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Introduction: The Institutionalization of a Debate

America is still in the midst of a culture war.akly see America deeply divided and
polarized by ethnicity and race, by moral valugspblitical parties, by class, by gender, and by
a host of other variables. Public discourse in Acaeranges from vitriolic partisan
denunciations to diplomatic relativism to scholaatgumentation to ignorance and apathy. Is
there a path that will lead beyond this culture?vém order to address that question Americans
first need to understand the root of the conflietndamentally, the disagreement is over
national identity: What is America, and who is améican? To understand this fundamental
conflict one must listen to and embrace a heatedtédan order to outline a diverse array of
answers. But in order to outline a schematic ofefinan nationalism, one must understand the
origins of the American nation and its complexeacapry through history. In looking to
American history one must ask: Are there antecadenbur current cultural war? Have there
been older disagreements over American nationatiig@

If one examines the historical record, especiallisime the boundaries of traditionally
defined political authority, dissent and discordvaele American identity. According to the
founding document announcing the birth of the Aeaamination, “The Declaration of
Independence,” “all men” were “created equal” aad bertain “inalienable rights” given to
them by their “creator.” Among the most importahthese rights were “life,” “liberty,” “the
pursuit of happiness,” and the right to a respansdpresentative government that would protect
the people’s rights, as well as their “safety aapgdiness.” But even before this hallowed
political document would be approved by the ComtiaeCongress and announced to the world,

the wife of one Congressman, Abigail Adams, wrotbér husband on March 31, 1776 and
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scolded him and his fellow American congressmerb@ing hypocritical. How could these men
proclaim “liberty,” inalienable political rights na the “emancipation of nations” while they
were depriving women of their liberty and righShe pointed out to her husband that American
men did not truly know what liberty or equality nédecause their idea of liberty and equality
were only for a privileged, male few. Abigail wachthat women would not take the “tyranny”
of men for long and they would rebel, free themsglVsubdue” their masters, and then “without
violence throw both your natural and legal autlyceit our feet.*

And yet the assertive Abigail Adams was only wilito extend her critique so far. Just a
year earlier she had written to her husband aleutearful “conspiracy of the Negroes,” by
which she meant those slaves who had the audaqisgtition for freedom in return for fighting
along side the English against the insurrectioatgnists. Abigail apparently could not
understand why black slaves wanted their freed@ihgs much as she did, nor could she
understand that these blacks would do whateveradbelyl to attain their liberty — including
fighting against the hypocritical Americans (as @dil herself threatened) whose “liberty” and
“equality” where mainly for propertied, white mén. The black American David Walker would
later address the American republic in 1829, “Da yaderstand your own language? Hear your
language proclaimed to the world on Jufy4776 — “‘We hold these truths to be self-evident —
that ALL men are created EQUAL!" In 1850 FredskiDouglass asked, “What, to the Slave,
Is the Fourth of July” — “This Fourth of Julyysurs notmine”®

At the same time that diverse participants of tihneefican nation were contesting the
very meaning of America, there was also a soliditi@n of self-assured Americans (ironically,
many of them immigrants) trying to consolidate regie, unified vision of America. Not long

after the revolution propagandists like J. Hectiold8hn De Crevecoeur praised the “modern”
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American nation as everything backward Europe veds @revecoeur claimed the original
English settlers were “enlightened” as they “diszred,” “settled,” “embellished,” and laid the
foundation for what would become America. He asomed that this new modern nation was
being developed by and for white, Northwest Eurogaaho were busy creating “a new race of
men” — “the American, this new man.” But to becoAmerican these Northwest Europeans
(“English, Scotch, Irish, French, Dutch, Germand S8wedes”) had to not only leave behind
their old culture, language, and customs, but ‘@stbrace” the new American government and
culture, which just so happened to be a highly Agd culture infused with Protestant and
capitalist values$.

By 1811 the Anglo-Protestant John Quincy Adamsdaaohfidently write his father,
“The whole continent of North America appears talbstined by Divine Providence to be
peopled by one nation, speaking one language, §siofg one general system of religious and
political principles.” Of course the “one natiotiiiat Adams foresaw was a white man’s nation, a
Protestant Christian nation, a capitalist natiom these convictions would lead many white men
to proclaim a new self-evident truth. TBemocratic Reviewn July 1850 announced, “The fact
that the dark races are utterly incapable of attgito that intellectual superiority which marks
the white race is too evident to be disputed.ivds a simple extension of deductive logic to
thereby conclude, as did James De Bo@Bow’'s Reviewn 1854: “The Negro till the end of
time will still be a Negro, and the Indian still &rdian. Cultivation and association with the
superior race produce only injury to the inferioeo Their part in this mysterious world-drama
has been played, and, like the Individual, the raast cease to exist.”But of course this drive
for cultural unity, racial purity, and national gtarity as a white man’s nation was contested all

the way. Elizabeth Cady Stanton addressed the Y@ State Legislature in 1860 and let them



A Nation Divided: Understanding Our Culture Wars

know that the “white Saxon man[’s]” ridiculous “puelice” against “color” and “sex” were not
congruent with “The Declaration of Independenc8lie declared sarcastically that “negroes”
and women were not “monsters” and thus they toerted liberty and political rights. She
wanted the nation to remove all the prejudicialdigion against women and blacks and then to
“strike the words ‘white male’ from all your contstiions.”

This essay is an attempt to outline a historichbsuatic leading up to our late™8arly
21% century culture war in order to historically coxttealize our current debate within a much
larger and older debate over American nationaltilenThe central focus of this essay is the
debate: a longstanding and contested deliberatienrtional identity and purpose. This essay
will not and cannot bring any resolution to thibdt; however, this essay will try to clarify the
basic structure of the debate and attempt to lesilty contextualize it. The basic thesis thasthi
essay will argue and demonstrate is that the deatiogration of America was founded on an
irresolvable debate. It was and is a debate, toegiine historian Joseph J. Ellis, which “was not
resolved so much as built into the fabric of ouroraal identity. If that means the United States
is founded on a contradiction, then so b€ ifThe United States of America was consecrated on
debate and its foundational documents, the Cotistitithe Bill of Rights, and the Declaration
of Independence, all were designed to protect aogqt that debate into the future — the
American nation can be seen as the institution@dinaf a heated, contradictory, often ugly,
sometimes democratic, yet always deadly seriouatdetOur 2% century culture wars are an
important testament to the longstanding traditleat tlefines and unties the American people:
the constitutional imperative to freely speak, depand at times fight ovéthe identity and

direction of the American nation. Issues, parpesijls, crises, and credos come and go, but the
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debate over our American identity continues torgeefvho weall really are, have been, and will

be. Itis our inheritance — both a promise andra&e America is dying! Long live America!
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The Conservative Reaction tot@Oenturv Liberal Reforms

The conservative reaction to the liberal stateridiigs movements of the 1960s, and the
general unrest caused by counter-cultural uprisivegsvaried in temper, scope and accuracy.
Many right wing polemics expressed only anger, eomagiation, and righteous rage. Some
mixed nostalgic fantasies with biased readingfiefrecent changes initiated in the 1960s. A
few articles and books articulated reasonable ddiatked with evidence in an attempt to put
forth a scholarly argument for conservative poBci@ll conservative reactions were defensive
as they implicitly or explicitly tried to upholdgarticular conception of a unified and
monocultural Anglo-Protestant based America, whingy saw being damaged or destroyed by
the legacies of the 1960s. Despite claims madedryy dismissive liberal nationalists,”
conservative defenders of a distinctly WASP Amedbaund, and they have became arguably
more vocal, more impassioned, and under the rdi@eorge W. Bush, more empowered.
However, it must be added that conservative argtsranrants for a monocultural America
have been extremely repetitious in their unifortegiince to a mythic golden age of WASP
American glory, civic virtue, and harmony.

Allen Bloom’s The Closing of the American Mirftl987) was perhaps one of the most
important early salvos of reactionary conservatingcs. Bloom’s “meditation on the state of
our souls” was an angry conservative manifestoullsggl as a metaphysical treaty on human
nature, truth, and the classical virtues of a fidfeeducation. The problem, as Bloom saw it,
was a shift in cultural priorities and values, whitad infected the classical “liberal” curriculum
and was “indoctrinating” students to see “warsspeutions, slavery, xenophobia, racism, and

chauvinism” around every hallowed corner of Westastory. The new “open” curriculum
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lacked refinement and cultured discrimination beeatiaccepted “all kinds of men, all kinds of
life-styles, all ideologies.” It was nothing likke “old” American curriculum, built on an
established liberal arts tradition, which taugtiined students to “recognize and accept man’s
natural rights” and the “fundamental basis of uitygl sameness” that had been recently
discarded by divisive liberal cant like “class,&aceligion, national origin, or culture.” Bloom
was very concerned that American students, anddbetry in general, were loosing sight of the
“natural human good” and the refined ability to fi@ice it when found” (like the traditional
“heroes” of American history). Bloom thought tlzatevolution had taken place whereby
“minorities” had “assaulted” and “weakened” “thense of superiority of the dominant majority”
(WASPSs) in order to destroy the old older and getalativistic “nation of minorities and groups
each following its own belief and inclinations” stead of following the traditional and objective
“common good,” which was disappearing in a waveetdtivistic “conformism:” it was the
closing of the American mintf.

Bloom wanted to remind Americans that “cultur@isave” and every human being is
raised within a particular traditionally definedate” in order to be inculcated into the
“standards” that make us a “culture-being;” howexweiture is limiting and keeps humans from
the light of “nature” and “truth.” Western “scie®t derived from the ancient Greek search for
truth, is the only way to escape the Platonic afwailture into the wider, permanent truth that is
the “rational quest for the good life accordinghadure.” The current dogma of cultural
relativism teaches “openness” to the “closednessutiural caves, which lock students in
ethnocentric bias of cultural fallacies. AccordiogBloom, the traditions of Western science
and the liberal arts (embedded and preserved inridareculture) contain the superior and

universal human truths that all “men” need to eedair limited cultural caves in order to gain
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the eternal and universal truth of the human canitThe active presence of a tradition in a
man’s soul gives him a resource against the eptadritér

The Civil Rights movements of the 1960s had “distiea” the “structure of rational
inquiry” and “ideologized” the student populationithwv‘whatever intense passion moved the
masses.” But Bloom warned his audience, “The natias not ready for great changes.” The
rush for social change only “radicalized” and “picized” education, and the new heretical cry
of “racist” was shouted irrationally from every cans at decent bastions of the old order.
Bloom was quite dismayed and claimed, “so far agausities are concerned, | know of nothing
positive coming from [the 1960s]; it was an unnatied disaster;” it was a “crime.” The “old
core curriculum” was dismantled and destroyed apthced by a vapid “egalitarian self-
satisfaction” that amounted to “nothing.” The 186®@as the “source of the collapse of the entire
American educational structure” because “the kndgaeof philosophy, history and literature”
was “trashed,” and replaced with “dogmatic ansveed trivial tracts.” The new dogma was
derived from a “new moralism” (actually an oldentinorality”), which put forth the quasi-

goods of “modern democratic thought:” “equalityeddom, peace, cosmopolitanism.” Lost in
this democratic vulgarity were traditional sociabgs, like the “natural differences” of human
beings, the “restraints” of liberty, the gloriesvedir, and patriotic “devotion to family or
country.” In fact, this new democratic dogma caled a “covert elitism” that actively
“suppressed” the “superiority” of certain peoplespecially rulers, in order to patronize the
“ambition” of average commoners. It also ignored plain facts that certain races are superior
to others:?> Bloom was quite clear in his assertion of Amatieaceptionalism: “America tells

one story: the unbroken, ineluctable progresseddom and equality;” and now “is the

American moment in world history...the fate of freedm the world has devolved upon our



A Nation Divided: Understanding Our Culture Wars

regime.” However, based on the cultural and pdalitchanges of the 1960s, America’s ability to
seize its privileged destiny was in “douBt.”

Another important conservative reaction vadtural Literacy(1988) by E. D. Hirsch,
Jr. Hirsch’s tone was much more subdued and sdhdteen Bloom’s, and Hirsch restricted his
reaction to the subject of literacy and its cenitrgdortance to a democracy. Hirsch admitted
that “flux” permeates culture, but that “stabilitgt change” should be the educator’s primary
obligation to the young and, thus, “cultural liteyashould be the primary object of education:
“the persistent, stable elements belong at theattlumal core.” The primary purpose of
schooling is to “acculturate” children into “ourti@nal life,” which Hirsch assumed to be a
“shared culture.” But later in the book Hirsch edla telling question, “Shall we aim for the
gradual assimilation of all into one national crdtuor shall we honor and preserve the diverse
cultures implicit in our hyphenations?” Hirsch wade to admit the legitimacy of the
“vocabulary of a pluralistic nation” and say, “Anean national culture is neither coherent nor
monolithic, and no convincing attempt fully to dediits character has ever appeared” and so he
argues that the U.S. educational endeavor shouitiibed by a “value-neutral” “vocabulary.”
Of course this raises the question about whettealae-neutral” vocabulary or educational
project is even possible. But Hirsch’s call foetrrality” was disingenuous because he actually
intended to promote a “conservative” “means of camitation” so as to acculturate students
into a “traditional culture.” He tried to defendpolicy by stating, “Traditional information by
no means indoctrinates [students] in a conservaivet of view,” and that “teaching children
national mainstream culture doesn’t mean forcirgrtho accept its values uncritically.”
However, it is hard to see how the whole educaivegeavor under the “primary and

fundamental” direction of the “acculturative respiiity” to “teach the way’s of one’s own

-10 -
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community” cannot avoid using the soft-power oftaerdl hegemony. What safeguards do
children have within the public schools when bupgatic or professional functionaries fall back
on a rigidly defined national curriculum and simpigoctrinate children so as to satisfy the
predominant public good, which Hirsch believedhat ime to be meeting “the needs of the
wider economy.**

While Hirsch is certainly more reasonable and reeddhan Bloom in his conservative
arguments for a common culture and nationalist atilie, his position still boils down to
conventional wisdom and traditionalist assumptidnadtoming out on the bedrock of preferring
(without explaining or systematically arguing fore set of values over another:

Although nationalism may be regrettable in somgsofvorld-wide political
effects, a mastery of national culture is essettiahastery of the standard
language in every modern nation. This point isangnt for educational policy,
because educators often stress the virtues ofaultitral education. Such study
is indeed valuable in itself; it inculcates tolerarand provides a perspective on
our own traditions and values. But however laudathls, it should not be the
primary focus of national education. It should betallowed to supplant or
interfere with our schools’ responsibility to enswur children’s mastery of
American literate culture. The acculturative respbility of the schools is
primary and fundamental. To teach the ways of ®p@/n community has always
been and still remains the essence of the educatiour children>
If “American national culture is neither coherent monolithic,” as Hirsch noted earlier, then
how could he uphold abstract platitudes as “our taditions and values,” while also admitting
that communities have their own ways, which shd@daught? Whose community or interests
should be taught and who in the community shoutddd® Whapart of the diverse community
decides the issue? Hirsch’s arguments seem taatkva curriculum based on a unified and
singular “national” U.S. culture, but the questtben arises what exactly is a national culture,

and is it ever a unified collection of clearly defd interests based on the desires of all parties

involved? Whose culture, whose nation, whose wlwhose world-view will dominate and
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declare “our own traditions and values” as theamif standard? Hirsch does not address these
guestions and seemingly takes it for granted, @8thom, thathis national culture is the
“common culture,” and thus the only national cudttinat should be taught.

In “Americanization and the Schools” (1999), E.Hxsch argued that Americanization
should be a common function of the public schootsfl children, immigrant and native alik®.
He also said that “ethnic identity” does not neagshave “to be sacrificed in the course of
Americanization,” but he did not explain how thesmdoe avoided. He emphasized that “failure
to master the nuanced use of English in speechvatidg places a severe limit in the United
States on one’s opportunity, and freedom, and tii@uat of money in one’s purse...Those
Americans who lack effective mastery of Englisitlunling mastery of the shared background
knowledge that enables its nuanced use, are déstretay poor and alienated from mainstream
social and political life.” Hirsch dismissed chasgof “cultural and linguistic imperialism”
because he viewed a shared language and cultar&uassersal” practice and a “social
necessity.” Everyone needed to be Americanizedrdotg to Hirsch: “New citizens and
citizens-to-be deserve the same Americanizatiastlaey American children. All American
children need to be Americanized in a deeper sef$es.system of common knowledge and
root attitudes needs to be imparted in schoolusittp achieve a citizenry competent to rule
itself, but also to achieve community, social peacel, not least, economic justice.” Hirsch
invoked Horace Mann and argued for Americanizatiozough a “common curriculum” that
would articulate an Americanization program thatilgaot be a “narrow, nationalist
indoctrination” but a “special universalist sentimhappropriate to a nation of nations:”
Patriotism, claimed Hirsch, “implies love of countrithout implying hostility to the

other...American patriotism is built of shared knodde, attitudes, loyalties, and values —

-12 -



A Nation Divided: Understanding Our Culture Wars

including values of non-exclusion and toleratioff.he “need for a common language is the key
to a trans-ethnic future.” Hirsch attacked “bilireg movement” and the “multicultural
movement” as “education sisters” that articulapgeagram of “romantic particularism,” which

he decried as the “mortal enemy” of “Enlightenmermgmopolitanism.” He also claims that
these movements have “deepen[ed] the disadvantdgahassimilated” children and thus they
helped “preserve the economic status quo and ewdsmvthe gap between rich and poor.”
Hirsch argued that “militant bilingualism and maitlturalism” have made the schools “even
more confused and rudderless places than theyltestig been.”

Another important conservative barrage, and perttaaost important and significant
conservative argument of the 1990s, came from ridiedal historian Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr.
and his bestselling political tradthe Disuniting of America: Reflections on a Mulliatal
Society(1991, 1998). Schlesinger made a concession titbgral camp and argued, “cultural
pluralism is a necessity in an ethnically diveesifisociety” such as the U.S., however, his book
was an extended argument for a conservative conumiture based on WASP values. One line
of argument invoked Hirsch and explained that arfown language” is an “essential bond of
cohesion in so heterogeneous a nation as Ameritle’ other, more important line of argument
focused on the “democratic principles” of Americhi#h he enveloped in a teleological grand
narrative: American political history was the “getent movement” from “exclusion” to
“inclusion,” “openness,” and “tolerance.” Howevhg did make a nod to critics on the left by
admitting that American principles have “too oftdy€en “transgressed in practice” due to
Anglo-American “domination” of “culture and poligt and WASP “convictions of racial

superiority.™*’
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Schlesinger admitted that traditional U.S. histoag been “invoked to justify the ruling
class” composed of “white Anglo-Saxon Protestaniesfavho conceptualized American history
to serve their own distinct “interests.” HowevBchlesinger did not linger on this point or find
it necessary to condemn. Instead he argued thatidams must embrace their past, “for better
or worse,” and come to terms with the WASP traditis the cultural foundation of America.

The smelting pot thus had, unmistakably and ineslglgpan Anglocentric flavor.
For better or worse, the white Anglo-Saxon Protgstadition was for two
centuries — and in crucial respects still is —d¢bhminant influence on American
culture and society. This tradition provided thenslard to which other
immigrant nationalities were expected to conforme, matrix into which they
would be assimilated.
Schlesinger used this conception of a foundatiooaimon culture to explain how it has become
more inclusive because of the grand narrative ofi@ss unfolding in U.S. history. He quoted
the conservative historian of education Diane Rawtho said, “Paradoxical though it may
seem, the United States has a common culturegmatlticultural.” The point he developed was
that even though the WASP culture was a dominaneeself-seeking culture that forced other
peoples to conform to its standard, it was a sd#ical culture, a culture defined by democratic
principles, and above all else, it was a cultueg tiras willing and able to “forge a single nation
from people of remarkably diverse racial, religipasd ethnic origins.” American culture may
be based on the foundation of an older WASP culturethat WASP culture was able to
facilitate “progress” towards a “new national ident
E pluribus unumone out of many. The United States had a bmiflgolution for
the inherent fragility, the inherent combustibilibf a multiethnic society: the
creation of a brand-new national identity by indivals who, in forsaking old
loyalties and joining to make new lives, melted gwthnic differences — a
national identity that absorbs and transcends itrersk ethnicities

The “brilliant solution” of the melting pot, whideads to a “new American culture,” was never

fully documented or explained by Schlesinger, alscalgument is complicated and confused as

-14 -



A Nation Divided: Understanding Our Culture Wars

he admitted that many ethnic groups were skepoictile melting pot solution, especially
considering the centuries of xenophobia, white soicism, and racism that has only recently
been “acknowledge[d] and confront[ed].” Schlesmgeted how many minority groups
throughout American history had to “demand” thailiical rights through “declarations of
ethnic identity,” which gave rise in the 2@entury to “ethnic politics” and has culminatedtie
denunciation of melting pot theory as nothing bautbnspiracy to homogenize America.”
Instead of documenting and reconciling this meHlpog debate, however, Schlesinger rushed to
a hasty and simple conclusionreew Americanculture” has been produced through the
unfolding of historical progress, culminating iret€ivil Rights amendment, but petty “cults” of
ethnicity have mushroomed from thethaﬂantury Civil Rights struggle. These ethnic cults
“threaten to become a counter-revolution” and calddtroy the hard-earned new national
identity. These ethnic cults must conform to tbeimon American nationality” because

America was, is, and must continue to be “one fEbp common culture, a single natiotf,”

By the presidential election race of 1992 theahetof the culture war was being used by
the radical and religious right. In order to saapepolitical support, conservative reactionaries
took the debate to new levels of aggressiveneasick J. Buchanan led a campaign for the
presidency on the extreme political and religiaghtr but he eventually came back into the
mainstream Republican fold to support George Busttthe 1992 Republican National
Convention he railed against liberals and the éfaiiberalism of the 1960s and 70s” as the
arbiters “of doom.” It was the noble Republicamngld Reagan, who returned American to the
“Judeo-Christian values and beliefs upon which tlaison was built” and he “made us proud to

be Americans again.” Energized by eight years mdwerful Republican administration,

religious and social conservatives loudly proclairigat the socio-political change of the 1960s
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and 70s were “not the kind of change America waltts not the kind of change America
needs. And it is not the kind of change we caeradk in a nation that we still call God’s
country.” Buchanan argued that a “religious wagsweing waged in America over “the soul of
America:” “It is about who we are. It is about whee believe. It is about what we stand for as
Americas...It is a cultural war.” Buchanan called donew conservative movement that would
use “force, rooted in justice, backed by couragedrder to “take back our culture, and take back
our country.™® Two months later, Buchanan expanded on this shemee and delivered another
speech, “The Cultural War for the Soul of Ameri¢a992). Buchanan was indignant over
charges of his “divisive,” “hateful,” and “racisspeeches, and he thundered, “As polarized as we
have ever been, we Americans are locked in a @litvar for the soul of our country.” He
guoted a newspaper columnist and explained, ‘dbmut power; it is about who determines ‘the
norms by which we live, and by which we define adern ourselves.” Who decides what is
right and wrong...Whose beliefs shall form the ba$iew?” Buchanan argued that “our
beliefs” grounded in “the Old and New Testamentd amatural law and tradition” were at war
with a “destructive, degenerate, ugly, pornograpliarxist, anti-American ideology.” The
battle is over “family, faith, friends, and countrifor the ashes of their fathers and the temples
of their Gods.” And the battle was now “ragingor public schools” and the teaching of
history. Buchanan claimed, “If a country forgetisaese it came from, how will its people know
who they are?...The battle over our schools isgfdatie war to separate...all Americans from
their heritage

Perhaps the penultimate book reflecting the mostrehensive articulation of
conservative criticisms and concerns over Ameridantity is Samuel P. Huntington®ho Are

We? The Challenges to America’s National Ider{f#§04)** Huntington’s fundamental premise
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on which the whole book rests is America (“We”yd#ferent” and “distinct” from other nations
(“‘thems”) ?* which leads to a tenuous inductive argument: Acaericultural difference is
notably superior because it has produced the nuveerul nation on the planet, and that
difference is due to a “distinct” Anglo-Protestantture and its “religiosity.” This inductive
argument is repeated in numerous forms througtneubook, but it is never proved through
scholarly argument and substantial evidence;rdtiser assumed to be true via faulty claims,
historical inaccuracies, and topically referendedhly selective, and superficially engaged
reviews the scholarly and polemical literatéfeHuntington core claim is that America’s Anglo-
Protestant culture mloneresponsible foall thingsdistinctly American: the English language,
Christianity, religious commitment, republican cepts (the rule of law, the responsibility of
rulers, the rights of individuals, individualisrmdathe work ethic), and the American creed of
equality and freedom. Thus, the Anglo-Protestaitice must be preserved against the rising
tides of multiculturalism (“ethnic separatism” afidverse racism”) and Hispanic immigration
(“Hispanization”) or American will dissipate anddnhsform” into “a country of two languages,
two cultures, and two peoples.” And even thoughAnglo-Protestant culture has traditionally
been a homogeneous, “overwhelmingly white,” andtevBupremacist culture (a fact that
Huntington does admit in subdued tones in sevéaakg), Huntington argues that “the
importance of Anglo-Protestant culture”tag foundational cultural identity of Americans does
not mean that America is only open to “Anglo-Prtdes people.” But he is quite clear that
ethnic minorities must become Americans on Anglot&stant terms (Americanization) or else
they are a corrosive threat to a unified natiodahtity: “There is no Americano dream. There is
only the American dream created by an Anglo-Pratestociety. Mexican-Americans will

share in that dream and in that society only iftthleeamin English” [my emphasist’
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Huntington explained quite clearly in his Forewtndt he was motivated by his “own
identities as a patriot and a scholar” (it is veignificant which identity he named first), and he
acknowledged that “the motives of patriotism angdafolarship” could very easily “conflict”
with each other. He claims that his scholarshijdétached and thorough” and that it is based
upon “an analysis of the evidence,” and yet he @dalesit, “My selection and presentation of that
evidence may well be influenced by my patrioticiceto find meaning and virtue in America’s
past and in its possible future.” Throughout thelbHuntington engages in the rhetorical
fallacy of reifying a nationally unified, distincind unambiguously clear “We,” which is the
voice of the “majority,” the American “public.” Thughout the book Huntington
unproblematically speaks ftine American people (“We Americans”) and claithge America
“most Americans love and want” is the exact samn@fmerica “I know and love,” which in
turn is the exact opposite of the divisive “cultsraulticulturalism” with their Anti-American
(“left-wing, socialist, working-class”) visioff. But Huntington reveals evidence that his position
may not be representativeaf Americans.

In fact, the views and arguments put forth in Hogiton’s book (and the views and
arguments odll of the conservative critics surveyed in this essaggmble very closely
Huntington’s characterization of “white nativismOne could make a strong argument that
Huntington and the other conservative critics aract a type of white nativist, which is
arguably a small, but powerful and highly vocal arity in America. It is instructive to quote
Huntington at length and then compare his wordgletion to his central arguments discussed
above:

One very plausible reaction [to multiculturalismmfented in the
1960s] would be the emergence of exclusivist sagibgal

movements composed largely but not only of whitéesya
primarily working-class and middle-class, protegtand
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attempting to stop or reverse these changes anttiadabelieve,

accurately or not, to be the diminution of theicisband economic

status, their loss of jobs to immigrants and fanesguntries, the

perversion of their culture, the displacement eifrttanguage, and

the erosion or even evaporation of the historidahtity of their

country...the preservation or restoration of whaytbee as “white

America” is a central goal...to defend one’s “nativelture and

identity and to maintain their purity against fgrinfluences.
Huntington and the other cultural critics surveyede seem to represent the “new white
nationalists” who are “cultured, intelligent, anilem possessing impressive degrees” and who
fear that Hispanics and other ethnic and raciabnitiyngroups are a “threat to their language,
culture, and power.” Huntington made it very cltéaat culture is a human invention and that
cultures change, thus, based on his reasoning pAPigitestant America must be preserved not
because of some transcendent value, but becasgestculture ancheloves it and he will fight

“others,” like Hispanics, to kedfs culture pure and powerful. Itis not a noble seetit, but it

is certainly heartfelt®
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The Liberal Defense of ftr:enturv Reform

By the mid 1990s left leaning academics began teerhdly address the arguments and
historiography of conservative critics. Liberaspenses were drafted for a number of reasons.
Most spent time analyzing conservative falsehoodisexaggerations. Many acknowledged and
legitimated several conservative fears, albeiegslextreme and apocalyptic terms. Most put
forth counter arguments to justify the essenti#iucal changes initiated in the 1960s, however,
many incorporated conservative critiques in ordaeframe and defuse the cultural war in terms
of a liberal or multicultural nationalism. Therave also been many voices from the political
left who pushed for more radical changes. Radical® often sought to extend the debate of the
culture war beyond a narrow preoccupation with Aoser identity, and have focused instead on
larger issues of American imperialism, universahhu rights, and ecological sustainability.
Some radical voices have even suggested that thedbed community of the nation is itself an
impediment to social justice as it is based onxafusivity that can be used to deny human
dignity and justice to those like “illegal” immigngs who lie beyond the protection of the nation.

Michael Walzer wrote an important essay, “Pluraligniolitical Perspective” (1980), in
which he argued that “national and ethnic pluraliss been the rule, not the exception” in
American history. Revolutionary leaders (and mpoltical ideologues and activists since)
tried to argue that democracy was only possihilewfis accompanied by “cultural unity;”
however, as Walzer pointed out, history has shdvahdemocracy and claims for political and
social equality have “proven to be the great sdl/eof cultural unity rather than its champions.
The cultural unification of many peoples underregkd nation-state, Walzer argued, “is possible

only under tyrannical regimes...except in the Uni&ates.” The United States is exception in
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human history because it has been built on thedation of a “multiracial society,” albeit one
where most “minority races were politically impotemd socially invisible” for a great part of
its history. But Walzer argued that the “repressiaf these minority groups did not negatively
effect the system of American pluralism construd¢tedugh immigration (although he did admit
that “racism is the great barrier to a fully deyedd pluralism”). America has been an
“immigrant society” bound by patriotism to politiddeals, according to Walzer, not a nation
defined by ethnicity or territory. The rise of jtigial pluralism in the 26 century was a reaction
to the coercive power of the expanded modern stdtieh often demanded cultural
Americanization on top of political patriotism froimmigrants. Pluralists like Horace Kallen
defended and celebrated diversity, and arguedAtimarica was a “nation of nationalities” and,
therefore, in no need of hegemonic unity. Thipired the “ethnic self-assertion” of cultural
and racial groups in America during thé%ntury, which Walzer claimed were the “functional
equivalent of national liberation in other partdioé world.” But cultural diversity does not
threaten American political identity, argued Walasgcause civil society and the state “though
they constantly interact, are formally distincThus, while individuals find solace in cultural
group identity in civil society, those same indivads identify with the state of America in
politics: “Politics forces [ethnic groups] into ialhces and coalitions, and democratic politics,
because it recognizes each citizen as the eqeafeny other, without regard to ethnicity, fosters
a unity of individuals alongside the diversity abgps.” Besides, the power of the individualism
produced by American nationalism has a destabgigiiiect on group identity, argued Walzer,
and thus pluralism is an “experiment” that “willoge to be a temporary phenomenon, a way-

station on the road to American nationalisth.”
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Walzer also wrote another influential essay in 199¢hat Does It Mean to Be an
‘American?” In this essay he claims that “anybamin live [in America], and just about
everybody does.” American identity is not basedcworethnic or territorial nationalism, but on
the “virtue” of immigrants and natives coming tdgatinto a single yet diverse people: “the
manyness of America is cultural, its oneness igipal.” America is composed of many ethnic
groups but American is not itself an ethnic grolipmigrants retain their former identity but
add onto it a hyphenated American identity, which political affiliation to a political nation.
The hyphen is a “plus sign,” not a disavowal ofngtlty. Americans can live “on either side of
the hyphen” and still be Americans. National umitynes from citizenship in the nation and
“pledging allegiance to the ‘one and indivisiblepublic,” not from cultural conformity. Walzer
argued that American nationalism is uniquely “comxplbecause it is based on the ideas of

tolerance and inclusion, “incorporating onenessraadyness in a ‘new order.” This creates for
a sort of national “incoherence,” but Walzer argthed is part of the distinctive American
nation, which is still “radically unfinished” ingtnature.” Americans are free to “choose” their
own cultural location on either side of the hyplag this freedom keeps America vibrant and
unfettered from a “singular national destirf§.”

Liah Greenfeld took a few pages at the end of feofical studyNationalism: Five
Roads to Modernit{1992), to say a few words about American natiemalfior her
contemporary context. Greenfeld argued that American nationalism wastan civic
nationalist principles of freedom, democracy, agdadity enshrined iThe Declaration of
IndependenceNot everyone agreed with these principles aeddlprinciples were not always

practiced, but these were the ideals that defineatian. The “people” of America were not

defined by any ethnic unity because “America hanlksenation of immigrants from the
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beginning.” Instead, American nationalism was medi by an association of individuals who
gave allegiance to a set of principles and, thpisiralism was built into the system” because
culture and ethnicity mattered less than the a#iran of nationalist principles. The
combination of a pluralist people and a civic nadéilism has tended to create a tumultuous yet
somehow united republic: Our “national commitmetotthe ideals of freedom, equality, and
democracy “remains the main source of social coimesnd the main stimulant of unrest in it.”
Greenfeld argued, “To be an American means to persen one’s loyalty to the ideals, in spite
of the inescapable contradictions between thenreality, and to accept reality without
reconciling oneself to it.”

Jennifer L. Hochschild defined and contextuallylergd the American Dream, the most
pervasive and powerful nationalist ideology in th&3° Like all ideologies the American
Dream resists a formulaic definition or prescriptpower in terms of predicting the behaviors of
Americans who subscribe to its ideological tenketsyever, Hochschild attempted to get past the
vagueness of the general idea of working hard fatenal success in order to tease out a more
analytical conception of the American Dream. Stoké the ideology into four tenets
corresponding to four descriptions questions: (hpVihay pursue success? — Everyone can
pursue success; (2) What does one pursue? — Osigeguisuccess;” (3) How does one pursue
success? — Success is the result of an individbald work and self sacrifice; (4) Why is
success worth pursing? — Success is a virtue, wiott constitutes and demonstrates an
individual’s worthiness. The pursuit of successdmplicated by the ambiguity of “success,”
which can be defined in absolute, relative, andpetitive terms. An absolute definition rests
the basic achievement of an individual; a relatleénition depends upon the contextual

evaluation of success relative to an external midike another person’s level of success; and a
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competitive definition corresponds to a capitatistirketplace where only the best will win
success. The American dream promotes a “radidalidualism” which completely overlooks
social and structural mediators like “economic psses, environmental constraints, or political
structures.” This factor is especially dangerogeisadoise American capitalist society is
structurally set up to “ensure that some faileasst relatively, and the dream does nothing to
help Americans cope with or even recognize thatfadochschild especially looks at the
structure of racism in American society and shealestrated how it has constrained and
continues to constraiAfrican American success in relation to white Aroans and white
European immigrants. Many African Americans rendaeply entrenched in poverty and well
beyond reach of achieving any measure of the Amerizream, and this has caused many
African Americans, especially middle-class bladks,eject the American Dream in order to
promote separatist black nationalisms or self-defganihilisms. Hochschild argued that the
ideology of the American dream is “flawed at theeCdecause it obscures the structural factors
like racism and class that create and sustain alggu Thus the ideology “under the cloak of
individual agency” both gives people “unjustifieddes” and also ensures “unwarranted feelings
of failure.” The American dream has the capaatpaoth “deceive” and “liberate” by
encouraging “everyone to win” while structurallyitsgg up many to loose. Despite the
“inherent flaws” of the ideology of the Americanedm and Hochschild’s “ambivalence” toward
the concept, she argued: “For better or for wdtse,our ideology, and we are stuck with it. We
had better make the best of our situation, andestd use the strictures of the American dream
to enable more Americans to achieve the fantasr&sp within it.” However if American
society is not structurally transformed, Hochsclidédivered a serious warning: “If it can be

construed as aideal, a broad, generous, inclusive vision that encasggople to be the best
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they can be however they define that best, therstoamative pluralism and open channels of
mobility are direct and plausible extensions of Aitcens’ core tradition. But if it is only an
ideologyin the narrow sense, a self-righteous club thanetis use to justify their own actions
and to push away, blame, or brainwash losers, whete separatism will continue to flourish,
black separatism to grow, and class barriers tderaf®*

An important liberal response was made in 1995 &ydIGitlin, a founding member of
SDS in the 1960s who had become a sociologiseathiversity of California, Berkele¥.
Gitlin framed his discussion of recent culture waysarguing that certain Americans “who have
imagined themselves to beal Americansnormal Americans” have repeatedly over the course
of U.S. history engaged in “purification crusades’address and combat those groups or
individuals who “threaten the integrity of the el [his emphasis]. Gitlin argued that the
periodic culture wars in American history have teshdlo obscure contested realities rather than
clarify or settle them. Thus, Gitlin argued thihipasitions and controversies needed to be re-
examined in order to not only understand Americlmiity, but also (from his leftist vantage
point) to understand “the contemporary incapadtgmerican politics,” by which he meant the
failure of the American Left to effectively reditemttention away from symbolic battles and onto
more important and pressing social and economiesss

Gitlin discussed at length many cultural controies®ver the politics of identity. Gitlin
argued that all sides focused exclusively on symlyvepresentations instead of concrete social
and economic realities: Conservatives, liberald, mmority groups spoke from positions of
“moral conviction” and argued over competing “ermofll meanings” attached to historical
symbols instead of focusing on “rock-bottom clas=gualities and racial discrimination.” Gitlin

argued that the culture wars boiled down to vebadtles over “real and imagined symbols of
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insult,” which did nothing to address the concirei@ities of power, racial discrimination, and
economic injustice. Both sides simply battled csygnbols. Both sides won and lost “symbolic
victories.” All the while racial discrimination meained, economic injustice increased, and the
American public became more divided. Gitlin wageesally hard on liberals and the “so-called
Left” who had seemingly renounced its older missabohanging material inequalities
(especially the oppression of certain classes acekl). Gitlin argued that the divisive symbolic
battles over “identity politics,” the primary areafthe culture wars, marked the “decline” of the
American Left. The Left once had a historical naesased on the “universal values” of
freedom, justice, equality and the “common goodif &fter the 1970s it had been fractured and

demoralized by “sectarianism,” “petty” debates olegtoric and representation, and the
impotence of “false solutions proclaimed for reaitpems.*3

While America has always been divided by classesraces, Gitlin argued, there was
still a shared moral vision based on the sacreeld8d consecrated ifhe Declaration of
Independencewhich framed the debated contours of the natleor. most of American history
the debate between radicals and conservatives vessrzlusiveness, not nationality.
Conservatives made many attempts to “compresgelifées” into a “single,” normative
American WASP identity, which invariably was congglied not only by internal
“contradictions,” but also by “thosgther Americans” (immigrants, aliens, slaves, radicatg] a
sects) who had been marginalized, ignored, or steid in order to manufactureelective
national unity. These “other Americans,” the “desg outsiders,” constructed their own
“unmelted,” “torn,” and sectarian American iderggiin opposition to exclusive crusades for a

“common culture,” but invariably these outsidersgiat for political inclusion within the nation.

Gitlin pointed out a long tradition of “democrafdenericanism.” This was a leftist/liberal
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version of American nationalism, which used thevarsal moral vision oThe Declaratiorto
help extend political rights and equality to thesisiders*

However, this democratic Americanism, as Gitlinued, began to unravel in the 1960s
because protest movements and the New Left bega&jetd both “conventional versions of
American identity” and American ideals. This reéedlin a reactionary “anti-Americanism”
which celebrated diversity, anti-establishmentasiar) and individualism as new ideals. The
New Left relinquished all claim to “the idea of axamon America” and, thereby, Americanism
“was ceded, by default, to the Right.” Republicamse able to use revised notions of a
common culture and Americanism in order to marsiganized political reaction to the rights
revolution of the 1960s. The American Left wasfuaed into a “collection of interest groups”
with no “vocabulary for the common good,” and thenicratic party could offer no compelling
counter-nationalist vision: “no commonality, noeaitative crucible, no compelling rhetoric, no
political culture — only a heap of demands pileddemands.” Thus, after securing a solid
political block based on a nationalist agenda, iggimore and more political power, and
eventually claiming victory in the Cold War, thegrblican party and social conservatives
initiated an all out attack on the liberal welfatate and declared a wider “war for the soul of
America.” The Left was fragmented into “partisarisdentity politics” and, as Gitlin argued, it
could not effectively respond to the powerful comaéve reaction. The culture wars were not
only initiated by the conservative right, but fotigher territory (national identity) that only the
right could effectively defend. Thus Gitlin’s boakan extended critique of the Left by a Letftist
in order to marshal a new universal Leftist viswith which to protect and justify the liberal
welfare state and the rights revolution againsioimdaughts of conservative cultural warriors.

Gitlin argued that the Left needs to find a way ¢tdtivate the spirit of solidarity across the bne
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of difference” in order to “build bridges” and firdcommon, democratic moral vision.
Otherwise, Gitlin warned, the American Left willase to exist as a political force of any
consequence and the conservative counter-revolatibknow no bounds?

Michael Lind published a widely read “manifesto”ltferal nationalism calle@he Next
American Natior{1995)%° Lind’s central argument: America was and continteebe a “real
nation” — “a concrete historical community, defin@@émarily by a common language, common
folkways, and a common vernacular culture.” Heauadgthat most Americans identify more
with a national identity than they do with any pickl affiliation, but American nationalism has
been poorly defined outside the older chauvinistiandaries of a “white Christian nation,”
which was the foundational ethos of the first tiRepublics” of America. Lind conceptualized
American history as three distinct “Republican’iregs, each defined by specific nationalist
ethos and specific nationalist policies. The “FRepublic” of “Anglo-America” (1584 to 1850)
built upon the strong ethnocultural Anglo-Saxonaral community in place before the
revolution and it used Protestant Christianity &dtkeral-republicanism to create a national
community — the United States of America. The @etRepublic” of Euro-Christian America
(1850 to 1960), infused by a nationalist religidrdemocracy, capitalism, and a Pan-Christian
ethic, expanded the national community to includestmvhite Europeans (and after World War
II, both Catholics and Jews were accepted); howekierexpanded second republic was built on
the foundation of a white supremacist Herrenvolkgter-race) caste-system, which actively
excluded and subjected non-white races. The “TRegdublic” of multicultural America (1960s
to current) was a minority led reaction to the wistipremacy of the first two Republics.
Multicultural America began as a Civil Rights Rawtidn, which sought to open up the

American nation by securing formal legal and pcditirights for all American citizens; however,
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in an effort to further extend equality-as-oppoityito equality-as-result, a federal system of
racial categorization and an institutionalized faapreference system” was put into place
(affirmative action) to “force racial quotas” on Anican society. What Lind called “The
Second Radical Reconstruction” was a federally reefb system of minority preference, which
meant to “remedy” racial, class, and gender disaation in social spheres like schooling and
employment. While Lind was sympathetic to thearadile of affirmative action, he criticized it
as an intrusive, unfair, divisive, and dangerougpd’

Lind specifically took issue with multicultural Amea’s obsession with race and culture
asthefoundational source of identity: He claimed it wem in the best interests of the American
people. Lind argued that discussion of culture oféen a veiled reduction of race, and thus,
cultural authenticity and cultural pride were oftalls to adhere to a certain biologically defined
and essentialist identity. He called the priositié multiculturalism divisive because “identity
politics” were eclipsing identification with a laxgnational community and with larger national
issues (like economics and health care). LikerGitlind also called multicultural identity
politics a dangerous distraction from identifyiing treal and continued source of inequality in
America: the “white power structure.” Lind argudt the white power structure used
multiculturalism and racial preferences fraudubgidl “provide the illusion of integration, while
imposing minimal costs on the white overclasswats a classic imperial case of divide and
rule3® This explains why during the supposedly more bgnd fair regime of multicultural
America, there was a silent “revolution of the falvhereby, income inequality increased
dramatically. Lind argued that multiculturalismcgily and politically fragmented the majority
of Americans by allowing “culture wars” to displat®ass wars,” and thus, unified elites were

able to initiate and win “a generation-long class wvwhich has led to a “new Feudalism.” Lind
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argued that multiculturalism was destroying theamel integrity of America, it was fragmenting
the American people, and it was solidifying the powstructure of a white overclass.

To renew and rebuild America, Lind argued for aged liberal nationalism, which
would be the foundational ethos for a new “fougpublic” of the United States of America.
Liberal nationalism would build on the notion taherica is an ethnocultural nation unified by
a common language, folkways, memories, and motgst would also be an inclusive “mixed-
race culture” symbolically defined as a “transrhai@lting pot,” which Lind called “Trans-
America.” Lind argued that the U.S. should be altiracial and multireligious but unicultural
American ethnic nation.” He held up blacks asgbhmtessential Americans because they not
only left behind their older cultures, but mixedidriended into the emerging American identity,
which prefigured their actual inclusion into thdipcal state as citizens. Lind argued that
nationalism has often been the tool of the politiet in efforts to promote “greater political,
social, and economic equality among all membeth®hational community.” In an effort to
bring Americans together, Lind argued that a shastef ancestors is unimportant. The
important factor for a renewed America is sharirgpatemporary cultural and political union —
a national community — in order to produce shamdrmon descendants: Americafis.

David A. Hollinger wrote a widely influential woréalledPostethnic America: Beyond
Multiculturalism (1995)** Hollinger argued that the ideology and sociozdi movement of
multiculturalism has served a useful purpose iackihg a racist Anglo-Protestant based
American culture; however, he argued that the lacé/culture (“ethno-racial”) based
framework of multiculturalism is limited in undeastding and dealing with “the problem of
boundaries” in what ibecominga “postethnic,” “cosmopolitan,” and trans/multirgatal world,

which is developing more acute globalized problémas need global solutions. The traditional
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conceptions of ethnicity have posited assumednaftenolithic, and sometimes racialized
“identities,” which mask the degree of actual “Bdion” any given individual psychologically
and socially invests in a particular ethnic groopvhich that individual is supposed to belong.
Hollinger uses the example of Alex Haley and cotu&lzed “Haley’s choice,” by which he
theorized the choice Haley made in tracing his tsbback to his black mother’s ancestors in
Africa rather than identifying with his white fatheancestors in Ireland. Now while Hollinger
did admit that a racialized and racist Americawmscribed and forced Haley's choice,
Hollinger went on to argue that in a less segrebatel increasing mixed ethno-racial world,
individuals are becoming freer to choose ethnixeahiethnic, or non-ethnic identities, but the
ethno-racially infused multicultural ethos is unmaeed to handle these new volitional and mixed
identity formations. Hollinger’s conception of glnid, postethnic America recognizes the
complexity of identity, whereby, individuals constly shift between many situationally defined
and sometimes conflicting identities. Hollingegaed that America should shed i&ttnic
history” and embrace itsnorethnic ideology of the nation” as a means to endeaxd foster a
“posekthnic future.” Hollinger asked his readers teetakriously the national motEbPluribus
Unumas a way to conceptualize cultural diversity unigda national commitment to a common
creed of liberty and justice. “Individuals shole allowed to affiliate or disaffiliate with their
won communities of descent to an extent that tihepse,” argued Hollinger, “while affiliating
with whatever nondescent communities are availabteappealing to them.” What unites these
highly diverse and hybrid individuals is a demoici@ty organized state “defined by a civic
principle of nationality” and enacted in a sharedtfonal culture” where diverse individuals
democratically deliberate and work towards a “comrigure:” “The national community’s fate

can be common without its will being uniform, ahé hation can constitute a common project
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without effacing all of the various projects thist ¢itizens pursue through their voluntary
affiliations.”?

Gary Gerstle’s “Liberty, Coercion, and the Makirfghonericans” (1997) looked at the
Crevecoeurian myth of Americanization and how fiéetied the historical and sociological study
of cultural assimilation and Americanizatith Gerstle argued that Crevecoeur’s conception of
assimilation inLetters from an American Farmeras one of the “most influential mediations on
what it means to become an American.” Not onlytdiel Crevecoeurian myth help define the
early 2" century ideal of the “melting pot,” but it alsdlirenced the way 2bcentury
sociologists and historians conceptualized theariessimilation, which in tern had an
influence on public policy and debate. Invokindical scholars of the 1960s and the new
scholarship of David R. Roediger and others, Gersiticized neo-Crevecoeurian scholars for
not focusing enough on the complexity and constsgiclass, gender, race, nation) of the
Americanization process by which “social forceseemal to the immigrant” play a very
significant, if not the most significant, role inet Americanization of immigrants. Gerstle argued
that these “structure of power” limited the optiaismmigrants (and also often coerced) during
the assimilation/Americanization process. Gerstitgcized the overly optimistic accounts make
by Fuchs, Sollors and Hollinger who seemed to afgua theory of personal agency and a
fluidness to identity that did not take into accbtne restrictiveness of structural constraints
(especially race, as Gerstle argued, “race, ever than class and gender, still limits the
options of those who seek to become American”)rstBeclearly believed that “historical
circumstances and social structures underminedriexgets in the fashioning of identity.”
Gerstle looked to newer studies on gender and wgrliass Americanism (including his own),

which have created a “synthesis between agencgtamcture” and, thereby, demonstrated how
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“Americanization involves both inventiveness andstoaint:” America was not “simply a
Crevecoeurian land of possibility,” it was alsoldad of constraint.”
becoming American cannot be understood in “ematicipat” terms alone, for
immigrants invariably encountered structures o$glaace, gender, and national
power that constrained, and sometimes defeated efferts to be free.
Coercion, as much as liberty, has been intrins@mutohistory and to the process
of becoming American.
Gerstle also critiqued liberal American nationaligia David Hollinger’sPostethnic America
Gerstle agreed with Hollinger that liberal natiosa infused and largely defined Progressivism,
the New Deal, the civil rights movement, and thed&iSociety by “derviv[ing] legitimacy from
their claim to speak ‘on behalf of the Americanioaitas a whole.” However, Gerstle also
argued that nationalism by definition means “boure$d and “internal and external opponents,”
and thus the “equality” gained over 1930 to 1968 waade possible by the coercion of the
1910s and 1920s:”
America had shrunk its circle of the ‘we’ and hathstantially narrowed the
range of acceptable cultural and political behavidhe success of this liberal
nationalist project, | would argue, depended oneidwdier deployment of the
coercive power of the state against Germans, nemignants, Asians, and
political radicals. Liberal progress, in this @uste, profited from the earlier
period of repression and exclusion...Historians hatdo take full measure of
the powerful nationalism that settled over Amerigathe 1910s and 1920s,
suffocating the hyphenated identities...weken[ing] phuralist character of pre-
1917 America and accelerat[ing] national integratio
Gerstle is but one example of many leftist critisjoé liberal nationalism. Historians
have begun to examine the artificial boundariethefation, what Robert Wiebe called “fictive
kin composites,” and they have started to histdyicantextualize nations in relation to other
nations and in relation to non-national and tratienal paradigms of a global ae Bonnie

Honig has looked into multiple versions of immigiemyths in relation to nationalism, and she

argued that nationalist discourses that focus anigrants do so in order to “renationalize” the
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state by justifying the inclusiveness of a bounded exclusivist national community that still
derives its identity by “pitting ‘us’ against ‘theth She argued instead for a “democratic
cosmopolitanism” by which “citizenship is not justiruidical status distributed (or not) by
states, but aracticein which denizens, migrants, residents, and thesaliold states
accountable for their definitions and distributiariggoods, powers, rights, freedoms, privileges,
and justice...denationalize the state in order toemwakm for the generation of alternative sites
of affect and identity against which states oftearg.”> John Exdell has criticized liberal
nationalism for “legitimiz[ing] a policy of exclusn,” which leaves open the possibility of
further nationalist exclusions based on ethniaitgt eace. Liberals claim that solidarity and
justice within the bounded community are produced arotected by nationalist identity;
however, Exdell demonstrated that national soligani America has been and continues to be
undermined by the divisive power of race via a ltnaglition of white supremacist American
ethnonationalism. Exdell questions the liberaliagstion that a reformation of “national self-
understanding” is enough to truly “unite” Americaitizens and overcome a long tradition of
American racism. Exdell instead asked if new iidns of Latino immigrants might “renew”
and “revitalize” American identity by developindr@ew post-national identity” that might
redefine American citizenship as a situated denticgoarformance conducted layyfree,

productive, and contributing agent within the nasibterritory*®
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Culture Wars in Context: Transformations of the Aicen Nation, 1776 to 1990

The modern usage of the terms “nation” and “nafismé comes from 18 century
England. The political discourse of a “nation” BBt associated with a “people.” Reference to
a “people” before this time was usually derogai@rgbble,” “plebs,” or “mass”), but within the
context of 18 century England a “people” became glorified assiirce of sovereignty and the
sole object of political loyalty. This politicak€inition of a nation stressed a civic conceptién o
individual sovereignty (as opposed to monarchiogskgeignty) constituted by a constitutional
law (as opposed to divinity or monarchical abssha)i. However, national identity was also an
ideological and social construction. The notiorasovereign people was an “imagined
community” that gave its members identity, affilat, community, and purpose. Isaiah Berlin
described nationalism as manufacturing a “kindarhbgeneity” out of “common ancestry,
common language, customs, traditions, memoriedjragyus occupancy of the same territory”
S0 as to create “solidarity” while marking off “tBfences” (usually in the form of an “aggressive
chauvinism”) between political and social groups a political and social ideology,
nationalism reveres and reifies the “unity” andfsketermination” of the sovereign people.
Loyalty and fidelity to the nation qua people, Bedrgued, is assigned a “supreme value.” This
secular reverence for a distinct people often leéads exclusive “ethnic” chauvinism, whereby,
membership in a “unique,” special, or exceptioredfe is restricted to an inherited and
biologically based group. Nationalism can alsaubed for more aggressively expansionist
political purposes. Powerful ethnic groups or eragi can engage in hegemony through which
they aggressively (though not necessarily impestigklly) drive for an expanded territory or

nation under the banner of “unification” for econonpolitical, and/or military purposes. This
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type of nationalism can lead to a federation, apismand or “irredentism,” whereby, territory
and peoples are coercively agglomerated underahieat of a centralized and often
authoritarian state. But rhetorically conceptualiznations and peoples as a distinct and
uniform social entity needs to be qualified. Nasiare rarely based on a distinctly singular
“people,” a single national ideology, a single sta single language, or a single territory. Nor
does the existence of nationalism necessarily prréui2 ideological affiliations or standardized
behavior of the people within a nation. Natiorns ianagined communities that represent an
idealized and normative “people” that can neveunalty exist?’

The political need to establish and legitimateeagte — anation— was a relatively novel
and very radical political problem in the”lSentury. Nationhood was influenced by the rise of
Enlightenment republican/democratic political pedphy and capitalism, and forged through the
republican revolutions in England (Rentury), America, and France (Iatéhh‘:santury)‘.18
While the study of nationalism is currently a yowugial-scientific field of stud{? the evidence
seems to suggest that prior to the lat& déntury, only one nation-qua-nation existed: the
British. Liah Greenfeld explained how an Englistiional consciousness developed in th8 16
century through the power politics of aristocrashjch led to a redefinition of nobility as
“service to the nation.” In the TZentury affiliation with the British nation expagdidue to
several factors: the rising middle class who exualsttong sense of political ownership and
entitlement, the expansion of literacy through &stantism, counter-Reformation repression by
Catholic monarchs, and finally a republican reviolut® American nationalism was in many
ways, but not all, derivative of English nationalibecause as Greenfeld and others have argued,
“The English settlers came with a national ideritihowever, the development of a specific

American national identity (as with all nationaédities) was a highly unique and non-
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transferable process. American nationalism toatoat a century after the Revolution to
develop and diffuse because while the colonistsameemerging “American identity,” it was not
linked with “a sense that Americans constitutechigytl and, thus, the highly diverse and
localized colonies were always “in perpetual pefitlissolving:” As Liah Greenfeld argued,
“The forces that could (and eventually did) brihg tUnited States to the brink of disintegration
were at least as strong as those which fosterey. Ui

Polemicists from the political left and right haslaimed that an American identity has
existed from the first settlements in thé"Ed 17 centuries’ however, most historians and
sociologists have traced the origins of a distinétinerican national identity to the mid"19
century, especially after the Civil War, althougime historians like Robert Wiebe place the
formation of anational American identity closer to the end of thé"x@®ntury>® Before the
Revolution, the largely English colonies were deddy diverse ethnic identities, dispersed
regional settlements, and highly localized econgsm@nnected more with Europe than each
other. American nationalists had to contend witth avercome what became a highly diverse
colonial federatiori* A rhetorically imagined national public — “We tpeople” — was first
manufactured by Revolutionary leaders as a meausitp the diverse and fragmented colonies
during the Revolutionary War and again during tebates over the Constitution.Citizenship
was a divisive issue from the very start. Noatkiscargued that most early leaders agreed that
civic principles and a “shared sense of nationhawEded to be at the core of the new country
and its founding documents, but many “differed dg@g the meaning of that nation and
whether it could change®

Federalists wanted a small and homogeneous repuitiicyarrowly defined rights of

citizenship limited to self-governing, propertiédirtuous” men, while Anti-Federalists and
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Jeffersonian Republicans wanted a more “broadlinddfnational identity” based on universal
civic principles and open to all who embraced doided by those principles. Although the
early nation was quite diverse and divisive, Feliga like John Jay, tried to manufacture
consent for a more homogeneous nation and a mauntscribed citizenship by rhetorically
invoking a “one united people — a people desceffided the same ancestors, speaking the same
language, professing the same religion, attachéaetsame principles of government, very
similar in manners and customs.”

While the Constitution seemed to sidestep this wefthere is no formal definition of
citizenship in the Constitution) The Declarationmdependence implied a “volitional and
contractual” approach to citizenship, which the §taation did not limit in any way (for
instance, there were no “cultural, religious, agliistic tests for citizenship”). George
Washington even went so far as to declare Ameppa&n to receive not only the opulent and
respectable strange, but the oppressed and perdexfudll nations and religions.” But he also
gave hint to certain limitations by stating, “Weailwelcome [them] to a participation of all our
rights and privileges, if by decency and proprigtgonduct they appear to merit the
enjoyment.” This ambivalence infused the paransetéthe first Naturalization Law of 1790,
which limited citizenship to “free white personsitiwtwo years of residency a good character,
and sworn allegiance to the ConstitutfénThe central limitation of free “white” persons sva
borrowed from the colonial laws of many states wad deliberately used to exclude blaks
and Native Americans from the American nation,@lifh overall, Pickus notes, the
Naturalization Act was “remarkably inclusive fos time, in bestowing citizenship on all
European immigrants.” Pickus argued that whiledpean immigrants were considered

“central” to the “national-building task of Americ&ing the Americans,” he also acknowledged
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that “belonging to the nation and reverence fotraslitions mattered,” which, in combination
with the racial classification of citizenship, defely circumscribed the bounds of citizenship in
the U.S. and seemed to lean more towards legitimdatie definition of America in terms of the
Federalists’ homogenous white repubfic.

For the next one hundred years there was “noeisigihdard for membership” in the
U.S. as “modes of citizenship” were “multiple,” teh contradictory” due to their regulation and
facilitation by state and local governments, areytWere “contested in many ways” by
individuals and groups. Citizenship opened up id&Emably in 1868 with the passage of the
Fourteenth Amendment, which enshrined the notidoirtifiright citizenship to help enfranchise
blacks. The Expatriation Act of 1868 reinforced tiotion that citizenship was the right of
Americans by birth and “relinquishing” it dependmadthe “consent of the individual.”
However, Congress also passed the Chinese Exclasitain 1882, which narrowed the
boundaries of U.S. citizenship by denying Chinesel(most Asians in general) from citizenship
(although the Supreme Court in 1886 and 1898 divaChinese the principle of rights while in
American and did affirm that Chinese children biorAmerica were by right Americans). But
citizenship was highly dependent upon “local disoré as some states extended rights like
voting to non-citizens, while other states circunised and limited the rights of particular
groups who were entitled to full citizenship. Riskargued that “both the civic and the
nationalist dimensions of citizenship had inclusignand exclusionary consequences.” The
courts used a nationalist framework and affirmediiteness” as the core value of American
citizenship, but broad definitions of whitenes®aikd more and more Europeans to be accepted
as potential citizens. The nationalist principldiothright citizenship also extended the bounds

of citizenship. It even had the ability to circuem¢ the “whiteness” clause. At the same time
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civic notions of citizenship based on individuattie and consent were used to limit or exclude
blacks and Native Americans from becoming citizeAad many nativists used a white
supremacist version of nationalism to call intosjign the more open nationalist conception of
birthright citizenshig®

Throughout the 1®century, national identity and citizenship weredtbgically
contested battlefields wherein different factioiedvfor legitimacy, justice, and powgr.
Perhaps the most important, complex, and emotipchtirged 19 century debate over
American nationalism was the Civil War and the &ssftislavery, which boiled beyond words
into violent confrontatioi? The Civil War enlarged the powers of the natitatesvia an
expanded bureaucracy, an aggressive executivelgramonscripted and mobilized federal
army, and coordinated communication systems. Alfterwar a new sense of American qua
Republican identity, nationality, and purpose wassecrated (and federally enforced in the
South), and it would be refined and reinforced digito Indian wars, increased immigration, and
westward expansion. If the American Revolution #reratification of the Constitution marked
the first crisis in American nationalism, then @il War marked the second. Arguably the
third major crisis of American nationalism emergedhe end of the fgcentury. The Populist,
labor and Progressive movements initiated in ttee18" century represented a diverse and
widespread sense of national emergency, and thegealed efforts aimed at nothing less than a
redefinition of American national identity and page, which reverberated an ethos of liberal
reform throughout the J0century.

Nell Irvin Painter's award winning treatment of tReogressive Er&tanding at
Armageddon: The United States, 1877 — 18#¥gued that the central political conflict of the

late 19" century was a “struggle over the distribution @falth and power” — a constant struggle

- 40 -



A Nation Divided: Understanding Our Culture Wars

in American history. In 1890 the supper rich (8®0af the population or about 125,000
families) earned an income of about $264,000 anteovover 50.8% of the national wealth.
The upper-middle class (11% of the population dyabal.3 million families) made on average
about $16,000 per year and owned about 35% ofatienal wealth. The remaining 88% of the
population (11 million families) earned under 0% year and owned just over 14% of the
national wealth, and half of these families (44%h&f population) were impoverished, earning
less than $150 a year (the poverty level is estithat around $544 a year for a family). Painter
stressed that while income does provide the “sinlglarest indicator of class standing,” the
notion of class needs to be seen as a complexd™@und ever changing classification. There
was no single “middle class,” but rather severaldtfte classes” and also “many ethnicities and
races” within each class. The elite classes dirtehad the most at stake in the structure of
society because they benefited from the distriloutibpolitical and economic resources. To
protect their interests, the socially and politic@lowerful and their agents liked to put forth
ideological arguments for the “identity of inter&stThis belief conceptualized society as a
smoothly functioning and united organism, wher#ie, interests of the great capitalists and
property owners were supposedly the best inteodsth in society, and further, it was put forth
that society operated in harmony with “laws of God&cience.”

Reformers of various social and political stripes forth a counter-conception of society
in order to justify what they saw as needed refoB8eeing their own middle-class or working-
class interests at odds with those of capitalistsiadustrialists, democratizers saw society torn
by a “conflict of interests.” Reformers often, gt always, tried to point out the interests @& th
“disadvantaged” within the social system and, thgrargue for “the ideal of equity” and

democracy, in order to confront the dangerous méseof wealth and privilege. But lurking at
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the periphery of all calls for reform was the spedf working class unrest, which from time to
time had boiled into a froth and caused confliétsiterest to turn into real (and often violent)
social and political struggles for power. The ablexl “Progressive Era” was marked by a
widespread call for reform and social change, h@wneas Painter pointed out, “the broadening
consensus that change was necessary did not inetirdement on the direction or extent of
these changes.”

In the 1960s another generation of reformers pdiout not only the inequality between
the rich and the poor, but also the differentiahltre between racial groups, especially between
whites and blacks. In the early 1960s the top 0%mericans possessed 77% of the nation’s
wealth, while those in the bottom 20% owned onB5606. In 1959 22.4% of the population
lived in poverty. However, the situation was woleAfrican Americans. In 1965 43% of all
black families earned less than $3,000 a year ard liwing in poverty (the national rate was
15%). In 1967 39.3% of all black persons in Amaiiged in poverty compared to only 11% of
whites. In 1962 the average black income was absUt of the average income of whites and
black unemployment was double the rate of whitampleyment. The Civil Rights movement
of the 1960s addressed the larger issues of waatttpoverty in America, but the main part of
the early movement focused mostly on the legalsmihl segregation of African Americans and
the unjust social and economic treatment they vedesis second-class citizens. One of the early
sparks of the Civil Rights movement was indicatWwélacks’ oppressed social and political
position in U.S. society: in 1955 a young fourtg@ar old African American boy named
Emmett Till was abducted, bound with barbed wirereilessly beaten until his face began to

fall off, and thrown into a river to die. His crinwas whistling a white womaf.
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But the Civil Rights movement of the 1960s did confine itself to just the platforms of
economic inequality or the oppression of African &roans. One Civil Rights organization at
the time, Students for a Democratic Society, ptielisa widely printed and influential manifesto
calledThe Port Huron Stateme(it962), which discussed both economic inequality racial
discrimination, but it also outlined issues foramh in both educational and foreign policy as
well as larger values along with a political visiohAmerican society. This manifesto even
reached beyond American politics and professedatiigr reform and revolutionary
movements around the globe, particularly anti-cialomprisings in Africa and Asi& The
reformist and revolutionary rhetoric of the 1960sgired many minority groups in America who
felt their voices and socio-political issues weeinlg excluded by the mainstream Civil Rights
platform. Women played an important role in bdta African American Civil Rights programs
and in Students for a Democratic Society, howawany women eventually branched off into
their own “women’s liberation movement” in orderaddress “the woman questiofi."Mexican
Americans drew on a history of organizational éfan America and several Chicano Civil
Rights organizations were formed, including thediesmof United Latin American Citizens
(LULAC), which worked for the “economic, politicand social rights for all Mexican
Americans.” The Chicano “movimiento” specificaligdressed the second-class citizenship of
Mexican Americans who were often portrayed as “dedmized” “commaodities” of the
American economy’ Many other minority social groups in America al=rame inspired by
the large Civil Rights reform movements, includMative Americans, homosexuals, various
European ethnic groups, political radicals, mamnipss$ of cultural radicals, and what some
called the “youth” cultur& The diversity of movements, reform issues, ptstemnd alternative

cultural practices propagated during the 1960ddeé‘dadical cultural disjuncture[s],” which
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created what many at the time called a “counteucey’ which mainstream America believed to
be “a barbaric intrusion” and an “invasion of cemta” Besides a “common enemy” in
mainstream WASP American culture and corporatetaign, there was also a common
personalization of political objectives, wherelyparaphrase the feminist Carol Hanidtle,
personal became politicalWhat was heretofore assumed to be a “common”rfsaue culture,
had now fractured along the lines of many distidiggruntled, and dissenting counter cultures,
each with its own vision and agenda, and each asguime liberal state would be responsive by
expanding the parameters of Civil Rights legistafid

Both the Progressive era and the 1960s Civil Riggfttrm movements were able to
influence and use the federal government as a aaytiate and preserve social changes
through the law, enforcement of the law, and federading of policy initiatives. However,
historians like Alan Dawley have demonstrated thatdemocratic veneer of the liberal state has
also allowed elites to “maintain their rule agaipspular discontent” by mediating the
seemingly democratic processes of a represent@tideesponsive government. Beneath the
surface of elite mediated democratic politics ldgép structures” of corporate capitalism,
racism, sexism, and economic inequality, which Haaen rarely touched by reformist federal
policies. Dawley argued that these deep structwkiEh have selectively “apportioned” liberty
according to one’s “class, gender, and race,” mexer been seriously altered by any/' 20
century reform movement.

Dawley went on to argue that American liberalesihad devised three “governing
strategies” to deal with social change in termsaftaining social and economic conflict, and in
terms of negotiating the new relationships betwseniety” and the “state.” The older strategy

of liberalism (free markets, laissez faire, whis@iemacy, private property, government by
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elites) was a staple of the"@entury, but it was not a sufficient governinggy for modern
times (although it would be refurbished in the 268 century as neo-liberalism). The first new
strategy of the early 30century was progressivism (in broader terms of/&gnment regulation
of society in the public interest”). The secondswisanagerial liberalism, which sought to
“avoid state bureaucracies by coordinating corponatand other large-scale institutioriS.The
third strategy was New Deal liberalism, which ceekthe welfare state and followed Keynesian
economic policies in order to both regulate soceetgt allow corporate control over the
economy’! The defining “unity” of this historical perioddqughly from the 1890s to the 1930s)
was the “persistent efforts of elites to remakelitheral state in the context of the new social
forces.”?
The coherence behind these unifying conceptiofib@fal government was “the most
potent ideology of all:” nationalism. It was debed by many during the early ®@entury as a
“new nationalism” and its broad based goal wagectid expansion of Americanism through a
welfare state and more explicit Americanizationiatives to unite the citizenry and keep them
loyal to the state. World War | helped legitimened spread nationalism and patriotic fervor in
order to manufacture the consent of the Americaplee Nationalism was the most powerful
ideological force to create both unity and loyaitya diverse society, mobilizing the masses,
industry, and modern technology for state sponsprepcts. Liberal elites used nationalism,
reformism, and state interventionism to hold sgcieigether against its own inner
contradictions.™

Both Dawley and Alan Brinkley have documented theral accomodationist and
nationalist strategy at work in the New Deal persdvell™ In “The New Deal and the Idea of

the State,” Brinkley explored how liberals did seek to transform the economic structures that
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created economic injustice, they sought insteaddalate the market and control it through the
state, which created the appearance of reform withctually changing the structure of society.
However, controlling the market proved a diffictlinrealistic,” and “perhaps even dangerous”
intrusion into the economic realm, and besides,yvamerican liberals assumed that
progressive reforms and Neal Deal policies hadriiglated the most dangerous features of the
capitalist system.” The economic boom and triunmpimationalism caused by World War I
reinvigorated a return to lassie faire free magddicies by which many elites thought that
unregulated economic growth would create the carditfor social and economic progress,
which would then reduce the role of the state tmfpensate[ing] for capitalism’s inevitable
flaws and omissions without interfering with itéémal workings.™ Ira Katznelson argued that
this legacy defined the parameters of Johnson’'stGeciety legislation as well, whereby, the
government was used “in unprecedented ways foakends,” but within a compensating
framework that did not alter the larger structursaciety and the economy. Katznelson also
argued that the political climate of the 1960s lpeeanore focused on race and cultural
pluralism due to the diverse and fractured politlnavements of various identity groups, and
thus, the Great Society programs were seen by mléryg to be temporary capitulations to
particular groups because of “emergency” situatioos permanent political reforni8.

Thus, when the liberal coalition ran out of poliicapital in the 1970s due to Civil
Rights reforms, Great Society reforms, Vietham, andinruly counter-cultural movement, it
“exploded” and “burst into its constituent shardé revitalized and powerful conservative
reaction co-opted the liberal rhetoric of natiosiaiand progressive reform in order to
orchestrate a conservative rollback of'2@ntury liberal policies, especially the enlarged

empowered federal government. As Jonathan Riextesnno policy was resented more than
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the effort to “dismantle” the racial “caste systeim’America with court orders, federal troops,
and enforced integration. Eric Foner noted thatyw@nservatives saw “racial reform [as]
being promoted against the will of the democrataanity,” who had the right to protect their
own interests and to discriminate against those pdsed a threat. Anti-Communism, anti-
radicalism, and fundamentalist Christianity weralsed to refine an older form of patriotism
that “demanded a simple, unreflective loyalty.”e&&r characterized the conservative backlash
as a multifaceted, racist, “proto-fascist revoltioé little man, animated by fearful resentment:”
“populism with a vengeance, literally.” Widespredidcontentment and resentment due to
grievances “too varied to be captured in a singtegory” mobilized large numbers of white
working and middle class Americans who were londorga nostalgic return to a simpler, fairer,
whiter, less restrictive, more patriotic, more Ghian, and more homogeneous American society.
The Republican Party was able to mobilize and uhise fearful Americans, and turn
disgruntlement into valuable political capital thas used by Richard Nixon, Ronald Reagan,
George H. W. Bush, the Newt Gingrich led congrdskd84, and later George W. Bush. The
Republican’s overarching policy was to dismantke lew Deal welfare state and initiate
reactionary neo-liberal “reforms” (a return to fr@arkets, laissez faire, white/Western
supremacy, small/limited government) and natiomstywdefense (patriotism, WASP culture and
values, expanded military-industrial complex).

Conservative reactions and calls for unity ofteecjpitated militant minority reactions
and calls for racial and cultural separatism. Ehd&®torical battles often ignited violent
confrontations between radicals and conservathetsyeen whites and racial minorities, and
between racial minorities and law enforcement (tiost noticed being the riots of 1965, 1968,

and 1992). Liberals who had initiated social cteaimgthe 28 century were often associated

-47 -



A Nation Divided: Understanding Our Culture Wars

with the various minority groups who battled agacenservatives and law enforcement, and
this association “transformed the folk imageryibétalism” into the poisoned source of
conservative angst. Jonathan Rieder argues thatiéanbecame a “culture of incivility” as
“tension” between conservatives and liberals artd/éen conservatives and minority groups
turned from impassioned argument to “outright fegdiand “unabashed denunciatioff. This
angry debate would come to be called a “culture€ aad the reactionary conservative rhetoric
seemed to define the parameters of this war of svoEtic Foner noted that by the 1990s
“virtually no politician would admit to being a Eal,” while “conservative assumptions” about
the benefits of the free market, the evils of “gayernment,” and the unquestioned good of
conservative values (like the family, national ynand patriotism) were taken for granted in
public discourse as gospel truths. Conservatiegaib using their political capital and rhetorical
appeal to attack not only the liberal welfare stat¢ more visibly the symbols of liberal
decadence and national decline: funding for the amtd humanities, the national public school
curriculum and curricular standards, and the deadhhigher education due to multicultural

policies’®
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A Rhetoric of Debate: Towards a Sociology of AmancCulture Wars

In the midst of the cultural wars, some acaderfwdth mostly liberal sympathies to be
sure) were more interested in understanding the@atff the conflict and how both sides might
be brought into a more socially productive exchangel991 James Davison Hunter published
Culture Wars: The Struggle to Define AmerfaAt the time this book was the most
comprehensive sociological and historical treatnoé@{merica’s culture wars. Hunter’s
objective was to sort through the charges and atioms on both sides of the debate in order to
come to a sociological understanding of why theéucalwar was taking place and, further, to
draw conclusions about what the culture war meamAMmerican society, institutions, and
politics.

According to Hunter, the cultural wimwas a root a moral debate over “what is
fundamentally right and wrong about the world we lin — about what is ultimately good and
what is finally intolerable in our communities:” tAtake is how we as Americans will order our
lives together.” It was a debate over “nationaintity,” the very “meaning of America,” and
perhaps more importantly “who we, as a nation, aslire to become.” Many of the
participants in the cultural war were sincere am@Sonable” people who felt themselves “thrust
into controversy” because their “moral commitmeéritseir “bases of moral authority,” and their
“world views” “compelled” them to defend fundamertraiths they held dear. For most
participants and viewers of the debate, all knogedf the issues, the participants, and the war
itself were filtered through the various mass mediaich by their very forms are highly limited
in their coverage and overly focused on the “peatites and events of the moment.” Hunter

explained that the deeply “personal disagreeméatsfire the culture war were deep and
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perhaps un-reconcilable.” But he also suggestat‘these differences are often intensified and
aggravated by the way they are presented in pribtic

Hunter traced the historical roots of the cultwee to the presence of “various minority
cultures” (based on religion, sexuality, and raba} have confronted and competed with a
“Protestant-based populism” for control over deforis of American “social reality.” Over the
last two centuries of U.S. history there has begareeral “expansion of cultural tolerance” that
has accompanied the “slow but steady expansiofgalitical and ideological tolerance,” “racial
tolerance,” and “sexual tolerance.” One of the halymamic transformations has been the recent
emergence of the “Judeo-Christian consensus” i2@leentury. However, Hunter argued that
this consensus was “collapsing” because of a brdaapansion of pluralism,” which included
many communities beyond the ideological boundarfeke Judeo-Christian worldview
(secularists, non-Judeo-Christian religions, festgiand homosexuals). Hunter explained that
“tension” between religious, racial, and ideologjigaoups has always existed in various degrees

and will mostly likely never subside because “crdticonflict™?

continues to evolve “along new
and in many ways unfamiliar lines,” and becausepmting ideological and moral visions are
rarely “coherent, clearly articulated, sharply eintiate world views* Hunter simplified the
culture war into a broad, polarized debate betwtenorthodox” (cultural conservatives) and
“the progressive” (liberal or libertarian¥). The debate was over whose culture will “dominate”
and, thereby, who will have the “power to definality.” Because the debate focused on
competing definitions of reality, it was by its neg a highlysymbolicwar where competing
symbols were used to define and legitimate diffepeactices, ideals, and virtues in the public

realm. This war over symbols has taken place oiows battlefields: the family, education,

media and the arts, law, and electoral polittcét the heart of this symbolic war were
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competing “moral visions” of American history, Aniean identity, and American freedom — all
based on competing sources of “moral authoritytie drthodox Americans saw America as the
embodiment of Judeo-Christian Providence, exceplism, and destiny. To them American
liberty is based on righteousness and all persaméleconomic freedom is based on the bounty
and grace of God as documented in the sacredftéx¢ Bible. Progressives place faith in
human reason and social responsibility, and thagepioral authority in the rule of law,
philosophical principles, and democratic politicketh of which are “living” and malleable
human creations that “must evolve as society ewolwal matures.” To progressives, American
liberty is the freedom from all constraints (untiee conditions of liberal philosophies set by
John Stuart Mill and Charles Taylor) based on thigipal rights of individuals. Because of the
deep ideological and moral divide based on comgetioral authorities and expressed in
different “moral languages,” Hunter argued, “In fival analysis, each side of the cultural
divide can only talk past the other” because “With sides bring to this public debate is, at
least consciously, non-negotiabfé.”

Hunter basically agreed with Pat Buchanan thatdumehtally the culture wars were a
religious war because “what is ultimately at isaue different conceptions of the sacred.” But
unlike Buchanan (who took up arms to defend hisigiia the war), Hunter asked a question:
Can the American republic survive without a “comnagmeement as to what constitutes the
‘good”” because without such an agreement, “alt teanains are competing interests, the power
to promote those interests, and the ideologicasttaotions to legitimate those interests?”
Hunter argued, no, some common ground must be fobiedput forth the possibility of a “new,
common rationality, a newnumwherein public virtue and public civility can bevilized.”

But to achieve common ground, Hunter argued, Araeganust first come to an agreement over
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“howto publicly disagree,” i.e. formalizing disagreerhesithin the “virtues” of an “authentic”
democratic debate. And from there, he argued, Aaes must come to terms with a
“principled pluralism” and a “principled toleratibmwith which to guide future negotiation over
the parameters of a deeply divided American cufttire

A year later Gerald Graff published his award winfif Beyond the Culture Wars: How
Teaching the Conflicts Can Revitalize American B&tioa (1992). Graff's book tried to outline
the very techniques and virtues of authentic deatacdebate in an effort to encourage people
to really engage the debate through listing tortbpponents. He argued that too many
Americans were sheltered in their own ideologicaaons, and thus, were shut out from
opposing points of view. Because of a heightemede ideological warfare, many Americans
adopted a siege mentality by which they withdret® safe intellectual communities, but this
was creating a dangerous “communicative disordargood deal of American life is organized
S0 as to protect us from having to confront thaggeasant adversaries who may be just the
ones we need to listen to.” Graff attempted tor@ssland understand some heated debates
within his own field (literary studies) in order fimad a common ground that can only be gained
through an honest appraisal of the merits andditmoms of both sides of the debate. His
technigue was also a pedagogical demonstratioowfthe culture wars can be taught in
classrooms as a way to both understand and ddfagerisions produced by competing points of
view

Graff chastised many conservative critics for tHapocalyptic posturing” and their
refusal to see opponents’ positions as “legitimated “worthy of debate.” Graff also took
conservative critics to task for their “degree whggeration, patent falsehood, and plain

hysteria,” which boiled down to a “simple fear dfamge.” For instance, Graff singled out the
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prominent critic Dinesh D’Souza wholkberal Education: The Politics of Race and Sex o
Campugq1991) claimed that universities were “expellingitd'stripping” away all the old

liberal arts classics to make way for new multietdt texts. Through a close examination of the
actual state of university reading lists, Graffrged out that this claim and its various offspring
were based on “recycled evidence” that was “wildRated,” “grossly exaggerated,” and
“provably false.” Graff concluded, “To put it sply, the critics have not been telling the truth.”
What was actually happening to the literary canas & process of change by “accretion at the
margins,” which had been going on for at leastrgwy or more. Graff argued that the
“caricaturing practice” and “political polemics” abnservative critics “obscured the fact that
virtually every major advance in humanistic schei@p over the last three decades is indebted to
the movements that are widely accused of subvesthglarly values.” Graff was not saying
that every new theory or academic school of thodghters an unquestionable truth, but he did
argue that new perspectives should be welcomedhanesstly evaluated to see if they can
expand the boundaries of and add to human knowle@gaff used the example of Chinua
Achebe’s critical reading of Joseph Conrad’s famourscal workHeart of Darkness While

Graff does not completely agree with Achebe’s astn, Graff does admit that Achebe has a
good point, which stems from Achebe’s different alid cultural perspective. In Graff's
classroom, he does not present one reading of @snmavel aghe trueinterpretation, but

instead teaches the novel “as part of a critichhtkeabout how to read it, which in turn is part of
a larger theoretical debate about how politics pmder affect the way we read literaturg.”
Graff’'s technique acknowledges and investigatesesoithe debates at the heart of the cultural
war in an effort to legitimize the very real conflthat does exist in America and, thereby, teach

his students to democratically debate the issués dsbate, not a monologue” through an
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examination of multiple perspectives. Graff argu#think frank discussion of these conflicts
is more likely to improve our handling of them thanetending they do not exist'”

Graff argued that America’s system of education pusinto a tough position with the
culture wars. Many people, especially conservativeewed education as a “conflict-free” and
value neutral tradition. However, as Graff pointed, education has always been effected by
the conflicts of the wider culture, especially fégleducation, which in the ®@entury has had
the “deeply contradictory mission” of both presegyhonored traditions while also producing
new knowledge by questioning those very traditiohbe educational system has reflected
changes due not only to the “democratization ofural produced by the counter-cultures of the
1960s, but also due to advancement of knowledgaugesl by the structure of the academy.
Graff argued that the boundaries of a culture &edrontiers of knowledge have always been
contested and debated. Many conservative cralgof a “consensus” or a “common culture”
as if “it were already finished and completed, stmmg that people just ‘affirm’ or don’t affirm
rather than something people struggle to creatrigir democratic discussion.” The 1960s did
not create “divisiveness and difference” in Ameriddultiple cultures have always been a part
of the landscape. Graff argued that the culturebwés down to the very stuff that democracies
are made of: a diverse “common discussion” oveptitdic good and public policy. Thus, Graff
framed his solution in terms of understanding,izéa, and practicing an inclusive democracy:
“We need to distinguish between a shared body twdmal beliefs, which democracies can do
nicely without, and a common national debate abouimany differences, which we now need
more than ever...[multiculturalists] are not rejegtthe idea of a common culture so much as

asking for a greater voice in defining "
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Michael Kazin and Joseph A. McCartin have triepaant scholars in the direction of
Americanism. The nationalist ideology of Americaniis not only “vast” and “protean,” but
“famously contested”® In a broad sense Americanism represents botfstrictive” socio-
political identity of U.S. citizens and also a pautar brand of “loyalty” to the American nation.
More particularly Americanism is a “bundle of idgalvith “shifting content” that has “always”
been fought over; however, the parameters of Araeistn seem to roughly cohere due to a
civic foundation of “shared political ideas.” Kazand McCartin claim that the concept of
Americanism dates back to the first European seditgs. John Winthrop’s “city upon a hill,”
John Adams’ invocation of “Providence,” and Tomrfeéés notion of America as “an asylum for
mankind” all represent a particular redemptive arceptional conception of America and its
socio-political ethos. Since then Americans “hasrbput to a variety of uses, benign and
belligerent, democratic and demagogic,” and whifeeficanism is often most associated with
more conservative forms of nationalism and pasnatin the service of protecting the status quo,
it also contains a “vital countertradition” of cksd.

Historians like David Hollinger have argued that@ars must understand and deal with
Americanism because it has become “the most suct@sdionalist project in all of modern
history.” Kazin and McCartin argue that Americanimust be studied on “its own terms” so as
to understand it as a “well-developed, internaltyquasive ideology” and, thereby, “concerned”
citizens could shape it towards “more benevolentisby “learning how to speak effectively
within its idioms.” Ultimately Kazin and McCartsuggest that “the ideals of Americanism”
could be the “foundation of a new kind of progresspolitics” — a politics where the left can
“speak convincingly to their fellow citizens” anlaus “pose convincing alternatives for the

nation as a whole.” While thoughtful scholars IMartha Nussbaum have argued that

-B55 -



A Nation Divided: Understanding Our Culture Wars

patriotism and nationalism are “morally dangerol&zin and McCartin argue that nationalism
is a fixture of the modern world and thus “insteddaging against their persistence, we should
view them empathetically, doing what we can to heldize the best rather than the worst
possibilities of faith in a country and its people/e.must do more than rail against patriotic
ideals and symbols. For to do so is to wage adpisattle...progressives should claim, without
pretense or apology, an honorable place in the lioegpf those who have demanded that
Americanism apply to all and have opposed the &ffol those who have tried to reserve its use
for privileged groups and belligerent causes.”

Understanding and subscribing to a shared condefnericanism implies a sense of
national identity, but it does so more in termplaiceandprocedurethan ideology.
Americanism is an ambiguous and conflicting buradlattitudes and ideological commitments,
and it holds within it's diversity a common commeént to a shared sacred ground. America as a
social, political, cultural, and economic territasythe ground over which various American
parties have physically and ideologically wrestbe@r for centuries. Americanism is not an
identifiable ideology per se, but it is the ideicttion of an individual or group as “American” in
order to stake one’s territorial right for freedampportunity, and justice. Thus, as | mentioned
in the introduction, America is in essence an fnstnalized debate wherein Americans have
verbally and physically fought over what Americaisd should be. Given the complex
dynamics of the history of human society and th@aggcal flux of the natural world, | don'’t
think that there has ever been a stable, unifiettaditional notion of Americanism. | don’t
agree with much of what Crevecoeur wrote, but thdiok he was right when he said that
America produced a “surprising metamorphosis.” vV€ceeur invoked the notions pétria and

alma materas a way of saying that America was the sum ohdw/iduals interacting with the
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land and producing a nation through their workjrtbenflict, and their claims of
“consequence® In this sense the creation of an American natidhe compound and
conflicting interaction of diverse parties stakihgir claim to a single territory. Not all parties
have been equally powerful, just, successful, @ fbut all parties have verbally and physically
struggled with the land and its enhabitants toigepnand in surviving laying a claim of
consequence in this nation as one of its own.

Thus, as | mentioned earlier, the disagreement maonal identity (What is America,
and who is an American?) is the true essence tlisgsuall Americans. An American is one who
stakes claim of consequenoeAmericaand contributes their voice and their demandséo th
never ending debate over Americanism. There Wwilhgs be diversity and calls for unity.

There will always be culture wars and disagreem&hie hope of Americans, if hope is to be
found, lies in what the philosopher, linguist, diterary critic Kenneth Burke once callédl

Bellum Purificandum- “Towards the Purification of War.” By this pheaBurke meant to direct
attention to language as the “critical moment” &tali human motives take form. Burke argued
that a purification of the human ability (and needarticulate identity, ideology, and purpose
into language would be a great help in developirg@nal agency and social cooperaftorit
seems to me that while the debate over nationatiigeand purpose can never be resolved, there
is the possibility that the method of debate —ttfwds of discussion and deliberation — might
themselves be perfected, as Burke maintained,redly, if we as Americans cannot erase our

disagreement, we may learn to more productivelypaatefully disagree.
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