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A Crisis of the Mandate of Heaven


There are times when history and human decisions appear to meet at a single point to cast the die of a nation’s fortunes—for Rome, Caesar’s crossing the Rubicon; for England, Sir Francis Drake’s defeat of the Spanish Armanda; for the United States, the first shots fired at Lexington and Concord.

There are other times when the fateful hinge is a period and not a day, when the accumulated consequences of an era stamp history as sharply as any date or event. So it was with the Civil War era; thus it was also with the Depression years.

There are still other times when the sudden impact of events in one nation reveals like nothing else the consequences of a period-long buildup of forces in another. So it was with the Eastern European revolution of 1989-90 and the light it cast on the condition of America toward the close of the American Century.

The astonishing year of 1989 has been called the year of the century. Glowing comparisons were made to 1648, when the Peace of Westphalia ended the Thirty Years’ War, and to 1815, when the second Treaty of Paris brought a century of relative peace after the Napoleonic wars. At the very least, 1989 joined 1917 and 1945 to form the three great pivotal years in the twentieth century and the three tidal turns of American involvement in the world. History could be heard. The pace of time quickened. Everyone living felt more alive than before. Suddenly and beyond all predictions, the democratic revolution in Central and Eastern Europe broke out in a firestorm arc of freedom. When it was over, Soviet totalitarianism lay beyond repair, Marxism was thoroughly discredited in Europe and beyond, the Berlin Wall had fallen, and democracy had replaced socialism as the revolutionary hope of millions around the world. Never before had a world empire shed its colonies so completely and quickly—all in a single season.

The Communist czars—like Louis XIV, Napoleon Bonaparte, Kaiser Wilhelm, and Chancellor Adolf Hitler before them—had failed in their bid to dominate Europe and then the world. The twentieth century’s first great totalitarian regime was going the way of the second, Nazism, and of the older premodern political orders before them. Exactly two hundred years after the French Revolution started, the Russian Revolution had shown itself spent, and violent revolution itself had become the ancien régime. Modernity and its standard bearer, democratic capitalism, had triumphed again.

It is true that in the first moments of Soviet crisis and American triumph there was a puzzling hollowness in the winner’s camp. Everything had gone America’s way, but the epicenter of change was found not in Washington but Moscow. Despite his far weaker hand, it was the Soviet leader who set the pace and sought to dictate the terms and interpret the events. American leaders appeared to be “waiting for Gorbachev.” They seemed content to be bystanders to history rather than its agents this time. Western business pressed home the capitalist triumph by raising the Golden Arches in the heart of Moscow’s Red Square. But the nation that had once acted so forcefully in the postwar reconstruction of Western Europe, and more recently in the miniwars of Grenada and Panama, seemed cautious to a fault in the face of its greatest opportunity for a generation. When it came to American imagination and initiatives in relation to the new world emerging, neither American will nor wallet were much in evidence at first. “Yes, you are the Superpower,” London’s Economist reminded Americans early in 1990.1

Twelve short months later, the picture seemed to be transformed. What the end of the Cold War whispered, the victory of the Persian Gulf War shouted. American leaders and commentators now proclaimed a dominance in world affairs stronger than at any time since the end of World War II. Operation Desert Storm had been a swift and stunning success: Kuwait was free; Iraq was pulverized; the former superpower rival—the Soviet Union—was sidelined; war critics and faint hearts were routed; the generation-old ghosts of military debacle and technological incompetence were exorcised; the American president was riding high with record polling popularity; and for the first time since Vietnam, American leaders talked openly about a New World Order and a Second American Century.

Iraqi president Saddam Hussein’s “mother of all battles” had turned out to be America’s second “splendid little war.” Whereas Germany and Japan could compete with the United States when the yardstick was economic, the addition of raw military power and international determination left America unrivaled. Despite the tragic and messy aftermath, and the smugness of the therapeutic comfort (“the war that made us feel good about ourselves”), the American victory in the gulf bespoke undeniable accomplishments. What Secretary of State James Baker heralded at the outset as a defining moment was widely hailed at the end as a transforming moment.

The American caesar advanced at the head of his twenty-seven-nation alliance and with the might of his aerial legions. He drew a line in the desert sand and stayed to teach the first lesson about his vision of the New World Order. “No one—no one in the whole world,” President Bush boasted, “doubts us anymore.”2 Following its failure in 1917 and mixed success in 1945, the United States was embarking on a third attempt to build a global order founded on international law, collective security, and American democratic ideals.

Thus the lights dimmed and the fanfare sounded for imperial America’s third grand endeavor in history-shaping on the order of the pax romana and pax britannica. America’s New World Order was to be unveiled, variously understood as her pax moderna, pax kapital, pax democritica, pax occidentalis, or simply the pax americana: phase three. All that was missing in America’s triumphal procession, one observer noted, was the Roman slave whispering in the ear of the victorious commander in chief, “This too shall pass away.”

This book is that whisper in the ear. It argues that triumphalism is the wrong lesson to be learned from 1989, that this is not, as at least one author has recently asserted, “the end of history,” that there is an obstacle blocking the prospects of an American renaissance, and that even the international opportunities after 1991 cannot be seized unless a deeper challenge is faced at home first. But the challenge does not come from the slate of problems commonly cited—supremely America’s degenerating inner cities, mounting social problems, ballooning deficit, sluggish economy, and lackluster leadership. It lies far deeper. America’s political order, in the form of representative democracy, and America’s economic order, in the form of free market capitalism, were given a historic vindication through the second Russian revolution. But there are three—not two—parts to the ordering of the American republic. Transformations and corruptions in America’s third order—the moral and cultural order—are casting a shadow over her triumphs in the political and economic orders.

At the present time of writing, with everything to be done and too much of it at once, the outcome of the European revolution and the development of the New World Order have yet to unfold. Time alone will show, for example, whether a post-Communist generation can emulate a post-Fascist generation in building free, prosperous, and pluralistic societies in accord with the promise of liberal democracy. Or whether 1989 will emulate 1848 in seeing its intoxicating promises betrayed and the dead hand of authoritarianism reasserted. But if 1989 marks the start of a momentous new chapter in what was once the Old World but is now the new, it also throws light on a critical state of affairs within the nation that was always modernity’s “first new nation” and the epitome of liberal democracy—the United States.

A Single, Common Crisis

The reason for this sober examination is that, despite its historic political and economic triumphs, the American republic is entering its own time of reckoning, an hour of truth that will not be delayed. It is nearing the climax of a generation-long cultural revolution, or crisis of cultural authority. Under the impact of modernity, the beliefs, ideals, and traditions that have been central to Americans and to American democracy—whether religious, such as Jewish and Christian beliefs, or civic, such as Americanism—are losing their compelling cultural power. This crisis is not a crisis of legitimacy, like that of the Soviet Union, but a crisis of vitality that goes to the heart of America’s character and strength. It therefore threatens to pose questions not only for America’s continuing success and world domination, but for the vitality of democracy in America itself.

Seen from one angle, America’s crisis of cultural authority is thoroughly and distinctively American. The roots go back to the late nineteenth century and to movements early in this century. But the first open phase of the crisis began to build up in the fifties until it broke out in the cultural revolution of the sixties, which came to a climax and peaked in 1968. Then, after a period of transition, the second phase was centered on the conservative counterrevolution, which came to a climax and peaked in 1986.

Both movements were highly influential in ways their critics prefer to overlook, although neither was as successful as claimed by its advocates. But the appearance of a revenge of the moderates or of a simple return to normalcy in the Bush years is deceptive. Set in train by the crisis, cultural change in America has gone too far, and political change can do too little to resolve the problems. The United States is now entering the third phase of the crisis with the beginning of a sort of cultural showdown. At stake are the authorities and moral assumptions that will prove decisive in shaping the public and private lives of Americans, and thus in determining how America tackles its lengthening list of serious problems.

Seen from another angle, America’s crisis of cultural authority is America’s variation of a wider crisis. As such it is part of what Czechoslovakia’s former president Václav Havel calls the “single, common crisis” facing humanity in both West and East.3 This wider crisis has been created by the collision between the impersonal and irresponsible forces of modernity and the respective notions of humanness, morality, and the environment in different countries and cultures.

In Peter Berger’s illuminating picture, the present world situation is like a global laboratory with three giant test tubes in the foreground and others behind. Each of the main three represents intense chemical reactions caused by the impact of modernization on different cultural and political systems. The first test tube demonstrates the reaction of liberal democracy, or Western industrialism, to modernity. This socio-political system has engaged with modernity the longest. It has done so from a generally Christian and Jewish vantage point, and its ideals are deeply committed to going with the flow of modernity in terms of such principles and processes as individualism, political pluralism, freedom, and so on.

The second test tube demonstrates the reaction of totalitarian socialism to modernity. This system began to engage with modernity more than a century later than liberal democracy did, doing so from a Marxist rather than a Christian viewpoint. And importantly, it is ambivalent toward modernity rather than fully committed to it. For while Marxism is partly modernizing, in the sense that it claims to be a scientific theory and is directly opposed to traditional society, it is also countermodernizing. In essence, its totalitarianism is the attempt to reconstitute the monolithic unity of traditional society in a modern form, with the help of modern technology, modern ideology, and so on. So Marxism has found itself going against the flow of modernity in crucial ways.

The third test tube demonstrates the reaction of East Asian industrialism to modernity—Japan and the so-called “four little dragons”: Korea, Singapore, Taiwan, and Hong Kong. These systems have engaged with modernity most recently. They come from a largely Buddhist and Confucian standpoint, rather than a Christian or Marxist one. Yet, like the Western experiment, they are deeply committed to modernity.4

Obviously the impact of modernity on different societies is mediated by certain variable factors, such as the stage of modernity (early or late), the character of the society’s beliefs (whether Christian, Confucian, or Islamic, for example), and the society’s general attitude toward modernity (whether favorable or hostile). Seen this way, 1989 represents a critical stage in the global reactions to modernity. Put simply, modernity helped to undo totalitarian socialism. When the challenge came down to a choice between such Marxist commitments as equality and such allurements of modernity as efficiency and prosperity, Central and Eastern Europeans chose modernity over Marxist ideology. Thus what happened in Central and Eastern Europe was not simply a triumph of faith and democratic ideals, or of the steadfastness of Westerners manning the ramparts of freedom over the last generation. It was also partly due to the irresistible impact of modernization on totalitarian socialism.

America’s crisis is, of course, quite different from the predicament facing the former Soviet Union. I am not resurrecting the fallacy of moral equivalence. Both the American and the Soviet crises are taking place in the same phase of modernity, but there the similarities end. Because the American experiment as a liberal democracy goes with the flow of modernity, the challenge of modernity is never central or lethal; and because American liberal democracy has both a strength of ideas and a flexibility of institutions, it has far greater resilience in responding to such challenges. This is why, to America, the challenges of modernity are not challenges to its legitimacy, as with the USSR, but challenges to its vitality. So when the United States experiences a crisis of cultural authority, what is at stake is America’s vitality as a free republic that would remain free and strong.

But whether viewed from an American or a more global perspective, the significance of the crisis is plain. One of history’s fundamental lessons for democracy concerns the difference between winning freedom (as in the revolutions of 1776, 1789, and 1989), ordering freedom (as in the constitutions in 1787 and 1791), and sustaining freedom. The first is typically achieved in days, weeks, or months, and the second—which is Russia’s level of testing today—in years or decades. But the third—which is America’s present level of testing—is always a matter of many decades and long centuries. The Constitution, Benjamin Franklin said, offers Americans “a republic—if you can keep it.”

Thus the outcome of the present crisis of cultural authority represents more than a swing, a cycle, or even an end-of-the-century battle between the sixties and the eighties. It is far more of a defining moment than the Gulf War. It could prove as decisive for the nation as the Depression years—depending on the outcome—and even as decisive as the era of the Civil War. The present moment is therefore the American Century’s American Hour. It is an authentic kairos moment, one of those great times of reckoning in which Americans judge themselves and for which America will always be judged. This book is about that crisis of cultural authority, about what has led up to it and what is likely to affect the outcome. It is a book about the United States at a pivotal moment in the late twentieth century, but to broaden the perspective it begins half a world away when the century was only a few months young.

Jeremiad in Bronze

As I write, a small, round bronze medallion a little over two inches in diameter sits on the desk in front of me. It was struck to commemorate the eight-nation International Relief Force, which in August 1900 fought its way to rescue the beleaguered “foreign devils” who were under desperate siege during the infamous fifty-five days at Beijing. This was the twentieth century’s first forerunner of the Kuwaiti crisis and first harbinger of crises of cultural authority.

On May 24 of that year, the British Legation in Beijing celebrated Queen Victoria’s eighty-first and last birthday in an atmosphere of general calm and serenity. But within less than a month the rebellion of the Boxers, or the “Society of the Righteous Fists,” engulfed the capital and a spasm of bloody violence convulsed China. By the time it was over, two hundred and fifty missionaries and more than thirty-two thousand “secondary devils” (Chinese Christians) were slaughtered. Westerners were hacked to death, children were beheaded in front of their parents’ eyes, and carts were driven backward and forward over the half-naked bodies of young Chinese women evangelists until they were dead. The century that would multiply such crises and compute the victims of its violence in the millions was off to a running start.

In 1900 the retaliation of the Western powers was even worse than the rampage of the Boxers. After entering Beijing and rescuing the legations, some of the foreign troops set off on an orgy of systematic slaughter and looting. Beijing was sacked, the imperial palace looted and stripped, and thousands of innocent Chinese were massacred in a cruel and bloody rampage. If xenophobia was intensified in China, popular stereotypes about the “yellow peril” were hardened and confirmed across Europe and the United States.

The little medallion conjures up all this and more for me. Made vividly contemporary by the brutal massacre in Tiananmen Square in June 1989 and the similarities and contrasts to the siege of Kuwait in 1991, it is a mute but eloquent witness of inglorious deeds done in a faraway place when our century was only a few months old.

But the little medallion also holds a deeper fascination for me. I myself was born in China later, but my grandfather was there during the Boxer uprising. For thirty days he survived the massacre hair-raisingly by the grace of God and the skin of his teeth. At the time there were foreigners in China, and foreigners—my grandfather, a doctor, was one who loved and served the Chinese and was loved and esteemed by the Chinese in return. Having given his life for those he sought to help in a later outbreak of typhus, he lies buried in Beijing.

Beyond these family associations, the little medallion is eloquent in another way. It shows the mirror-image of itself that the West saw—and still sees—in such crises. On one side it depicts Chien Men, the great central gate of Beijing that was opened only to allow the passage of the emperor. This priceless part of Chinese heritage was destroyed in a few hours by the Boxers who set it on fire deliberately. To many Chinese, this catastrophe was a heavenly portent presaging the downfall of the Manchu dynasty.

The smoke and fire belching from the roof of the gate on the medallion is therefore more than a matter of artistic realism. It represents what the West saw as history’s verdict on the fate of the premodern Chinese Empire. On the other side of the medallion, the artist reinforced the crisis of legitimacy using Western and Chinese symbols. He circled it with the Hebrew word Ichabod (“the glory has departed”) and the Chaldean writing on the wall that interrupted Belshazzar’s feast, “Mene mene tekel upharsin” (“you are weighed in the balances and found wanting”).

The little medallion is therefore one of the first examples of the twentieth-century passion for sending “messages” and “signals.” It is a trilingual jeremiad in bronze, the Western counterpoint to the spreading Chinese conviction that the Manchu dynasty had forfeited the Mandate of Heaven. Under the impact of its first encounter with modernity, Imperial China, like Imperial Russia a few years later, was in the terminal stages of a massive crisis of cultural authority.

Needless to say, the Chinese saw the crisis in their own traditional terms rather than in the context of modernity. To the heirs of the world’s oldest civilization, China had always been the Middle Kingdom, the realm between heaven and earth, and the emperor was the Son of Heaven who had authority under the Mandate of Heaven. But this mandate was not irrevocable. It could be forfeited by corruption, so when “signs preceding the fall of dynasties” became apparent, revolt was considered both legitimate and beneficial. Such a fate, it was believed, was about to befall the Manchus under the cruel and eccentric Empress Dowager. The Dragon Throne that ruled a civilization that predated the golden ages of Athens and Rome had lost the Mandate of Heaven and was in irreversible decline.

For Westerners, however, the Chinese crisis was part of the wider impact of modernity—though to see the writing on the wall for the Manchus took little foresight and to say it in such grandiloquent terms took considerable hypocrisy. The Imperial Throne had only lasted so long because of the backing of the foreign powers and much of the record of their involvement was one of invasion, partition, exploitation, greed, and violence. In short, it was a story of Chinese humiliation and degradation. The fiber of old China, it was said, was dissolving into the sweet smoke of opium pipes crammed into Chinese mouths by greedy Western traders.

Exactly as with the Western response to the Soviet and Gulf crises, the first and strongest Western response to the China crisis in 1900 was to emphasize the contrast between East and West and more particularly the contrast between China and the United States. Plainly, the West saw itself as the incarnation of modernity, on the winner’s side of history. But for any who paused to reflect, there were more than contrasts to be read. There were definite resemblances between China’s crisis and Europe’s own crisis of the mandate of heaven (which Friedrich Nietzsche called “the death of God” crisis), whether issuing later in a crisis of legitimacy as in Imperial Russia or a crisis of vitality as in Imperial Britain. But those resemblances were still concealed from most. And surely—for all but the most farsighted at the time—they would never apply to America. The United States was modernity’s Most Favored Nation before she, in turn, conferred that benefit on others.

No two nations in 1900 could have seemed further apart in regard to national fortunes than China and the United States. Younger, richer, and with cleaner hands than its European partners, the United States stood at the opposite pole from China on almost every count. The world’s “first new nation” stood over against the world’s oldest, continuous civilization—a dynamic, moral, and idealistic society against one that was ancient, corrupt, and moribund; a rich and technologically advanced country against one that was poor and backward.

Small wonder that in 1900, as in 1991, such contrasts were the dominant impression. To a young American growing up in China at that time, both the old civilization and the new century seemed to herald the claim that American distinctiveness meant American destiny. Significantly, this period was exactly the background of Henry Luce, son of missionary parents, legendary cofounder of the Time-Life empire, and originator of the term, the “American Century.”

The American Century—Where Are We Now?

Henry Luce announced the American Century in his celebrated editorial in Life in February 1941, the year that was the low point of the entire twentieth century. He followed it up a year later by setting up a department of Time, Inc., called “Q” (after the Q ships of World War I). His goal was to formulate proposals on the shape of the postwar world that the United States was to lead. “As America enters dynamically upon the world scene,” he wrote, “we need most of all to seek and to bring forth a vision of America as a world power which is authentically American.” Only such a vision that apprehends the meaning of our time “will guide us to the authentic creation of the twentieth century—our Century.”5

Luce did not consider the editorial anything out of the ordinary. It echoed a speech he had given as a student at Yale in 1920; its proposals were remarkably close in outline to later Cold War strategy and Luce’s championing of NATO and the Marshall Plan; and there was far less triumphalism in it than many realize today. (“So far, this century of ours has been a profound and tragic disappointment.”)6 But Luce was surprised and disappointed by the response to the editorial. Conservatives, who might have backed his aggressive drive, were in an isolationist mood, fearing a “Roosevelt war,” and most liberals attacked his formulation. Some critics, such as Reinhold Niebuhr, chided Luce gently for his egoistic nationalism. Others derided him mercilessly. Luce’s American Century, they said, was capitalist and militarist, more concerned with good profits than good neighbors. Vice-President Henry Wallace countered it with a speech on “The Century of the Common Man” and Max Lerner with an essay on “The People’s Century.”

But remove some of the more controversial personal factors and ideological overtones and the idea of the American Century remains invaluable in at least two ways. At one level, it accurately reflects the fact that for the greater part of this century the United States—for better or worse—has been, and still is, what sociologist Talcott Parsons called the world’s “lead society.” Just as the nineteenth century was the British Century, Luce thought, so the twentieth is the American Century, because the United States is the radiating center from which modernity and development has spread. Neither delight nor disapproval could alter this fact.

At another level, the term is an appropriate representation of one of the oldest and strongest American themes—that American distinctiveness means American destiny. (“Character is destiny,” as Henry Luce said.) This theme, even if rejected as mythical, has been real in its consequences for the world. From the very earliest days, the sense of American newness and representativeness, of the inseparable closeness of American identity and purpose, has been a key part of perceptions of America, and not only by Americans. “I confess,” wrote Alexis de Tocqueville after his travels in the early 1830s, “that in America I saw more than America; I sought there the image of democracy itself.”7 Whether it was the American people as St. Jean de Crèvecoeur’s “new man,” American history as Thomas Jefferson’s “new chapter” in the history of man, the Founders’ “new order of the ages,” the United States as Abraham Lincoln’s “new nation,” or simply as the New World itself, America has always stood for something.

To Walt Whitman, America and democracy were “convertible terms.”8 To Frederick Jackson Turner, America was “another name for opportunity.”9 In many such ways, to its own citizens and to a great many others in the world, America has been as much a promise, an ideal, a future, and a myth as a reality. Whatever the other overtones, that core reality and that mythic sense of representativeness were both at the heart of the American Century. The United States was not simply in the lead. It was the carrier of the quintessence of the times. The city set upon a hill had become the world beacon of democratic freedom, history’s working model of modernity, humankind’s trailblazer for economic, scientific, and technological progress. Riding the tides and currents of the twentieth century, America was Hegel’s “Idea” whose time had come across the Atlantic. Manifest destiny was China’s Mandate of Heaven with an American aura.

There is no doubt that, viewed in this restricted sense, the American Century was born (and its first phase launched under Woodrow Wilson) in the twentieth century’s first great pivotal year, 1917. This was the great climactic year of blood, which in Europe proved so fateful to the exhausted empires of the Romanoffs, the Habsburgs, and the Hohenzollerns. In Eastern and Central Europe long-stifled masses had torn down the decaying edifices of the old regimes. Even the Western European nations that survived the shocks and the strains had been given a decisive push away from their aristocratic pasts toward a more fully democratic future. Further afield 1917 saw Jerusalem liberated by General Allenby and Palestine declared a homeland for the Jews. European history in the old sense had come to an end. World history had begun. If only briefly, the United States had taken its place at the center of events.

Nor is there much doubt when phase two of the American Century reached its zenith. In August 1945, the century’s second great pivotal year, four and a half years after Luce’s editorial and a week after President Truman ordered the dropping of the second atomic bomb, Winston Churchill told the House of Commons, “America stands at this moment at the summit of the world.”10 Rarely had Churchillian rhetoric been grounded on more prosaic truth. Moral vigor, national enterprise, economic power, scientific and technological prowess—all the strengths and qualities of American life seemed to come together in the hour of victory to create a dazzling prospect for the American spirit. Even though many may have disapproved of the consequences implied in Churchill’s assessment, few would have quarreled with the facts on which it was based. The United States under President Roosevelt had come center stage again and, judging from the unfolding design of the pax americana, showed every intention of staying there this time.

But where is the American Century now? If the dramatic events of 1989 and the century’s third great pivotal year are taken as a benchmark, what stage in its course has it reached and what does that mean for Americans and for the rest of the world? Does the United States have the resolve and the resources to carry forward phase three of the American Century and make it succeed where the earlier phases failed? What if modernity allows no lead society to lead forever, and America’s crisis is hastened by its blindness toward the nature of its problem?

Sunset, New Dawn, or What?

In today’s vastly different circumstances it is worth remembering how remarkably few in 1945 disapproved of the United States. After the Allied liberation of Algiers in 1943, André Gide, previously a supporter of the Soviets, gave free rein to his enthusiasm: “The Americans, in our old world, are liked by everyone and everywhere. So quick with their generosity, so friendly and smiling, so natural, that one joyfully accepts being in debt to them.”11 It was easy for Truman and Eisenhower to please Europeans, wrote the Italian journalist Luigi Barzini. “In their days America was the mother hen of the Western world, the most prosperous, powerful, generous, and courageous country of all.”12

Four decades, several wars, a spiraling national debt, and countless stockpiled warheads later, hardly a phrase of Gide’s enthusiasm would find such resonance in certain parts of the world today. Even before the renaissance of 1989, the prospects of a reunified Germany, and a greatly expanded democratic electorate and market, America’s European allies were stronger, more independent, and preoccupied with “1992” and their own future. Japan, with the Tokyo Stock Exchange now worth almost double that of New York, has become the world’s financial, as well as a manufacturing, superpower. Third World nations have awakened and have reacted strongly to American influence. More to the point, a growing chorus of world leaders are openly touting alternative values such as Confucian capitalism as superior to American-style democratic capitalism. And in the rise of Islamic fundamentalism the United States faces an anti-Western ideology as explosive and hungry as communism elsewhere and fascism earlier. The newly emerging multipolar world is no longer America’s oyster.

Perhaps America’s postwar superiority was artifically high. Perhaps the manner of its unconditional victory over Germany and Japan put the United States in an impossible situation. Certainly the way in which Americans sought to comprehend and cope with their unmanageable destiny makes an epic of proud and courageous, if flawed, heroism. But the pax americana was said to be on the wane, and a parliamentary successor of Churchill’s described America even before the end of Ronald Reagan’s first term in very different terms: “Huge and powerful still, but purposeless and ineffectual, the United States lies wallowing, like some dismasted man-of-war, in the trough of world events.”13

“The American Century,” Daniel Bell wrote from Harvard in the same vein, “lasted scarcely thirty years. It foundered on the shoals of Vietnam.”14 Luce’s “first great American Century” was perhaps also the last. “In just twenty-five years,” wrote social critic Felix Rohatyn, “we have gone from the American century to the American crisis. That is an astonishing turnaround—perhaps the shortest parabola in history.”15

Such pessimistic estimates appear to be backed by a swelling chorus of voices around the world—from scholars and “declinist” commentators, such as Paul Kennedy of Yale, national leaders, such as Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew of Singapore, and nations, such as Japan. Tracing either America’s social decadence or the trajectory of its collapsing almightiness from Vietnam to ballooning deficits, their conclusions are similar. “American dominance cannot be restored,” says Lee, “There has been a fundamental change in competitive positions, a permanent change … I do not see the Americans regaining the old lead from the Japanese or the West Europeans.”16 “Nowadays,” wrote a Japanese editor in the late eighties, “America is compared to a sick and ill-humored uncle who is suffering from financial and family problems, paying no attention to chastity or discipline.”17

Yet in other parts of the world, and most notably in the United States itself, the assessment would be exactly the opposite. “It is springtime for America once again,” declared a jaunty President Reagan at the end of his first term.18 His own presidency, he claimed, was a new beginning for America. “Somehow America has never been newer, never been younger, never been more filled with hope…. There is nothing the United States cannot do if those doubting Thomases would just stand aside and get out of the way.”19

There was no stopping the flights of presidential rhetoric. The United States, Reagan said in Tom Paine’s words, once more had in its power “to begin the world over again.” Expanding on the theme later to the U.S. Chamber of Commerce, he declared the period we are going through to be “the vernal equinox of the human spirit—that moment in history when the light finally exceeded the darkness.”20 Or as he put it in his farewell address, “Once you begin a great movement, there’s no telling where it will end. We meant to change a nation, and instead, we changed a world.”21

Time magazine, true to its Lucean calling as America’s chronicler-cumcheerleader, hailed Reagan in 1986 as “a Prospero of American memories” and the New Patriotism as a “rebirth of the American spirit.”22 Just as the end of the war in 1812 led to the contented patriotism of the Era of Good Feelings, so the mid-1980s found America recovering from a mood of dispirited and defensive malaise and entering a buoyant time of pride and patriotism. Newsweek, in the same tenor, had elevated Reagan to the pantheon of “presidents who have succeeded in their time,” principally because of his great skill as “a morale builder and a renewer of the faith.”23 Not to be outdone, the editor of U.S. News and World Report gave his judgment that “at the opening of 1989, America may be entering the most promising moment of its history.”24

Unquestionably the highest panegyric to this resurgent patriotism was Francis Fukuyama’s provocative essay, “The End of History?” that was later expanded into The End of History and the Last Man. Posited against Paul Kennedy’s weighty “declinist” analysis, it was a short, sharp bugle blast of “endism.” Far more than Mikhail Gorbachev’s opportunistic reforms were behind the events of 1989, he claimed. Far more than hard-nosed realpolitik was needed to understand them. “What we may be witnessing is not just the end of the Cold War, or the passing of a particular period of postwar history, but the end of history as such: that is, the end point of mankind’s ideological evolution and the universalization of Western liberal democracy as the final form of human government.”25

Fukuyama’s argument was the intellectuals’ equivalent of presidential claims. But though bold and brilliant, it too was flawed. It overlooks a double problem for Western liberal democracy—the way in which its very success becomes self-undermining and in which many world leaders—particularly in Asia—are developing capitalism but within a Confucian and sometimes neoauthoritarian framework. Thus they openly spurn democratic values and human rights as Western, abstract, self-serving, and decadent. In short, to proclaim the end of history on the slender evidence of recent events and by overlooking the internal contradictions within liberal democracy itself is a logical and historical fallacy of the first order. It is also a dangerous national conceit that America can ill afford if it turns Americans away from facing their real problems.

On the plane of current events alone, however, the evidence has appeared to see-saw and not everyone was so sure that the New Patriotism was solid. For many, signs of conservative mortality appeared even during the Reagan years: for conservatives in the eighties 1986 had become a curious rerun of 1968 for liberals in the sixties; in each year the respective movements claimed victory, only to see its high point prove a turning point, after which the tide turned and flowed relentlessly against them.

The well-ordered images in red-white-and-blue of 1986—the Olympic torch, Lady Liberty, tall ships, heroes in the gallery at the State of the Union addresses—gave way to a darker cataract of impressions—the Challenger explosion, family farm bankruptcies in the Midwest, Wall Street millionaires in handcuffs, star athletes dead from cocaine, marine officers subverting democracy to save it, presidential friends found guilty of peddling influence, a conservative nominee for the Supreme Court withdrawn for having literally “gone to pot,” a religious charlatan in disgrace for debasing PTL from “Praise the Lord” to “Pass the Loot” and “Pay that Lady,” Black Monday on the New York Stock Exchange, Washington as the “murder capital” of the nation, and a president said to conduct international summitry on the basis of astrological charts.

So it went in the late 1980s. Whatever the state of the Soviets, something, apparently, was rotten in the state of Denmark, too, and even the American Prospero did not escape responsibility. In 1986 there had been talk of repealing the Twenty-second Amendment and allowing Reagan to run for a third term. But by the time of the superpower summit in December 1987 the “nuclear cowboy” Reagan of old liberal fears had become the “useful idiot” Reagan of new conservative nightmares. Earlier, as the Iran-contra affair began to unfold, some Republicans were saying openly, “Let someone else be Reagan,” and “None of this would have happened if Ronald Reagan were alive.”

To such people, Reagan’s Morning in America had become the morning after. There was little to choose between the Ayatollah Khomeini’s verdict on Reagan’s claims (“such vain imaginings”)26 and the reassessment of Reagan by Time: The essence of the change was “a return from the long vacation of the Reagan years … to discover that the old problems are still there, only in some ways worse.”27 In fact, conservative analyst Kevin Phillips concluded, “Ronald Reagan could even be remembered as the American president who presided over a larger national comedown than Vietnam.”28 For Jules Feiffer, the problem could be summed up in one word: “Americagate.”29

George Bush, on the other hand, was having none of it. When he picked up Luce’s theme in his 1988 presidential campaign, he was deliberate and unapologetic. America’s work was not done; her force was not spent. “The American Century has not drawn to a close. We are not in decline. America has set in motion the major changes under way in the world today—the growth of democracy, the spread of free enterprise, the creation of a world market in goods and ideas. For the foreseeable future, no other nation, or group of nations, will step forward to assume leadership.”30 Clearly, the New World Order, announced appropriately at the Aspen Institute in Colorado and drawn in the sands of Kuwait, was a vision lacking only an occasion.

Obvious questions are raised. Should the Reagan-Bush springtime be viewed as such or as an Indian summer, the American equivalent of England’s Edwardian era? Will the baton of modernity pass on to Japan or back to Europe and eventually to China, or have the commentators spoken too soon? Is the pax americana in eclipse and the American economic supremacy no more than a memory, or will America’s beliefs and institutions prove resilient once again? Have we seen the end of what Alexis de Tocqueville predicted of the dominance of the Russian knout and the American moneybags, or are Americans rid of dangerously expansive illusions born of an artificial supremacy and now freed to exercise modest but significant responsibilities in the newly emerging multipolar world? Such questions are not idle, and they cannot be answered unless an understanding of America’s crisis of cultural authority is made the starting point.

America and the Mandate of Heaven

Like Henry Luce, my own first lessons about the world were learned in China, but I am English and my teacher was a very different age from Luce’s. Back in Beijing in 1900, one voice was listened to less than it deserved. Sir Robert Hart, who had lived in China since 1854, warned that the Boxer uprisings were far more than primitive xenophobia and frustrated patriotism. “In fifty years time,” he predicted, “there will be millions of Boxers in serried ranks and war’s panoply at the call of the Chinese Government: there is not the slightest doubt of that.” Such men, armed, drilled, and disciplined, “will take back from foreigners everything foreigners have taken from them.”31

His guess proved accurate almost to the year, and I vividly remember watching as an eight-year-old the climax of the Chinese revolution as Mao Tse-tung’s troops took over Nanking after Chiang Kai-shek’s ignominious flight to Taiwan. (To the British, the Generalissimo had long been “General Cash My-check.”) I also went to Chefoo School where Luce had gone, and where we were visited by Madame Chiang, star protégé of Luce’s press.

But it was also in China that I was given my first premonitions of the fallibility and follies of the West. I was too young to understand the fall of British Singapore or the reasons behind the collapse of America’s China policy. But long before revolutionaries such as Franz Fanon and Che Guevara incited their people to rise up against foreign domination, and well ahead of recent events in Saigon, Teheran, and Beirut, I could feel for myself the rising hatred of foreigners, the nervous haste of embassy packing, and many of the signs of Western weakness and withdrawal later to be replayed in different lands to larger, televised audiences.

For Henry Luce’s generation, history itself seemed to conspire in favoring American distinctiveness and destiny. For too many people in my own generation, the temptation has been to turn from such “dangerous and costly illusions” to minimize all national distinctiveness and regard American purpose with profound suspicion.

Is there a way today to steer between the “boosters” and the “blamers,” the Polyannas and the Cassandras, between the perils of triumphalism and the failure of national nerve? Is there no choice other than the “declinists” or the “endists”? The wisest course, I suggest, is to skirt the treacherous quicksands of changing international circumstances and national credibility and start by charting the source and strength of American distinctiveness in terms of its own character in relation to the challenge of modernity. In other words, what makes America America is not measured best in GNP comparisons with Japan, nuclear firepower ratios in relation to the Soviets, or the polling figures on anti-Americanism among Iranian students. Such measurements may rise or fall. The distinctiveness and strength of America lies elsewhere, in its ideals and ideas.

Yet the choice of this other path is not an escape, for America’s deepest problems today do not come from abroad, but from home. Indeed, so deeply does the crisis of cultural authority grow from the impact of modernity on what is distinctively American that Walter Lippmann, no less, analyzing one aspect of the problem, warned that “at stake is the mandate of heaven.”32

The United States is not China, of course. Nor is the presidency the Dragon Throne; thus an American style of Middle-Kingdom thinking is no help. America’s very distinctiveness is precisely what creates the distinctive American dilemma. All types of government, it was once believed, had their own principles and pathologies, their own defining character, and their own distinctive way of corruption. Thus a corrupted monarchy would decline toward tyranny, a corrupted aristocracy toward oligarchy, and a corrupted republic toward anarchy. For the Founders had faced up to the mortality of all republics: Just as human beings were vulnerable because subject to sin, republics were vulnerable because subject to corruption.

The “new nation” of the American republic was not only larger than any that had gone before, it was different. By far the largest and most important experiment in republican government since the fall of Rome, the United States was consciously founded on the “new science of politics” designed to compensate for the corruption of republican character, which had been the ruin of previous republics.

The Founders therefore wanted to cultivate virtue, but also to curb vice. The American republic depended not only upon ideals believed to be true, but upon institutions seen to have teeth. Both competing interests and civic ideals were necessary if liberty was to endure. Since people were expected to be factious rather than virtuous, reliance was placed not on morality alone but on mechanisms. If this balance were to hold as the Founders planned, the passage of time could be channeled into a force for fertility rather than futility.

This brilliant blend of ideas and institutions, idealism and realism, confidence and skepticism has been the fruitful soil in which America’s robust political liberty and dynamic social vitality have flourished. But the character of the republic also marks out the likely course of its corruption. Whereas the Manchu emperors, ruling a state-dominated society, depended critically on the Mandate of Heaven for their legitimacy, the American republic, being a state-limiting society, depends critically on its own version of the Mandate of Heaven for its vitality. Well-designed institutions will not cover for the loss of long-deprived ideals indefinitely.

Here then we approach the American dilemma today: After a great sea-change in American life over the past few decades, the republic is approaching the climax of a generation-long crisis of cultural authority. At stake in the thousand and one changes and controversies that comprise this period of turbulence are the principles and patterns of authority by which personal lives and public life will be ordered. The nation that is the product of early modernity is in the midst of a time of testing under the impact of high modernity. The outcome will decide the crucial place future generations of Americans will give to ideals in general and to faiths in particular.

Two questions, therefore—one bearing on American ideals and the other on American institutions—raise issues that are now critical for the republic. The first question is intensely personal, but has a public dimension because of the connection between beliefs and public virtue: By what faiths ought Americans to live? The American answer to this question is that the government is excluded from giving an answer. The second question is thoroughly public in character and a public answer is appropriate and necessary to the well-being of the nation: By what understanding should these faiths be related to public life?

Simple sounding perhaps, but those questions are vital. Converging developments in history, society, law, and philosophy reveal with ever sharper clarity the audacious gamble that underlies the American experiment. The American republic simultaneously relies on ultimate beliefs (for otherwise it has no right to the rights by which it thrives), yet rejects any fixed, final, or official formulation of them (for here the First Amendment is clearest, most original, and most constructive). The republic will therefore always remain the “undecided experiment” in freedom, a gravity-defying gamble that stands or falls on the dynamism and endurance of its “unofficial” faiths.

If this testing leads to a turning away from America’s historic sense of transcendent ideals and from the living sense of its tradition, the gamble will be lost and the American republic will decline. Democratic liberty, after all, is neither self-derived nor self-sustaining. It depends on sources beyond itself. As G. K. Chesterton wrote with characteristic double-edged insight after his visit to the United States in 1921, “Freedom is an eagle, whose glory is gazing at the sun.”33

So momentous still is America’s world and historical role and so misunderstood yet vital to it is the theme of faith that, among questions at the climax of the American Century, this theme amounts to the wild card factor. Thus, foolish and unfashionable though it may be to raise this theme, one thing is far more foolish: not to treat it at all, to deal with it in the desultory way it has been treated of late.

Recent public discussion of faith in America has tended to be limited to the controversial aspects of “religion and politics,” therefore missing the crux of the problem. Most importantly of all, this view overlooks the fact that alongside the obvious crises of religious beliefs is the less noticed crisis of Enlightenment liberalism and the emergence of an American nihilism. To misread these crises leads to treating religion either as a nonissue, a purely private matter with no bearing on the public sphere, or as a nuisance factor, the bedeviling special interest of certain troublesome sectarian groups. Long periods of silence born of indifference have therefore been punctuated by fitful spasms of attention, the latter marked by a great deal of partisanship, ignorance, and hostility on both sides, not least at the highest levels. The last three presidential elections have provided ample examples of the confusion on this question.

Such a state of affairs betrays a perilous misunderstanding. America, I will argue, is at a stage in her history when the importance of faiths and the understanding of how they relate to public life is far more than a “religious issue,” far wider than of purely party political or domestic significance, and far weightier than a journalistic issue-of-the-week. (“That issue,” said the Democratic campaign manager in 1984, “has been given a full week.” “Within days,” claimed a Republican source at the same time, “God will be dead as a political issue.”)34

It is therefore time, and past time, to recognize that the United States today is passing through a period of reckoning, when the deepest national issues have a critical religious component and the deepest religious issues have critical national consequences. Few things are therefore more in the public interest now than to understand the present significance of faiths in America and to assess their social, national, and international consequences.

But my argument is not only with those who refuse to take the faith factor seriously. It is directed as much against two general tendencies that take it deeply seriously but in opposing directions—toward the “reimposers” who seek simply to turn the clock back and place on everyone else their vision of an earlier state of affairs and toward the “removers” who seek to cleanse faith from public life altogether. The logic of both these extremes, I will argue, is mistaken. A key part of what each calls for is neither in their own best interests nor in the interests of America or the rest of the world.

Out on the Table

This book is written principally for thoughtful Americans who love their country deeply, who appreciate America’s unsung strengths and virtues as well as her recent successes but who realize that all is not as well with America as recent celebration may suggest. What the book offers are three things: an analysis from an international perspective of what is currently America’s deepest problem (the crisis of cultural authority), a proposal setting out a constructive solution to a key part of that problem (the reforging of a public philosophy for a civil public square), and a discussion of the prospects for an American renaissance.

Let me declare openly that I make no pretense of Olympian neutrality. Philosophically that would be impossible. Politically it would be irresponsible. Four perspectives shape this book. I write as a European, but one who believes more deeply in American first things than many Americans I know. I write as a Christian, but one who is committed to justice for people of all faiths and none, and not just for ourselves. I write as a social scientist, but one for whom committed critical thinking is as appropriate as detached academic inquiry and for whom the study of society must never belittle the importance of individual ideas, will, and action. And I write as someone who was privileged to propose and lead a major commemoration of the bicentennial of the U.S. Constitution—the Williamsburg Charter, which celebrated the religious liberty clauses of the First Amendment. The latter was not purely ceremonial. The Williamsburg Charter project worked to create practical and constructive solutions to the controversies surrounding questions about religion in public life, including a public school curriculum, Living with our Deepest Differences, on religious liberty in a pluralistic society.35 No project could have been a more admirable introduction to some of the best and worst of recent responses to the issues of American public life.

Let me also state clearly that this book deliberately cuts across many current American arguments—for example, political arguments between conservatives and liberals, public philosophy arguments between communitarians and liberals, activist arguments between populists and elitists, and psychologically based arguments displaying the differences between optimists and pessimists. Emphatically, it is not an exercise in pessimism, blaming, or doom-crying. Nor is it a form of either “liberal-bashing” or “fundy-bashing.”

It is important to say that the argument favors neither the “blamers” nor the “boosters.” People are lining up for and against the end-of-history thesis and the decline-of-America thesis, and in some quarters responses to these notions have become a litmus test of patriotism. In the first place, the critical analysis of this book is neither recent nor sparing, but the chief conclusion is hopeful—an American renaissance is possible—and its central proposal for a new vision of public life is constructive. But the hopes for a renaissance are not empty boosterism. They are based on an assessment of American ideals and institutions and on the insistence that the crisis must be recognized in domestic affairs no less urgently than in international affairs. And that the only confidence worth having and the only proposals worth recommending are those fired in the furnace of facts faced and problems tackled.

Further, there will be little comfort here for those who play to their own gallery by equating the defense of liberty with disparaging either fundamentalism or liberalism. As regards fundamentalism, it is important to see that our expanding modern pluralism is not just a matter of new statistics but of a new stage, a stage at which pluralism and particularism (not relativism) now go hand in hand. At such a stage people must respect and treat civilly the decided particularities of fundamentalism no less than those of Judaism and humanism. As regards liberalism, even a glance at American history shows that the current hostility to the “L” word is about as sensible as a person claiming he was conceived by only one parent. Doubtless, too many liberals are tone-deaf to religion, which is no more excusable than the sometimes parallel liberal disdain for ordinary people. But liberal neglect of religion is fateful for liberals themselves—for example, in its impact on their concern for movements of social justice. When all is said and done, there is no getting around the fact that America itself is a liberal project par excellence and therefore Americans are fundamentally liberals. Indeed, to much of the world Americanism at its best is modernity’s liberal project at its brightest.

Insistence on the world perspective is important, because all the world may soon feel the ripples flowing from this American time of testing. At the point where America and the diverse faiths of Americans meet are some of the deepest, most urgent, and most significant questions facing the world today. Future world conflicts are likely to occur at the points of contradiction between our increasing economic and technological interdependence and our enduring religious and cultural differences.

Above all, there are two questions that we in the late twentieth century cannot escape: First, beyond obvious things, such as collective security, what will be the vision and ordering principles of the pax moderna that could emerge after the end of the Cold War? Second, concerning one of those essential ordering principles, how do we live with our deepest—that is, our religiously and ideologically intense—differences? The American experiment is entering a critical stage, because in the end, the issues raised by America’s crisis of cultural authority are central to the challenge of making the world safe for diversity and, thus, to both the peril and promise of our time.



PART ONE
THE CULTURAL REVOLUTION
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The Troubled Horizon


Just before he retired as secretary of state, Dean Acheson was speaking to a prominent European. “Looking back,” he said, “the gravest problem I had to deal with was how to steer, in this atomic age, the foreign policy of a world power saddled with the constitution of a small, eighteenth-century farmers’ republic.”1 Today this remark could apply equally well in many areas outside the field of international relations. It raises an issue for America that recurs in countless forms: How does the United States currently stand in relation to its origins? As the bicentennial celebration of the Constitution illustrates, few other Western nations are so proud of their origins. Yet the question of the present’s relationship to the past has been particularly urgent in the past few decades, and the answers given by the present decade may be decisive for many years to come.

The most obvious expression of this concern is the flood of articles, books, and commentaries over the last generation that claim that the United States is experiencing a transformation or restructuring. America, they claim with a host of different reasons, is at a historic turning point, decisive for itself and perhaps also for the world. The claim was asserted in 1961 in the influential Rockefeller report, Prospect for America, but since then the trickle of books on this topic has become a torrent with the very titles of current sellers telling the story—Decade of Decision, America in Search of Itself, New Rules, The Next America, The Turning Point, Beyond the Turning Point, Megatrends, America II, More Like Us: Making America Great Again, Megatrends 2000, The End of History and the Last Man, and so on.

Certain of the most pressing claims about a turning point stand head and shoulders above the rest. Among these, three are unquestionably the most common—that the United States is experiencing massive social changes as it shifts from an industrial to an information society, massive political changes as it undergoes another of its regular cycle of party realignments, and massive national and international changes as it adjusts to world realities after Vietnam and after the demise of the bipolar, superpower world of the Cold War era.

Yet from a wide-angle perspective, none of the other shifts rivals the importance of the crisis of cultural authority, if only because it is bound to prove decisive in America’s response to them all. At stake are the principles and patterns of authority by which both personal lives and the life of the republic are to be ordered. If America is indeed in a testing time for ideals in general and faiths in particular, then this shift is momentous to the very character and endurance of the republic.

Two Foundational Questions

I said earlier that America’s crisis of cultural authority is America’s variation on the worldwide collision between the impersonal and irresponsible forces of modernity and the respective notions of humanness, morality, and the natural environment in different countries and cultures. Two underlying questions in this claim need a deeper answer.

First, what is meant by the term modernity? Such concepts as modernization and modernity are still widely misunderstood. Some people turn them into a kind of “rich man’s Marxism,” a deterministic movement that will inevitably sweep the world with prosperity, progress, and democratic revolutions. Others use the word modernity as if it were a fancy word of “change” or simply a condition of being “up to date.”

As used here, modernity is much more than that. It refers to the character and system of the world produced by the forces of modernization and development. The words modern, modernity, and modernization derive from the Latin modernus, meaning “just now” or “of today,” but modernity itself is far from modern in this narrow sense. It represents a long and titanic revolution in human experience that can be traced in two main ways.

The more common way is through the history of ideas. It focuses on human individuals and their ideas and will, and traces the line from revolutionary changes in ideas to their impact on society. This mode of analysis goes back at least to the seventeenth-century scientific revolution and follows the story through the eighteenth-century Enlightenment, the nineteenth-century romantic movement to the modernist and postmodernist movements in the twentieth century. The rarer but even more important way is through the sociology of knowledge. This mode of analysis focuses on society and social change, and traces the line in reverse. It follows the story from revolutionary changes in social context to their impact on ideas, going back to major structural and institutional developments in society—supremely those resulting from the capitalist revolution in the fifteenth century, the technological and industrial revolution in the eighteenth century, and the communications revolution in the twentieth century.

There is an immediate consequence of this broader definition that insists on emphasizing the structural and global dimensions of modernity. It heavily qualifies the use of the notion “postmodern.” Modernism as a set of ideas may well have collapsed and “postmodern” may therefore be legitimate to describe the set of ideas that succeeds it. But to be postmodern in the structural sense is as yet inconceivable. Thus to bandy the term “postmodern,” as if by definition it takes us beyond modernity, is a theoretical error with grave practical consequences. Modernity, in the deeper sense, is now a global force. What Max Weber pictured as an iron cage, Peter Berger as a gigantic steel hammer, and Anthony Giddens as a careening juggernaut cannot be checked merely by wafting the term postmodern. The depersonalizing and demoralizing forces of modernity proceed relentlessly. Americans caught up with “the end of history” should realize that “the end of the person” (and the end of morality and nature too) are far more important.

Second, what is meant by a crisis of cultural authority? Again, the term is often misunderstood because it is used only in a moralistic sense, usually as a term of lament (as over “hedonism,” the “breakdown of the family,” and the “drug epidemic”). In such cases, the stress is on the specific and the irreparable, and the object is more to deplore than to describe. But as used here, the term is primarily descriptive and refers to something far stronger and more comprehensive than any single example of its consequences. A crisis of cultural authority is at once more intangible and more important than any isolated outbreak. As stated in the introduction, this is the core of America’s crisis of cultural authority: Under the impact of modernity, the beliefs, ideals, and traditions that have been central to Americans and to the character of American democracy—whether religious, such as Jewish and Christian beliefs, or civic, such as Americanism—are losing their cultural compelling power.

A crisis of cultural authority does not mean simply that some people in the nation are skeptical or critical of the nation’s beliefs, traditions, and ideals, nor that there are deep divisions over what should be believed. Both these things are true of many societies. A crisis of cultural authority goes deeper than that. In America’s case, it concerns the fact that the nation is torn in a series of so-called “culture wars,” between the forces of those who are culturally conservative and those who are culturally progressive. But deeper still, it also concerns the fact that even those who say they believe in America’s beliefs, traditions, and ideals no longer show that they do in ways that they once did or in ways that former generations did.

Such a state of affairs has special significance for the United States. A crisis of cultural authority is important for any nation, but especially for a liberal democracy or any free society that would remain free. Because the human spirit is the primary form of democratic capital, the notion of cultural authority is both critical and complementary to freedom. When the cultural authority of beliefs, ideals, and traditions is strong and operative, external laws and coercions are unnecessary. Such beliefs, traditions, and ideals have the power to inspire, discipline, and constrain in a manner that does not contradict personal freedom.

As political theorist Hannah Arendt and others have argued, authority is the strongest survivor of a trio of forces—authority, religion, and tradition—that have been vital to Western civilization since Roman times. An auctorin Latin was a trustworthy writer, and thus a responsible leader, teacher, guarantor, or model whose beliefs and judgments were worthy to be followed. Authority is therefore especially vital to democracy because it fosters a form of uncoercive obedience that reinforces individual freedom. Being stronger than advice but less strong than a command, authority operates at a level between coercion by force alone (which is too hierarchical and repressive for democracy) and persuasion by argument alone (which is too egalitarian and Utopian if applied everywhere).

In America’s case the cultural authority of the “habits of the heart” of America’s faiths and traditions has helped to inspire, order, and restrain the private and public lives of Americans and of wider American society. Importantly, too, it has provided American society with what the Romans would have called gravitas, or the weight, ballast, and equipoise of the ongoing American experiment.

Behind this high assessment of the importance of cultural authority and the seriousness of a crisis of cultural authority lies a cluster of axioms. First is that the character and strength of a culture resides in the power of its beliefs, ideals, and traditions to exert a double influence in society—disciplining as well as inspiring and empowering renunciations as well as release. Second is that this cultural authority is strongest when it is unconscious, unquestioned, and covers the whole of social life—addressing ordinary citizens no less than leaders, the concerns of private life as much as public life, and the issues of organizing the self as well as those of ordering society. Third in the cluster is that the deepest source and agency of this cultural authority lies in its faiths, so that it can be truly said that there is no strong and vital culture without a cultus, or source of worship and ultimate faith commitment. Fourth is that a crisis of cultural authority occurs when a culture’s faiths lose their inner compelling power, either because a rival faith challenges them, or because, in changed circumstances, they fail to command a continuing assent from their own adherents. Fifth is that such a crisis does not occur suddenly or through any single event but as a long and profound shift in the foundations of a culture, which in turn triggers an avalanche of consequences that appear unrelated but unstoppable. Sixth is that the eventual decline or death of a culture is a stage beyond the crisis of cultural authority, when cultural authority weakens to the point where it is neither sufficiently respected nor replaced. And seventh is that every generation must cultivate and guard the sources of its cultural authority because no free republic is more than two or three generations away from the possibility of such a decline.

Understood this way, the United States has become afflicted over the last generation with a crisis of cultural authority similar to that which the ancient Greeks spoke of as “the gods switching sides,” the traditional Chinese as “the crisis of the Mandate of Heaven,” and nineteenth-century Europeans as “the death of God.” Metaphors such as fraying, eroding, unraveling, and decomposing have become popular, but the prosaic fact is this: Under the conditions of late twentieth-century modernity, the cultural authority of American beliefs, ideals, and traditions is dissolving. Tradition is softening into a selective nostalgia for the past and transcendent faiths are melting into a suburbanesque sentiment that is vulnerable to the changing fashions of the therapeutic revolution. Thus with the gravitas of their cultural authority collapsing inward like the critical mass of an exploding star, parts of American society are beginning to flare out with the dazzling but empty brilliance of a great culture in a critical phase. The result is a grand national loss of confidence and dynamism. As a result of much leveling, even more unraveling, and no little reveling in both, American beliefs, ideals, and traditions are fast becoming a lost continent to many Americans.

If one were forced to state the crisis of cultural authority in a single sentence, it might be this: “Just say No” has become America’s most nationally urgent slogan at the very moment when “Why not?” has become America’s most publicly unanswerable question.

In sum, America’s crisis of cultural authority touches many different authoritative figures, positions, and institutions, but at its heart it is a consequence of the decisive weakening of faiths as shapers of American life, both in public and private. Indeed, with the decreased influence of faiths on culture reinforcing the increased influence of culture on faiths, the crisis of cultural authority is in large part a crisis of America’s faiths. “Our cultural revolution,” as Philip Rieff wrote in the sixties, “does not aim, like its predecessors, at victory for some rival commitment, but rather at a way of using all commitments, which amounts to loyalty toward none.” The American question, then, is “no longer as Dostoevsky put it: ‘Can civilized men believe!’ Rather: Can unbelieving men be civilized?”2

One way to grasp the crisis of cultural authority, then, is to view it as the national consequence of a crisis of beliefs. It must be stressed, however, that the crisis in question covers civic beliefs as well as moral and religious, and that it affects almost all the communities of faith, not simply the Christian churches. The problems of Protestantism, whether ecumenical or evangelical, need no elaboration. But in 1990, for example, a distinguished commission on Jewish education in North America found that “large numbers of Jews have lost interest in Jewish values, ideals, and behavior, and there are many who no longer believe that Judaism has a role to play in their search for personal fulfillment and identity.”3

Thus almost across the board, beliefs, ideals, and traditions, which once both inspired and restrained Americans, are losing their binding address. No longer self-evident in theory or culturally compelling in practice, they lack their former integrity and effectiveness in decisively linking belief to behavior, private life to public life. The statistical indicators of religion may still be up, but the social influence is down. As America’s third century under the Constitution begins, the music of the framers’ primal chords is losing its resonance. For when it comes to the crisis of cultural authority, America’s real loss in competitiveness is not with her contemporaries, such as the Germans and the Japanese, but with her ancestors, such as Jefferson and Madison.

Another way to grasp the crisis is to view it as the national consequence of a crisis of definitions and categories. Definitions and categories are vital to any healthy society, especially to one as oriented to personal achievement and public debate as the United States. Without them there are no agreed-upon goals, no common bearings, no public milestones to measure progress or even to find where one is. Yet, the philosopher Leszek Kolakowski writes, “Sometimes it seems as if all the words and signs that make up our conceptual framework and provide us with our basic system of distinctions are dissolving before our eyes.”4 In much public debate in America there is no longer clear distinction between human and animal, male and female, word and image, war and peace, invasion and liberation, law and violence, reason and madness, civilized and primitive, knowledge and ignorance, doctor and patient, citizenship and tribalism, persuasion and propaganda, art and pornography, reporting and fiction, character and instincts. The double impact of modern technologies and postmodern theories has led to a breaking, blunting, blurring, and blending of categories without precedent in Western history.

The crisis of definitions does not lie simply in the fact that enormous changes in standards have taken place over the last generation—one person’s setback would be another’s advance. It stems from the fact that the very notion of a canon and the notion of classifications and oppositions are in question. Identifiable personhood, reason, truth, a knowable world, meaningful language, the intentionality of agents in their own actions, and the significance of authors’ right to meaning in their own texts—all such notions, definitions, and categories are vital to humanness, as well as to science and democracy. Yet they are currently dismissed as fictions or attacked as evidence of another group’s bad faith, the tools of their intended oppression. And once the wasting and wrecking has been done, it is clear that the American center is not holding.

The result, at best, is a confused and undiscriminating America that in area after area has exchanged excellence for eclecticism, serious questing for truth for an endless stockpiling of uncertain perspectives. At worst, it leads to the creation of a perpetually fractious society, to a series of culture wars and the threat of a devaluation of values, and the reduction of life to the cheerful nihilism of a carnival of games. For without a scale by which to assess, the very notion of “value” becomes valueless. Endless reordering is only another name for disordering; the perpetual search for new forms is a sure road to formlessness; the destruction of all form is not disorderly so much as demonic. As political scientist Glenn Tinder has noted, “A nation that does not dare to make moral judgments is surely living under the shadow of nihilism.”5

Too Precise by Half

Two warnings should be added. The first is that in the attempt to be clear about the crisis of cultural authority we are discussing, it is easy to become too precise and forget the element of the intangible. The Austrian writer Robert Musil aptly described a similar crisis in Vienna before World War I as “a mysterious disease of the times.” What was it, he mused, that had got lost?


Something imponderable…. Like what happens when a magnet lets the iron filings go and they tumble together again…. Or when a ball of string comes undone…. Or when a tension has slackened…. Or when an orchestra begins to play out of tune…. No one could have established the existence of any details that might not just as well have existed in earlier times too; but all the relations between things had shifted slightly…. Sharp borderlines everywhere became blurred, and some new, indescribable capacity for entering into hitherto unheard-of relationships threw up new people and new ideas. These people and ideas were not wicked. No, it was only that the good was adulterated with a little too much of the bad, the truth with error, and the meaning with a little too much of the spirit of accommodation.6



That moment is precisely when overprecision becomes a danger, for either an analyst or an accuser. “There is nothing,” Musil concluded of the Austrian crisis, “that one can hold responsible for this. Nor can one say how it all came about. It is no use attacking persons or ideas or definite phenomena…. The fact is simply that there is as much lack of everything as of nothing.”7

The intangible is equally important in America’s case, though the trends are neither unprecedented nor so indefinite. The American crisis of cultural authority has already moved beyond its first stage—that of perplexity, irritation, and a rebellion against authority, as in the 1960s. It could soon be moving out of its second stage—that of nostalgia for authority and attempted restoration, as in the 1980s. At some future moment it will then draw near to the climax of its third and fateful stage—the moment of reckoning when effective cultural authority either revives or sinks into oblivion, with dire consequences for the nation.

What is certain is that by their very nature and pedigree, American ideals and American faiths raise issues that go the furthest back in American history and the deepest down in American society. When such potent issues are disregarded or misunderstood, the combination of their historical importance and contemporary misrepresentation makes them into the storm center of cultural controversy and, as we shall see, the wild card factor in the American future. Importantly, then, the crisis of cultural authority is far more than a crisis of tradition, or a crisis for traditionalists. The problem touches all Americans, liberals as well as conservatives, the younger generation no less than the older, because it is a crisis of what it takes to keep America strong and successful.

A second warning is also needed. It should be underscored again that America’s crisis of cultural authority does not stem from either the political order or the economic order. While it influences them both in the end, it stems from the moral and cultural order. The latter includes the family, churches and synagogues, schools, the universities, the press and the media, the arts at large, the entertainment world, and the whole world of leisure. Many commentators see few problems on the horizon today because they neglect this third order and therefore overlook the crisis of cultural authority. Concentrating almost exclusively on the political and the economic realms, they have a blind spot when it comes to the sphere of the moral and cultural. Others minimize the cultural factor because they regard it purely as a reflection of the political and economic order—almost as Marx did. Only those who take the moral and cultural order seriously and who follow the interplay between the moral/cultural sphere and the political and economic spheres can recognize the full range of challenges that now face the American republic. A crisis in America’s third order is of first-order importance.

American politics has been characterized by a succession of grand pivotal issues—between 1775 and 1824, essentially constitutional, dealing with the institutional arrangements of the new political community; between 1825 and 1892, essentially sectional, involving regional tensions between North and South and Old East and New West; and since then until the 1960s, essentially economic and social, centering on the problems of industrial growth and social welfare.8 If this is so, the United States is now in the fourth great era, and the grand pivotal issue, around which debate and conflict are swirling, is cultural.

The revolution of 1989 therefore served to underscore what Richard John Neuhaus called “the recentering of the cultural.”9 The disordering of ideals, the unraveling of consensus, the shrinking of long-range perspective—these problems are cultural before they become political. Political and economic arguments remain after 1989, but more about means than ends. Representative democracy and the mainly free market have won the argument of ends for the time being. But in the aftermath of the ending of these old debates, even stronger and older cultural debates have become central. In terms of which faiths, how those faiths are to relate to each other, and what place they are to be given in the self-understanding of the republic, the United States is in the throes of a grand crisis of cultural authority.

A Pinch of Salt Is in Order

Of course, we are right to handle all such claims, including this one, with a deal of caution. Every age sees itself as falling away in morals. The landscape of American history is dotted with claims of “watersheds” and “great divides.” All that trembles does not fall and many a “tidal wave of the future” has proved to be only a minor eddy. Most turning points, let alone headlines, barely register on the scales of history, and the pitfalls in “turning point talk” are legion. “Today more than ever,” Daniel Boorstin cautions, “we need to sharpen our vocabulary and remind ourselves of the difference between history and current events, between ‘revolution’ and the kinds of ‘turning points’ that confuse our views of the latest bulletins.”10

For one thing, we all see the world from our own perspective, whether as individuals or as generations. Nothing is more natural than to see all history as leading up to our own insight. Thus the more superhuman the perspective the grander the claims will tend to be. When Winston Churchill’s first volume of war memoirs appeared, Arthur Balfour remarked: “Winston has written an enormous book about himself and called it The World Crisis.”

Further, as American history shows, the chances are great that what is taken as a historic turning point will prove to be only the presentation of one of America’s “other faces” or another swing in America’s celebrated “cycles.” Far from being as simple and straightforward to understand as it first appears, the United States is a puzzling and contradictory country—deeply, idealistic yet irredeemably pragmatic; strongly committed to change yet essentially conservative; mostly self-confident, even crusading, yet highly prone to bouts of self-castigation and public confessing. The darker and more troubled face of America is rarer than the sunny optimism and prosperous blandness of the well-known face the world has come to expect. But the former is no less American than the latter, and its reappearance from time to time should not be mistaken for a turning point.

Indeed, the great American tug-of war is not simply between contrasting periods and moods—wilderness versus settlement, self-confidence versus self-castigation, public action versus private interest, obsession versus obliviousness, colonial-mansion mind versus skyscraper will, and so on. The struggle is continuous and internal because the two faces can usually be seen at once. Charles Dickens captured this contradiction in Martin Chuzzlewit: “Martin knew nothing about America, or he would have known perfectly well that if its individual citizens, to a man, are to be believed, it always is depressed, and always is stagnated, and always is at an alarming crisis, and never was otherwise; though as a body they are ready to make oath upon the Evangelists at any hour of the day or night, that it is the most thriving and prosperous of all countries on the habitable globe.”11

Worst of all, current claims about a turning point appear suspect because part of the hullabaloo and hype merely shows how fashionable trend-spotting has become. At first glance this seems to reverse the more traditional human attitude that G. K. Chesterton described as a game of “Cheat the Prophet” or “Keeping the Future Dark.” All the players listen carefully to what the clever people say will happen, wait till the clever people die, bury them, and then go and do something else.

But the actual difference from the traditional attitude is less than it appears, because fashionable in this case may largely mean profitable. Trend-spotting itself has become a trend and a highly profitable one. Trend-spotters are the fortune-tellers of the modern world. In telling our fortunes, they make theirs. But even beyond that: In the wind-up to the fateful fascination of the ,year 2000, an astute marriage of marketing and psychology has given birth to an irresistible new genre—a secular premillennialism whose megatrends offer a sure-fire guarantee of megabucks.

Yet for all that, only a fool would ignore the more solid analyses and dismiss them as trend-spotting, particularly when a startling fact is recognized: In many cases, what is truly sensational is not the noisy claims of the charlatan but the probing questions of the serious reporter and the quiet conclusions of the sober-minded historian.

It is unquestionably true that modernity has reduced “crisis” to cliché that a sense of change can be counted on as an unchanging element in a changing world; that Americans have as much of a flair for overstatement as the English do for understatement; that national pulse-taking and watershed divining have become a permanent pastime for some American observers; that in certain professions, such as politics and advertising, nothing is older than the claim to be new; and that the lengthening list of recently failed academic predictions is a lesson in the snags of secular soothsaying.12

Yet that something of profound consequence is at stake is beyond question. Or as one of America’s leading political scientists concluded recently, “If everything in history, ultimately, is transition from something to something else, the present moment seems more than usually so.”13

But what is at stake? Is there really a turning point and, if so, toward what? Is it merely the latest: in the list of trends, such as the “greening,” “squaring,” “greying,” and “shrinking” of America? Or does it entail a epoch-marking boundary of momentous significance, possibly even closing off a period that goes back to the very founding of the American colonies themselves? In Part One we turn first to examine the troubled horizon within which the crisis has arisen.
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The Testing of National Identity
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“We have no part in America. America has no place for us,” shouted a young black rapper interviewed on the radio after the Los Angeles riots in May 1992. “We blacks will be mown down before we are melted down in a white man’s society.” Like the acrid pall of smoke that hung over south central Los Angeles after the bloodiest violence in American urban history, a rhetoric of rage has clouded parts of America and Americanism in recent years. There were many factors behind the riots—hopelessness, crime, police brutality, degrading poverty, the pitiless neglect of the poor and people of color by conservative administrations in the 1980s, the cynical divisiveness of political campaigning, the social dislocation of families with more guns than grown-ups, and the ever-present reservoir of American violence and racism. But the riots were also the bitter fruit of a deliberate and sustained rejection of Americanism and the idea of a single people and a common culture—in short, of a key component of American identity.

The Los Angeles riots stunned and shocked the world. The nation that had read the riot act to others on human rights was forced by its own riots to act over its own injustices. The cities that burned in the sixties because of rising expectations were burning in the nineties because of falling expectations. In the world capital of myth-making a capital-sized myth had itself been destroyed, for the riots were the ultimate bonfire of the vanities of the 1980s. They burned up a veil of national illusions and revealed the pent-up problems of a generation of rampant social decay. But they were linked not only to earlier riots but to other cultural developments, such as bilingualism and radical multiculturalism. As such, the same trends evident in inner cities also emerged in bitter debates at elite universities and in melodramatic emotional discussions on popular talk shows. To trace all these links is to follow a spreading series of challenges that form a gathering crisis of identity for Americans.

The profound developments, changes, and shocks of the last generation have created problems that run far deeper than the “Blame America Firsters” or malevolent perceptions of an Ayatollah Khomeini. Their roots are older and more tangled than can be covered by a facile mention of such grand earlier crises as Vietnam or Watergate. At certain levels the problem has eaten into the foundational sense of national identity and purpose even for the staunchest of patriots, even after a successful war.

The mounting crisis of American identity has been evident to foreign observers for several decades, though it has taken extreme multiculturalism for it to dawn on the minds of most Americans and become one of the key issues of the nineties. But there is a simple reason why a crisis of national identity affects Americans especially deeply. An individual’s sense of identity is like a modem nation’s self-image and beliefs about itself. And this is true of no modem nation more than the United States. America is not America because of a single culture and a common language. America is characteristically a nation by intention and by ideas, so it depends crucially on an ongoing commitment of heart and mind. F. Scott Fitzgerald expressed this succinctly: “France was a land, England a people, but America, having about it still that quality of an idea, was harder to utter.”1

A century earlier, British journalist Alexander Mackay had observed the same thing. The people of most countries were like the Scots and the Swiss—deeply attached to a place and its soil. But the fiercest American pride was not in a place but in principles, and the deepest affections were not toward the soil but toward the society in which those principles were embodied. “Every American is thus, in his own estimation, the apostle of a particular political creed.”2 Henry Luce, though not an immigrant, was typical of the American experience in this sense. Like many a new arrival off the boat, he was foreign-born and, having no hometown in America, he made America itself his hometown, fiercely, wholeheartedly, and tenaciously.

This commitment to a nationality of beliefs rather than bloodlines is part and parcel of America as the early child of modernity. It is also one reason why interpreting the meaning of America is a national necessity. Through the white-hot heat of experience, imagination, and will, Americans have forged a combination of ideas, ideals, and interests into a grand myth of identity in which national self-justification and national celebration are one. No proposition is less dry than the “American proposition.” But this is also why, like any bold idea, the American proposition naturally invites judgments on its progress, why the need to prove it again and again has at times had to be underwritten in fire and blood, why the national yearning for affirmation sometimes degenerates into a kind of cultural hypochondria, and why such an ideas-and-ideals-based identity is specially vulnerable to a crisis of cultural authority. America is a nation in ceaseless search of community. Nothing is more American than the restless need to define and redefine America.

Multicultural concerns are now worldwide and the dark harvest of extreme ethnicity, separationism, and fragmentation is being reaped on all five continents. So the outcome of America’s testing of national identity is significant to other nations following the world’s “first new nation” on the seas of modernity. Even the smallest and most subtle of shifts in the meaning of America to Americans is bound to be significant, and the present issues could point to shifts that are far from small. Making the world all over again is a foolish impossibility, but the drive to reaffirm the American proposition is a perpetual American necessity that is becoming a national dilemma.

As American as ___?

There are three parts to the crisis of national identity. The first, and by far the most important, concerns the challenge to the character of “Americanism”—that vague but vital cluster of beliefs, myths, and images that was once thought to be central to the character and continuity of the American experience. “We have some things in this country,” wrote Henry Luce in his famous essay in 1941, “which are infinitely precious and especially American.”3

Needless to say, the rich cluster of notions that comprise Americanism never needed to be fully explicit or articulated. After his visit to America, G. K. Chesterton wrote of the odd resemblance between the American Constitution and the Spanish Inquisition, in that “America is the only nation in the world that is founded on a creed.”4 “It is built like a church,” Denis Brogan reiterated, “on a rock of dogmatic affirmations.”5 Few people would disagree with these observations. But justly celebrated though the Declaration of Independence, the Constitution, and the Bill of Rights are, Americanism has been viewed as far wider and more diffuse than these three great documents. Difficult to define, it is dangerous to ignore.

James Baldwin touched on these vaguer but more vital unspoken assumptions in an essay in 1959 entitled “The Discovery of What It Means To Be an American.” He crossed the Atlantic to live in Paris, he wrote, because he thought he “hated America.” But, to his surprise, the experience of living in France awakened him to his Americanness and to the hidden laws and unspoken but profound assumptions that are American. “I proved, to my astonishment, to be as American as any Texan G.I. And I found my experience was shared by every American writer I knew in Paris.”6

If this unspoken Americanism was strong even in a disgruntled self-exile like Baldwin, how much stronger it has been in the average American. Try asking any hundred Americans what America and Americanism means to them, what they would miss most if exiled from the United States, or what to them is genuinely “as American as apple pie.” At first, a hundred different views might emerge, and no doubt the list would range from things as down-to-earth as Cokes, hamburgers, and baseball up to heroic national myths such as the part-facts, part-fantasies that swirl around the frontier and the lone cowboy. Myths do not lack in power because they are vague.

But probe these vague and varied responses more deeply and certain core themes usually begin to emerge: such themes as the openness, dynamism, self-reliance, egalitarianism, toughness, risk-taking, and enterprise of Americans. Probe them more deeply still and it becomes apparent that this mix of themes itself grows out of the matrix of democratic experiences, and at its center are the convictions and ideals that surround faith, freedom, the flag, and the family. These shared assumptions, writes Richard Reeves, author of American Journey, are “the things that for all practical (political) purposes define American thinking about America.”7

Needless to say, talk of national character and common identity is always comparative and in America’s case essentially an ideal that is never fully realized. It is a portrait of the world shot with a wide-angle lens and of the nation shot through rose-tinted lens. So no one should expect to pick up shared national characteristics with a close-up lens and no one should expect perfection. Thus a John Smith from London and a Paddy O’Rourke from Dublin would never be mistaken for each other by their wives and friends. But each would be indistinguishable from the other to an observer on Mars. Similarly, there are enormous differences between a Dallas Baptist, a Chicago Catholic, and a New York Jew, but each is “recognizably American.” In certain important ways they are closer to their fellow citizens than to their fellow believers elsewhere in the world. Today’s focus of attention is not on national identity, but on diversity and multiculturalism, group separateness and group sensitivities. But if ever the rage for ethnicity is assuaged and a sense of the common and the comparative is restored, it will be seen that the national equivalent of American “family resemblances” is real—if elusive and far from fixed.

This swing back from a passion for diversity is unlikely to occur soon. Radical multiculturalism may prevail. Americanism may come to be viewed as purely fictitious and the notion of an American character entirely imaginary. But what matters for the crisis of cultural authority is that Americanism and American character were once perceived to be real. That fact alone gave them enormous social potency. Thus an undeniable element of the crisis of national identity is demonstrated simply by the futility of trying to discuss the problem at all in certain circles. What was once taken to be real and important is now treated as bogus and is ruled out of court.

Talk of Americanism and an American character may be mythical or simply an editorialized reflection of American conditions. But it goes back to the earliest days, prompted above all by the dawn-fresh newness of American experience. Americanism has been vital to America, not least where it has been mostly mythical. Its core assumptions and common ideals not only undergird and overarch popular notions of the American way of life, the American Dream, and the American creed. They mark out the boundaries between legitimate and illegitimate, patriotic and unpatriotic, American and un-American. They turn past ideals into present imperatives, provide American explanations for American experiences, and bridge the gap between performance and principle.

No other democratic nation has a set of notions quite comparable to Americanism, and no other people have spent so much time and ink explaining their own national character. “The American national character,” Thomas Hartshorne wrote correctly, “has become an American national obsession.”8 Few things have been more important to the founding and maintenance of a people who started out sharing no natural community yet who wanted to make a drastic break with the past.

No Left or Right, Only Up or Down

Why have Americans shown such a national self-consciousness? Explanations abound that range from the earliest sense of “Puritan errand,” which required perpetual reassessment, to the modern setting where much of American life is psychology writ large and therefore demands endless self-analysis. But what is obvious to an outsider is that the apparent vagueness of these notions belies their strength. Understanding Americanism helps to explain a host of experiences in America, such as the popularity of the Real American and the “hundred percent American,” the earlier unpopularity of the “hyphenated-American,” and the unthinkability of “un-American.” Gaining citizenship to an American is not a matter of naturalization papers but rather a national baptism into shared ideals. America may profess to be pluralistic and all-tolerant, but to most people “American Nazi” and “American Communist” are contradictions in terms.

At a higher level still, Americanism helps to explain why the United States remains virtually the sole democratic country with no record of any socialist representation in its government. “As American as ___” may appear vague, but woe betide anyone who mistakes vagueness for weakness. Americanism has long been regarded by socialists as a rival precisely because it acts as a surrogate for socialism. Even Karl Marx’s comrades from the German Workers Club, who came to the United States after the failure of the 1848 revolution, almost all abandoned their socialism. One more recent socialist observed, “When we examine the meaning of Americanism, we discover that Americanism is to the American not a tradition or a territory, not what France is to the Frenchman or England is to an Englishman, but a doctrine—what socialism is to a socialist…. Americanism has thus served as a substitute for socialism. Every concept of socialism has its substitutive counterconcept in Americanism, and that is why the socialist argument falls so fruitlessly on the American ear.”9 (“I suggest to you there is no left or right,” said Ronald Reagan in his Long March period in the sixties, “only an up or down.”10

Above all, these notions of Americanism throw light on two features of the American experience that are of enormous importance at a time of expanding multicultural diversity. On the one hand, Americanism has provided America with a shared commitment to shared ideals, and thus with a vital sense of national unity that has counterbalanced its natural diversity. In terms of languages, ethnic origins, religious allegiances, and geographical variety, American society is the most varied on earth; whereas in terms of social and political diversity, the range has been remarkably narrow and the extremes remarkably rare. In America “middle”—as in Middletown, middle class, and Middle America—is not a matter of mediocrity but centrality. Far from a question of being average (as in the verbal associations of middling, middle-brow, and middle-income to the British), it has everything to do with being American. Americanism is composite at its core. Americans are nothing if not children of a crucible.

On the other hand, Americanism has provided America with a powerful commitment to moral conservatism that has counterbalanced its equal commitment to social change. These core assumptions and the supporting consensus therefore help to explain the remarkable strength and continuity of American character, despite apparently overwhelming pressures to the contrary. Between the censuses of 1790 and 1970, for example, the territory of the United States increased four times, the population density increased thirteen times, the population total no less than fifty-two times, and the nation as a whole made the titanic modern shift from being predominantly rural to overwhelmingly urban. In two centuries of rapid worldwide change, no nation changed more rapidly. Yet all the evidence in this period reveals a surprising continuity in what was perceived as the American national character and ideals. Contrary, therefore, to popular belief even in America, “the society of the future” has more of the past in it than many people realize. America’s social dynamism and moral conservatism are closely linked—which is one reason why the flag and other symbols of Americanism are so explosive in the culture-wars struggle to define America.

To speak of Americanism is not to make the mistake of suggesting national uniformity, exaggerating consensus, or minimizing dissent. The United States is a single nation, but it is not a single culture. E pluribus unum, many point out, is a mystery as much as a motto. “Typically American” is always a large-scale generalization to which each real American is a potential exception. But while there is a riotous blend of diversity in America, the strong primary colors are provided by the shared myths of Americanism. With the tragic exception of the Civil War years, what unites Americans has always been stronger than what divides them.

It is also a mistake to think that Americanism can be understood by taking a mirror reading of anti-Americanism, because if Americanism is partly myth to Americans, it is almost completely so for foreigners. Most anti-Americanism has little to do with understanding or misunderstanding America. It has more to do with a sense of national consciousness asserted against the world’s greatest power. At the end of the eighties, anti-Americanism was said to be fading in France and rising in Britain, Spain, and West Germany, while in the Middle East it became a passionate ideology in itself. (In a British survey in 1986, one out of five rated the United States a bigger threat to peace than the Soviet Union, and one-third saw nothing to choose between the two.)11 At times the United Nations organization has even become a sort of temple of anti-Americanism just as the Middle East acts as the seminary of its most militant priests. “America is the reason for all our catastrophes and the source of all malice,” says the manifesto of Lebanon’s Party of God. “I swear by God that everything which is American is a sin for us,” says Colonel Qaddafi.12 Or as a typical Sandinista slogan put it, “To learn from the USSR is to advance; to learn from the USA is to retreat.”

But whether real or imaginary, this rich legacy of Americanism is profoundly significant—above all for its striking demonstration of unity despite diversity and continuity despite change. So there is a special urgency to the current challenge to Americanism from five main directions, detailed below.

Indefinable, Indefensible

One part of the challenge has been directed at the very concept of Americanism, or of any notion of a national character. Americanism, some have said, is indefinable and unverifiable. It is so elusive that it is virtually waiting to be abused. It is almost impossible to do without, admitted Thomas Hartshorne, but the concept of national character is the intellectual’s substitute for the cruder practice of racial stereotyping. “Perhaps under the circumstances it would be more accurate in certain respects to substitute for the term ‘national character’ the term ‘national caricature.’”13

A second challenge is deadlier and more direct. In certain intellectual circles today, Americanism is summarily dismissed in favor of a new and opposing vision of multiculturalism. Americanism is rejected as a mask for insensitivity and repression, a conspiracy in favor of the European background, the upper class, the white race, and the male sex.

In a speech at Harvard in May 1990, Richard Darman, director of the Office of Management and Budget, lamented the waning of the “American romance.” “As the American romantic spirit expands in foreign lands, it is oddly quiescent here at home—especially among the intelligentsia.”14 But such talk of Americanism, many say more typically, exaggerates continuities and overlooks change. It drowns out recognition of American diversity and breeds disdain for minorities. Americanism is mainly myth and impossible to define anyway. It confirms national blind spots, such as the failure to acknowledge violence, class, and elitism. And at its worst, they say, it is only a code word for Klanmanship and nativism. It overcame the ancient curse of Babel or the modern curse of the Balkans, but for those prizing diversity above unity the victory was actually a defeat.

The debunking and destruction of American myths has been the deliberate goal of certain intellectuals since the 1920s, especially on the Left. Americanism, and therefore most Americans, by definition are guilty of racism, chauvinism, ultranationalism, and authoritarianism. This diseased view of America is well illustrated by Harold Stearns’s 1922 symposium Civilization in the United States or by H. L. Mencken’s celebrated dismissal of Middletown as a “city in Moronia.”15 At first a minority concern, it gathered fresh momentum after the sixties. (One of Luce’s biographers refers to him dismissively as “the preacher of Amprop” as if Luce and not Lincoln was responsible for “the American proposition.”) Any indiscriminate destruction of national myth, historian David Potter warned, can lead to a serious deterioration in a society. “But oblivious to such possible impairment, American intellectuals, during the 1920s and later, set busily about laying their axes to the mythic underpinnings of American identity.”16

These earlier attacks on Americanism pale in scale and significance beside more recent assaults, such as the extremes of radical multiculturalism and the opposition to celebrating the five hundredth anniversary of Columbus’s discovery of the New World. Dr. Leonard Jeffries of the City College of New York epitomized the former in his reverse-racist contrast between the cold, materialistic, and aggressive “ice people” from Europe and the warm, community-minded “sun people” from Africa. (The Washington Monument, he says, is “an African monument of resurrection that was refashioned for George Washington, the slave-master bastard founding father.”)17 The city of Berkeley epitomized the latter in declaring 1992, the five hundreth anniversary of Columbus’s landing, “The Year of Indigenous People.”

For many of those who worked from the approved canon of determinism—gender, race, and class—multiculturalism as an undeniable social reality tipped over easily into anti-Americanism. In the grand celebration of otherness, diversity was difference and difference was destiny. The “Authorized Version” Americanism, by contrast, was dismissed simply as the ideology of assimilation—a power ploy about dressing alike, talking alike, forgetting where people came from, and forgetting what happened to them on the way.

The confusion bred by anti-Americanism has spread much wider than its authors—for example, in the common diffidence in American leaders about the “vision thing.” The wide field of candidates in the 1988 presidential campaign, for instance, could not have been further from Blame America Firsters, but they had difficulties articulating a compelling vision of America. Despite following Ronald Reagan directly, with his renewal of the national identity and his convincing demonstration of the political effectiveness of having such a vision, they displayed a revealing diffidence about national vision. As Edward Crane and David Boaz of the Cato Institute noted, Americans in general are more ideological than the majority of Europeans, yet American intellectuals are much less preoccupied with ideology than European intellectuals. Senator Robert Dole was therefore representative of the candidates’ general reluctance about the “vision thing.” “I’ve been advised by people I have a lot of respect for not to play the vision game. Not yet. As soon as you have your vision, the press is going to dismantle it for you. And then, ‘Oh, this is the guy’s vision.’ So, then you say, ‘Well, then I’m going to get another vision.’”18

The result is that Americanism is poorly articulated by American leaders today and widely ridiculed by critics as a pet liberal hobby of the forties and fifties. It is attacked as if it were undefendable now and fashionable then only for ulterior reasons—to celebrate the new supremacy of the United States, to bolster an artificial national consensus in the face of worldwide Communism, to provide employment for a new intellectual industry, or simply to bolster European-American hegemony, over people of color.

A third challenge to Americanism has been directed at its particular components. For example, the last generation has witnessed an explicit, although limited, repudiation of religion as a key contributor to Americanism. Addressing the American Legion in 1955, President Eisenhower declared that “recognition of the Supreme Being is the first, the most basic, expression of Americanism. Without God, there could be no American form of Government, nor an American way of life.”19 Little exception was taken to this claim at the time. Indeed, from George Washington to Abraham Lincoln, Eisenhower, and beyond, the sense of the sovereignty of God above history has been a recurring theme in American self-understanding, a genuine point of consensus despite obvious dissent.

But if made today outside the context of a prayer breakfast for national leaders, such a statement would be hotly contested by key members of those American elites who are considered to be culture shaping, opinion forming, and agenda setting. (George Bush’s seconding of Eisenhower came in the safety of remarks to the National Religious Broadcasters Convention: I “believe more than ever that one cannot be America’s president without trust in God.”)20 What was once a minority objection is now established opinion, and certain questions are inevitably raised by this rejection of public reference to religion.

If the Constitution stands for the political dimension of Americanism, free enterprise for its economic dimension, equal opportunity for its social dimension, and idealism and pragmatism for its two characteristic attitudes, is there no longer a place for faiths as the spiritual contribution to Americanism? Can America’s diverse religious traditions no longer contribute anything publicly to the faith of the republic? Has some more acceptable source of faith taken their place or is no faith necessary now because Americanism has assumed a religious character of its own and become the unspoken religion of the American people? The beginnings of this problem were recognized by outside observers even in the mid-forties. Denis Brogan wrote that if God was to be replaced in American experience, “what was to replace Him? Could anything replace Him but ‘Democracy’ made into an object of worship, or business, or success? Nobody knew; nobody knows, yet.”21

A fourth part of the challenge has been directed at the strength of Americanism even where it is believed in wholeheartedly. Despite the fervor of the new patriotism in the eighties and the widespread signs of a return to “traditional values,” Americanism appears not to be as solidly based as it used to be, even among those most hostile to the Blame America Firsters and the extreme multiculturalists.

Until recently, rapid social change had not destroyed the social fabric in America. That is partly because American society is based on an ideological commitment to change as a principle. Even more important, traditional ideals have given America continuity despite change. But what then of Daniel Yankelovich’s “new rules,” David Riesman’s new “egocentrism,” and other recent shifts in values? Are they only short-term fluctuations? Or after the successive shocks of the last three decades are we witnessing fundamental, long-term changes, such as over the place of the family—even among champions of the traditional family?
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