’s place on the left-right spectrum was largely determined by one’s attitude toward social and economic equality. Social democrats and communists, for all their considerable differences, aspire to distribute the wealth of society equally among its members. Classical liberals and fascists are miles apart, especially in their regard for individual freedom, yet both believe that human beings are either inherently unequal or at least become unequal through the exercise of different individual potentials. Racists are on the extreme right because they believe not only that some people are superior to others but that such superiority is biologically fixed. Communists are on the extreme left because they believe that virtually all human differences, and the inequalities rooted in them, are economically determined and thus capable of being eliminated. (In fact, communist societies have been invariably inegalitarian and have succeeded only in creating what Milovan Djilas labeled a “new class” consisting of members of the bureaucracy and the party.41 But despite the quite different reality, communism’s aspirations remained egalitarian to the end.)

In the twenty-first-century Western world, however, religious and cultural components have reasserted themselves in such a way as to warrant further alteration in the definition of left and right, thereby in some fashion mirroring the clerical-anticlerical split during the French Revolution. Thus, even if one favors the welfare state and economic redistributive policies, once seen as integral to the left, if one nevertheless persists in opposing the abortion license or in believing that sexual complementarity is intrinsic to the structure of marriage, one is likely to be dismissed as a right-winger if not an outright bigot. This suggests once again that economic criteria may no longer be as salient as they once were, with cultural criteria once more coming to the fore.

Ultimately, then, the terms left and right are unhelpful for at least three reasons. First, they are relative to the issues of the day and therefore cannot be said to have a universally accepted meaning. This is perhaps not the most important reason for rejecting them, but it should at least make us mindful that, if we criticize someone for being too far to the left or too far to the right, we are doing so by criteria that are hardly set in stone and are likely to change tomorrow.

Second, the left-right spectrum is one-dimensional and necessarily fastens onto a single overriding evaluative criterion at the expense of many possible others. Why focus so heavily on distribution of economic resources? Why not analyze ideologies in terms of their respective attitudes toward the scope of governmental power? Or diversity versus unity? Democracy versus aristocracy? Atheism versus theism? Conceivably, then, we might have to employ several matrices in a multidimensional model. If we were to choose only two such matrices and position them perpendicular to each other, we might end up with something like figure 2. This is one possible two-dimensional way of organizing political ideologies that is an undoubted improvement over the one-dimensional spectrum.
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But there is a third reason for rejecting the left-right spectrum, which even a multidimensional model cannot address. It cannot account for the religious differences that may exist among the various ideologies. Most of the modern ideologies are members of the same religious family, as observed already. In some fashion each makes humanity into a god, and thus they have much in common. But they differ on which manifestation of humanity they choose to worship. As we shall see, liberalism idolizes the individual, socialism the economic class, and nationalism the nation-state or ethnic community. Although one might conceivably create a spectrum that places ideologies along a continuum between individual and community, it would be unable to distinguish among varieties of community. Furthermore, there is a cluster of political doctrines that would be difficult to place along any continuum. Such would include European Christian democracy, the radical jihadism of al-Qaeda and Hamas, and the Hindu nationalism of India’s Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP). The basic differences among these historic religions could not be easily captured by a one-, two-, or multidimensional model.

For all these reasons, I would prefer to banish right and left from the political discourse altogether. Since this is unlikely to happen, however, I ask readers to be aware of the deficiencies inherent in these terms and not to place too much significance on them. However, two other labels have somewhat greater validity, and these are progressive and conservative, which are often seen as synonymous with left and right, respectively. Here I shall do no more than to say that in theory I see progressing and conserving as two mutually compatible and necessary activities that ought not to be opposed to each other. A fuller discussion of this will be encountered in chapter three.




DISCERNING THE SPIRITS IN THE IDEOLOGIES

Now that we have accounted in some measure for ideology as a general phenomenon, we shall turn in chapters two through six to examine the individual ideologies themselves, beginning with liberalism and moving on in succession to conservatism, nationalism, democracy, and socialism. I shall not pretend that everything to be said of the ideologies must necessarily be organized into these five categories. Many readers might wish to see an in-depth analysis of, for example, anarchism or feminism or perhaps even environmentalism. Others might note the conspicuous absence of syndicalism, fascism, and Nazism. Still others might wish, in the wake of terrorist attacks in North America, the Middle East, and South Asia, to see a treatment of radical jihadism. There are at least three reasons why these will not be treated as fully as the ideologies to be discussed in the next five chapters.

First, fascism and Nazism grow out of a kind of nationalism and can be viewed as particularly destructive variants of that ideology. Syndicalism and anarchism are two versions of socialism, as are Marxism and Marxism-Leninism and its permutations. Second, I believe that the five ideologies covered in this book are indeed the most influential in our modern world, notwithstanding the apparent shift, at least in the West, from modernity to postmodernity. To be sure, feminism has been extraordinarily influential in recent decades, but it manifests itself differently, as in, for example, liberal feminism, conservative feminism, and Marxist feminism. In short, much of what I shall write concerning the “big five” ideologies could also be said of the several varieties of feminism. Even the radical jihadism that burst into public consciousness with the 9/11 attacks bears many of the same features as European nationalism, Marxism-Leninism, and fascism, as some observers have pointed out.42

Third, in treating as many as five ideologies, I fear I am already spreading myself too thin. This is perhaps a bogus reason for not covering what some might consider significant material, but all books must work within manageable limits.

As for the chapters themselves, we shall not follow a particularly strict pattern in dealing with each ideology in turn. One might, of course, use the same, or at least parallel, internal headings within each chapter to illustrate a certain unity of method applied to the whole. One thinks in this respect of Thomas Aquinas’s way of dealing with hundreds of theological and philosophical questions in his magisterial Summa theologica: first posing the question, then listing possible objections, citing a relevant authority to the contrary, stating his own response to the question, and finally answering each objection in turn. Such a method certainly makes for consistency, but such consistency comes at the price of readability as well as of a sense of the uniqueness of each issue to be addressed. It would seem better to probe each of the ideologies on its own terms, to explore its unique contours, and to adjust one’s method accordingly. Thus each chapter will look at its subject matter in a somewhat different manner, coming at it from a slightly different angle.

For example, it seems evident that there is a certain familial relationship among liberalism, democratism, and socialism, with the first having begotten the second, and the second having generated the third. Thus with these three lineal ideologies we shall devote some space to articulating internal historical developments within the ideology that led logically to the rise of its successor. Although not all liberals are destined to become ideological democrats and not all ideological democrats are fated to become socialists, the connections among them are nevertheless as evident as the various physical and psychological characteristics that tie human generations together. Conservatism and nationalism are not as evidently in the same line of descent, although the latter is certainly largely compatible with the presuppositions of democratism. Because conservatism developed as a response to the three lineal ideologies, its familial relationship to them is more like that of a first cousin once removed. Nationalism has roots in both conservatism and the three lineal ideologies alike. But less space will be devoted to illustrating nationalism’s place in the family tree.

That said, however, five common themes will bring together our discussion of the several ideologies:


	What is their creational basis? In other words, what facets of God’s creation have they rightly focused on even as they have effectively deified them?


	What do they see as a source of evil?


	Where do they locate the source of salvation, and what redemptive story do they tell?


	Which inconsistencies have led to internal tensions within the ideology itself?


	To what extent are they able to account for the distinct place of politics in God’s world?




These themes will not necessarily be addressed in the same order in each chapter, but they will be covered in some fashion.

As readers make their way through these chapters, they should note that the portraits drawn therein represent the ideologies in their pure, unadulterated forms. In the real world the boundaries separating them are hardly airtight, and flesh-and-blood socialists, for example, often carry within themselves assumptions more properly characteristic of, say, liberalism or nationalism. This apparent eclecticism illustrates two things: first, the interrelatedness of the ideologies themselves and, second, the inevitable human tendency to think and to live in ways that are not always fully consistent with the principles one claims to follow. If, as I shall note in chapter seven, Christians often style themselves socialists and liberals without attending sufficiently to the spiritual roots of socialism and liberalism, then it is not surprising that professed liberals should often harbor socialist or conservative ideas or that some people will combine a number of ideological positions in their own unique approaches to the political realm. This does not, however, mean that they are nonideological, as some might claim; it does mean that they are not sufficiently conscious of the ideological underpinnings of their own positions. A major purpose of this book is to raise the level of general awareness of the ideologies and their powerful influence in the world at large.

Chapters seven through nine represent the heart of the argument of the book, which is that it is possible to transcend the ideologies and to embrace a spirit more compatible with the Christian understanding of creation, fall, redemption, and consummation. Some might argue for an explicitly Christian ideology, while others would argue for a so-called objective, rational approach. I shall do neither of these here but will argue instead for a biblical—and hence creational and redemptive—understanding of politics and its place in God’s world. I shall, in short, offer an alternative vision—one that, it is to be hoped, will take us beyond the reductionisms and idolatries of the ideologies insofar as it offers a truer and fuller account of the world and of politics. Two Christian traditions have proved particularly helpful in offering guidance in this direction: Roman Catholic social teachings rooted in the neo-Thomist revival of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, and the neo-Calvinist movement arising at the same time in the Netherlands and spreading into the English-speaking world and beyond in the late twentieth century. These, we shall argue, continue to have relevance for doing politics in the twenty-first century.
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LIBERALISM

The Sovereignty of the Individual


GIVEN ENOUGH TIME, idolatries tend to make themselves obsolescent, though rarely completely obsolete. Naturally most of Jeremiah’s contemporaries did not view him as a true prophet of YHWH. The king of Judah in particular preferred to listen to his own false prophets, with their rosy forecasts, than to a message of judgment. Yet Jerusalem did fall to the Babylonians as Jeremiah had warned. Centuries earlier, and in similar fashion, the Israelite king Ahab and his consort Jezebel chose to patronize the prophets of Baal rather than Elijah. Nevertheless, at the decisive showdown on Mount Carmel, the Canaanite god proved himself to be nothing more than a figment of his followers’ imaginations. Yet Baal worship did not come to an end and continued to command the loyalties of many Israelites and Judahites, who either forgot their god’s earlier humiliation or possibly decided to reinterpret their false faith.

The same can be said of the ideologies, which are based on taking something out of the creation and making of it a god capable of saving us. During its heyday an ideology often seems invincible and carries an illusion of comprehensive veracity based on real elements of truth that untold millions come to accept. But eventually the ideology runs its course and begins to lose support, in part because it has failed to deliver on its promises, but also because its contradictions have manifested themselves so as to make it untenable. We saw this most dramatically in the collapse of communism at the end of the 1980s. But even liberalism has endured its crises of faith, which have emerged out of its own inherent tensions. Patrick Deneen expresses it well: “As [liberalism’s] inner logic has become more evident and its self-contradictions manifest, it has generated pathologies that are at once deformations of its claims yet realizations of liberal ideology.”1 When someone fashions a god out of something the one true God has created, there are repercussions both for the idolatrous faith and for the believer in that faith. Usually this comes in the form of a series of dialectically related polarities between which believers are forced to choose. These are, as it were, the dogmas of the faith that become elements of a larger redemptive narrative. The changing relationship between these dogmas generates further developments in this faith and in the story it tells.

Yet there are also constants in each ideology. However it may change over the decades, liberalism stands and falls on its foundational belief in the sovereignty of the individual. This belief naturally gives rise to subsidiary beliefs with their own incongruities. As the latter work themselves out, they may induce some believers to abandon liberalism outright for another more satisfying narrative. But others may try to work with these liberal beliefs, adjusting them here and there to make them fit into that larger story. Because this has occurred so frequently in the history of liberalism, professed liberals may look very different today from their ideological forebears of, say, two centuries ago. For example, while eighteenth- and nineteenth-century liberals generally believed the state to be the principal threat to liberty, many twentieth-century liberals came to see the state as the chief promoter of liberty. Yet both varieties of liberals come to their divergent views of the state out of the same commitment to the individual. In this chapter we shall further examine such tensions to try to unmask liberalism’s idolatrous character.

In order to gain an understanding of the existing varieties of liberalism, it is necessary to say something about liberalism’s history. We shall not, however, attempt an exhaustive historical survey, since there are many already in existence and there is no reason to repeat what has been done quite adequately elsewhere. Instead we shall briefly discuss the principal tenets and tensions in liberal ideology, as manifested in several of its key proponents, and the impact they have had on its overall historical progression through five major stages. This will demonstrate two things.

First, no ideology remains static. All worldviews and intellectual systems develop and change their shapes over time, in part because the human mind is dynamic by nature. Furthermore, because ideologies are based on distorted ways of viewing reality, they contain specific tensions or polarities whose characters are likely to shift over time. For example, the fact that liberalism historically includes both a belief in the sovereignty of the individual and a belief in the limited state means that in its various manifestations it must try to hold onto both but will probably gravitate toward one or the other at different times.

Second, adherents of the same ideology frequently find themselves opponents of each other as often as they clash with followers of another ideology. Experience tells us that sibling rivalry is often more intense than competition among contestants and acquaintances outside the family. The same can be said of the ideologies. If a George W. Bush and an Al Gore seem to be implacable foes in the political arena, it is not because they hold to different ideologies. It is because both claim to represent the more authentic legacy of the same ideology.2 We shall observe a similar phenomenon among socialists, conservatives, nationalists, and others.


THE MEANINGS OF LIBERALISM

Liberalism is the one ideology with which we North Americans are probably most familiar, even if we are not always conscious of it. Some of our most cherished political convictions concerning, for example, the rights of human beings, the place of freedom, and the character and task of the state owe much to liberal ways of thinking. There can be little doubt that the enhancement of the individual’s status has been a genuinely progressive development, which has strengthened the telling of the liberal story. This is where we encounter the truth in liberalism. During the sixteenth century, for example, the notion that an individual subject of a ruler could claim a right to practice her religion according to her conscience against the interference of the governing authorities would have been inconceivable, as reflected even in the Reformation confessions of faith.3 Similarly, as late as the nineteenth century in much of Europe, censorship was imposed on those who would publish ideas deemed seditious or critical of political leaders. John Stuart Mill’s (1806–1873) rationale for protecting the right of persons to express even unpopular opinions seems unremarkable today, but at the time he wrote, the point still needed to be argued against considerable opposition, not the least of which was to be found within the churches.4

Today, Westerners live in a world where it is taken for granted that people cannot enslave others, that people can practice their respective faiths without official harassment, and that intellectuals can promote controversial ideas without fear of at least legal if not social reprisals. All of these are ripe fruits of liberalism, whose positive side cannot be denied. So thoroughly has this liberalism come to suffuse our political culture, especially in the English-speaking world, that virtually all of us can be said to be liberals in some sense, even if we explicitly repudiate the label. Alasdair MacIntyre believes this liberal monopoly characterizes most modern political systems, where the contemporary debate goes on between “conservative liberals, liberal liberals and radical liberals.”5 In fact, the label itself is confusing in light of contemporary political rhetoric, especially in the United States. Conventional wisdom tells us that Barry Goldwater lost the 1964 presidential election because he was “too conservative,” while George McGovern lost his bid for the presidency eight years later because he was “too liberal.” Liberal and conservative are nowadays seen to be polar opposites; to wear the one label means that you cannot wear the other.

Self-styled American conservatives often use the so-called L-word as if it were the ultimate political insult. According to them, to be liberal means to be soft on crime, to be captive to the trade unions, to favor unilateral disarmament (at least prior to the end of the Cold War), to support those unwilling to work at the expense of the industrious middle class, and to favor minimal if any restrictions on the dissemination of, for example, pornography and drugs. Those who claim the liberal label, on the other hand, will assert that they favor protecting the less advantaged in society, maintaining the right of collective bargaining for workers, enhancing equality of opportunity, facilitating freedom of choice, and providing a social safety net for those marginalized by market forces.

What both self-proclaimed liberals and their opponents do not realize, however, is that in the larger historic sense they are all liberals of some stripe and actually share the same fundamental assumptions concerning the nature of man and of political community. In European usage, which is more accurate historically, “liberalism” refers to that body of doctrines found in the writings of John Locke (1632–1704), Jean Jacques Rousseau (1712–1778),6 Adam Smith (1723–1790), and Immanuel Kant (1724–1804). More recent proponents of liberal ideas include Friedrich von Hayek (1899–1992),7 Milton Friedman (1912–2006),8 Robert Nozick (1938–2002),9 and John Rawls (1921–2002).10 Liberal ideas contributed to both the American and French Revolutions, and the subsequent European revolutions of 1848. They were the principal influences on the US Declaration of Independence (the first part of which reads like a paraphrase of key sections of Locke’s Second Treatise on Civil Government) and Constitution (which is also Lockean but owes much to Charles de Montesquieu’s [1689–1755] Ésprit des Lois as well). Liberal ideas have been so influential on American political culture that even self-styled conservatives are actually “old-fashioned liberals,” in George Parkin Grant’s words.11
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