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T he deep narratives that shape our sense of national purpose and
identity are so firmly inscribed in our culture that we usually ac-

cept them without thinking much about them. These are the stories we
tell ourselves about the moral responsibilities of individuals and about
success and failure, about immigration and diversity. Through them we
find easy ways of believing that the enormous privileges we enjoy as
Americans are privileges we deserve. The deep meanings of these stories
provide us with common ways of thinking about who we are. At the
same time, they bias our perceptions. For instance, they encourage us to
think that we are more religious than we really are. They result in ideas
about how to escape from materialism and consumerism that are usually
more wishful than effective.

This is the first premise of the book. The second is that we would be
a better nation if we paid closer attention to these stories, understanding
their effect on us and how they constrain our efforts to be better as a
nation—to adhere more closely to the ideals we profess.

How do we identify these stories? Thoughtful observers have had
much to say about them and—from Alexis de Tocqueville to David Ries-
man to more recent observers such as Robert Bellah, Herbert Gans, and
Robert Putnam—have produced a long tradition of scholarly inquiry.
Beyond this literature, though, stand the stories of recent immigrants,
which are particularly illuminating. Through their distinctive voices, im-
migrants make the familiar strange. The stories they tell come with dif-
ferent accents and valences, but they are thoroughly American. They
reveal anew why we think America is good and why we are so often
unable to move beyond the shortcomings of its past.

That we ignore these deeper stories isn’t to say that we don’t reflect
at all. Far from it. Much of our public discourse is devoted to examining
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the state of American democracy. In many ways, the United States has
gotten better. Take, for example, the fact that since 1965 approximately
22 million immigrants have entered the United States legally (perhaps
7 to 10 million more if all immigrants are counted). The American popu-
lation is consequently much more diverse than it was. The number of
Latinos has risen threefold, the number of Muslims and Hindus four-
fold, and the number of Asian Americans fivefold. During the same pe-
riod, we have undergone a major shift in values. We have become more
accepting of diversity. Prejudice against Catholics and Jews has dropped
dramatically. Racial discrimination has declined; interethnic and interra-
cial marriage and friendships have increased. Gender equality has ex-
panded. The number of women in the paid labor force has risen. We
have also become a society in which individual rights are championed
on an unprecedented scale.

In view of these changes, it would be appropriate to say that American
culture has undergone the kind of democratic renewal that observers
from Plato and Aristotle to Thomas Jefferson and Alexis de Tocqueville
imagined as necessary to keep democracies strong. This period of rein-
vention has brought us closer to our ideals. We are a more inclusive
nation, a nation that more nearly upholds the rights of minorities, and
that more actively pursues equality and justice for all.

At the same time, a quick look at newspapers, magazines, and blogs
reveals observers at both ends of the political spectrum arguing that
American democracy is in danger. The threat is not just from foreign
powers or terrorists. It is internal. It stems from complacency, from de-
clining civic participation, and from self-interest.

Culprits are not hard to find. Some blame traditionalists dragging
their feet. Or the untutored, the bigots, and fundamentalists, who have
managed to avoid enlightenment. Others argue that reforms were too
idealistic in the first place or carried unforeseen consequences that
caused people to think twice. Other culprits share the spotlight: political
gridlock, a sluggish economy, poor planning, partisan polarization, and
diverted resources, such as those poured into national security. A case
can be made for any and all of these. Yet to focus only on explanations
such as these is to miss the most essential consideration.

That consideration is the deep character of our culture itself—what
we might call the American mythos. The reason our best efforts to be-
come more inclusive, more diverse, and more democratic have fallen
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short, I argue, is that our collective thinking is grounded in widely ac-
cepted narratives that almost always go unexamined. These are the deep
meanings of which our culture is composed, the tacit knowledge we use
to make sense of our worlds. They are fundamentally about morality.
Not a list of dos and don’ts but rather one of expectations, of rights
and responsibilities. They are seldom spelled out explicitly in rational
arguments. They are instead stories—stories about individual success,
about why immigrants flocked to America, about ethnicity and religious
pluralism, and about how to divert our attention from materialism. They
are the stock of political rhetoric but also of our private understandings
of our nation. They vary among different ethnic groups and from one
region to another, and yet they provide us with common narratives
about our shared existence. They tell us what it means to be Americans,
how America is good, and why some people are more successful than
others. They reassure us that our privileges as individuals and as a nation
are well-deserved. They tell us how to worship and how to identify our-
selves ethnically and racially. They help us understand our love-hate
relationship with material possessions—and keep us from doing much
to change this relationship. On the surface, there is a lot of talk about
these issues. Such talk, though, tends to remain on the surface.

There are also deeper assumptions implicit in these stories that merit
closer examination. For better or worse, these assumptions keep us from
changing quite as much as we wish. They keep us from realizing our
ideals as a nation and as a people. This is the focus of American Mythos.1

Cultural narratives and collective mythologies play such a powerful
role in the shaping of social life that we must be more reflective about
them. This idea differs from one standard way of thinking about democ-
racy. In that view, the deep symbolism of which narrative and myth are
composed is a kind of sideshow—the focus of cheap political rhetoric,
television, and uninformed public opinion—while the real work of de-
mocracy is carried out in enlightened circles, presumably by canny bu-
reaucrats and legal experts. Proponents of this view seldom give serious
attention to the way ordinary people think about their lives. In the alter-
native view suggested by the term “reflective democracy,” it becomes
important to bring the two forms of public discourse together. The
mythic dimensions of culture need to be taken seriously enough for us
to reflect on their meaning. In doing so, we gain the chance to decide
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whether these are the assumptions we want to govern our lives. We can
more effectively seize opportunities to renew our nation and ourselves.

My discussion of the deep narratives of American culture begins with
an examination of what it means to engage in democratic renewal. Chap-
ter 1 traces the history of calls for democratic renewal and shows how
these calls necessarily raise questions about the basic cultural assump-
tions that come into play when people try to renew their society. Chapter
2 examines the changing arguments that have been made about the role
of the individual in American culture. Social scientists and other social
observers are conflicted about how much and what kinds of attention to
focus on the individual. For instance, Robert N. Bellah and his associates
argued in Habits of the Heart that there is an overweening emphasis on
the individual in our society. In their view, we need to pay a great deal
of attention to the role of the individual, if only to demonstrate in the
end that we should de-emphasize this role and focus more on groups,
communities, and institutions. Robert Putnam takes that perspective a
step further, focusing almost entirely on communities and the attach-
ments of individuals to their communities, rather than dealing very
much with the individuals who make up those communities. Yet in the
final analysis, he reveals that it is impossible to escape making the indi-
vidual central: he argues that the renewal of communities will happen
most basically through moral decisions made by individuals (such as
deciding to watch less television).

Other social scientists take quite different approaches. It has become
common in my discipline, sociology, to argue that social arrangements
matter much more than anything done by individuals. If people buy
widgets, it is not because they choose to do so, but because there is a
market for widgets and this market is embedded in social arrangements.
Through similar logic, inequities in job opportunities and income be-
tween African Americans and white European Americans are not the
result of racism or anything that individual decisions might influence;
rather they are macro processes evident only in patterns of residence
and job location and thus remedied only through public policy. Still,
there has been a rebirth of interest in questions about human agency
and the self in recent years, and social scientists who propose policy
solutions to the macro problems they study implicitly acknowledge that
policies are made and supported or opposed by individuals.2 My discus-
sion of the individual aims not simply to show that individuals are im-
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portant but also to suggest that our culture is imbued with certain under-
standings of the individual. These enduring understandings constitute
one of the reasons that efforts to renew and improve the society often
turn out to reproduce the status quo.

In chapters 3 through 6, I take as an extended case study the ways in
which new immigration has renewed—and failed to renew—American
culture. Immigration is oddly similar, in terms of its potential effects on
a society, to the birth of new generations. Just as new cohorts of citizens
need to be socialized into the society’s ideals and yet bring fresh ideas of
their own, so do immigrants become absorbed into the dominant culture
and at the same time challenge it by bringing in new perspectives. As a
society of immigrants, the United States has been especially influenced
by thinking about how and to what extent American democracy was re-
newed by the inclusion of immigrants. “I have heard people say that the
reason for America’s greatness, in fact probably the reason for America’s
greatness other than the founding values, is the immigrants,” says a
Muslim immigrant from Pakistan. He subscribes to the long-held belief
in American culture that new blood brings added vitality. He goes on,
“The constant influx of people who take the risks and are resilient and
bring in new challenges with them challenges the rest of the society.”

The inevitable downward trajectory that Plato imagined is, in this
view, a function of people’s becoming too complacent or lethargic. Just
as large business firms become lazy and need to be challenged by upstart
competitors, so, too, does the general population. Its members become
soft and begin to think too much alike, as Tocqueville predicted. The
comforts of middle-class life and the opportunities provided by demo-
cratic government eventually become so commonplace that people no
longer work as hard to attain them or preserve them. Immigrants have
experienced hardship. They renew the culture by appreciating it more.
“When you become comfortable,” the man from Pakistan says, “you
just start taking things for granted. You need the new blood to keep it
going.” Immigration is thus a challenge, as some argue, because it brings
in new people who have not been exposed to the same values as native-
born Americans. To an even greater degree, it represents possibilities for
renewal because of greater diversity and fresh ideas. Recent immigration
to the United States also offers chances to get it right, so to speak, by
transcending the nativism of the past and by providing greater opportu-
nities for inclusion and upward mobility.
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The sheer act of coming to America, I argue in chapter 3, is rich in
cultural connotations about renewal. Coming to America represents a
decision to leave something behind in the hope of finding a better life.
The transition itself is sometimes a passage fraught with danger and
accomplished at considerable cost. American history is of course filled
with narratives about immigrants who undertook such trips, and these
narratives have become the basis for myths about the deep meaning of
our nation. They tell us why people sought to become citizens and what
hardships they were willing to undergo in order to live in the United
States. As such, these stories are capable of functioning like the sorts of
renewal rituals that interested Émile Durkheim, one of the fathers of
modern studies of society. Through the telling and retelling of these
stories, we remind ourselves that America is a place that attracts new-
comers. Such stories offer a way to examine in some detail how narra-
tives are constructed and to see how tacit understandings are embedded
in these narratives. I rely on interviews with immigrants and children
of immigrants, as well as on published accounts, to examine the content
of such stories. These sources provide a rare vantage point from which
to see the cultural assumptions about America that we so commonly
take for granted. The question is whether these accounts, which are often
rich in imagery of renewal and new life, replicate old patterns, leaving
the meaning of America much the same, or whether they include signifi-
cant new elements. One clue, for instance, is the fact that journeys to
America in recent decades are (with some notable exceptions) seldom as
dangerous as they were a century ago for immigrants who crossed
oceans in steerage. Does that difference, though, result in significantly
different narratives?

The stories immigrants tell about success once they are here provide
another way of understanding how culture influences our efforts to be
a good society. We may have grown familiar with such stories, reading
about them through historians’ accounts or the legends fictionalized by
Horatio Alger a century ago. But now we can consider them afresh
through the words of Muslims and Latinos and Korean Americans who
have come to the United States in recent years to make their fortunes.
Newcomers’ ability to achieve their dreams is an ideal that has long been
associated with the meaning of America. People who work their way
from rags to riches demonstrate that America is an open society, a place
that rewards hard work and moral virtue. At least those were the conno-
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tations of rags-to-riches stories a century ago. If even some of the mil-
lions of immigrants who have come to America in recent decades can be
the subject of such stories, then we can collectively reassure ourselves
that America is still a land of opportunity. Or better. Perhaps America is
now more accepting of racial and ethnic diversity than in the past, less
fraught with discrimination, and more willing to embrace cultural plu-
ralism. Both the fact of upward mobility and the stories that can be told
about it, therefore, are ways of renewing our society. But what happens
if the path to success is different now from in the past—if, for instance,
those who make it into the upper echelons of their respective fields were
already successful in their countries of origin? Or had special advan-
tages? Or prospered by virtue of education instead of moral luck? Are
we in the process of inventing new myths about American prosperity?

Religion is the vehicle through which many Americans achieve per-
sonal transformation. This is especially true of those who say they are
spiritually reborn. In other cases, religion serves as a source of hope or
provides role models. The vitality of American religion is, in other ways,
widely assumed to be a beneficial feature of American democracy. When
religion flourishes, it suggests that separation of church and state, guar-
antees of religious freedom, and the resulting spiritual marketplace are
all working effectively. When immigrants come to America and start
new churches or temples or mosques, it reaffirms our faith that religious
vitality will continue and that this vitality will probably benefit civil
society. New congregations provide a more diverse space in which citi-
zens of many faiths and ethnic backgrounds can meet. People overcome
isolation in these places and learn how to be good citizens. In those ways,
religion is reinvented to be more inclusive than in the past. But is this
picture quite as rosy as it seems? Religion among native-born Americans
is often a means of retreating from civic responsibilities. It is so highly
personal and so deeply private that it fails to generate the frank give-
and-take in the public arena that is probably necessary to enrich the
culture. Examining the religious beliefs and practices of new immigrants
is thus a way of seeing whether the prevailing culture of spiritual priva-
tism is being transcended or whether it is simply being reproduced.

Ethnicity itself is another important dimension of what it means to
be an American. Our understandings of ethnicity are, by many accounts,
the part of our culture that has changed the most in recent decades. An
earlier model of ethnicity assumed that American democracy would be
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preserved to the extent that immigrants abandoned their ethnic identi-
ties and became like everyone else. More recent understandings have
championed pluralism instead of assimilation. According to the pluralist
vision of America, we are living closer to our ideals of inclusiveness
than ever before. The shift from the older perspective to the newer one
amounts to a significant reinvention of America. In addition, evidence
suggests, as I show in chapter 6, greater ethnic diversity. Immigration
and new understandings of diversity have both contributed to this in-
crease. Yet there is also resistance to diversity. It comes not only from
nativists but also from assimilationists. The pressures to assimilate to
the point of abandoning ethnic loyalties are quite powerful, especially
among those who gain educational and occupational success. I consider
the idea of symbolic ethnicity as an example of how we have moved
toward a more pluralist understanding of America without abandoning
the past quite as much as we may have thought.

The other question about renewal that I consider (in chapter 7) con-
cerns our love-hate relationship with material possessions, a theme that
goes back to the country’s founding. There is a deep strand in American
history that pits materialism against democracy. It does not deny that
marketplace economics and economic prosperity are compatible with—
perhaps even conducive to—democracy. But this critique suggests that
materialism erodes civic virtue, or at least replaces it, and in the extreme
leads to the kind of least-common-denominator culture that worried
Tocqueville. Materialism, along with its critique, is more about culture
than it is about economics. Over the years, we have invented many kinds
of ideas about who or what would save us from materialism. New immi-
grants have been among those saviors. Coming to America from the
outside and supposedly bringing with them more authentic values, im-
migrants symbolize the possibility of cultural rebirth. This hope has
again been voiced in recent years. Yet there are other understandings of
materialism that prevent these hopes for escaping it from making much
difference at all. This part of our culture is, I suggest, a clear instance of
cultural drag getting in the way of our desires to achieve higher values.

I conclude in chapter 8 by considering what I refer to as reflective
democracy. The unreflective background assumptions that guide behav-
ior are, by definition, ones that we do not pause to think about very
often. I suggest that culture as deep meaning is sufficiently powerful
that we can transcend it only by focusing more intentionally on it. De-
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mocracy has never worked well simply because people came out to vote
or took part in civic organizations. Nor has it worked well only because
of good laws and responsible policy makers. Democracy requires deliber-
ation, as political theorists are prone to say. Even more, it requires delib-
erateness. We need to reflect on the cultural assumptions that hold us
back when we aspire to be better. Our best efforts to do better do not fall
short only because we lack material resources or qualified leaders. They
falter because we are creatures of our culture—a culture that not only
elevates ideals but also constrains our attempts to realize those ideals.
There are, nevertheless, venues in which cultural criticism routinely
takes place. We need to understand these venues and encourage greater
participation in them.

The evidence I present in support of these arguments comes from a
variety of sources. Some of it is new. It comes from in-depth interviews
with recent first- and second-generation immigrants. They spoke can-
didly and at length about their experiences coming to America, their
careers, their families, and their values.3 I selected new immigrant elites
because they provide a particularly interesting informational context in
which to examine ideas about cultural renewal. Successful immigrants
have stories to tell, if anyone does, about why it was good to come to
America and how America helped them to succeed. They are thoughtful,
articulate, and in most cases well-educated people with potential for revi-
talizing the culture through their own leadership and work. Their num-
bers include artists and leaders of ethnic organizations who aspire di-
rectly to cultural influence, as well as professionals in government and
business who serve as role models in their respective fields. Raised in
other countries and often deeply dedicated to religions other than those
traditionally represented in the United States, these elites do contribute
to an expanded vision of American ideals. Yet they also reveal the endur-
ing power of the prevailing assumptions that have characterized Ameri-
can culture in the past. In addition to the evidence from these new inter-
views, I draw extensively on published literature in the social sciences,
on polls and surveys, and on historical and journalistic sources.

This book is less about the mere presentation of evidence, though,
than it is about cultural interpretation. Social scientists sometimes argue
that we who work in these fields should refrain from making normative
arguments because we are not very good at it. They see the purpose of
social science as the accumulation of information—information that is
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personally interesting and that may prove useful to someone else, al-
though a scholar should not be unduly concerned with those uses as long
as the information is vetted by specialists in one’s discipline. I reject that
argument. Not because I think we social scientists are better at making
normative arguments than my peers acknowledge, but because I think
we have an obligation to try. After all, we devote our professional lives
to collecting and analyzing evidence about social activities and condi-
tions. We claim to know more than the average journalist or policy
maker about the underlying factors that influence human behavior. If
this knowledge amounts to anything other than fact gathering, it should
have bearing on our thinking about what constitutes a good society.

To my fellow social scientists, then, my argument is this: Consider
the ways in which social programs, policies, or movements fail to achieve
their stated objectives. One possibility is that they fail because of resis-
tance from their opponents. This possibility is widely acknowledged and
even more commonly studied. It occupies a central place in the literature
on social movements and countermovements, and in the literature on
social conflict. A second possibility is that well-intentioned efforts fail
for lack of planning. This is a possibility that social scientists like to
entertain. It says, in effect, if you knew what we social scientists now
know, you would have been more effective. I hope that there is truth in
this argument. At least it is the reason much of social science is con-
cerned nowadays with policy analysis. A third possibility focuses on
unanticipated consequences. According to this argument, efforts that
appear to have succeeded may in fact have failed once we recognize the
full range of their consequences. There is a kind of supersleuth mental-
ity to this approach. It is attractive because it again shows that social
science can uncover things that people on the front lines may have
missed. My argument is different from any of these standard approaches
to explaining social failures. I do not deny the validity of any of the
other arguments. I claim, however, that our best efforts typically fail to
be quite as effective as we had hoped because there are unexamined
assumptions in our culture that prevent us from exploring as many
possibilities as we should. The implication of this argument for scholar-
ship in the social sciences is that we must recognize the power of culture,
as well as culture’s durability. The stabilizing aspect of culture may pre-
vent us from realizing some of our aims, but stability itself is something
societies need.
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For policy makers and other interested community leaders and fellow
citizens who may not be social scientists, my argument is that we need
to be more reflective about the stories we tell to make sense of our nation
and ourselves. Too often, in my view, when we hear public officials and
broadcasters tell stories about success or failure, about newcomers or
old-timers, and about social problems or social triumphs, we simply ac-
cept these as sweet, familiar stories. We take them at face value, rather
than questioning their implicit messages. Fortunately, we have cultural
critics who do examine these underlying messages. I say, hooray for
these critics. Let us give them more space in our newspapers. Let us
also more often be critical ourselves. If an examined life is good for an
individual, it is also good for a society.
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DEEP CULTURE AND

DEMOCRATIC RENEWAL

How does a society renew itself? What exactly does renewal mean?
The news media daily tell us of serious national problems that

require our attention. The message of these headlines is that the public,
our leaders, and we individually must rekindle our efforts to solve these
problems. Today’s newspaper, for instance, informs me that the number
of Americans unable to find jobs has been growing even though con-
sumer spending, factory orders, new equipment, and a rising stock mar-
ket all point to a stronger economy. The question is whether our commit-
ment to full employment is flagging and, if so, what we should do about
it. Lawmakers are debating whether to support another round of efforts
to pass gun control legislation, while a suspect in one western state is
accused of having murdered forty-eight people. Disgruntled personnel
at the Justice Department have released an internal memo suggesting
that racial discrimination is still a problem in that agency. U.S. officials
question how long the military may have to remain in one of the coun-
tries the United States has invaded; other officials are being accused of
cronyism in handing out government contracts. Public opinion polls sup-
ply further indications of the problems we experience. When asked what
the most important problem is, the public typically puts economic con-
cerns, such as unemployment, taxes, the national deficit, and inflation,
at the top of the list, followed by worries about corporate corruption,
terrorism, crime, and the dearth of affordable health care. Yet the ques-
tion of renewal transcends such specific problems as these. Concerns
about unemployment, crime, and cronyism come to our attention
through journalistic exposés and sometimes through routine statistical
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investigations. Social science sometimes plays a role in identifying the
scope and sources of social problems. Under favorable circumstances, task
forces are formed and legislation is passed to remedy these problems.
However, the question of renewal is not so easily addressed. It implies a
need to think about the whole of society, rather than the specific prob-
lems trumpeted in the daily press.

The United States has a well-established tradition of thinking about
renewal in somewhat broader terms than those of the morning’s head-
lines. Much of this thinking has taken shape through social reform
movements. Many of the framers of the Constitution were still alive
when the first national reform organizations began demanding that the
nation turn from its erroneous ways. Bible societies emerged in the early
decades of the nineteenth century to redress the worrisome state of mor-
als on the expanding frontier. Antislavery agitators called for the aboli-
tion of what they described as an evil institution. In subsequent decades,
other reform movements emerged—suffragists, free traders, missionar-
ies, nativists, the single tax movement, the anti-imperialist league, pro-
hibition, and of course the labor movement. As a society, we have often
held the reformer in high regard. “Though the life of the Reformer may
seem rugged and arduous, it were hard to say considerately that any
other were worth living at all,” wrote Horace Greeley in 1869. “The
earnest, unselfish Reformer—born into a state of darkness, evil, and suf-
fering, and honestly striving to replace these by light, and purity, and
happiness—he may fall and die, as so many have done before him, but
he cannot fail.”1 Reform movements, as Greeley asserts, are a struggle
between good and evil. Their leaders call for renewed dedication against
the forces of darkness, often drawing explicitly on the religious imagery
that pits evil and darkness against goodness and light. Historians suggest
that the reform tradition has been especially strong because the nation’s
self-identity has been so closely associated with this biblical imagery.
The United States was to be a new Eden, a paradise in the wilderness,
and a place where life would be better than it had been before, and where
God’s purposes could be more fully realized. Americans, the literary
critic R.W.B. Lewis wrote, saw “the world as starting up again under
fresh initiative, in a divinely granted second chance for the human race,
after the first chance had been so disastrously fumbled in the darkening
Old World.”2 America was, in this view, itself an important instance of
social and cultural renewal. Yet the business of reform is usually con-



14 CH APT ER 1

cerned with correcting a specific wrong, such as slavery or prostitution,
rather than renewing an entire society. Especially in the more secular
context of contemporary politics, reform movements are like task forces
and policy recommendations, only rooted more broadly in grassroots
mobilization.

The question of renewal is less about politics and fundamentally more
about culture. It is concerned with basic values and with taken-for-
granted understandings of what it means to be good people and to live
responsibly in a good society. Renewal in this sense is seldom concerned
with anything as specific as public policy or social reform, although it
may accompany both of these.3 Renewal can sometimes be associated
with a particular call by a community leader or an appeal by a public
figure, such as a television preacher calling on the nation to repent. How-
ever, cultural renewal is usually harder to identify because it consists of
many calls and many appeals, often focusing on specific problems but
implicitly raising hope that we can be better in the future than we have
been in the past.

The search for renewal arises from profound unease about the way
things are going, as when a public opinion poll finds that a large segment
of the population believes the nation is on the wrong track. “It’s clear
that the true problems of our nation are much deeper—deeper than gas-
oline lines or energy shortages, deeper even than inflation or recession,”
President Carter said in his famous “malaise speech” on July 15, 1979.
“The threat is nearly invisible in ordinary ways. It is a crisis that strikes
at the very heart and soul and spirit of our national will.” When the
problem is a matter of the heart, the call for renewal becomes an appeal
to reexamine our deepest commitments—“the path of common purpose
and the restoration of American values,” Carter said.4

The search for renewal is often prompted by an accumulation of bad
news suggesting that something more is wrong than any of the specific
indicators suggest—indicators such as declining voter participation,
weakening involvement in voluntary associations, rising crime rates,
and high levels of child and spousal abuse. Carter’s speech was inspired
not only by energy shortages and inflation, but also by the lingering
mistrust of government engendered by the Watergate episode and
America’s worsening situation in the Middle East. On such occasions,
it is common for writers and public leaders to ask whether something
is amiss with how we are spending our time and how we are raising
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our children. In their widely read Habits of the Heart, the sociologist
Robert N. Bellah and his coauthors argued that America was in grow-
ing jeopardy from what they termed “expressive individualism,” a pub-
lic language of feelings and self-interest that made it difficult even to
speak intelligently about the common good.5 They were not arguing
that tax reforms or better leadership could heal the nation’s woes; the
problem was deeper, buried in cultural assumptions and in language so
familiar that we failed to realize its consequences. The book’s popular-
ity suggested that it resonated with many Americans’ intensifying
worries about the direction of our society. As the twentieth century
ended, many observers also wrote about the need to renew our commu-
nities and our sense of civic purpose. Few of these writings were as
empirically grounded as the political scientist Robert D. Putnam’s
Bowling Alone, which examined numerous indicators of declining civic
participation and called for Americans to rebuild their communities one
church picnic, one soup kitchen, and one bowling league at a time.6

In recent years, questions about the need for renewal have also in-
creasingly arisen from reports about how our nation is perceived abroad.
It is harder to be complacent about the American way of life when polls
in other nations show widespread criticism, not only of American policy,
but also of American lifestyles and values.7 The public’s response may
be to hunker down or to argue defensively that others are just envious
of our freedom and affluence. Such criticism nevertheless strikes a nerve.
If we truly want to be a good people, we may respond by asking how we
can come closer to achieving that ideal.

Apart from specific problems or criticisms, the question of renewal is
evoked by the progression of life itself. Things tend to wind down or
become outdated. We realize this at least in retrospect. We understand
that social life is no longer centered in small towns and rural communi-
ties; somewhere along the way, we had to renew our patterns of life, just
as we do now in coming to terms with new information technologies
and globalization. We know, in addition, that institutions ossify. People
fall into routines, and organizations—like the postal service or automo-
bile manufacturers—develop structures that are difficult to change. We
need ways of reinvigorating institutions, of rekindling our commitment
to making them work as well in the future as they have in the past—if
not better.
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Usually the call for renewal comes when something is clearly awry,
such as declining civic participation, an economic crisis, or mistrust of
government officials. In those instances, it becomes possible to make the
case for renewal by pointing to empirical evidence showing that things
have gotten worse—that there is a downtrend in voter participation, for
example, or an increase in crime. Social research serves usefully for mak-
ing normative arguments. However, questions about the fundamental
values of a society can be raised even more forcefully when our best
efforts seem to fall short. America’s military intervention in Afghanistan
and Iraq after the September 11, 2001, attacks is an interesting case in
point. The horrific events of that day inspired the Bush administration
to resolve that its number one priority would be protecting the nation
from terrorist offensives in the future. To that end, and with overwhelm-
ing public support, a new administrative agency was formed to coordi-
nate homeland security. American foreign policy was also redefined. In-
stead of relying on economic sanctions or UN resolutions to deal with
potential threats from abroad, and instead of waiting to wage war until
there was imminent danger, the United States would now engage in pre-
emptive strikes against governments that harbored terrorists or that
stockpiled weapons of mass destruction. Troops were sent almost imme-
diately to Afghanistan and subsequently to Iraq. Billions of dollars were
authorized to be spent domestically and abroad on intelligence and na-
tional security, on the military, and on reconstruction in Afghanistan and
Iraq. Yet it soon became clear that the money, leadership, and national
will that had inspired these programs were not producing the desired
results. Terrorist groups attracted more recruits than ever, and demo-
cratic government in the Middle East proved more elusive than antici-
pated. It became easy for critics of the Bush administration to argue that
its policies were misguided in the first place or had been initiated without
sufficient planning. It was just as easy for defenders of administration
policies to argue that more resources over a longer time span were
needed. However, it was also difficult to ignore the fact that the more
Americans tried to effect change with respect to homeland security and
the Middle East, the more things stayed the same. We had tried hard to
make the world better, or at least safer, and yet our best efforts fell short.

In the most favorable interpretation of these events, we were a demo-
cratic society, inspired both by democratic ideals and by a resolve to
protect ourselves from terrorist attacks; we were a rich society with unri-
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valed military power, and we hired the brightest and best-trained offi-
cials we could find to lead our efforts. Yet we failed to achieve our objec-
tives. With perfect hindsight, it is clear that our options were limited.
More money could have been spent and a different administration could
have been in power—the results would probably have been much the
same, for no single nation, no matter how powerful, can dictate how the
rest of the world should behave. That much is understood.

However, our national efforts to create a better world are also con-
strained by our assumptions and values. We are a free society in which
freedom of travel, freedom to engage in economic transactions, and free-
dom from government surveillance of our private lives are deeply val-
ued. We are also a society with vested economic interests in the Middle
East, above all in protecting our access to its supply of oil. These are
what social scientists call structures—social arrangements, especially of
an economic and political sort, that limit the range of options available
even to the best-intentioned people and their leaders. Less easily identi-
fied are the cultural assumptions that are often just as powerful as the
economic and political structures. Cultural assumptions are seldom artic-
ulated very clearly or explicitly. They are more likely to appear between
the lines or in stories and myths. America’s assumptions about the Mid-
dle East, for instance, have been most evident in what the American
studies scholar Melani McAlister calls “epic encounters.”8 These are nar-
ratives told in religious settings and in motion pictures, as much as in
public policy, about the Holy Land, Mesopotamia, and Egypt. They have
been told in different ways to different generations, but there are also
continuities. McAlister suggests that in recent decades these stories have
been greatly influenced by changing views of race, gender, and diversity,
and yet the narratives have been powerful enough to incorporate these
new ideas without challenging how we think about the Middle East. For
instance, our sense of superiority with respect to Arabic culture has, if
anything, been reinforced by perceptions that we outdo them in promot-
ing gender and racial equality.

What I am suggesting is that the power of deeply held cultural as-
sumptions may be especially evident when a society mobilizes itself to
achieve some laudable end, even to the point of committing considerable
resources, and still finds itself a long way from achieving its ideals. In
recent memory, the civil rights movement is probably the clearest exam-
ple of what I have in mind. That movement mobilized a large number
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of people, gained widespread media attention, and resulted in major leg-
islation concerned with, among other things, ending school segregation
and eliminating discrimination in housing and employment. Although
there was resistance to these changes at the time, hardly anyone now
thinks they should not have been made. We knew that racial discrimina-
tion was in clear violation of the ideals of equality and justice on which
the nation was founded, and we have been able in retrospect at least to
regard the civil rights movement as an important step toward more
closely realizing those ideals. Yet we also know that those efforts have
not fully succeeded. Racism is still a significant part of our culture. We
may blame the problem on history or on human nature, and we may
argue about specific policies, such as affirmative action, but we know
there is more to the problem than just rolling up our sleeves and formu-
lating better policies.

Renewal and Democracy

The question of renewal is especially pertinent in a democratic society.
Although democracies have mechanisms for renewing themselves
through an orderly process of elections and representation, they are also
precarious. I do not mean that well-established democracies like the
United States are in danger of actually collapsing. This happens rarely,
if ever.9 I mean rather that the quality of life in a democracy erodes into
something less than what democracy was meant to preserve. That has
long been a fear among observers of democracy. In the eighth book of
the Republic, for instance, Plato described democracy as “the fairest of
States . . . an embroidered robe which is spangled with every sort of
flower,” but he also warned of democracy’s succumbing to the tempta-
tions of power and money that lead to oligarchy, and the “freedom and
libertinism of useless and unnecessary pleasures” that result in anarchy.
It is from such observations that we inherit the concern that democracy
is fragile and that it must renew itself periodically, fortifying the charac-
ter of its citizens against the desire to rule absolutely or to follow too
readily. Complacency is especially to be guarded against, for it turns
citizens into drones who “keep buzzing about the bema” without engag-
ing seriously in the give-and-take that must be present for differing
opinions and interests to be properly represented.10
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The founders of America’s government were keenly aware that theirs
was a precarious experiment. “Remember, democracy never lasts long,”
John Adams wrote. “It soon wastes, exhausts and murders itself. There
never was a democracy yet that did not commit suicide.”11 James Madi-
son, who described democracies as “spectacles of turbulence and con-
tention,” was equally doubtful about their longevity. They “have in gen-
eral been as short in their lives as they have been violent in their deaths,”
he wrote.12 Madison’s solution to the problems posed by pure democracy
was of course a republic—specifically a republic of states governed by
representatives with “enlightened views and virtuous sentiments” capa-
ble of overruling local prejudices and factions. That republic inspired
confidence among leaders like Madison and Jefferson. If ordinary citi-
zens could not be trusted with the reins of government, a republic led
by men of wealth and good breeding would ensure against anarchy. In
his first inaugural address, Thomas Jefferson described the new republic
not only as a “successful experiment,” but also as “the world’s best
hope.” Yet Jefferson’s optimistic language is designed to counter those
among his contemporaries who, he acknowledges, believed that Ameri-
can government was not strong enough and lacked the energy to pre-
serve itself. Jefferson’s remarks also show clearly that the success of the
American experiment depended on other conditions’ being met. Besides
abundant land and the oceans separating America from other continents,
the nation’s survival was contingent on the continuing honor and confi-
dence of its citizens and, above all, such virtues as honesty, truth, tem-
perance, gratitude, and generosity. It was in this context, too, that Jeffer-
son emphasized the need for justice, toleration, diffusion of information
through a free press, and freedom of religion.13

In the 1830s, Alexis de Tocqueville rendered a mixed verdict about the
future of American democracy. On the one hand, it was a flourishing
system of self-rule that offered freedom, encouraged a strong sense of
equality among its citizens, and thrived on voluntary participation and
self-help. It was thus a form of government potentially capable of sup-
planting the aristocratic and monarchic systems of Europe. On the other
hand, Tocqueville worried that citizens would shirk their civic responsi-
bilities and look to government increasingly to do what they should do
for themselves. If that happened, Tocqueville argued, it would magnify
the likelihood that government would grow stronger at the expense of
popular sovereignty. Tocqueville also worried that democracy would en-
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courage everyone to be like everyone else. A tyranny of public opinion
would emerge, shaping beliefs and lifestyles, and demanding conformity.
That, too, would rob democracy of its vitality. There were, in short, two
threats: one from above, in the form of totalitarian rule, and one from
below, in the form of a debased citizenry that followed popular opinion
too easily. Either threat would diminish the quality of life.14

In recent years, Tocqueville’s concerns have been rediscovered. Ob-
servers of American democracy warn of the problems that now endanger
the vitality of civic life. In Democracy on Trial, the political theorist
Jean Bethke Elshtain describes “warning signs of exhaustion, cynicism,
opportunism, and despair.” Her view of recent decades’ events reflects
the pattern I have mentioned: things have seemed to go well and yet
have fallen short of our ideals. We have enjoyed exceptional prosperity
and emerged victorious from the long Cold War, Elshtain notes, and yet
find ourselves somehow incapable of turning these achievements into
the creation of a better society. The trouble is not so much Tocqueville’s
threat from above but the second threat, the erosion of civic virtue from
below. A strong democracy, Elshtain writes, “depends on what might be
called democratic dispositions [including] a preparedness to work with
others different from oneself toward shared ends; a combination of
strong convictions with a readiness to compromise in the recognition
that one can’t always get everything one wants; and a sense of individu-
ality and a commitment to civic goods.”15 Instead, we have become a
society in which the narrow self-interest that Tocqueville warned about
has become so rampant that we find it difficult to work together for
the common good. Even if Elshtain’s analysis is overly pessimistic, it is
difficult to ignore the evidence she recites about faltering schools, failing
marriages, abandoned children, the victimization of women, continuing
racism, and factionalism within the political system and among self-
interested special interest groups.

It might be supposed—and has often been argued—that the precari-
ousness of democracy is mainly a problem of government. In this view,
the way to safeguard democracy is to maintain a balance among the
several branches of government, uphold the First Amendment, and en-
list the best scholarly arguments in interpreting the Constitution. The
problems that face American democracy certainly have a governmental
aspect. If power resident in the citizenry is an essential feature of democ-
racy, then an arrogation of power by the few signals the end of demo-
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cratic rule. That is Tocqueville’s threat from above. It is the principal
reason for America’s system of checks and balances and for our insis-
tence that no citizen, no matter how powerful, is above the law. We
protect ourselves against totalitarianism through legislation, a strong
judicial system, and periodic elections. These are forms of democratic
renewal. They are built into the system itself and are meant to provide
recurrent opportunities to cleanse ourselves of misguided policies and
wrongdoing. When one group or faction becomes too powerful, the judi-
cial system and free elections offer a vehicle through which abuses may
be corrected. The threat from below, however, is not so easily handled
in this manner. We hope that freedom of the press and free exercise of
speech and religious expression will prevent a single set of values and
beliefs from dominating public opinion. These same freedoms, though,
can be used to argue against any regulation of or interference with the
mass media and, for that reason, can lead to the very tyranny of public
opinion that worried Tocqueville. An informed citizenry that takes re-
sponsibility for itself is also a matter of character formation and commu-
nity building. We are less apt to consider these as legislative or judicial
matters than as means by which we protect ourselves against totalitari-
anism. A basic principle of a free society is that individuals should be
able to pursue whatever values they wish and be part of whatever com-
munities they may choose. We hesitate to impose rules and regulations
on these matters, even though we may fear that character is dying and
communities are collapsing.

The search for democratic renewal is, therefore, only partly fulfilled
by government. We believe there must be ways other than through the
courts or legislation to strengthen the values and the self-identities that
a strong democracy requires. These activities fall squarely within the
realm of civil society. They take place in families and in houses of wor-
ship, at community associations, and in neighborhood gatherings. They
are not disconnected from government; indeed, government is impli-
cated in two important ways: through laws, regulations, and funding
that make it possible for groups of citizens to meet voluntarily and carry
out their business; and through the political activities of citizens, such
as voting and the forming of political parties, that bear directly on who
is elected to govern and what these representatives have a mandate to
do. Civil society is nevertheless composed of activities conducted freely
and supported privately, rather than through the coercive mechanisms



22 CH APT ER 1

of government. It is the centrality of civil society to the vitality of de-
mocracy from the bottom up, so to speak, that necessitates the attention
we so often pay to questions about civic renewal.

The most basic way in which civic renewal takes place is through the
transmission of values from one generation to the next. Transmission
of this kind happens through families and is the reason that strong fami-
lies are so often mentioned as a critical component of civil society. Civic
education through public and private schooling plays an equally vital
role in maintaining democracy. Specific knowledge about the Constitu-
tion, the Bill of Rights, and the voting process is important. Equally
important are the broader socializing functions that education plays,
such as exposing children to a common set of values through the study
of literature and history. “The chief work of the school has been to
operate as a cement in the social structure,” John Dewey wrote, “or, to
use a less mechanical metaphor, it has been the shuttle which has carried
the threads across and woven the otherwise separate threads into a co-
herent pattern.”16 We may not think of schooling as a renewal process
because it happens so routinely. However, democracy is renewed
through the incorporation of successive cohorts, just as it may be
through legislative or judicial reforms. Apart from its economic benefits,
this is why we spend as much money as we do on public education and
why we worry if studies suggest that children are not being well edu-
cated. Illiteracy is not only an impediment to employment; it also im-
pedes the formation of the kind of informed public we think is required
for a stable democracy. Renewal through education is also more than
simply transmitting adults’ values to children. As successive genera-
tions enter the public sphere, they bring youthful energy and new ideas
into the democratic process.

Besides instilling values in the coming generation, we sometimes try
to renew civil society by encouraging more active participation among
the public at large in civic associations. Renewal through civic participa-
tion addresses Tocqueville’s concern about democracy’s eroding because
of a passive electorate. Strong community organizations serve as “medi-
ating structures” between individuals and government.17 But main-
taining a democracy through active participation in community organi-
zations is always problematic. The difficulty, to paraphrase Oscar
Wilde’s famous quip about socialism, is that civic participation takes up
too many evenings—evenings that are more easily spent watching tele-
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vision, if Robert Putnam is correct, or resting from an arduous day at
work. Nonetheless civic renewal through associationalist, communitar-
ian, and volunteer efforts has received a great deal of attention in recent
years. This form of renewal has been inspired by the evidence, men-
tioned earlier, of declining civic participation, and by discussions about
the importance of nongovernmental social programs as ways of curbing
rising taxes and federal deficits. Associationalism is a strategy for re-
newing democracy in at least two ways. By bringing people out of their
homes and encouraging them to be more involved in their communities,
to take an interest in politics, and to vote, associationalism incorporates
new groups into the society in much the same way that civic education
incorporates new cohorts. Once they are incorporated, these groups and
individuals then contribute to the vitality of civil society by helping the
needy, mobilizing grassroots organizations, expressing their interests,
and engaging in public debate about collective values. When civic partici-
pation wanes, it is thus reasonable for discussions of democratic renewal
to seek ways to reignite interest in community associations.

The other means through which civic renewal occurs is public advo-
cacy. Associationalism emphasizes the possibility of democratic renewal
simply through people’s getting to know their neighbors and overcom-
ing feelings of mistrust. But associationalism assumes as well that people
who become more involved in their communities may also become mo-
bilized as advocates of particular public policies. Public advocacy is a
more intentional means of attaining renewal, and advocacy on behalf of
social justice is perhaps the clearest example. Unlike efforts that focus
on specific policy concerns, such as clean air or lower taxes, social justice
advocacy emphasizes that a healthy democracy requires efforts to pro-
mote equality and equal opportunities among citizens. Too much in-
equality is tantamount to rule by oligarchy, whether the wealthy actu-
ally hold public offices or simply manipulate public officials behind the
scenes. Public advocacy is thus a way to renew democracy by empow-
ering the powerless. It seeks to incorporate segments of the public who
have been economically or politically marginalized, just as association-
alism tries to encourage greater participation by those who have been
socially marginalized. Public advocacy is typically pursued through pub-
lic interest groups, watchdog organizations, and community organizing.
It is worth recognizing, though, that public advocacy is also furthered
through academic research. Studies of racial and gender inequality and
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efforts to monitor the gap between upper and lower socioeconomic strata
provide examples.

Education, voluntary associations that reinforce civic values, and pub-
lic advocacy have one thing in common. They all involve culture. They
seek to rejuvenate democracy by communicating what a good society
should look like and how ordinary individuals should behave. Much of
what is communicated is explicit. Students learn about the three
branches of government and how the history of our country and world
has been shaped. Voluntary associations write mission statements, and
public advocacy groups formulate calls to action. Implicit messages are
also communicated: for instance, about authority and cooperation
through classroom discussions, or about trust through neighborhood
gatherings and community organizing. Social observers who write about
the need to reinvigorate common values and who argue that civic virtue
needs to be revitalized implicitly recognize that culture is at stake. Yet
these discussions do not, in my view, take culture seriously enough.
They focus too much on surface-level messages and on the programs
that might encourage people to become more involved in their commu-
nities, and not enough on the more subtle ways in which we are gov-
erned by the taken-for-granted aspects of our culture.

Bringing Culture Back In

To understand the deeper ways in which culture is implicated in the
search for democratic renewal, we will find it instructive to remind our-
selves of an insight that animated Émile Durkheim’s scholarship nearly
a century ago.18 Durkheim was persuaded that societies are held together
at a very basic level by the myths they invent to explain the most power-
ful forces they encounter. These forces may become symbolized in rituals
or amulets, in legends about powerful ancestors, or in beliefs about the
sacred. Such rituals, legends, and beliefs are not invented deliberately, in
the way a new technological device may be, or through the creative acts
of a few people, as a new musical or literary genre might be. They emerge
less deliberately, more gradually, and often through the separate activi-
ties of people in scattered locations. If they become popular, it is because
they help a people make sense of its common origins and experiences.
The explanations they provide are thus less cognitive than, say, an ac-
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count of why an earthquake happened or a regime failed (although cog-
nitive understanding is part of these explanations). They are rather nar-
ratives and narrative enactments that are meaningful because they tie
events and experiences together in an intuitively appealing way.

Social scientists have emphasized this Durkheimian view of culture in
studies of tribal rituals, religious symbolism, and nationalistic myths.19

I want to take it in a different direction. What we might call culture as
deep meaning is concerned with the tacit knowledge that guides human
behavior without our needing to think very much about it. It is com-
posed less of beliefs and values and more of orientations and understand-
ings. We simply “know” that certain things are. For instance, we “know”
that motorists on highways in the United States will drive on the right-
hand side of the highway. We know this to be the case. I say “the case,”
rather than “true,” because this kind of knowledge is generally not theo-
rized or philosophically based in the way that truth is. It is an implicit
understanding of reality, of how the world works. In this sense, it is more
descriptive than prescriptive. Deep culture is nevertheless concerned
with the way things should be as well. It includes assumptions about the
desirable. I not only recognize right-hand driving as a reality; I consider
it desirable because it prevents accidents. The assumptions we make
about human rights, personal dignity, freedom, trustworthiness, and
civic responsibility are not so easily summarized, but they compose the
cultural infrastructure that makes common life possible. They provide
what the political philosopher Michael J. Sandel calls the “unreflective
background” to public discourse and public policy, the “assumptions
about citizenship and freedom that inform our public life.”20 In empha-
sizing its depth and the fact that it is taken for granted, I am suggesting
that deep culture lies beneath the surface of what is actually said or
written. We might say that it is the cultural subtext, the background
knowledge that must be accepted for the surface text to make sense.21

The relevance to democratic renewal of this way of thinking about
culture is that renewal is most effective when it rejuvenates or redefines
culture at the level of deep meaning. Durkheim recognized this potential
when he argued that the collective consciousness of a society is typically
shaped by the stories that grow out of major crises and other turning
points in the life of a people—such episodes as the founding of their
society, a crisis of succession in leadership, a natural catastrophe, or a
violent conflict. Durkheim believed, as Tocqueville did more specifically
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in reference to democracies, that societies tend to run down or lose steam
over time. People gradually forget the collective values and the events
that infused these values with meaning. We need to be reminded and to
experience events that plug new life into these values and meanings.
Periodic rituals, such as national holidays and anniversaries, serve this
purpose. The larger point is not about rituals, though. It is that renewal
operates at the level of deep meaning. Unanticipated events, such as an
economic crisis, can precipitate rethinking of tacit cultural assumptions
about personal meaning, freedom, success, and what is good about the
society in which one lives. So can planned rituals—national celebrations,
for example—or scattered responses to new conditions, such as techno-
logical change or the shifts in population associated with conquest or
immigration. The connection with considerations about democracy is
that civil society does not function simply through social networks or
participation in voluntary associations. Civil society is not as static or as
instrumental as these images suggest, and we cannot renew it simply by
encouraging people to join more organizations. Nor can we understand
civil society by paying attention only to nonprofit organizations, advo-
cacy groups, and public policy. Civil society is of course composed of
organizations and social networks, but it is also composed of deeply held
assumptions about society and its individual members. These assump-
tions are sometimes subsumed in analyses of civil society under the word
trust.22 We make assumptions about whom we can trust and about
whether or not trust is a good thing. But trust is in turn rooted in tacit
knowledge about such matters as affinity (whom am I like?) and respon-
sibility (who will be there when I need them?). The unreflective back-
ground assumptions of which civil society is composed include schemes
of classification (such as race and gender) that influence our perceptions
of whom we can trust and with whom we prefer to associate, and they
include understandings of what is in our interest, what is in the common
interest, and how we should behave in pursuing these interests.

Culture as deep meaning is relevant to questions about renewal,
therefore, because culture at this level is both an impediment to and a
facilitator of social change. It is an impediment because the stock of
practical knowledge that is generally taken for granted is difficult to
recognize and thus even more difficult to challenge. Deep meanings pro-
vide cultural drag in the same way a ship’s anchor does. They stabilize
a society, giving it continuity with the past and permitting its members
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to make new decisions without having to reinvent the past. Deep mean-
ings endure because they work. They make it possible to go about the
daily business of personal life without stopping at every moment to
think about what we are doing and why we are doing it. They are the
kinds of assumptions built into everyday language itself, the sociologist
Michael Schudson writes, that make us nod knowingly when a child
asserts, “You can’t make me eat my vegetables. It’s a free country.”23

We know intuitively that our country prides itself on being free and that
this is an understanding reflected even in the most ordinary dinnertime
conversations. Deep meanings impede a society from changing too rap-
idly or in ways that imply different understandings of who we are. As
facilitator, deep meanings convey visions of the good and of what behav-
ior encourages attainment of the good. Social actors can thus invoke
these visions and initiate reforms that seek to clarify them and bring
behavior more closely into conformity with them. Apart from specific
ideals, the deep meanings of which cultures are composed also facilitate
renewal by holding forth hopefulness itself. Hopefulness is the possibil-
ity that life can be better in the future than it has been in the past. It
is an assumption about the possibility of personal transformation and
societal betterment.

There was a time when these sorts of arguments about culture would
have seemed more familiar to social scientists and their students than
they do today. From the 1920s through the early 1960s, social scientists
wrote books and articles in which the power of cultural assumptions was
emphasized. Readers of these books and articles learned that American
culture was individualistic and achievement oriented, for instance, or
that such broad patterns of values as universalism were becoming more
evident. Social scientists argued that there were such things as “national
character” or differences among civilizations that could explain why
some countries or regions progressed better economically than others.
It was possible to read, for instance, that some cultures followed a “Dio-
nysian” pattern, while others were more “Apollonian,” and that there
were deep archetypes and mythical structures beneath the surface of our
everyday behavior.24 Those arguments were often overstated or based on
sparse evidence and, as such, were difficult to sustain when subsequent
generations of social scientists began engaging in more systematic re-
search. More than being disproved, though, they were displaced.25 The
social and political turmoil of the 1960s severely challenged the idea



28 CH APT ER 1

that cultural patterns were powerful and enduring. It seemed more rea-
sonable to argue that politics was the driving force, and if not politics,
economics. These could more easily be changed. Social scientists’ atten-
tion shifted to “state structures,” “mobilization theory,” social move-
ments, and revolutions. When studies of culture began making a come-
back during the 1980s, they were informed by a very different
understanding of culture from that which had animated earlier scholar-
ship. Culture was now produced, contingent, and fungible. It was pro-
duced by specific organizations, groups, and power structures. For in-
stance, it was the product of the recording industry, the academic elite,
or a particular configuration of power among scientists. Culture was
thus contingent on these social arrangements and, indeed, was subject
to being intentionally manipulated by people in power and by people
resisting them. In the well-known phrase advanced by the sociologist
Ann Swidler, culture was a tool kit.26 The overall composition of this kit
might be relatively enduring (a possibility that few who were attracted
to the idea emphasized), but, if it was, the more interesting concern was
why someone pulled out a wrench at one moment and a pliers at an-
other. Culture was obviously fungible if people could choose to employ
it in such instrumental ways. Today’s tools could well be tomorrow’s
relics. Rather than being described in terms of long-lasting patterns of
unreflective background assumptions, culture thus became an object of
study in which the latest fads in music or sports and the rhetoric of
television personalities drew more attention than a society’s more en-
during beliefs and values.27

But if we are to understand why a society’s efforts to be different or
more fully to realize its ideals fail so often to hit their mark, then the
more enduring assumptions of which culture is composed must be em-
phasized. If culture has the power to continue informing the future in
the same way it has guided the past, despite major upheavals and despite
deliberate change-oriented activities, then it is a force with which to
reckon. Unlike cultural acts that are almost completely fungible, deep
culture is more than the epiphenomenal product of political and eco-
nomic arrangements. Civil society is composed of a democratic cultural
“code,” as the sociologist Jeffrey C. Alexander has argued—or, perhaps
more accurately, not so much a code, since that implies the possibility of
its being understood through a single prescient act of deciphering, as
layers of meaning that go unnoticed most of the time.28 If these meanings
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are “given off” and implied more than they are stated directly, then the
reason we fail in our collective ambitions is that we do not pay more
deliberate attention to them. We enjoy the story, the campaign speech,
or the sound byte, and then move toward policy analysis and legal dis-
cussion without realizing the serious extent to which life is guided by
stories, speeches, and sound bytes. The search for renewal focuses on
better policies and better data, while ignoring the fact that there is more
to culture than policies and data, and more than mere entertainment as
well. The most effective times of renewal are ones in which policies and
programs challenge fundamental assumptions about individual identi-
ties and responsibilities. An example from early in American history and
a more recent one will show how renewal of this kind happens—how it
involves deep meanings and how its strengths and limitations are condi-
tioned by these meanings.

The social transformation that took place during the half century prior
to the Civil War—what historians call the democratization of American
culture—provides an interesting illustration of the processes through
which cultural renewal occurs, and of the limitations of these processes.
Having emerged by the start of the nineteenth century as an indepen-
dent, self-governing nation, the United States found itself, as Jefferson’s
inaugural address suggested, in the position of needing to ensure that it
could indeed govern itself and do so in a way that lived up to its founding
ideals of representation and equality. The republican part of what it
meant to be a republican democracy had been formalized as a system of
divided powers and representation of the federation’s member states.
The democratic part of the equation was harder to achieve. If the more
elite interpretations of federalism prevailed, the growing population and
expanding territory encompassed by the United States could easily spin
out of control—as illustrated by the religious conflicts of the seven-
teenth century and the anarchy following the French Revolution—un-
less some form of oligarchic rule was imposed. The option of handing
over self-government to the masses of diverse, largely uneducated farm-
ers and laborers of which the population was composed was untried and
seemed fraught with extreme danger. By the eve of the Civil War,
though, a form of popular enfranchisement, as much cultural as political,
had been achieved. Its success could in significant measure be attributed
to the Jacksonian reforms in governmental practice, but it was also the
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product of such scattered organizations as Bible societies and temperance
unions, revival meetings, Methodist camp meetings, Mormons, Millerite
Adventist groups, and Baptist churches. “As mass popular movements,”
the historian Nathan O. Hatch writes, “churches came to be places in
which fundamental political assumptions were forged: ideas about the
meaning of America, the priority of the individual conscience, the values
of localism, direct democracy, and individualism.”29 Some of these orga-
nizations and movements, such as the revivals led by Charles Finney
and the temperance and abolitionist movements, were concerned with
specific reforms, and their capacity to mobilize around these reforms was
the result of new techniques of assembly. They drew people into the
first truly national, or at least translocal, movements and organizations.30

Their effectiveness was nevertheless based on more than skill and inno-
vative organization. They articulated more clearly than at any time dur-
ing the preceding half century the idea that every person was governed
by an inner sense of morality and that this sense of morality was suffi-
ciently invariable that persons of modest means and no schooling could
function responsibly as citizens, just as persons of higher rank could.
This was cultural renewal clear and simple. It redefined the moral capa-
bilities of individuals in a way that rendered democracy possible on an
enlarged scale. What became known as commonsense morality was
worked out in philosophical and theological discussions at colleges and in
seminaries, especially by scholars following the writings of the moderate
Scottish moral philosophers Francis Hutcheson and Thomas Reid. Locat-
ing morality within reach of the human senses essentially undermined
the more restrictive view of moral reason attached to the regenerate
through divine revelation that had been promulgated as recently as the
1740s by Jonathan Edwards.31 The new commonsense view of morality
was widely communicated through sermons and in the rituals associated
with religious and community organizations. Revival meetings that
called for confession and offered hope of personal transformation were
especially prominent among these means of communication. “A cultural
mechanism combining the evangelical schemas of public confession and
the special sins of the nation launched sustained and interregional pro-
tests,” writes the sociologist Michael P. Young. This cultural mechanism
was both public and private, challenging whole communities to think
about such issues as drinking and slavery, but doing so in a way that
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encouraged self-transformative experiences on the part of individuals.
“The intensive and extensive power of these confessional protests called
individual and nation to repent and reform, and mobilized actors and
resources within a national infrastructure of religious institutions.”32 The
effects were in many ways enduring, as is revealed by the sociologist
John L. Hammond’s careful research on the long-term social and political
differences between counties experiencing and not experiencing revival
meetings.33 At the same time, the cultural means through which these
new ideas of moral responsibility had been communicated were also their
limitation. The union of public responsibility and private morality
masked gendered distinctions in popular understandings of virtue that
would make this union difficult to sustain. “During the 1760s and 1770s,
virtue usually implied something close to what it had meant in the civic
humanist tradition—a public-spirited attitude that subordinated personal
interest to the public welfare,” the historian Mark A. Noll writes. But
the democratization of virtue through religious conversion gradually as-
sociated it more with domestic life. “By 1830 virtue had become a much
more private quality, a standard of personal morality, ‘something that
women guarded within the household, something that they protected
against lustful males.’ ”34 Abolitionist arguments that included African
Americans among those who were endowed with moral responsibility
did not prevail everywhere. A war between the states was waged over
conflicting definitions of personhood and rights. Following the war, the
Protestant consensus that had defined itself as a universal understanding
of morality gradually lost force because of immigration, greater religious
diversity, and industrialization. “The religious habits of mind that had
built a Protestant Christian America divided and eventually petered out
after the war,” writes Noll. The result of “deeply entrenched patterns of
thought” was, he argues, “a tragedy of worthy thinkers striving faith-
fully for noble goals who were brought down by the very synthesis of
Christian theology and American ideology that had transformed their
society.”35 The cultural synthesis that emerged around the idea of com-
monsense morality was thus an instance of democratic renewal, and yet
one that imposed its own limits, especially through its implicit assump-
tions about religion, race, gender, and cultural homogeneity.

My second example of cultural renewal is the redefinition of nation-
hood and citizenship that occurred in conjunction with the Second World
War. This example is quite different from the first. Because it took place
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during war, it was significantly influenced by an acute sense of crisis and
by deliberate mobilization in response to this crisis. The changes that
came about were more centrally coordinated. They suggest that substan-
tial cultural renewal can be promoted by government. Yet they also ex-
emplify changes that were lasting and significant, affecting hearts and
minds, rather than only involving propaganda and other measures
needed to fight the war. From the end of the Civil War to the beginning
of World War II, the United States experienced an almost steady move
toward greater national integration and a more distinct sense of its na-
tional identity. These changes were partly the result of railroad networks
linking local markets, telegraph and telephone technology, a more de-
pendable postal service, and a more extensive system of roads and high-
ways.36 Religious organizations became more centrally administered,
fraternal associations were part of a vast federation of local and regional
clubs, new civic organizations (such as Rotary and Kiwanis) emerged,
and eventually radio provided a more unified national culture, as did
catalog companies, mail-order houses, and mass-circulation magazines
such as McClure’s, Ladies’ Home Journal, and the Saturday Evening
Post.37 At the start of World War II, the nation nevertheless had rela-
tively little of the cultural integration that actually linked individual
citizens with the federal government and with other national organiza-
tions of the kind that would be present by the early 1950s. Day-to-day
life could still be lived in local settings, and moral obligations could be
defined largely within those settings. This was true especially for the 40
percent of the population who lived in rural areas where rural electrifica-
tion more often meant wind chargers and batteries in the attic than inte-
gration into regional power grids, and where long-distance telephone
calls were impossible or prohibitively expensive.38 It was true for differ-
ent reasons in urban neighborhoods where poverty, segregation, ethnic
loyalties, and language barriers reinforced local ties. The large-scale im-
migration that had taken place as recently as the 1920s and the economic
hardships of the 1930s reduced the likelihood that local ties would be
transcended. “Cornerville’s problem is not lack of organization but fail-
ure of its own social organization to mesh with the structure of the
society around it,” the sociologist William Foote Whyte concluded from
his study of an Italian neighborhood in the late 1930s.39 There was in-
tense loyalty and a great deal of generational continuity among its mem-
bers, including an internal power structure that reinforced local norms;
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Cornerville was, however, disconnected from the world around it. Other
sociologists found a similar emphasis on local attachments. The small
local unit “makes possible a spirit of neighborhood and unity which is
difficult to attain over larger areas,” Louis Wirth wrote in 1937.40 Cen-
tralized government and mass communication threatened the autonomy
of local communities, but these threats were more possibilities than real-
ities. If veterans organizations drew people into wider networks, the
number of Americans who had served in World War I was relatively
small (less than a third) compared to those who would serve in World
War II, and the ranks of Civil War veterans were rapidly diminishing.
World War II mobilized the population on a larger scale and with greater
unity of purpose than did anything else in the history of the United
States. For 16 million Americans, or approximately half of the male pop-
ulation between the ages of fifteen and forty-five, volunteering for mili-
tary service or being drafted forged a defining connection between them-
selves and Uncle Sam.41 Nearly everyone else had a role to play in the
war as well. Farmers and factory workers who received deferments did
so because the goods they produced were considered vital to the war
effort. Women were employed in wartime industry in record numbers,
and other women helped by planting victory gardens and joining ladies’
auxiliaries. Rationing of gasoline, tires, sugar, nylon, and other goods
directly affected the daily lives of all Americans. Some estimates put the
number who actually served on War Price and Rationing Boards and on
Consumer Interest Committees as high as 3 million.42 By the end of the
war, Americans were also linked to the federal government as never
before by taxes. In 1939, only 4 million people were required to pay
federal income taxes; by 1945, that number had risen to 42.7 million.43

The long-term consequences of this redefinition of the relationship be-
tween individuals and the nation may not have been fully recognized at
the time. Yet by the 1950s, many of these consequences could be imag-
ined. Veterans’ benefits and pensions linked growing numbers of indi-
viduals to the nation financially. Announcements about veterans’ bene-
fits appeared regularly in local newspapers; approximately half of all
veterans took advantage of the GI Bill for education, and more than a
quarter purchased houses with VA loans.44 A new system of interstate
highways, touted as fulfilling part of the nation’s need to be prepared
for another war, connected local communities through more rapid and
more comfortable transportation.45 The Cold War necessitated continu-
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ing emphasis on the nation’s distinctive identity and values, including
its freedom and the religious zeal that was evident in a postwar boomlet
in religious service attendance. Seldom had private faith been as closely
associated with the national agenda. “If you would be a true patriot,
then become a Christian,” evangelist Billy Graham encouraged. “If you
would be a loyal American, then become a loyal Christian.”46 A new
national culture of conformity to bureaucratic and organizational hierar-
chies, identified by such observers as social critics William H. Whyte Jr.
and C. Wright Mills, was related to business’s borrowing leadership
styles from the military and corporations’ simply being organized on a
larger scale. “The twentieth-century white-collar man has never been
independent as the farmer used to be, nor as hopeful of the main chance
as the businessman,” Mills wrote. “He is always somebody’s man, the
corporation’s, the government’s, the army’s.”47 A service ethic, too,
seemed to have carried over from wartime to peacetime as America be-
came known as a nation of joiners. A half century later, Robert D. Put-
nam observed, there was still evidence of a “long civic generation” that
came of age during World War II and continued to serve civic associa-
tions throughout their lives. “The core of this civic generation,” Putnam
writes, “is the cohort born in 1925–1930, who attended grade school
during the Great Depression, spent World War II in high school (or on
the battlefield), first voted in 1948 or 1952, set up housekeeping in the
1950s, and saw their first television when they were in their late twen-
ties. Since national polling began, this cohort has been exceptionally
civic—voting more, joining more, reading more, trusting more, giving
more.”48 If World War II was responsible for a significant civic renewal
with these characteristics, it nevertheless was a renewal that bore the
stamp of cultural drag as much as of cultural facilitation. The same ener-
gies that mobilized the national effort in World War II encouraged the
mass marketing through television that Putnam believes became respon-
sible for a subsequent decline in civic participation. The individualism
and nonconformity that Mills associated with farming and small busi-
ness soon reacted against the conformity required of GI Joe and the Or-
ganization Man—a reaction that would appear with a vengeance during
the 1960s. In the early 1950s, Clark Kerr, chancellor of the University of
California at Berkeley, urged “each individual to avoid total involvement
in any organization; to seek to whatever extent lies within his power to
limit each group to the minimum control necessary for performance of
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essential functions; to struggle against the effort to absorb.”49 Little could
Kerr imagine how those words would appear a few years later as he
struggled against the Free Speech Movement unleashed on the Berkeley
campus by a generation of students governed less by conformity and
more by a lingering commitment to freedom. In other ways, too, the
civic renewal occasioned by World War II fell short of bringing about as
much change as might have been hoped. Military service brought Afri-
can Americans and white Americans into closer contact and achieved
some racial equality, but it would take a civil rights movement to press
for greater realization of these ideals. If white ethnics had been forced
to abandon some of the local ties that had meant so much before the
war, these local loyalties were also reborn, even in the Levittowns and
other suburban developments that emerged after the war.50

The antebellum and World War II renewals illustrate the extent to
which redefinitions of ourselves as Americans involve redefinitions at
the level of deep culture. In both cases, it was impossible for individual
Americans to think of themselves and to imagine their moral obligations
in the same way as an earlier generation had done. More deliberate plan-
ning by far went into the second period of redefinition than into the
first. Yet neither could be regarded as a time in which Americans con-
sciously set out to reinvent themselves or their nation. The reinvention
happened as an unanticipated but necessary consequence of efforts de-
voted to realizing the higher aims of the society, whether in bringing
into being a more stable and truly representative democracy or in mobi-
lizing that democracy in the struggle against totalitarianism. Because
the process involved a significant refabrication of personal identity and
moral responsibility, it came close to bringing about the desired realiza-
tion of a better world. That neither era resulted in quite the success it
might have cannot be understood solely in terms of resistance mobilized
by opposing forces or, as historians have sometimes postulated, mere
exhaustion from waging the good fight. The stabilizing power of cultural
assumptions is considerable.

Reinventing America

The most recent period of American history—the decades spanning
roughly the years from 1965 to the present—is a time in which the
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United States has, by many accounts, reinvented itself. The period in-
cludes the civil rights movement and subsequent efforts, ranging from
equal opportunity legislation to affirmative action policies, to promote
greater equality across racial lines. It includes similarly profound efforts
to promote gender equality, at least one result of which has been a huge
rise in women’s participation in the paid labor force and nearly equal
gender representation in many fields of higher education. These and
other changes in cultural self-understanding have led many observers
to write about a “rights revolution” in which individual rights and the
freedom to pursue or express these rights have become more pro-
nounced.51 The past four decades have also witnessed more immigration
than has any period since the 1920s. Since immigration policies were
reformed in 1965, some 22 million immigrants have come to the United
States legally, and as many as 7 to 10 million have come as undocu-
mented workers. The number of Americans who claim Hispanic or Asian
ancestry has risen dramatically. On a smaller scale, the number of
Americans who identify with religions other than Christianity or Juda-
ism has also increased. Muslims, Hindus, and Buddhists have become
citizens in larger numbers than ever before. Immigration has been a
significant part of America’s self-understanding about youthfulness,
creativity, and rejuvenation from the beginning, and the recent wave of
immigration is no exception. “The U.S. will be, through our lifetimes,
young, ambitious and energetic,” writes the columnist David Brooks.
This “Great Rejuvenation,” as Brooks calls it, is in no small measure
attributable to our having absorbed so many immigrants in recent
years.52 Besides immigration, which has added cultural diversity in its
own way, diversity itself has become a much more prominent value than
it was for previous generations. Through schooling and the mass media,
Americans learn that diversity is a good thing, and are encouraged to
embrace it. In all these ways, American culture has been reinvented—
or at least we have sought to reinvent it and have often been told by
social observers that things are quite different from the way they were.
The recent period is thus an interesting and important case study
through which to examine the unreflective background assumptions that
have facilitated but also impeded cultural renewal. This is especially so
when we consider the narratives of new immigrants themselves. Despite
differences in national origins, these immigrants have often adopted as-
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sumptions about the United States that sound strikingly familiar. Exam-
ining these assumptions can provide new perspective on what we so
often take for granted. Indeed, the American mythos consists so much
of stories about—and by—immigrants that understanding these stories
is an excellent way of grasping how the deep meanings of our culture
are constructed.
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6

QUANDARIES OF INDIVIDUALISM

I have suggested that the threat to democracy from below fundamen-
tally concerns the individual. While the threat from above—the dan-

ger of takeover by the wealthy and powerful—requires legislative and
judicial vigilance, the threat from below emerges from social conditions
that discourage ordinary citizens from playing an active part in uphold-
ing democracy and in contributing to the common good. Tocqueville’s
ideal of self-interest rightly understood requires social conditions that
maintain individual freedom and individuals who play a responsible role
in their communities. When individuals become part of a nameless and
faceless mass, democracy suffers. The mass conformity that worried
William H. Whyte Jr. and other observers in the 1950s is one example.
The Organization Man was a cog in a wheel, rather than an independent
thinker capable of forming opinions and making moral judgments on
his own. With World War II such a recent reminder, it took little imagi-
nation to glimpse in the look-alikes streaming from large office buildings
an image of the masses assembled at Nazi rallies. In recent years, it has
been more common to worry about individuals’ losing their ability to
function as thoughtful citizens because of consumerism and television.
It is troubling to think that a few conglomerates control the publishing
industry, and that television stations and newspapers are being bought
up by the same companies. These are worrisome developments. They
increase the chances of individual opinions’ being molded by powerful
corporate interests. It has been refreshing to imagine that diversity is at
least being reinforced in other ways.

Evidence of increasing racial and ethnic diversity and of increasing
respect for such diversity provides hope that we are not all becoming
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look-alikes. In that sense, the America of today is quite different from
the one that social observers examined a half century ago. We have be-
come a rainbow society. Against the homogeneity that consumerism and
advertising promote, we are a nation of myriad tastes. Gender, race, reli-
gion, national origin, lifestyle, and region all encourage differences of
opinion. This diversity generates individual identities that do not take
their cues from any one source. Yet diversity produces concerns of a
different kind. A diverse society is one in which centrifugal forces domi-
nate. Not only are there special interest groups that create political con-
flict in the name of identity politics. Individual identities also proliferate
as people identify with unique combinations of ethnicity or race or reli-
gion based on an increasing diversity of ancestry and national origin.
Tiger Woods becomes the symbol of this new diversity. Instead of indi-
vidual identities’ being lost in a faceless crowd, individual identities now
become so important that common purposes are difficult to pursue. We
worry that democracy will falter under the burden of too much individu-
ality. Being the only Tiger Woods can mean becoming a modern-day
Robinson Crusoe. An “army of one” can be appealing if a person has
moral courage and a strong desire to succeed. However, it can also con-
note a lonely life off fighting by oneself and, for that matter, an ineffec-
tive approach to warfare. The shift in opinions about the balance between
individuals and communities is thus one in which we seem to have
changed dramatically over the past half century and still come up short.
We are much better off than we were in the 1950s in terms of respecting
individual freedom and diversity. Yet we seem to have traded one set of
problems for another. Having struggled to emancipate the individual
from totalitarian control, we now find ourselves worrying that individ-
ual freedom has advanced to the point that community loyalties have
been lost. The question, then, is what kind of individual persons do we
want and need in order to be a good society?

There are no easy answers to this question, and my aim here is not
to suggest that there are. Instead, it seems to me that we fall short of
our aspirations as a society by expecting either too much or too little of
individuals. Moreover, we expect too much or too little because we do
not pay sufficient attention to the myths that swirl around in our society
about individual freedom and moral responsibility. Thus we vacillate
between worrying about a lack of individual freedom and condemning
ourselves for not being loyal enough to our communities. What is good
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about these discussions is that we are least having them—up to a point.
Individualism is an example of a topic that has received more attention
than some of the narratives we shall consider in later chapters. And we
learn from these discussions that any hope of probing deeper into the
American psyche for answers to our problems must begin with the indi-
vidual. That was clear in the examples I presented in the previous chap-
ter. In the antebellum period and again during and after World War II,
social renewal was accomplished—and limited—by a shift in narratives
about the moral qualities of individuals and about their ability to make
morally responsible decisions. In these early years of the twenty-first
century, I believe we must again look closely at how we think about
individualism. Doing so necessitates revisiting how the debate about in-
dividualism has shifted in recent decades, developing a clearer under-
standing of the importance of “embedded selves,” and examining the
role that narratives play in our ability to reflect on ourselves.

This chapter, then, is concerned with the various meanings of the self,
as it is called, or perhaps better, the human person—the meanings that
currently occupy much of our public discourse about individual rights,
freedom, and moral responsibility. The examples from antebellum
America and from the World War II era suggest that cultural change
runs deepest when it influences our ideas about the rights and responsi-
bilities of individuals. How much or how little to focus on the individual,
though, is a contested question. Some theorists argue that we have be-
come obsessed with the person and need to pay less attention to individu-
als, while others argue just the opposite. These arguments are part of a
long debate, but the terms of debate have altered greatly since the mid–
twentieth century.

Whereas scholarly opinion in the 1950s focused on too little individu-
alism and too much conformity, the dominant view in more recent years
has focused on too much individualism. This reversal of opinion is one
of the more interesting aspects of the cultural change our nation has
undergone during the past half century. We seem to have overcome the
fear about losing our individual identities, only to have given birth to
new fears that individualism is out of control.1 I believe there is a middle
ground, an understanding of the human person that emphasizes the em-
bedded self. This view of the human person, I will try to show, provides
a way of retrieving the moral dimension of traditional understandings
of American individualism and of recognizing the continuing impor-
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tance of individual responsibility in community-oriented appeals. At the
same time, it stresses the social arrangements, networks, and organiza-
tions that facilitate (or impede) moral conduct. If the individual is of
continuing significance in discussions of American democracy, we also
need to move beyond philosophical arguments about rights and respon-
sibilities. To do that, I suggest we pay closer attention to personal narra-
tives and their role in framing cultural assumptions about the individual.
My further aim here is to provide a context in which to introduce the
more specific themes about individual journeys and success that I will
take up in chapters 3 and 4, and to set the stage for considering what it
means to be more reflective about our roles as citizens.

The Tocquevillean tradition offers a first step toward answering the
question about what kinds of individuals are needed to ensure a strong
democracy. The answers are most clearly stated in the negative. A good
society is one in which individuals do not blindly follow their leaders or
conform blindly to popular opinion. In a strong democracy, individuals
do not depend on government to do everything for them, nor do they
depend too heavily on others. The individuals who constitute a good
society are not driven by narrow self-interest. And they are not isolated
from one another. Positively, the criteria for a good society include indi-
viduals who not only are engaged in the pursuit of happiness but to
some extent realize that goal. They are people whose lives are respected
by others and who themselves respect the lives of others. They are also
individuals who do their part and are thus good citizens. They are self-
sufficient, but they also depend on others to accomplish tasks that re-
quire cooperation. The political philosopher George Kateb calls this un-
derstanding of the human person “democratic individuality.”2 It involves
recognizing that social conventions are conventions and thus open to
change. Democratic individuals seek to liberate human energies and thus
to live more intensely. A good society therefore protects the autonomy
of individuals by respecting their freedom and their right to free expres-
sion. A good society also encourages individuals to form alliances and to
engage in political activity. As an initial guiding principle, there is thus
a kind of both-and quality to the individual—a delicate balance between
the autonomous individual who pursues individual happiness and the
responsible individual who contributes to the common good.

These desiderata overlap considerably with ideas about human flour-
ishing in psychology. Individuals who flourish have an internal moral
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compass that guides their thinking about right and wrong. They have
become differentiated from their families and communities. They take
responsibility for their own happiness. At the same time, they seek sup-
port when they need it and they usually receive gratification from their
social attachments and their efforts to help others. There is thus a balance
between egoism and altruism, between self-fulfillment and caring for
others.3 Whereas psychologists typically ask only what helps individuals
to be happy and achieve their goals in life, though, the question here is
what is good for society. The basic argument is that particular kinds of
individuals are required—individuals who, in the Tocquevillean vision,
contribute to their communities but are also strong selves who embody
what scholars of Tocqueville’s era would have called virtue. Put nega-
tively, it is not enough for a society to achieve a stable or growing eco-
nomic base or to follow democratic procedures of government. Those are
important, as are creative ideas about how to solve specific problems.
But a good society requires good people.

But merely stating the desiderata identified in the Tocquevillean vi-
sion of democracy or in social psychological ideas about human flour-
ishing begs the question of why these ideals are difficult to attain. We
may agree that a good society requires good people and yet perceive the
challenges quite differently, depending on how we view the dominant
culture. If there has been a turnaround in these perceptions, as I have
suggested, between those of the 1950s and more current ones, we need
to see what that turnaround has involved and what it tells us about the
social conditions that influence our understandings of the individual.

Individuality, More or Less?

When social observers wrote about American society in the 1950s, they
usually expressed concern that the individual was being replaced by the
group. The triumph of groups over individuals took place at several lev-
els and thus received differing treatment by different scholars. At one
level, the growing emphasis on the group was evident in scholarly per-
spectives themselves; that is, in the theories and concepts that animated
intellectual discussions, whether or not these reflected the realities of
social life itself. Psychology had been deeply influenced by World War
II. There was interest in mass psychology, the psychology of crowd be-
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havior, the kinds of personalities or temperaments that might be condu-
cive to totalitarianism, and the needs for mental health resources that
would make people better adjusted to the demands of modern society.
Sociology was more oriented toward collectivities than toward individu-
als, but observers also perceived a shift in emphasis within the discipline.
“More than any other, it is the concept of the social group that has be-
come central,” Robert A. Nisbet wrote. “It contrasts sharply with the
primacy of the individual in earlier American sociology.”4 This reorien-
tation was, in Nisbet’s view, symptomatic of growing influence from
conservative social philosophy as opposed to the classical laissez-faire
ideas that attached greater importance to the individual. At the same
time, it was also a reflection of the times in which people lived. “A preoc-
cupation with community and a fear of insecurity pervade almost every
area of civilized life.”5

It was not simply that intellectuals had become more interested in
social life than in the needs of individuals or that people were somehow
afraid to express their individuality. The larger concern was with an ap-
parent trend toward conformity. The collectivity was more powerful
than the individual because individuals conformed to the will of the ma-
jority. People knowingly or unknowingly imitated one another. Too
much conformity means being like everyone else and thus not realizing
one’s particular talents. The society loses because people do not develop
their special gifts. It also means that people do not think for themselves.
Not only did people become like everyone else, they also desired alike-
ness (and thus gave up their freedom). Conformity helped the society to
run smoothly but was not good for the individual. What had once been
individual character, a bundle of attributes associated with the individual,
now became “social character.” People were so much alike that they
could be lumped together into single national or cultural types. “By
adapting himself to social conditions man develops those traits which
make him desire to act as he has to act,” the psychologist Erich Fromm
wrote. “The energies of people are molded in ways that make them into
productive forces that are indispensable for the functioning of that soci-
ety.”6 Conformity meant that work was done and social order was main-
tained. The trains ran on time and factories filled their orders. But indi-
vidual freedom was bargained away. The unique reflections and
experiences of the individual were lost, and lost with them were the
independent decisions that keep a democracy on track.
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The sociologist David Riesman captured the spirit of the times better
than anyone else did. Riesman depicted the rise of social conformity as
a shift from an “inner-directed” to an “other-directed” character type.
An inner-directed person was guided by his or her own values. There
was an interior reservoir of strength, autonomy of thought that came
from critically reflecting on differences of opinions and trusting firmly
in one’s own decisions. Inner-directed Americans were people of virtue.
They had strong convictions and were not afraid to voice these convic-
tions to their friends and families or at town meetings. They were the
pioneer men and women, the trappers and traders, and the entrepreneurs
who had made the nation great. Other-directed Americans, in contrast,
waited to sense where the majority opinion lay and then went along
with it. Instead of making decisions based on what they knew to be right
or wrong, they tried to get along. Other-directed people had friends, and
they were willing to sacrifice anything to keep them. They desperately
wanted to fit in and to be liked. But they did so at the cost of thinking
for themselves.7

The most troubling part of all this was not just that individuals caved
in to social pressures. It was that Americans no longer realized they were
caving in. As Fromm observed, they desired to be like everyone else. In
an ironic twist, it thus became possible to assert one’s individuality by
choosing to be like everyone else. William H. Whyte Jr. understood that
conformity was not so much an abnegation of individual virtue as a new
way of defining virtue. It was a “social ethic,” he wrote, meaning that
Americans believed it to be their moral responsibility to go along with
the crowd. The social ethic was “that contemporary body of thought
which makes morally legitimate the pressures of society against the indi-
vidual.” It was composed of three major propositions: “a belief in the
group as the source of creativity; a belief in ‘belongingness’ as the ulti-
mate need of the individual; and a belief in the application of science to
achieve the belongingness.”8 The social ethic was thus a definition of
commitment. It demonstrated how easily transformed understandings
of the individual were. A person could be an unthinking automaton and
still feel like a person with strong convictions. The social ethic, Whyte
wrote, “rationalizes the organization’s demands for fealty and gives
those who offer it wholeheartedly a sense of dedication in doing so—in
extremis, you might say, it converts what would seem in other times a
bill of no rights into a restatement of individualism.”9
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Despite the seeming ease with which people adapted to the social
ethic, there was nevertheless a quality about it that proved unnerving.
This was the fact, quite simply, that conformity was becoming increas-
ingly difficult. Were it just a matter of following the lead of one’s peers,
conformity would be easy. But the society to which one was expected to
conform was increasingly composed of large, impersonal organizations.
Confronted with them, the individual felt powerless. There were too
many responsibilities. People were faced with new rules and regulations
that quashed their personal freedom. They tried hard to live up to their
responsibilities but found it difficult to do so because the rule-makers
were impersonal and thus impossible to negotiate with. “From the exec-
utive’s suite to the factory yard, the paper webwork is spun,” C. Wright
Mills wrote; “a thousand rules you never made and don’t know about
are applied to you by a thousand people you have never met and never
will.”10 Faced with such odds, the individual becomes alienated and feels
incapable of changing them. A fatalistic view of life results. Things hap-
pen to a person because of outside forces, rather than being made or
controlled by a person’s decisions. Besides the fact that society was more
complex and impersonal than ever before, the individual was also weaker.
The lonely person in a crowd is an image of weakness. There is no sup-
port, no protection against large-scale institutions, such as the corpora-
tion, the media, and government. Democracy is endangered because the
decisions made by individual members of the electorate are more easily
manipulated by people in power. If conformity could become a convic-
tion, consent could also be manufactured. “We cannot today merely as-
sume that in the last resort men must always be governed by their own
consent,” Mills wrote. “For among the means of power which now pre-
vail is the power to manage and to manipulate the consent of men.”11

Although the submersion of individuals keeps the society functioning,
there is in these analyses a troublesome sense of injustice and inauthen-
ticity about this loss of individuality. If people get ahead because of
whom they know instead of what they know, the implication is that they
are not succeeding justly. The old view of America—a good society that
provides opportunities for good people to succeed—is threatened. Get-
ting ahead because of social networks is inauthentic. It connotes not
working hard or not actually adding value through one’s labor. The per-
son who socializes is a salesperson, a gossip, a freeloader. Similarly, a
person unduly influenced by others is likely to be driven by image and
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by a desire to keep up appearances. Decisions are thus faulty because one
sees only the surface appearances presented by others, rather than truly
knowing one’s friends and having inside information about them. Friend-
ships and family relationships suffer because they are based on surface
appearances rather than more intimate knowledge of the inner self. This
concern about inauthenticity assumed, of course, that something about
individuals could not be understood in terms of culture. There were un-
derlying personality types or character traits. These were diverse and
needed to be expressed, rather than being reshaped by a common mold.
“Until the psychologist knows what the norms of behavior imposed by
a particular society are, and can discount them as indicators of personality,
he will be unable to penetrate behind the facade of social conformity
and cultural conformity to reach the authentic individual,” wrote the
anthropologist Ralph Linton.12 Culture was a barrier to perceiving or real-
izing what this individual authenticity was. The assumption implicit in
this critique of cultural conformity was that individuals have distinctive
gifts and potential buried within them, but as long as they do what every-
one else is doing, this potential remains unrealized.

Besides inauthenticity, the social ethic posed a danger of emasculation.
In the “old days” against which contemporary society was always mea-
sured, people were willing to suffer, endure hardship, and experience pain
in the service of a cause or simply to achieve their life’s ambitions. Having
lost that vigor, people now wanted instant gratification, were unwilling
to sacrifice for it, and pursued short-term gains by cutting corners and
cultivating their friends. Whereas in earlier times competition promoted
individuality, strength, and achievement, it now took place in rigid orga-
nizational hierarchies that stifled creativity. No longer was competition
“a testing field for heroes,” Mills wrote.13 Even good citizenship was sus-
pect because it was more likely to be motivated by social climbing than
by a genuine desire to serve. Joining social clubs was something the Orga-
nization Man did to make good in the company. The fear of emasculation
carried the term’s gendered connotation as well. The man in the gray
flannel suit had become soft, effeminate, because he was no longer on the
prairie or in the factory doing physical work. He was no longer dressed in
buckskin. Women were conformists in their own way, going to coffee
klatches and buying the same consumer products as everyone else. Yet
they were, in another sense, the solution to the problem of mass confor-
mity. Being outside the labor market, they were at home, fixing up the
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home in intimate and personalized ways, making it a haven to which
the Organization Man could escape, and providing decent values for the
children. All that, of course, would change as women began entering the
labor market in increasing numbers and the concern about individuality
shifted from too little to too much.

During the 1960s and 1970s, the concern about mass conformity was
still sufficiently in mind that clearer expressions of individuality were
generally welcomed. The civil rights movement especially came to be
regarded as an articulation of individual freedom—as a triumph over
the racial strictures of a society dominated by whites. The quest for gen-
der equality carried similar connotations. It was a struggle for freedom
to enter the labor force, to pursue a career of one’s choice, and to control
one’s choices about reproduction. With some misgiving, the youth cul-
ture of the period was also welcomed by social observers as an expression
of individuality—despite the fact that countercultural styles of dress
and music demonstrated as much conformity as they did individuality.
But by the 1980s, there was a widespread sense that individuality had
gone too far. The trouble was no longer that of society’s having tri-
umphed over the individual, but of individuals’ having triumphed over
society. Whereas there had been too much homogeneity in the 1950s,
now there was too much diversity. If people had been subservient to
social expectations before, now they defied those expectations to pursue
their own interests.

Too much emphasis on the individual means that people are selfish
and focused narrowly on pursuing their personal interests. They are free
riders who reap the benefits of society but are unwilling to do their part
to sustain the common good. This orientation, writes the sociologist and
communitarian advocate Amitai Etzioni, consists of “a strong sense of
entitlement, demanding the community to give more services, strongly
upholding rights [and entailing] a relatively weak sense of obligation, of
serving the commons, and the lack of a sense of responsibility for the
country.”14 The selfish individual retreats from civic involvement, stays
at home, or works longer hours to achieve a higher income, but gives
nothing back to the community. Such people are narcissistic, thinking
too much about themselves, worrying about how to find personal fulfill-
ment, and interested in doing so by expressing their feelings. They have
trouble finding friends because when they socialize, they talk only about
themselves. Whereas the conformist of the 1950s was driven by surface
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appearances rather than an inner self, the individualist of the present is
guided almost entirely by the inner self. What the sociologist James
Davison Hunter calls “the death of character” is a condition in which
individuals are moved more by the quest for good feelings than by prin-
ciples.15 Character implied stability because the principles to which one
was committed were enduring. They were rooted in cultural traditions
that people believed to be true and in the accumulated wisdom of genera-
tions. Feelings, in contrast, focus attention on the moment. They are
ephemeral and thus unreliable guides for individual behavior, let alone
for collective responsibilities. When behavior is influenced by feelings,
it may also be too little supported by the activities of others. Thus a
person who attributes decisions to the fact that “it felt right” can avoid
having to listen to the counsel of others. That same person can also
experience too much guilt when things go wrong. Or no guilt at all, if
one’s conscience is guided only by an inner voice. Sheila Larson, the
woman described by Bellah and his coauthors in Habits of the Heart
who looks inside herself for guidance and creates her own religion
(“Sheilaism”), exemplifies this kind of person.16 She has no anchor, no
way of knowing for sure whether she is doing right or wrong. In the
limiting case, she becomes the ruler of herself, responsible to no one.
“Kill when you must, and be killed the same: the must coming from the
gods inside you,” wrote D. H. Lawrence.17 As moral guides, feelings are
worrisome because they replace convictions rooted in cultural traditions.
A focus on feelings leads also to self-delusion. Sheila can believe herself
to be doing right even when she is not. She can imagine herself being
in charge although she is a product of her times. Feelings imply that
choices are entirely controlled by individuals, whereas in reality they
are constrained by circumstances.

There is a continuing critique of power in these criticisms, too, but
one of a different sort. The media, political parties, and the entertain-
ment industry encourage narcissistic understandings of the individual. A
therapeutic state shapes the public schools, drug courts, and legislation. It
emphasizes self-esteem too much and enduring values too little.18 There
are also popular notions of individual rights that have become skewed.
These notions are institutionalized in laws that focus only on rights and
in mass media that champion freedom with venal intent. Extreme indi-
vidualists assert their right to make choices but have little basis on which
to make good ones. The quest to know one’s inner self, one’s authentic
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self, is misguided. Instead of gaining self-knowledge, and instead of put-
ting oneself in contexts where a stable self can be developed, the person
develops a mutable self, a shifting array of facades.

The mutable self is little more than a multiplicity of roles, a person
engaged in the presentation of self, or, more accurately, in the presenta-
tion of a different self in each situation—a workplace self, a sports self,
a lover self, a parent self, and so on.19 The mutable self makes decisions
based on what feels right at the moment, rather than making long-term
plans and enduring commitments. “All I can see is wanting this job
today. I do think this is what I want right now,” says a young woman
interviewed in a study of law students. She gets confused when she tries
to think too far ahead. “Only when I stop and think do I think that
maybe this lifestyle isn’t what I want.”20 It is easier to not stop and think
very often. Another student does think ahead, but being uncertain about
the future, he thinks only in utilitarian terms. “I’m not going to invest
a whole lot of energy in the company because I don’t know what they’re
going to give me,” he says. For the mutable self, relationships may be
based more on the manipulation of one’s image than on long-lasting
convictions. As earlier critiques also saw it, the average person is duped,
happily playing the game of pursuing individual happiness, but often
with unhappy results. The individual may be relatively powerless in the
face of such forces. Yet the assumption is that individuals can make moral
choices if they see more clearly the consequences of their actions.

Why more recent criticisms differ so sharply from those of the 1950s
is a matter of conjecture. The earlier criticisms were expressed by
younger scholars who saw themselves as independent intellectuals and
found the conformity they witnessed among their peers disconcerting.
The recent criticisms have mostly been voiced by an older generation,
many of whom were themselves products of the 1950s, and are directed
at excesses they perceive mostly among younger Americans. Whereas
the earlier criticisms focused on declining masculinity, the recent ones
have included more nuanced gender connotations but have, if anything,
been more critical of characteristics stereotypically associated with
women—such as an emphasis on feelings and the inner self—than with
those attributed to men. The possibility that Americans have actually
become more individualistic or selfish is suggested by evidence of declin-
ing civic participation and rising interest, according to opinion polls, in
individual fulfillment and personal freedom. The communities and orga-
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nizations that generated loyalties in the past have become more uncer-
tain. The children of the Organization Man, write social scientists Paul
Leinberger and Bruce Tucker, are “more inclined to join many ever-shift-
ing networks than to seek a niche in one immortal hierarchy.”21 If they
have an identity at all, it has to come from within, not from a community
or organization. The growing diversity and tolerance of diversity within
the culture are undoubtedly factors as well. With more variety available,
conformity seems less of a problem, while the time and energy that
individuals devote to making choices has necessarily increased.

A surface reading of the literature criticizing American individualism
in recent years would probably suggest that we simply need to pay less
attention to individuals and devote more attention to groups, communi-
ties, and the society. Instead of spending time thinking about themselves,
individuals would become better citizens—if not better people—by
blending into the community. They would, as some proponents of strong
communities argue, discover that it is more in keeping with human na-
ture to belong than to be separate, and more natural to accept the com-
munity’s rules than to constantly make choices of one’s own. “Most
people want a chart to follow and are not happy when they don’t have
one,” the writer Alan Ehrenhalt asserts. “The uncharted life, the life of
unrestricted choice and eroded authority, is one most ordinary people do
not enjoy leading.”22 Insofar as growth toward personal fulfillment takes
place, it occurs more naturally, according to this view, as people fit into
the group, serve others, and receive support in return. Emphasizing the
rights of human persons is off track because personhood is achieved only
as people lose themselves in service to others. Life apart from the group
is lonely, whereas the gathered community is where life is experienced
most fully. Religious leaders, as the shepherds of gathered communities,
are especially keen on making these arguments. Religion is, if anything,
communal. It encourages people to spend time in congregations and to
identify themselves fundamentally through narratives about a commu-
nity of faith. “By working and playing together,” one pastor writes, “by
not being afraid to ask both the whimsical and the hard questions, by
coming together, we can make our lives something like that famous mus-
tard bush, with its great branch giving shade for the birds of heaven.”23

The same arguments can be appealing, too, if ethnicity or race is re-
garded as a basic community of identity or if democracy is thought to
be strengthened mainly by vigorous, politically engaged associations. I
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call this a surface reading, though, because it misses what critics are
actually saying about the continuing significance of the individual.

The deeper message in recent criticisms of American individualism is
that an effective democracy, like an effective individual, requires what,
for want of a better term, we might call strong selves. Strong selves are
people who have what is variously termed inner strength, character, or
moral resolve. They are people who know their mind, who have opin-
ions, and who are willing to express these opinions. They are thus capa-
ble of making decisions, and they do so in terms of considered judgments
about what is right and wrong. Yet they are not nonconformists who go
against the grain simply for the sake of nonconformity. They strike a
balance between inner conviction and cultural tradition, not simply as a
via media approach to life, but more as a considered judgment that takes
account of the changing complexities of situations and responsibilities.
A strong self is someone who exercises discretion, rather than blindly
rejecting or accepting social customs. Discretion suggests that strong
selves make choices, but choices that are tempered by conviction. A con-
viction is not something we merely decide to adopt; it grips us and thus
seems to be anchored more deeply within us.24 It is that sense of being
anchored that gives stability to the self. “My trouble is, I lack convic-
tion,” says one of the characters in John Barth’s Lost in the Funhouse.
“Many accounts of our situation seem plausible to me—where and what
we are, why we swim and whither. But implausible ones as well, perhaps
especially those, I must admit as possibly correct.”25 The problem here
is that accounts are free-floating, delimited neither by cultural
agreement nor by a clear personal identity. Being strong implies more
even than learning principles of good conduct. “It is more a matter of
trying to understand how general claims apply to us in particular, given
our characters and circumstances, and how to balance the competing de-
mands they make on the way we try to live our lives,” writes the philoso-
pher John Kekes.26 A strong self is thus self-directed. Self-direction in-
volves negotiating a balance between the deep inner promptings of
conscience and the norms of one’s community.

The value of strong selves can be seen in the case of Sheila Larson.
She is already a person who appreciates the importance of inner strength
and apparently has some, given that she is a nurse who cares for dying
children. The criticism expressed by Bellah and his coauthors is not a
suggestion that she give up her identity for the sake of becoming, say, a
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Methodist. It is rather a concern that she will find herself running on
empty at some point as she exhausts her inner reserves. If she listens
for God and hears only herself, where can she turn when self-doubt
arises? She needs group support, and she would benefit from knowing
more about a religious tradition because the camaraderie and wisdom
would give her additional strength. She would have others from whom
to seek advice and a narrative tradition in which to find role models. She
would not lose her identity by becoming like her friends or by blindly
following these role models. She would compare herself with them and
thus gain greater clarity about who she is and what she values.

Similarly, the idea of a strong self is implied in the story of Narcissus
from which the concern about narcissistic personalities takes its name.
Narcissus drowns because he sees his image reflected in a pool, confuses
it with himself, and falls in. The problem is not that a person has too
clear an identity; it is not having one that is clear enough. With no sharp
line of demarcation between self and society, it becomes impossible to
adjudicate between conscience and culture. One either follows con-
science, failing to realize that it deviates radically from social norms, or
follows social norms, imagining them to be the voice of conscience. Peo-
ple with strong selves are better able to distinguish themselves from
others and thus are more capable of interacting confidently with others.
People retreat from public life, in this view, not when they become too
interested in themselves, but when they are unsure of who they are.27

The criticisms expressed by scholars in the 1950s help to keep those
of more recent years in proper perspective. If the solution to narcissism,
expressive individualism, and the death of character were simply to min-
imize the importance of the individual relative to the group, then the
1950s would be the ideal situation. The inner-directed Americans of
today should once again become other-directed. An individualistic ethic
should be replaced by a social ethic. But the critics of the 1950s recog-
nized the shortcomings of those kinds of association. Peer groups can
pose problems just as severe as the absence of peer groups. The solution
to individualism therefore is not to become more fully identified with a
group of one’s peers. When that happens, individual identity is lost. The
person becomes weak, not strong. What is needed is interaction with the
group, not identification with it. Interaction implies give-and-take. In
the process, individuals learn the group’s values, but they also learn to
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disagree with the group. For its part, the group does not just expect
conformity. It respects and empowers the individual.

Despite the 180-degree differences that seem to separate the more
recent from the earlier discussions of individualism, there are also some
underlying continuities that help us understand the moral meanings we
associate with human personhood. An important one is the concern evi-
dent in both about power’s subverting democratic institutions and, for
that matter, weakening the individual. In the earlier discussions, this
concern is evident in arguments that mass society leads to totalitarian-
ism like that in Nazi Germany and Bolshevik Russia. The more recent
discussions more commonly voice concern about fragmentation and
chaos than about totalitarian rule. However, we still see evidence of the
Tocquevillean conviction that too much individualism results in a power
shift toward big government. The argument is not just that civic with-
drawal on the part of individuals forces government to supply more ser-
vices, although that argument is popular in some quarters. The argument
connecting individualism with big government is rather one that views
an emphasis on rights as the culprit. Rights need to be upheld universally
instead of being defined differently in different communities. They can-
not be one thing in Mississippi and another in California. “As rights
and entitlements expand,” writes Michael J. Sandel, “politics is therefore
displaced from smaller forms of association and relocated at the most
universal form—in our case, the nation.”28 In his view, this shift from
localities to the nation is also evident in increased executive and judicial
power at the expense of the legislative branch. But the important impli-
cation of this concern about individualism’s eroding democracy is that
the nation-state cannot define what is good any more than it can define
what is right. For to do so would also require large-scale, centralized
structures capable of harnessing and directing national energies. The
criticism of individual rights is thus an appeal for greater power to be
vested in local communities, local government, and other local organiza-
tions, such as churches, social clubs, and school boards. And that has two
further implications: if there is to be a more appropriate balance between
the individual and society, it needs to be found within local settings;
and insofar as the national population is more ethnically and racially or
religiously diverse, this diversity will inevitably be embodied in these
local settings. In short, the concern about too much individuality necessi-
tates rediscovering the mutual influences between individuals and local
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communities, which in turn necessitates taking greater account of cul-
tural diversity.

The Embedded Self

The criticisms from the 1950s and in more recent years point to the need
for an understanding of the self that acknowledges both its relationships
to the community and its need for autonomy. I use the term embedded
self to suggest precisely this balance. Selves are situated within commu-
nities and other social arrangements, such as the workplace, families,
ethnic groups, and nations. Embedding implies that individuals are con-
strained by their social locations—by the resources inherent in these
locations, such as wealth or power, and by the position a particular indi-
vidual occupies within that location, such as being an executive in the
workplace or a leader of a voluntary association. To be in one social
location implies a commitment to that location. This is the moral dimen-
sion of embeddedness. I am constrained by the expectations built into
the roles I play and by the internalized commitments I have made to
abide by those expectations. Embedding, however, does not imply that I
am simply the product of my circumstances. I have sufficient autonomy
and am sufficiently self-directed to negotiate among the competing fac-
tors that have influenced me, and to set my own goals.

The recently popular idea of social capital captures some of what I
mean to suggest by the concept of embedded selves. Social capital con-
sists of the networks in which an individual is embedded and the norms
governing those networks. Capital implies that these networks and
norms serve as resources for accomplishing some of the ends an individ-
ual may wish to pursue.29 Having such resources is part of what it means
to be a strong self. Although the literature on social capital has not
tended to emphasize this connection, an individual with social capital
must also be a decision-maker. He or she makes decisions about the de-
ployment of social capital, just as an entrepreneur does about economic
capital. This decision-making capacity implies responsibilities. A person
must decide when to make use of a network contact and must calculate
what the cost may be. That much can be considered in utilitarian terms
and thus is subject to the derogations of utilitarian calculations that have
been common to nearly all criticisms of individualism. From a broader
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perspective, though, social capital does not consist only of utilitarian
calculations that will benefit the individual. Social capital implies a net-
work in which there will be long-term relationships. It implies behavior
that will maintain trust. The good of others in the network must there-
fore be taken into consideration.

A person with social capital enjoys a certain kind of strength. Unlike
the isolated individual, that person can rely on friends for support or
information. Research suggests that people with social capital get better
jobs, have fewer illnesses, and live longer. These are examples of personal
strength. However, they do not exhaust the idea of strong selves. Strong
selves make choices about which networks to cultivate, when to rely on
their networks, and when to go their own way. An observation from the
sociologist William Julius Wilson, who has studied social capital in low-
income, inner-city neighborhoods, provides an interesting example. Eco-
nomically successful parents in these neighborhoods generally had fewer
friends in the neighborhood and were more likely to discourage their
children from making friends there than were less successful parents.
By deciding not to have friends, they shielded themselves and their chil-
dren from what they perceived as bad influences, such as drug use or
needy neighbors who would become drains on their time or money.30

Persons with strong selves have their own goals well enough in mind
that they can make such choices. They are also more deliberate about
seeking out friends and sources of advice. A person with naturally oc-
curring social capital, for instance, may have friends to rely on when the
chips are down; a person who is more intentional about his or her social
capital will be more likely to seek professional help. The idea of strong
selves also implies the capacity to select contacts who contradict the
norms of one’s naturally occurring network. For instance, a mutual-
funds trader may be driven by the norms of his or her peers to earn
higher profits by cheating, whereas a trader with a more firmly devel-
oped sense of right and wrong would cultivate other networks (such as
with family or through a religious congregation) for countervailing ad-
vice or to locate a different job. Overall, therefore, social capital is proba-
bly conducive to strong selves in most instances; yet knowing only that
a person has social capital is no assurance of that person’s having a strong
self; the person’s self-understanding and moral commitments must be
taken into account as well.
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These examples suggest a consideration that is not fully satisfied by
the idea of social capital or by arguments about individuals’ needs for
community. Writers who emphasize community place great stock in the
fact that throughout most of human history people have belonged to
particular clans, tribes, and other local groups. Through these groups,
people received an identity and learned to pursue the community’s val-
ues by playing such roles as chief, hunter, shaman, father, mother, son,
or daughter. Advocates of strong communities have trouble with the idea
that individuals now can somehow be expected to have identities and
conceptions of the good without such roles. They sometimes argue that
it would be better if individuals subjected themselves once again to the
authority of the group. What this view misses is the fact that everyone
still plays roles and does so all the time. The problem is not a lack of
roles or role commitments. The problem is that these roles are no longer
the stable properties of clans and tribes. One can no longer say, “I belong
to this clan or that tribe.” Communities of identity are multiple, overlap-
ping, and conflicting, and the roles we play in them are unstable. I may
identify myself as a descendant of Scotch-Irish Presbyterians for certain
purposes, as a descendant of German Baptists for other purposes, and
most of the time in other ways entirely—as, for instance, an employee
of a university, a resident of a particular state, or a consumer with certain
tastes in literature and music. None of these roles fully defines what I
believe to be right and good. I have had to make choices about them.

An embedded individual is thus one who lives within not a single
community but several. “Layered loyalties,” Etzioni writes, in which
“members see themselves as, and act as, members of more than one com-
munity” become necessary.31 The image of layers suggests a geographic
hierarchy of communities, such as town, state, nation, and world. If my
tribal loyalties conflict with yours, the way to resolve our differences is
by switching reference to a larger community of which we are both a
part. That solution, however, works less well in practice than in theory
because communities usually do not exist in such neat layers. My loyal-
ties to where I work and where I live are to entities that are not really
communities at all, but social relationships of a very specific kind that
influence me at some moments more than at others. I have to negotiate
among these competing commitments. The fluidity of actual community
attachments and roles does not result in complete individualism, how-
ever. I create unity and impose order on these attachments and roles
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through the narratives I use to make sense of them. Being associated
with and influenced by multiple communities implies that discretion is
an important part of the relationships between individuals and their com-
munities. Individuals do not simply accept the definitions of goodness
that are built into the traditions and functioning of communities. Individ-
uals find it necessary to arbitrate among competing definitions of the
good. We can also think of instances in which individuals find it neces-
sary to call into question the values evident in the functioning of commu-
nities. We at least hope this will be the case because communities fall
short of their ideals and in the extreme become ruthless and subservient
to the interests of power. This is a point that proponents of stronger
communities neglect. Communities come in the form of skinhead organi-
zations and manipulative multinational corporations, not just neighbor-
hood gatherings and civic associations. The role of the individual as moral
decision-maker, therefore, is one that must be protected and encouraged.

The multiplicity and fluidity of communities is an issue that pertains
especially to arguments about religion. A faith community may have a
primordial claim on a person’s identity by virtue of having played a
formative role in his or her childhood socialization or by defining its
beliefs as ultimate truth. In a pluralistic world, though, most individuals
will be exposed to competing definitions of religious truth. We also live
in a society that officially does not recognize one, or any, faith as being
preferable to others. Thus it becomes incumbent on individuals to work
out a satisfactory relationship to one faith community, or more than one.
The balance here involves committing oneself to the moral obligations
of the community, such as living according to its rules, participating in
its worship services, and helping its social programs, on the one hand;
and on the other hand, deciding that the community’s teachings are also
one’s own beliefs, up to a point, and determining where that agreement
ends. This iterative process requires renegotiation as a person’s life situa-
tion changes and as his or her understanding and practice of faith change.

It is the reality of pluralism and of individuals’ need to choose among
competing communities and commitments that points to the require-
ment for autonomy. An embedded self is a person whose autonomy is
sufficiently protected to guarantee the free exercise of conscience. This
is why rights as well as responsibilities are important. A proper under-
standing of rights does not mean that the individual makes only those
claims on the group that maximize his or her self-interest—claims such
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as freedom from being bothered by having to pay one’s dues. The pur-
pose of rights is to ensure that moral disagreements between individuals
and the group are not always resolved in favor of the group. A minority
of one is entitled to speak her mind, worship as she chooses, and receive
fair treatment in the courts and by the police. A minority of one is sub-
ject to the law, like everyone else. But rights may also extend to questions
about resources, such as fair employment and fair housing, on which the
capacity to live and to choose depends.

An embedded self is not only situationally located but also reflective.
“Self-identity,” writes the sociologist Anthony Giddens, “is the self as
reflexively understood by the person in terms of her or his biography.”32

Indeed, it is more even than this. We interpret our situations, responding
to them and acting upon them in terms of the meanings we create. We
construct a sense of our self-identity by pondering how we have re-
sponded to events in the past and what different courses of action we
may take in the future. We tell stories that make sense of our lives and
provide the occasions for self-assessment. These stories are not unrelated
to the social contexts and networks in which we are embedded. The sto-
ries, though, are themselves a form of embedding. They create connec-
tions between self and society, and provide continuity between past and
present and between present and future. How people understand them-
selves is thus a key to grasping the role of the individual in our society
and to identifying the deep meanings that give stability to the society.
It is through reflection that individuals gain the capacity to transcend
the specific roles, rules, and regulations of their situation and thus the
ability to make moral judgments about them. A view that encourages
radical immersion of the individual into the group can offer possibilities
for moral judgments only through the values and beliefs that are es-
poused by the group itself. For instance, a person who identifies solely
with a religious community may believe with that community that tak-
ing lives is wrong. Yet the ability to make moral judgments in a pluralis-
tic society requires imagining oneself outside of that community as well.
It involves comparing the values of more than one community and, in-
deed, recognizing heterogeneity of beliefs within a particular commu-
nity. This capacity permits individuals and communities to grow and
to change. Within the confines of a single homogeneous community,
individuals’ second or subsequent experience of events still differs from
their first. It is through the narratives they construct and the reflection
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in which they engage that they are able to respond appropriately, rather
than being driven only by the moment-to-moment authority of the
group. “As a self-interpreting being,” Michael J. Sandel writes, “I am
able to reflect on my history and in this sense to distance myself from
it.”33 Self-interpretation of this kind requires living in imagined worlds,
in the world as one chooses to remember it, and in future worlds that
one can anticipate. Sandel is correct in observing that the distance be-
tween these imagined worlds and one’s immediate situation is always
provisional. Yet it is, not because the power of the group is so morally
overwhelming, but because one’s own moral reflections take account of
the situation.

Narratives are the cultural frameworks in which individuals interpret
their social situations, imagine themselves in other situations, and make
choices about who they want to be and how to behave. Narratives contain
moral principles (cautionary tales are a prime example), but telling
stories is quite different from memorizing principles. Storytelling is de-
liberately multivalent. It evokes interpretations, rather than closing
them down. Narratives spark the imagination, showing that conditions
were different from what they seemed to be and that the self can be
different. Storytelling and self-direction are intimately connected. “Self
direction is open-ended,” writes Kekes. “Self direction presupposes that
while part of human nature, set by the facts of the body, self, and social
life, is constant and universal, other parts can be and are being trans-
formed.”34 Ultimately, then, it is not so much the social situations in
which people live that provide clues about their understandings of them-
selves, but their narratives. This means that moral judgments are situ-
ated within the stories we tell about ourselves, the stories we hear others
tell about themselves, and what we might call public narratives—the
stories about celebrities, public officials, and characters in literature that
make up the cultural stock of any society. Narratives typically include
implicit references to the principle or principles at issue, the context in
which questions about the application of those principles arise, an exam-
ple of how decisions are made, and possibly an implied lesson about
the consequences of these decisions. Narratives of this kind link the
moral judgments of individuals with the norms and values of a commu-
nity. They often bring in a tradition or a form of reasoning that provides
warrants or legitimation. Folktales and narratives in religious texts are
stories of this kind, but the tales that philosophers and students of
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jurisprudence tell about rationality and fairness, or that scientists tell
about experiments and discoveries, are examples as well. They spin webs
of meaning around the individual, explaining why certain actions are
taken or not taken and what the consequences are.

Making Sense of Personal Narratives

Narratives guide behavior, provide interpretations of it, and reveal what
the culture knows and values. Narratives, as I have argued, hold the
key to striking an appropriate balance between the individual and the
community. If we are to understand the deep cultural meanings that
propel us forward, on the one hand, and hold us back, on the other, we
need to consider carefully what narratives are, how they function, and
what they can tell us about our understandings of personal strength.
Among social scientists who study culture, narratives often receive sur-
prisingly little attention. It has been more common to dissect culture
into small bits, such as frames, tools, scripts, symbols, boundaries, and
genres, and to deny that culture has much coherence beyond what is
revealed in particular situations. Yet we know that personal narratives
play a large role in human behavior and are an important part of what
it means to be human. We create and tell stories to make sense of our
lives. Many of our best-selling books are biographies. Talk therapy con-
sists largely of telling stories about ourselves. Television programming
ranges from the long narratives that make up epic dramas to the shorter
ones of which sitcom episodes and talk show interviews are composed.
Historians and anthropologists insist that through most of human his-
tory storytelling was the principal means by which culture was transmit-
ted from one generation to the next. Increasingly, social scientists them-
selves make use of in-depth interviews—often without much attention
to the structure of the narratives that are obtained, but as a source of
narrative information nevertheless. Personal narratives tell us how we
think about ourselves in relation to the situations in which we are em-
bedded. Creating these narratives, writes the psychologist Dan P. Mc-
Adams, “is an act of imagination that is a patterned integration of our
remembered past, perceived present, and anticipated future.”35 Personal
narratives constitute our outlook on the world. They are inside us.
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The goal of narrative analysis is greater awareness of how we are
shaped by our culture and heightened opportunities for self-reflection.
We are generally aware enough of our personal narratives that we can
tell stories about ourselves. This does not mean that we have thought
much about our narratives or that these narratives necessarily provide
accurate information. Individuals do not always know what guides their
behavior and may delude themselves into thinking that they are better
than they are. This point was taken more seriously when Freudian and
Marxian assumptions dominated the social sciences than it is now. In
that era, a hermeneutics of suspicion led social scientists to imagine that
people were nearly always guided by unconscious drives or by false con-
sciousness. Hardly anything could be taken at face value. Yet Freudians
and Marxians also believed it was possible to unmask false ideas by ex-
amining the texts of what people said or wrote and by looking at them
critically in relation to broader understandings of personality and soci-
ety. We are less likely in the present era to believe that individuals are
so often duped or that social science can so readily discover deeper truths.
If assumptions about the individual are part of the deep meaning of
culture, though, it makes sense to examine these assumptions. Personal
narratives inform us about both the way individuals understand them-
selves and the way our culture understands individuals.

To see how personal narratives work, we will find it helpful to consider
a specific example. This example comes from a woman talking to an
interviewer who had asked her to tell about some of her experiences as
a foreign-born person living in the United States. The woman, whom I
will call Fatima Akhtar, is an immigrant from Pakistan.36 She came to
the United States with her husband in 1975. They live in a middle-class
neighborhood in southern California where her husband works as an
engineer and she divides her time between mothering their three chil-
dren, who are now in high school, and participating in community orga-
nizations. The particular story she tells is an account of how and why she
has played a leadership role in Women’s Network, a group that combats
domestic violence and tries in other ways to support Muslim women.
As the narrative unfolds, it provides evidence about Mrs. Akhtar’s sense
of herself as well as about the organization. She says:

A bunch of us used to gather at the mosque for classes or for some
family night educational programs and we shared stories about how
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women are suffering. They cannot talk to anybody and their hus-
bands are abusing them and beating them. Some are beating them
because they think it says to in the Qur’an. All kinds of horror
stories. So it was like the anger in a lot of women against men.
Those men sometimes are in high positions in the community, so
the woman is totally trapped, cannot say a word because it will dam-
age his reputation. We thought, “what can we do about it?” There
were African American Muslim women, white converted Muslim
women, Arab, Egyptian, Irani. So our cliquish Muslim women’s
group kind of evolved from there and we were all concerned for
other women in our own communities. I am in a Pakistani commu-
nity. There are Irani women who know what’s going on in Irani
culture. The Egyptians know how their women are suffering. So we
thought that we should make a group and advertise and educate
through Islam what their rights are, empower women by teaching
them what their rights are, and also give them kind of practical ideas
of how to deal with situations at home because we cannot ignore
the male nature, their ego problems and all that. You cannot chal-
lenge them. We totally believe that we don’t want to break up any
marriages because Muslims strongly believe in the family. Children
suffer if the marriages are broken. So that was our idea of making
this network to help women. If a woman says, “I want to go see
another woman,” there is no objection. “This is a friend; we are
getting together at a friend’s house.” So the husbands who are con-
trolling are less threatened if the wife is going to see another
woman. We thought this way we can have meetings and do things
and there will be no threat to the husbands.

The interviewer then asks Mrs. Akhtar to say what motivated her
to become involved in starting the group. This question gives her the
opportunity to speak more personally:

I have seen women in Pakistan suffering from this type of thing.
Not particularly the beating abuse. That, plus the other thing which
makes me more mad, is the divorce trap. My young niece was mar-
ried for a year and the guy was abusive. She was a beautiful young
woman and her husband, a medical doctor, was an abusive man. She
refused to go back to him and then he refused to give her a divorce.
Things like that, closer to home, made me mad, and raised the ques-
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tion, “Is there justice?” Some other very close friends, similar
things happened. It’s like, here I am reading this Qur’an. It tells me
about kindness and justice. But there is no match in real life. So
who can do something? To tell you the truth, there were times when
my own husband was not fair to me, before I got empowered with
my own knowledge. He was a typical man and he wanted service
from me all the time. I had little kids, I was working full-time, and
he would come home and he would not help me in the household.
If I was mad and demanded him to, he says, “I don’t do this thing,
I don’t do this thing.” That kind of made me mad. It’s like what is
this thing? He used to just say he is a man, he can’t do it. Though
he was never abusive.

I had a lot of questions. Why is being a woman the wrong gender?
It’s not my fault. It’s not anybody’s fault. I didn’t do anything in
terms of being a woman. There are so many other women, and what
can we do about it? So that element, plus other women, just because
they’re women, men can give them a divorce if they want. There
was another young woman in Pakistan, she was married for a year
and she had a child. She came home and her husband sent her a
divorce in the mail. Another woman we knew was married for six
months and she was a working woman, she had a lot of money, and
her husband wanted her to give him all the money. She refused so
he gave her a divorce. There were things happening within our close
circle of friends, relatives. I said, “Whatever I study is so rosy and
so nice, but why are all these things happening?” I guess that gave
me the energy.

Mrs. Akhtar pauses for a moment to catch her breath. Then she re-
members that there was another experience that motivated her:

My kids went to a Catholic school. I joined a Bible study group
there because I wanted to learn what my kids were learning! I be-
came friends with these Christian Catholic women. They were so
nice. They were doing things for other women, a sisterhood. And
that motivated me also. Then I went and joined the mosque down-
town. I started teaching there in the Sunday School. I got so dis-
criminated against there because I was a woman, and a blunt, out-
spoken woman, very untraditional. I could do a lot of things that
men were not doing there. The way they played tricks with me, the
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way they made me miserable in my own Islamic environment was
very, very sad. But that motivated me to learn. I felt the barriers
everywhere. It made me angry. I think that was probably God’s
plan, to make me angry, and that anger came out as a force for me
to learn. Every time somebody was nasty to me I hit the Qur’an
again and I learned. I have more than three hundred books on Islam
now; I have my own library. All my women’s books are all here, I
have another room full of books. I sometimes laugh now. I say, “I
should send thank-you letters to the mosque people who made me
so angry that I learned more and more.”

A narrative like this reveals a lot about Mrs. Akhtar’s understanding
of herself, the community with which she identifies, and her sense of
responsibility toward it. Her story shows that not only is she of Pakistani
origin, but she continues to regard herself as part of the Pakistani com-
munity. Her identity as a Muslim extends further, including her friends
of different national backgrounds. She indicates that storytelling is one
of the important activities in which she and her Muslim friends engage.
She clearly identifies herself as a woman and is devoted to a cause that
transcends particular ethnic or religious backgrounds, although in her
case this is a cause that she strongly associates with interpretations of
the Qur’an. The story reveals some of her values: she believes that it is
wrong for women to suffer, she thinks it is possible to do something to
alleviate this suffering, and she implies that gaining knowledge from
books is one way of achieving this goal. She explicitly describes herself
as a person who has been “empowered.” Her narrative mentions energy
but also conveys it, especially through the language she uses to describe
her emotions. It might be possible to dissect a narrative like this, show-
ing, for example, that it employed a “frame” of gender equality, that it
drew a “symbolic boundary” between men and women, or that it de-
ployed a “tool kit” of emotionally expressive words. But dissecting it
like that makes sense only in the context of understanding that the whole
narrative has coherence.

As this example shows, personal narratives typically provide im-
portant clues about the social networks in which people are involved. It
is always nice to have independent evidence about these networks, such
as that provided by ethnographic studies of groups. However, the stories
people tell about themselves are the best indications of how they think
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they have been influenced by their networks. In Mrs. Akhtar’s story, for
instance, she states clearly that it was beneficial to have had friends and
that it was valuable, given Muslim customs, for these friends to be
women. Thus when they gathered, they could say they were simply
going to visit some female friends. When asked more specifically about
these friends, she says there were six in particular who provided the core
for the Women’s Network. Besides herself, one was from Sri Lanka, one
was a white convert to Islam, one was an African American convert, one
was Iranian, and one was Egyptian. Being from six different cultures, the
women all had distinct networks and experiences, which, Mrs. Akhtar
believes, helped the Network to grow, and to have greater legitimacy
than if it had been associated with only one culture.

If personal narratives link individuals with social networks, they
do not do so in descriptive terms alone. We cannot understand Mrs.
Akhtar’s story in the same way that we would assess her answer to a
question in a survey asking her to list her five closest friends. Personal
narratives connect the person in the story, whether that is the storyteller
or another party, with moral meanings. The story defines its main char-
acters as allies who are on the side of good and as antagonists who are
on the opposing side. Protagonists and antagonists are goal-directed.
They are engaged in activities that have moral valences—efforts to do
good, secure justice, overcome evil, trump falsehood with knowledge,
and inspire hope. These moral meanings may be philosophical principles
that a person has read about in books. But they are personally meaning-
ful because of the particular circumstances to which they are applied.

Personal narratives are often told to illustrate a specific transition or
insight, such as a lesson that was learned or a moral that was driven
home by the context in which it occurred. In retelling the story, one
remembers the lesson and, in a small way, relives the process of learning
it. Mrs. Akhtar learned during the course of her involvement with the
Women’s Network that it was sometimes important to enlist the assis-
tance of an imam or another man, especially for help in confronting a
husband who was abusing his wife. She tells the following story about
how she came to this realization:

We helped this one woman. She had already taken the step of leaving
home. She had gone to this organization that is really hot on getting
divorce. Once you go to them, they will say, “You’re not going back
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to that environment, period, and we will do everything to process
your divorce.” She had gone to them and she got her divorce, but
her husband was still abusing her on the phone with threatening
messages. She came to us and she told us her horror story of twelve
years of abuse. We helped her by going to an imam at the mosque.
We found out that we women cannot really do everything. We need
a male, a courageous Muslim male to help us, to go talk to an abusive
man. Anybody who is abusing his own wife will not talk to any
other woman, and we could be in danger physically also.

We took our case to this particular imam. Three of us from our
Women’s Network went there formally. We made the appointment.
I wrapped myself real good! We all did. We said, “We don’t want
to give them any excuse of us not being properly dressed.” So all
three of us wrapped up ourselves in hijab and we went there. I took
my Qur’an with all the stickies about how a man should treat his
wife. The imam treated us very nicely and he said he would help
us. He actually talked to that man. The man was claiming that he
had not given his wife an Islamic divorce. I call it Islamic divorce
crap, because there is this belief that only a man can give a divorce.
So unless he throws his trump card, the woman is not free, and
many, many men in Islamic countries use that card. They say, “You
can rot. You will not be able to marry anybody because I am not
freeing you, and I am going to go marry three other women, but
you can just sit and rot.” This is a type of revenge. Very un-Islamic
behavior, I would say, but they do it.

The imam contacted the man by letter and set up a meeting. The
imam first had a meeting with the wife and heard her story and
then called the husband and asked his story and then called both of
them together. Then they had a council meeting where imams of
many mosques sit together. It’s a kind of Islamic court. They pre-
sented the case. The woman had kept all her husband’s dirty, threat-
ening messages on the tape, so they played the tape and listened to
it, and it was obvious what the man was doing. They told him that
he’s not really doing anything good and threatened him with hell-
fire. I was impressed that they knew what method would work. “He
can be threatened with hellfire, so let’s threaten with hellfire.” So
that guy gave her a divorce. She is now happy and independent.
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Narratives necessarily imply the passage of time. They typically in-
clude an opening, a middle, and an end. In Mrs. Akhtar’s story about
visiting the imam, the woman in trouble represents the opening part of
the narrative. Her situation sets the stage by posing a problem that needs
to be solved and thus explains the occasion for contacting the imam. The
middle of the story provides detail about how the women dressed, what
the imam did initially, and then what happened subsequently. The end
of the story returns to the woman in trouble. It provides closure by
showing the woman in her new state of happy independence, her prob-
lems solved. But the story is not simply a tale about one thing’s leading
to another. It demonstrates that action was required. The women
achieved a morally desirable end, not just by believing in it as an abstract
principle, but by becoming agents and enlisting a sympathetic imam in
their cause. The narrative also provides the occasion for inserting a spe-
cific argument, a statement about the lesson learned, the lesson of need-
ing a courageous Muslim male.

Personal narratives vary considerably in how personal or private they
actually are. Some are easy to tell in public. They are the kinds of stories
one might read in the newspaper. They reveal something about an indi-
vidual, but often not much. Other stories are the kind we feel comfort-
able recounting only to our most intimate friends or, for that matter, to
ourselves alone. These stories are truly private. Yet they are our inter-
pretations of personal experience. They make sense of events through
an inner language. Mrs. Akhtar had lost her sister a few months before
the interview. She alluded to her sister’s death briefly at an early point
in the interview. Later, after talking for several hours and becoming more
comfortable with the interviewer, she said more:

The death of my sister was so devastating in a way that nothing
mattered. I came home after her funeral and I wanted to throw away
everything, all my clothes. Give away every material thing, because
here she was, died with a house full of her things and they were
just giving it away right away. It was like I thought, “Why burden
somebody else? I’m going to give away everything myself. I’m
going to lighten my burden and I will give away my jewelry and
I’ll give away this and I’ll give away that.” Nothing mattered. I was
totally detached from everything. It was very scary for my husband.
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But slowly, it’s been now three months, I am kind of coming back
to reality, to the reality that I am living and I have to.

Mrs. Akhtar continues and then begins to cry. She says her faith was
deeply shaken by her sister’s death. Until almost the end, her sister
prayed that God would perform a miracle and spare her life. When that
didn’t happen, Mrs. Akhtar felt like abandoning her faith entirely. “I
wanted to just go away. God betrayed us.”

The examples I have given thus far illustrate that personal narratives
are usually organized around specific episodes. They make sense of an
event by explaining what happened and why it happened or what its
significance was. Narratives that have a specific focus of this kind are
sometimes called accounts.37 They not only provide a shorthand sum-
mary of an event that can be remembered and retold; they also justify
or render legitimate the storyteller’s behavior in that situation. They do
so by invoking connections between the particular episode and larger
values or understandings that are known to be shared in the culture, or
at least by whoever the audience for the story may be. Giving an account
of oneself may be an act that an outsider would judge cynically as merely
an excuse or fabrication. However, an account that justifies behavior in
terms of socially accepted values is an act that in a small way reaffirms
the authority of those values. Other accounts serve less as justifications
and more as simple narratives through which a person makes sense of a
particular event by interpreting its significance. In the account of her
response to her sister’s death, Mrs. Akhtar begins with the categorical
statement that “nothing mattered.” This is the kind of statement that
requires little elaboration. It points to a universal understanding that
in the face of death all other concerns diminish in importance. As she
continues, though, Mrs. Akhtar enters territory that requires clarifica-
tion. She wants to give everything away. This could be taken as evidence
that material possessions now seemed unimportant. But she also wants
us to realize that she experienced this feeling in response to seeing her
sister’s possessions being given away and wanting to spare her family
that awkward situation when her own time came to die. The other story
about contacting the imam arises from a different kind of problem and
thus invokes a different form of justification. Having described men as
the villains in her previous account, she now needed to explain why it
made sense to seek allies among them. The account introduces a kind of
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strategic logic. If an enemy can become a friend, then make use of that
resource. The story implicitly underscores the possibility of strategic or
even manipulative intervention in suggesting that the council of imams
manipulated the husband by choosing an argument about hellfire that
they knew would frighten him. As these examples suggest, accounts are
especially important when something unusual or unexpected takes place.
We do not feel it necessary to give an account of going to work at nine
o’clock if that is our routine every morning. We do feel it necessary to
account for a sudden urge to arrive at six o’clock, or to skip work entirely,
or change jobs. The unusual or unexpected is a deviation from our nor-
mal routines, but also from our normal understandings of ourselves.
Accounts weave this new event or activity into those understandings of
who we are. In small ways, accounts contribute to personal empow-
erment by giving individuals a sense of control over events and by help-
ing individuals to express emotion, establish order in their relationships,
and gain closure.38

A different kind of personal narrative focuses more directly on our
self-understandings and gives coherence to a larger number or longer
sequence of events. These are the kinds of narratives that summarize
long-term developments in one’s life and that organize these develop-
ments into a story about growth, decline, or some other transition. The
term life stories is sometimes used to describe these more encompassing
narratives.39 A life story can literally be the story of one’s life, such as an
autobiography that relates the significant details from one’s birth to the
time the story is told. More commonly, though, life stories focus on an
important aspect or dimension of one’s life, such as one’s family or occu-
pational history, and thus are narratives about the relationship between
one’s self and one’s roles. Usually we do not write these stories down but
relate them to our family and friends in conversation and to ourselves
through the silent dialogue we carry on with ourselves all the time. They
are, in the sociologist Christian Smith’s apt phrase, “living narratives.”
We constantly revise them and invent new episodes to take account of
new experiences. They consist of stories, Smith writes, “about the loss of
jobs, political activism, immigration, the fairness of laws, encounters of
love or violence, recovery from trauma, motherhood, organizational
identities, sexual experiences, religious conversions, and more.”40 Life sto-
ries are especially important in the consideration of how people perceive
themselves and how they define their responsibilities and their moral
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commitments. As an illustration of these narratives, we can turn to one
of the more detailed stories Mrs. Akhtar tells. This is the story of her
religious upbringing and subsequent religious involvements. Stories that
focus on spiritual journeys are valued in many religious traditions be-
cause they serve as testimonials, showing the personal applications and
benefits of abstract religious teachings. Spiritual journey stories have also
become popular in recent years because of the decisions many people
make to switch from one faith to another or to increase or decrease their
level of religious involvement. Although she is an immigrant, Mrs.
Akhtar tells a story of attachment, detachment, and reattachment that is
similar to the narratives of many native-born Americans:

When I was a child, my mother taught me how to pray, and she
hired a man to come and teach me how to read the Qur’an. I was
not good at reading Arabic. It was very frustrating. My brother
was good at it. He was two years older than me, and he finished
reading the Qur’an before me. My periods started and we cannot
touch the Qur’an if we menstruate. So every month when I had to
drop out for a week, my brother was after me. You don’t tell your
brother you have your periods. It was really hard to explain, so I
dropped out.

My mother used to yell a lot, “You’re not up doing your prayer
early in the morning,” to all of us. It’s like, “Why are you sleeping?
It’s getting late, get up and pray.” So it’s like fear of mother, you
pray because you don’t want to get yelled at. We had no idea that
we should be doing it for our own selves.

The moment I left home, I stopped praying. It’s like, “I am on
my own. I am not praying for anybody. Nobody’s asking me to
pray,” so I took a freedom trip. Later on, when I was in America, I
realized that there were these Muslim community gatherings. We
have this ritual if somebody dies, you all sit and read the Qur’an. I
could not read it and I was so embarrassed to tell people, here is this
grown-up woman and cannot read the Qur’an. I always used to
make excuses, “I have periods. I cannot touch Qur’an.” I used to
think, “These people must think that whenever there is a Qur’an
reading, she always has periods.”

So I started learning on my own, finding very basic books. I
wanted to teach my children. If I cannot read, how can I teach? So
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I went to this imam and women went to his wife for learning to
read the Qur’an. I had reached that stage where it was okay for me
to admit I cannot read. I went to her and I had nail polish on. She
said, “You’re not pure clean because you have nail polish on. You
cannot touch Qur’an.” I was so ticked off I never went back to her.
I lost five years with that anger.

But then I found out there are cassette tapes available of Qur’an
recitation, so I can learn by those and I can listen to them. I could
read, but not clearly, fluently. So I bought those and that helped me.
I wanted my husband to teach the children and he always was like,
“You cannot tell me to do this. I will do it when I have time.” So it
has to be his choice of when he wants to do it, I cannot push him
to. It’s always that male thing. I had this inner thing that it’s my
obligation, my duty to teach the children and especially that my
mother didn’t do it and how I have suffered. So realizing that, I say,
“It is my duty. I must teach my children, and no matter what it
takes.” So I hired a man who came to our house. We have a little
room which I call the Qur’an room. I told him that I wanted to learn
with the children. He was really surprised, but he was very nice. He
admired me to have the courage to admit and to learn. I sat through
with my children and learned the basic method and correct pronun-
ciation of the letters and the words and things. I learned the rhythm
of reading with my children.

My husband comes from a very religious family. He knows so
many good things, but he hardly has time to spend with the chil-
dren. He feels like he doesn’t lack this thing, so he doesn’t have that
hole which I had, not knowing how to. So I thought, “I don’t want
my children to grow up feeling that we didn’t do our job,” so I made
sure they know how to pray. I said, “When you are on your own,
it is your choice then, but it is my duty and I have done my part.”
So at least that burden is off.

With all that, I think teaching the children brought me closer to
religion. I had to learn, and the more I learned, I became really,
really spiritual. There comes a time sometimes I become so detached
with worldly things that my husband says, “What is wrong with
you? We have to live. Come back to the world.” So I go back and
forth like that. There is a Sufi woman in Chicago, she told me, “You
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should not even become Sufi. You should not even go to a spiritual
teacher as long you have children and family because we are also
told we have to do this responsibility. You cannot detach. There will
be time when you have more time and become more spiritual.”

As lengthy and as detailed as this narrative is, it of course emphasizes
a few themes and omits a great deal. The main theme is Mrs. Akhtar’s
struggle to learn how to read the Qur’an in Arabic. This is a theme that
makes sense in terms of the importance to Muslims of reading, reciting,
and memorizing the Qur’an. In this respect, it is quite different from
spiritual journeys told by evangelical Christians, in which a “born-
again” experience might be central, or by someone telling about why
she ceased being Catholic. It also resonates with what Mrs. Akhtar has
said in her other stories about the importance of knowing the Qur’an in
order to combat patriarchal misinterpretations of it. It gives coherence
to her identity as a spiritual person, showing how she learned as a child
the importance of praying and reading the Qur’an, why she stopped, and
why the Qur’an plays such a significant role in her life as a parent and
as a woman.

Coherence is vitally important to any understanding of the self. People
like Sheila Larson in Habits of the Heart spend a great deal of time
worrying about who they are, partly because the contexts in which we
find ourselves are sufficiently scattered that we come away feeling that
our self is scattered as well. Stories put the pieces back together. They
do so by showing that there is a common biographical thread running
through our experiences from early childhood to the present. Feeling
inferior to the males in one’s family may be such a thread. Or feeling
embarrassed because one cannot read the Qur’an. Stories impose coher-
ence by showing that one thing led to another, that events were con-
nected not only temporally but also causally. A person’s embarrassment
at one stage in life becomes the motivation for her to do better at a later
stage. In addition, coherence comes about through the selection process
that all narratives require. There may be aspects of one’s life that simply
do not fit, such as the college years when people sow their wild oats, or
an interval of uncertainty between jobs or spouses. These can be brack-
eted. The story makes sense of what it can and omits the rest. At the
most basic level, narratives also create coherence because it is the self,
as narrator, who occupies a central place in the story.
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But we should not interpret this coherence-creating role to mean that
people develop what are sometimes called “grand narratives.” A grand
narrative is a once-upon-a-time story that tells why humans exist, how
human life began, what its purpose is, how it has changed through his-
tory, and what a person’s life should mean in relation to this sweeping
picture of reality.41 I do not deny that grand narratives such as this exist.
Christianity and certain formulations of Marxism are examples. So are
the “cosmologies” that anthropologists write about. Nor do I question
the fact that people engage in behavior that reflects the existence of these
grand narratives; for instance, participating in religious rituals or study-
ing philosophy in college. But the convenient summaries of such narra-
tives that scholars sometimes provide are simply that—convenient sum-
maries.42 In real life, our narratives are usually fragments that point
obliquely, if at all, to such grand narratives. This is not because we have
somehow lost sight of grand narratives that supposedly governed life in
earlier times. Modern life may be more complex and thus more confusing
than life in the past. But I find it hard to believe that people ever lived
within a single grand narrative that explained every aspect of their lives.
Ordinary life is never that orderly. It is punctuated with change. The
episodic nature of lived experience encourages us to tell stories about
specific events. Our abbreviated attention spans and the multiple roles
we play require us to live with fragments, rather than within grand narra-
tives. The sight of a church steeple as I drive past reminds me about the
grand narrative of Christianity, but even if I attend services at that
church, I am more likely to make sense of my being there in terms of
stories about my upbringing and my experiences with other parishioners
than through a single story about “the Christian” view of the universe.
The same is true if I am a working scientist wedded to the truth of science.
Although I may have learned a grand narrative about science at some
point in my education, that is not the sort of story I tell often or think
much about in my daily work.43 I am more likely to yearn for an account
that makes sense of my day than for one that makes sense of the universe.
“It was not the prospect of the Last Day which depressed him,” the writer
Walker Percy says of his character Billy Barrett, “but rather the prospect
of living through an ordinary Wednesday morning.”44

To say that personal narratives are fragments means there is no single
narrative that makes sense of a person’s life. At least not in practice. We
may “believe” there is one, accepting its existence as an article of faith,
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but in reality the largest meanings of our lives are ones that we cannot
put into so many words without doing damage to the very complexity
they are meant to convey. This is why the most meaningful narratives
are accounts of events, stories about memorable episodes in our lives,
tales of danger or transformation, and explanations of the various roles
we play. The coherence that results is not a unifying picture of ourselves
and the world that puts everything into place. It is a partial coherence
that makes sense of particular chains of experience. In that, there is
power. This is why people claim the right to tell their own stories—why
we feel diminished if someone else (parent, boss, colonizer, psychothera-
pist) tries to take control of our stories. It is also why good parenting
involves teaching children and good psychotherapy involves helping cli-
ents to tell their own stories. Traditionally, the person who held the right
to tell a community’s story was accorded special status in that commu-
nity. The stories themselves showed that a people claimed a distinct iden-
tity for themselves. In our time, we lay greater claim to our own stories.
We want them to show that we are self-directed individuals.

The act of telling stories is itself a form of empowerment. A feature
of Riesman’s Lonely Crowd that recent scholarship generally overlooks
is that he devoted an entire chapter to storytellers and storytelling. Ries-
man believed storytelling to be the primary means through which socie-
ties transmitted values. It was the telling of stories, as well as the stories
themselves, that mattered. For example, a family member who tells chil-
dren a story personalizes it in a way that encourages the children to
identify more closely with it. The story, Riesman wrote, “can be modu-
lated for them and indeed, since they can criticize, question, and elabo-
rate, put into a manageable context by them.”45 Adults who tell their
own stories do the same thing. They engage in what Riesman calls a
“handicraft industry,” piecing together bits and pieces of their experi-
ence, linking them to particular situations, and in the process become
their master in the same way a craftsperson or artist does. Of course,
not all storytelling functions this way. Riesman was concerned that sto-
rytelling was increasingly becoming professionalized, because of radio
and television, and thus impersonal. People would lose their personal
identity if they absorbed only the scripts presented, for instance, by Walt
Disney. In the intervening decades, the basis for that concern has, if
anything, increased. What the sociologist George Ritzer has colorfully
termed the “McDonaldization” of society has resulted in greater stan-
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dardization of storytelling.46 An account of a family outing demonstrates
little empowerment if it involves only a decision to eat at McDonald’s
and if part of the experience involves purchasing a toy character from
the latest Disney movie. In more personalized contexts, adult storytell-
ing can also elude empowerment. One can tell stories, for instance, that
reinforce the idea that a person is a victim or a pawn of circumstances.
Stories can be told that show how someone else was powerful, in contrast
to the weak, unskilled, and ineffective storyteller. But people do tell sto-
ries that explicitly and implicitly show how strong they are and how
effective they have been, and this is one of the reasons that groups in
which stories are told are often associated with empowerment. In self-
help groups, for instance, participants not only tell stories about their
problems but also relate incidents in which they triumphed over these
problems.47 Prayer groups sometimes include storytelling of a similar
kind. As prayer requests are shared and answers to prayer are discussed,
the group’s members articulate the belief that they can be transformed,
and are motivated to work toward that transformation.48

Mrs. Akhtar is not one to brag, and she talks as much about what she
wishes the Women’s Network were able to do as about what it has done.
Yet in small ways, her stories reinforce the idea that she believes she is
making a difference through her efforts. Consider the following account
of her interaction with a recently widowed woman:

A friend’s husband died last year and it was torture for her. Women
are sometimes more cruel to other women than men are. They said,
“Oh, you cannot leave home. Your husband died. For four months
and ten days you have to stay home. You cannot show your head;
you’re a widow.” I said, “My God, in all these things which I have
read, there is no such thing. The only requirement is she cannot
marry another man for four months and ten days.” The reason was
those days that pregnancy could not be detected so you had to know
if the woman is pregnant and it should become obvious if she is, so
you know who the father is. And that is the reason. Other than
that, there is no restriction.

This is a story of power. Mrs. Akhtar uses her knowledge to contradict
the counsel being given by the widow’s neighbors and relatives. It is as
much about motivation, though, as about power. She tells it in the con-
text of talking about her wish list, rather than her accomplishments. She
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says she would like to do more to help widows. Whenever she thinks
about this episode (whenever, we might say, she recounts the story to
herself), she reminds herself that she wants to write a position paper
about what is required and what is not required of widows. The more
general point is that a strong person is, among other things, a person
who can tell narratives illustrating that she or he is strong. Stories of
success, of new insights, growth, and power, are rooted in actual experi-
ence, but they are also interpretations of that experience. They provide
reasons for thinking that a person is strong or can become strong. In the
telling and retelling of them, they become self-fulfilling prophecies. A
person becomes his or her own role model. The person in the story who
was powerful illustrates the possibility of being powerful again. That
possibility, in turn, becomes a motivating factor. The story suggests that
if one event was successful, others are possible.

In all of these examples, it is evident that personal narratives are never
entirely idiosyncratic. Although they tell about a particular person with
unique experiences, they employ idioms that show the narrator’s embed-
dedness in the wider culture. Mrs. Akhtar does not speak in clichés. Yet
despite her upbringing in a different culture, her language is sprinkled
with idioms: “horror stories,” “ego problems,” “freedom trip,” “divorce
trap,” “stickies,” “trump card,” “ticked off.” She has not made up these
phrases. She uses them without explanation, knowing that the inter-
viewer will understand. In some cases, the use of such idioms may be
strategic; for instance, to demonstrate that a person has been to college,
watches television, or is assimilated. Idioms implicitly identify people
with particular communities as well. Ethnic slogans, the cadence of re-
gional dialects, words distinctive to particular religious traditions, and
references to people and places known only within local communities are
examples. Apart from such local idioms, there are also narratives known
more widely in a society, such as stories about its founding figures or
about the exploits of celebrities and public officials. These narratives
serve, in the anthropologist Clifford Geertz’s famous formulation, both
as models of and as models for social behavior.49 They tell what public
figures have done, and they tell the rest of us to behave similarly or
differently. There are also stereotypic characters whose stories resonate
because they follow familiar patterns—the stranger, the newcomer, the
traveler, the victim, the hero, to name a few. We recognize ourselves in
these characters and pattern some of our stories after them. Like them, we
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embark on journeys, leave home, endure hardship, overcome obstacles,
experience unexpected good fortune, earn distinction, lose our way, find
ourselves, and gain new insights. These are all stories of personal change
that also tell us about opportunities and obstacles in the wider society.50

As interpretations, as memories, and as justifications of one’s behav-
ior, narratives are the basis for self-reflection. Narratives make it possible
to bring the past into juxtaposition with the present or experiences in
one context with those in another. Markers of reflexivity are not uncom-
mon in personal narratives. “I said to myself,” “I went home and started
thinking,” and “the more I thought about it” would be examples. Narra-
tives are marvelously flexible in permitting their characters to speak to
one another or in different voices, and thus to show the internal conver-
sations of which reflection is composed. In interviews, people often be-
tray the extent to which their stories have been the occasions for reflec-
tion or of reflective interactions with friends. “As I told my husband”
or “I chuckled about it to myself” are not just memories; they show that
the story has been told before in other situations. Because narratives
can be retold in our minds and among confidants, they give us ways of
removing ourselves from the rush of passing events long enough to de-
cide whether our behavior was warranted and what we might do differ-
ently next time.

Through considering personal narratives, then, we come full circle to
the observation with which we began about the continuing significance
of the individual. In personal narratives, the individual is central. We
might say that narratives about ourselves are our primary language, the
one we learned as children to express our needs, and the one that contin-
ues to mediate between the embodied life we know from the inside and
the social world with which we are surrounded on the outside. It should
not be surprising that we speak more easily and more often through
the language of personal narratives than through any other. But these
narratives also display our connections with the world around us, how
we interpret that world, and the kinds of action we believe ourselves
capable of taking in relation to it. They show us to be agents as well as
recipients of social influences.

Strong selves, I have suggested, are persons capable of telling stories
about themselves in which empowerment is involved. The capacity to
tell such stories is, of course, influenced by the events people have actu-
ally experienced and by a host of other factors, including social back-
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ground, education, and whether or not families encouraged storytelling.
Unlike material resources, philosophical ideas, and intellectual knowl-
edge, though, personal narratives are remarkably universal and remark-
ably capable of being crafted to demonstrate empowerment. These do
not have to be stories about mysterious reservoirs of inner strength. The
beauty of narratives, in fact, is their ability to disclose the process by
which a person became empowered. Through stories, poignant encoun-
ters with mentors are remembered. Conversations that illustrate one’s
shortcomings or fears can be incorporated. The temptation toward pre-
senting oneself as a hero is always there. But stories about lessons
learned also serve as reminders of vulnerability and the need to continue
learning. They point to goals dreamed of and not yet realized.
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6

THE JUSTICE OF PRIVILEGE

Musing as he often did about America’s future, Walt Whitman pre-
dicted in 1872 that the United States would become the world’s

leading power and remain so for some time to come. The anguish of the
Civil War, Whitman believed, would soon fade from memory, and a
more optimistic spirit would take hold. The transcontinental railroad had
recently been completed, commerce was growing, and an army of hardy
pioneers was moving west. Whitman was inspired by these develop-
ments. More than by the prospect of military and economic dominance,
though, Whitman’s imagination was fired by the thought of America’s
becoming a noble people. America’s role, he wrote, was “to become the
grand producing land of nobler men and women—of copious races,
cheerful, healthy, tolerant, free—to become the most friendly nation,
(the United States indeed)—the modern composite nation, form’d from
all, with room for all, welcoming all immigrants—accepting the work of
our own interior development, as the work fitly filling ages and ages to
come;—the leading nation of peace, but neither ignorant nor incapable
of being the leading nation of war;—not the man’s nation only, but the
woman’s nation—a land of splendid mothers, daughters, sisters, wives.”1

More than a century and a quarter later, Whitman’s vision of the
United States as a great military and economic power has been fulfilled.
It is harder to say whether his vision of America as a land of “nobler
men and women” has been realized. The United States is a composite
nation to a considerably greater degree today than it was in 1872. We
have often taken pride in being a nation that welcomes immigrants. The
language of peace and of waging war in the name of peace is woven
tightly into the rhetoric of our national pride. During the past half cen-
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tury we have become “not the man’s nation only, but the woman’s na-
tion” in ways that exceeded Whitman’s imagination. All this and more
is basis for thinking that we are perhaps a noble people—a people who
not only enjoy a privileged place in the world, but who also make just
use of these privileges. Yet we have ample reason to wonder whether
these understandings of ourselves are justified.

Let us assume that Whitman’s view of America is at least partly cor-
rect: we may not be a noble people, but we would like to be. If our
aspiration is to be noble, what is it about our culture that keeps us from
realizing this aspiration? My argument focuses on what we can learn
from the stories we tell ourselves about being a nation of immigrants.
These stories are rich in themselves but also illustrate the broader role
that narratives play in legitimating our place in the world. With respect
to immigration two prevailing narratives have helped us think we are a
nation where privilege is not only possible but also deserved—but nei-
ther corresponded very well with reality, and both thus prevented us
from attaining a clearer story about who we are. The story that emerged
in the decades after the first great wave of immigration focused on privi-
lege justified by the immigrants’ having undergone an arduous ordeal.
This story was sufficient to account for the modest comforts that immi-
grants themselves were able to attain in America. It was deficient,
though, in justifying the enormous wealth that some immigrants ac-
quired, and even more deficient in explaining the comforts of successive
generations who had hardly suffered at all. In more recent years, as the
suffering involved in actually coming to America has diminished, a new
story has emerged. Like the earlier narrative, this one also justifies gain
in terms of a corresponding loss. Yet in so doing it reinforces the idea
that the immigrant must trade in home to achieve success. One must
choose between the two: stay at home and give up success, or pursue
success and give up home. The resulting fault line that runs through our
national psyche parallels this division. But it is hard to imagine that we
are a noble people if losing our homes is the price of privilege. It is
difficult to feel good about ourselves if this is the bargain we have struck.
It is easy to succumb to national self-doubt or to affirm doggedly in the
face of criticisms from abroad that America is truly the Promised Land.
It is much harder to formulate an understanding of ourselves that holds
forth the possibility of achieving our aspirations—achieving them in a
way that earns us the international respect that we so eagerly desire.
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Following the September 11, 2001, attacks on Washington and New
York, America’s leaders and the American press struggled to understand
the circumstances that had motivated the attack. One of the central ques-
tions in these discussions was “Why do they hate us?” President Bush
posed the question in a speech to a joint session of Congress a few days
after the attacks and answered that terrorists hated America because of
its freedom.2 Several days later Newsweek carried a lengthy cover story
entitled “Why They Hate Us” about possible grievances that might have
motivated the attackers.3 In the ensuing discussion, the question gradu-
ally took on broader connotations. Pundits asked not only why nineteen
terrorists hated America, but also why other groups did. Why did the
Taliban hate us? Why did Muslims hate us? And why, judging from
international public opinion surveys, did many people throughout the
developing world hold unfavorable views of the United States? The
questions themselves implied that something was wrong. Had our image
in the world become tarnished? Were we not the noble people we imag-
ined ourselves to be?

The questions about America’s image in the world were less about
how others saw us and more about our own understandings of America.
International correspondents filed reports based on observations in for-
eign cities, and a few academicians wrote scholarly books about the
mind-set of terrorists and their supporters. The questions, though, were
not in the first instance ones that could be answered with such informa-
tion. They were rather the occasion for scrutiny of the national con-
science. It wasn’t, as some commentators suggested, that we were sur-
prised at not being well-liked as a nation. It was more that an attack on
our homeland necessitated a new commitment to our basic values. Like
a family grieving, we came together to reaffirm our identity. We needed
time to mourn, but also time to think again about who we were.

In the weeks and months following the attacks the answers that
emerged generally fell into three categories, two of which can be under-
stood readily, while the third requires more careful consideration. The
two answers that required little elaboration were that America’s policies
toward other countries sometimes generated hatred, and that the sheer
fact of America’s elevated standing in the world did as well. Examples
of American policies resulting in problems for other countries were not
hard to find. Critics pointed to a wide range of potential grievances:
America’s failure to uphold Palestinian rights, its stationing of troops in
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Saudi Arabia, its earlier complicity with the shah’s brutal regime in Iran,
suspected misuse of American aid in Pakistan, and allegations of CIA
involvement with the dictatorships of Brunei and Chad, to name a few.
For those who believed U.S. policy was antagonistic toward Islam, the
invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq and references to Iran as part of an
evil axis were cases in point. Others pointed to U.S. wealth and asked
why so many people in other countries were dying from malnutrition
and treatable diseases. The argument about America’s place in the world
focused less on specific policies and more on the old saw about things’
being lonely at the top. According to this argument, people around the
world would inevitably be resentful of America because of our wealth
and power, even if Americans did everything right.

It is easy enough to see that both arguments are credible. When an
American bomb goes astray and kills children in a Muslim village, an
angry response is not surprising. When American television advertises
household conveniences out of the reach of 95 percent of the population
in other countries, it is not hard to understand the resulting resentment.
It is worth pausing, though, to consider the moral implications of these
arguments. The implication of the argument about American policies is
that negative effects need to be balanced by positive outcomes. We do
the best we can, knowing that we cannot do everything and that we
cannot do everything right. Collateral damage is, as we say, regrettable,
but it is the price we pay for winning a war. If the world hates America
because we sometimes fail, that means only that we need to work harder
at realizing our ideals. The ideals themselves are not at fault. So, too,
with the argument about the world’s resenting America’s place at the
top of the ladder. The implication is that American power should be used
responsibly, even generously.

The explanation of foreign hatred of America that requires closer con-
sideration focuses less on America’s power and status in the world and
more on accusations about its self-understanding. The word that best
summarizes these accusations is arrogance. “Overseas,” writes Jon B.
Alterman, a Mideast expert at the U.S. Institute of Peace, “we’re seen as
arrogant, we’re seen as huddling behind the high walls of embassies,
as supporting corrupt regimes, and as being utterly indifferent to Arab
suffering.”4 And not only overseas, apparently. A CNN/Gallup Poll con-
ducted in 2002 showed that 68 percent of the American public thought
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the United States was arrogant.5 But what does it mean to level this
accusation against our country?

When a person complains that another person is arrogant, the accusa-
tion can mean one of several different things. It can refer to a breach in
the norms by which decisions are usually made (such as failing to take
account of another party’s wishes, as in the case of U.S. leaders making
unilateral decisions rather than developing multilateral coalitions with
allies). It can refer to a violation of etiquette (such as showing off or
acting haughty, as in complaints about an American president acting
“smug” or like a “cowboy”). Or it can mean that a person behaved as if
his or her status was justified, and that the offended party was not con-
vinced of this justification (such as making an unwarrantable claim about
one’s place or authority).6 This third meaning of arrogance takes us into
a more complex set of questions about how status is justified and what
the consequences may be when it is not. These are questions that social
theorists have discussed at great length under the heading of legitima-
tion. Suffice it to say that general agreement exists on the following
points: social order depends on people’s feeling that whatever differences
there may be in power and privilege are legitimate; legitimacy involves
the cultural narratives through which people make sense of their worlds;
and in the absence of such narratives people are likely to experience a
sense of injustice that can result in rebellion or other expressions of
malcontent.

It follows that the question “Why do they hate us?” is a question
about the legitimacy of America’s place in the world. In particular, it is
a question about whether the United States’ power and the economic
privileges enjoyed by its citizens are justified. Are there good reasons
for the United States to play the dominant roles it plays in world politics?
Is American power rooted in American goodness? Do Americans deserve
to lead privileged lifestyles?

These are important questions that focus squarely on what we think
is right and good about our nation. They run deeper than questions
about foreign policy or comparative advantage in the world. As im-
portant as those questions are, they do not focus directly on our basic
values. Nor do the responses they evoke help very much in illuminating
why we think our way of life is legitimate. Legitimacy is not something
that results from the straightforward declarations of politicians and jour-
nalists about what we are doing right or could do better. Those assertions
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are convincing only insofar as they resonate with cultural assumptions
that are largely taken for granted. Legitimacy precedes discussions about
policies and values. It is grounded in the stories we hear and tell on other
occasions. These stories are remote from, and seemingly disconnected
from, the policies and values under consideration. It is precisely this
distance that gives them power. They are the warp and woof of daily life.
They do not assert specifically, but imply, that what we do is normal and
natural, right and good. Our reasons for thinking that our privileges as
a nation and as individuals are justified take this form. They are subtle—
so subtle that something a president says or a journalist writes may
ring true, but we seldom take the time to consider exactly why. When
Whitman writes that we are a nation that welcomes immigrants, the
implicit assertion is that there is something good about who we are. The
same is true of President Bush’s argument that people elsewhere are
envious of our freedom. But we need to consider more carefully what
these messages are. “Legitimation justifies the institutional order,” the
sociologists Peter L. Berger and Thomas Luckmann write, “by giving a
normative dignity to its practical imperatives.”7 It is this cloak of norma-
tive dignity that we need to understand.

To anticipate my argument, I begin with a look at the way we think
about privilege—whether it be the good incomes, health, or happy fami-
lies many of us enjoy as individuals, or the reality that Americans and
the populations of a few other countries have opportunities to experience
lives of abundance and safety unknown to most of the world. Our im-
plicit ways of understanding such privilege typically invoke notions of
costs and benefits. These are unreflective calculations for the most part.
The logic is merely an unexpressed notion of commensurability. Nor do
I mean this in quite the narrow sense that “cost” and “benefit” may
imply. I mean it rather in the sense suggested many years ago by Max
Weber, who argued that we humans impose rationality of various kinds
on our behavior by thinking in terms of means and ends. If we observe
that something of interest has happened, we make sense of it by looking
for its causes. The logic is as simple as that. View an effect, look for a
cause—or, perhaps better, assume one without even having to look for it.
But Weber’s great insight was to realize that the perceived relationships
between means and ends are also the key to whether or not we regard
behavior as legitimate. To take a simple example: if I see that my neigh-
bor lives in a house similar to mine and know that my neighbor earns



T H E J U ST IC E O F PR IV I L E G E 8 5

about the same income as I do, then I am likely to figure that my neigh-
bor’s lifestyle is legitimate; if, however, my neighbor’s house costs ten
times as much as mine, even though our incomes are similar, I am less
likely to feel that my neighbor’s lifestyle is justified. In real life, of
course, judgments of this kind are much more complex. I am unlikely to
know my neighbor’s income. I may not know my neighbor well enough
to have much of an idea of his or her lifestyle. I am more likely to rely
on first- and secondhand stories, on ideas I have picked up in other con-
texts, and on my imagination. My neighbor, for instance, may have told
me a story about growing up as the son of a doctor, and from this story,
I may have pieced together an interpretation of why my neighbor’s
house is so much more expensive than mine is. Adding to the complexity,
I may or may not consider being the son of a doctor a legitimate reason
for living in the lap of luxury. My values may place enough emphasis on
hard work that inherited wealth does not seem justified.

My argument is that our national sense of whether or not our privi-
lege as Americans is justified involves stories about costs and benefits,
much like this imaginary story about my neighbor. I will show how
these stories are constructed and how they work by considering the
moral messages that are implicitly conveyed when Americans talk about
what it means to “come to America.” Nearly everyone has heard these
stories, and many of us have told them. This is because we are a nation
of immigrants, or at least a nation of the descendants of immigrants.
These stories are rich with moral messages about what kind of place
America is and why it is worth living here. Of course, they are not the
only stories through which we justify our nation’s place in the world
(and I will return to some of the others). But stories about immigrants
coming to America are especially interesting. Immigrants have made
deliberate decisions to live in America. In contrast with native-born
Americans, they have had more of an opportunity to think about why
it does or does not make sense to live in America. The stories of immi-
grants who have achieved success in America are particularly revealing.
Of all immigrants, they have special reason to think that America is a
good place, and their stories are popular because they reinforce positive
images of our country. Indeed, it is singularly striking to a native-born
American to hear such familiar values being expressed by those who
have only recently arrived. There is an interesting connection with the
recent concern about foreign hatred of America, too. “America is the
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great international kidnapper,” one observer writes, meaning that
America attracts immigrants whose parents and loved ones are left be-
hind. Those parents and loved ones, he suggests, may be left feeling
demoralized and resentful.8 They may be, although there is very little
evidence from studies of immigrants and their families of origin to sug-
gest this as a significant source of anti-Americanism. The point is well
taken, though, if it suggests looking at how immigrants view their fami-
lies and countries of origin. Do we, as immigrants and descendants of
immigrants, look down on the places that our ancestors or we ourselves
used to live? Does our national pride depend on these negative compari-
sons? Or are there more subtle connections between coming to America
and believing that the privileges we enjoy here are justified?

A Nation of Immigrants

Whitman’s vision of America as a nation of immigrants—a society dis-
tinguished by its embrace of newcomers and the cultural strength re-
sulting from this embrace—would become a leitmotif in the United
States’ depiction of itself during the next century and more. Between
1870 and 1910, more than eight million immigrants flooded into the
nation’s harbors. They came in search of better jobs or land, to escape
military conscription, and to join relatives who had already come. They
were not always eagerly welcomed. Nativism and exclusion became as
much a part of the story as did assimilation and inclusion. Yet when they
stopped to think about it, nearly everyone was an immigrant or the son
or daughter of one. It thus became fashionable to associate immigration
with the core meanings of America. In 1897, Harvard president Charles
William Eliot identified immigration as one of the United States’ main
contributions to human civilization. Typical of his contemporaries, he
was interested not so much in what immigrants had contributed to the
nation as in what the nation had contributed to them. America’s absorp-
tion of large numbers of immigrants, he wrote, demonstrated to the
world that “people who at home have been subject to every sort of aristo-
cratic or despotic or military oppression become within less than a gener-
ation serviceable citizens of a republic.” In achieving this transformation,
the United States was thus a beacon to the world for freedom, happiness,
and prosperity.9 A generation later, social scientists were arguing that
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immigration and assimilation were evidence that America was indeed at
the forefront of progress. One writer proclaimed in the American Jour-
nal of Sociology, “Instead of [the] race provincialism which is advocated
by a few writers of doubtful scientific standing . . . , we have a gradual
but continuous race assimilation which is commensurate with the ad-
vancement of the people of recent advent in this country, and the broad-
ening of social, political, and religious sympathies which are fostered by
a democratic government.”10

There was a more sordid version of the immigration story that could
have been told—a version characterized by quotas and persecution,
neighborhood turf wars, and railroad tycoons sending agents to Europe
with dubious promises of cheap land and abundant jobs. But it was the
more idealistic version of the story that prevailed. “America as an asy-
lum for the oppressed is one of the oldest elements of the national
myth, part of the millennial meaning of the American experiment,”
writes Robert N. Bellah.11 Immigration provided a compelling story
about a virgin land, presumably devoid of previous inhabitants, waiting
to provide sanctuary to the oppressed peoples of other nations. Bellah’s
mention of millennial meaning refers to the eighteenth- and nine-
teenth-century understandings in popular theology of America as the
fulfillment of a divine plan for the earth. In these understandings,
America served a redemptive role in human history. By welcoming the
oppressed, it redeemed the human race from the sins of monarchs and
tyrants. In the more secular versions of this millennial vision that
gained popularity at the end of the nineteenth century, one of which is
evident in Eliot’s remark, American democracy stood for enlighten-
ment and progress, and immigration stood for democracy.

Other elements of the national myth have certainly played an im-
portant role in justifying America’s privileged place in the world and the
privileged lifestyles of its citizens. But it is hard to identify any element
that has been more important than the idealistic telling and retelling of
stories about immigrants. In sheer visibility, few national monuments are
as closely associated with American national identity as the Statue of
Liberty. The millions who visit it see Emma Lazarus’s famous inscription,
“Give me your tired, your poor, / Your huddled masses yearning to
breathe free,” and millions more learn the words in school and sing them
at school concerts. Immigration is readily associated in political rhetoric
with statements about American freedom. It signals diversity to a greater
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extent and with fewer negative connotations than do statements about
race or religion. If America is a land of opportunity, it is the accomplish-
ments of immigrants that demonstrate the credibility of this claim. The
stereotypical immigrant is a person who struggles, works hard, lives mor-
ally, and thus deserves whatever he or she accomplishes. The hardships
experienced by immigrants are thus heroic in the same way that the sacri-
fices of soldiers are heroic. The Statue of Liberty points to an almost
sacred tradition just as battlefields and military monuments do. In point-
ing to the history and mythic understandings of immigration, it is a mon-
ument to American achievement. If the Pentagon and World Trade Center
symbolize American achievements that at best evoke ambivalence, immi-
gration is a potent symbol of what we have tried to do right.

The idealized role that immigration plays in American national pride
is often sharply at odds with popular attitudes toward immigrants. Many
Americans view immigrants as threats to their jobs and their neighbor-
hoods. They would just as soon roll the clock back a few decades and
reimpose stricter policies against immigration. Those attitudes, however,
do not diminish the continuing significance of immigration in national
mythology. In a survey I conducted among a nationally representative
sample of the public, for instance, 76 percent agreed that “America owes
a great deal to the immigrants who came here.”12 It is in fact this sense
of indebtedness that figures importantly in our justifications of national
privilege. Insofar as the immigrant experience is associated with images
of hardship and struggle, it is easier to believe we are a nation that de-
serves what we have attained, and insofar as these images are changing,
we are faced with new questions about the legitimacy of privilege.

Passage to America

For most of the immigrants who came to the United States during the
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the passage itself was an ordeal
that became a defining episode in their life story. Oscar Handlin wrote
in his Pulitzer Prize–winning history of the period that “the crossing”
invariably marked the pivotal episode in the life of the typical immigrant.
“He who turned his back upon the village at the crossroads,” Handlin
observed, “began a long journey that his mind would forever mark as
its most momentous experience. The crossing immediately subjected the
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emigrant to a succession of shattering shocks and decisively conditioned
the life of every man that survived it.”13 The passage was a mark of cour-
age, an ordeal that earned the immigrant the right to be an American.

Seymour Rechtzeit was an immigrant from Poland who came to the
United States through Ellis Island in 1920 at the age of eight. Many
years later, he remembered vividly the hardship of crossing the Atlantic.
“Riding on a big boat across the Atlantic Ocean may sound like fun,” he
observed, “but it wasn’t. The two-week trip was miserable!” The boat
was uncomfortable and crowded, and it was beset by thunderstorms and
driving rain, leaving the passengers soaked. The young Mr. Rechtzeit
arrived with a bad cold, which meant having to stay at Ellis Island, sepa-
rated from his father, afraid, and feeling as if he were in jail. Eventually
Mr. Rechtzeit was released, went on to become a successful vaudeville
performer, married, raised a family, and even met the president on one
occasion. His positive feelings about life in America were richer because
of the hardship he had experienced.14

For Mr. Rechtzeit and the millions of others who came across the
Atlantic or Pacific oceans, the crossing was sufficiently arduous that sim-
ply surviving was a singular accomplishment. As many as 20 percent
of those who attempted the journey died. Many more became ill and
were either quarantined on Ellis Island or sent back. Thieves aboard the
ships robbed unsuspecting women and children. Unscrupulous immigra-
tion officials demanded bribes, separated families for unexplained rea-
sons, and misplaced documents. During the journey, the passengers
cramped together in overcrowded steerage quarters were alone for the
first time, separated from parents and siblings and thrust among strang-
ers they did not know and who often did not speak their language. They
certainly struggled with their emotions, wondering whether they would
ever see loved ones again, repressing anger at being forced by economic
or political circumstances to flee their ancestral homes, and fearing for
their safety. Although they may have entertained high hopes for the
future, they also knew from the friends and neighbors they had left
behind that life in the New World would be hard, and that many who
attempted it failed. Meanwhile, each moment of the crossing was so
debasing that social reformers of the day believed it did serious moral
damage, reducing the chances of those who made it to become responsi-
ble citizens. As one wrote, “A voyage in the steerage of many a ship is
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now seven days or more in an unspeakable slum, in a den wherein are
herded human beasts.”15

An arduous crossing puts one in what the anthropologist Victor
Turner has famously called a state of liminality. The experience of limi-
nality is that of being between two worlds. The reality with which we
are familiar is temporarily suspended. We are neither here, where our
life has always been, nor there, where we anticipate remaking our life
anew. Compounding the physical danger we face, the fear that we may
not survive at all, is the shock to our accustomed ways of thinking and
behaving. The knowledge that helped us get along in the past is no longer
as effective. We know we will have to learn new skills, but during the
crossing we can only speculate about what these will entail. While the
crossing is a time of danger, it is nevertheless a moment of empow-
erment. Especially in retrospect, when it is remembered and relived vi-
cariously through the stories told at family and community gatherings,
the crossing demonstrates that a person was strong. It is the kind of
strength that comes from confronting some awesome force that is much
more powerful than anything we have experienced in ordinary life. “He
is a man,” Durkheim wrote, “[who] feels within him more force, either
to endure the trials of existence, or to conquer them.”16 As a time of
empowerment, the crossing also bestows meaning that is more special
or significant than the ordinary meanings of which daily life is com-
posed. Just as dawn and dusk may be times of personal reverie for an
individual, or as a major war may reshape the history of a nation, the
crossing serves as a point of reference that gives meaning to that which
came before or comes after. “Meaning is not in things but in between,”
wrote the philosopher Norman O. Brown, “in the iridescence, the inter-
play; in the intersections, at the crossroads.”17

An experience of passage not only empowers a person by demonstrat-
ing that he or she was capable of surviving a difficult journey. It also
justifies any rewards that follow. A passage that involves danger or sac-
rifice resembles what the sociologist Harold Garfinkel termed a “degra-
dation ceremony.”18 The hazing undergone by initiates in fraternal or-
ganizations or the military is a degradation ritual. It temporarily strips
away personal identity and subjects the novice to the authority of the
group. The psychological transformation that takes place, Garfinkel
suggests, involves an emotional identification between the victim and
the source of authority, such that the victim tries all the harder to live
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up to the authority figure’s rules. Whether or not that kind of behavior
results, the mere experience of degradation shows that a person “paid
the price” for the benefits he or she subsequently enjoys from partici-
pating in the group. Medical school is an example. The long hours of
study, sleep deprivation, and subjection to others’ orders degrade the
student. They provide the student with a story to tell later about why
he or she earns a high salary as a doctor. “Look what I went through to
get here” is the gist of the story. The same is true of stories about
hardship faced by immigrants during the passage to America. They
earned their place by suffering. If America is a place of privilege, its
privileges are deserved.

While the individual who has experienced liminality may be person-
ally transformed, the stories of those who underwent the ordeal take on
a larger meaning in the wider culture. Their struggle becomes a redemp-
tive act for the whole society. They demonstrate that humanity can sur-
vive the worst and come out better for it, that a nation can be renewed
by the arrival of hardy souls capable of enduring pain and loss and hard-
ship so that future generations may succeed. It is in the telling of such
stories that people remind themselves that freedoms won required that
sacrifices be made. The immigrants’ crossing is like the soldiers’ descent
into hell. Through their suffering heroes are found. It is for this reason
that Americans have ritualized the telling of immigrant stories—that
stories like Mr. Rechtzeit’s are recounted to schoolchildren (that his ap-
pears on a Web site for teachers complete with instructions for students
to write essays about the meaning of his ordeal). Oscar Handlin clearly
recognized the salvific cultural significance of the immigrants’ crossing.
“With every hostile shock you bore,” he wrote, “with every frantic move
you made, with every lonely sacrifice, you wakened to the sense of what,
long hidden in that ancient whole, you never knew you lacked.”19 The
immigrant legacy, Handlin believed, was all the more poignant because
it was the innocent, the simple, the naive, and even the coerced who
made the crossing. Like savior figures in the great religions, Handlin’s
immigrants suffered more than they should have. They endured indigni-
ties, experienced hardship inflicted on them unjustly, were meanly up-
rooted from their secure homes, were subjected to horrible trauma, and
through it all came into the Promised Land where they gained enlighten-
ment and made it possible for their children and their children’s children
to realize dreams that could hardly have been imagined. These were the
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themes that became larger than life in such film epics as Norman Tau-
rog’s Little Nellie Kelly (1940), Edward Dmytryk’s Give Us This Day
(1949), and Elia Kazan’s America, America (1963). They continued to
be emphasized in such films as Joan Micklin Silver’s documentary The
Long, Long Journey (1972), in Ron Howard’s Far and Away (1992), and
in the screenplay of Amy Tan’s Joy Luck Club (1993).20 For Americans
whose family memories of immigration had grown dim, these depictions
provided nostalgic accounts of a heroic past.

There are still many immigrants for whom the crossing was suffi-
ciently traumatic to stand out as a powerful and singularly meaningful
event in their lives, and to spark the public’s imagination. At an Ellis
Island gathering to which President Bush spoke on July 10, 2001, the
oath of citizenship was administered to the assembled immigrants by
Assistant Attorney General Viet D. Dinh. Mr. Dinh was born in South
Vietnam in 1968 during the Tet offensive. In 1978 he, his mother, and
six siblings fled the country in a fifteen-foot boat. After losing the boat’s
engine during a storm and drifting for twelve days, they were fired on
by a Malaysian navy ship. When they reached land that night, Mr. Dinh’s
mother destroyed the boat to ensure that they would not be forced out
to sea again. Eventually they reached the United States—with only two
hundred dollars, which they spent on used winter coats—and five years
later were reunited with Mr. Dinh’s father, who had been in a Commu-
nist reeducation camp.21 In 1992, Mr. Dinh sent an essay to columnist
Anthony Lewis of the New York Times, telling his story and mentioning
a sister whose whereabouts were unknown. Mr. Lewis published the
story, which was picked up by other papers in the United States and
around the world. Through the publicity, the sister was found in a Hong
Kong refugee camp and reunited with her family who, by this time, were
running a small grocery store in Oregon.22 Mr. Lewis wrote in 1993, “It
is an American story . . . the Dinh family is doing what immigrants on
the Lower East Side and so many other places did: struggling for them-
selves and making this country better.”23 Viet Dinh went on to graduate
magna cum laude from Harvard College and Harvard Law School. He
subsequently served as associate special counsel to the U.S. Senate
Whitewater Committee, taught at Georgetown University Law Center,
and became a principal architect of the Patriot Act and other Justice De-
partment efforts to combat terrorism after the attacks on New York and
Washington on September 11, 2001.24 During his Senate confirmation
hearing in May 2001, Mr. Dinh recalled his mother’s wielding a large ax
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to hack a hole in the side of their boat on the Malaysian coast. “That
image of my mother destroying our last link to Vietnam really stands in
my mind to this day as to the courage she possesses,” he said, “but also
the incredible lengths which my parents, like so many other people, have
gone to in order to find that promise of freedom and opportunity.”25

Stories like Mr. Dinh’s can be found often enough that native-born
and immigrant Americans alike can take pride in the fact that people are
willing to sacrifice so much and endure such ordeals to become Ameri-
cans. The Haitian, Dominican, and Cuban refugees who arrive periodi-
cally in small boats along the Florida coast serve as the basis for this kind
of American pride. Similar connotations radiate from stories of Mexicans
and Central Americans risking their lives during long crossings to the
border of the southwestern United States and of Asians being smuggled
into American harbors in sealed shipping containers. One barely has to
mention a story like this to a native-born American for a story about
his or her own ancestors’ perilous passage to spill forth. The sheer diffi-
culty of getting here means that the destination was worth it. Whatever
privileges Americans presently enjoy, some immigrant relative or ac-
quaintance paid the cost. Others may hate us, thinking us undeserving
of what we have; we know otherwise, that our freedom has been won
through sacrifice.

But for most recent immigrants—and probably especially for those
who have come as, or become, members of the educated professional
elite—the crossing itself does not involve the dangers or carry the sym-
bolic value it once did. Air transportation has made it a matter of a few
hours, in most instances, rather than an ordeal of days and weeks. One
no longer speaks of “crossings” or “passages” at all. While there are
often delays in dealing with the Immigration and Naturalization Service
or difficulties in transferring funds, the danger involved en route is not
a large part of what makes the experience of immigration meaningful.
“A hundred years ago,” writes the anthropologist Nancy Foner, “immi-
grants arrived at Ellis Island dirty and bedraggled, after a long ocean
journey in steerage; now they emerge from the cabin of a jet plane at
John F. Kennedy International Airport, often dressed in designer jeans
or fashionable attire.”26 They probably boarded at an airport not far from
where they lived and flew only a few hours before arriving at JFK. The
ones unable to dress fashionably probably still find it relatively inexpen-
sive to pay for their ticket. In my New Elites Project, hardly anyone
mentioned the actual trip at all.27 Most of their stories about coming to
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America focused on what they hoped to achieve when they arrived, not
on the difficulties involved in transit. Many had already traveled to the
United States or to another country as tourists or students. The decision
to emigrate was seldom easy, but the passage itself typically was. One
young man, for instance, spoke volumes in describing how friends in
Chicago had secured him a job. “I got the job one day and three days
later I was in the United States.”28

The fact that travel has become easier takes nothing away from the
emotional trauma involved in leaving one’s country behind and moving
to another. It does, however, change the valence attached to immigration
by the wider public. It is harder now than in the past to believe that
America is somehow redeemed through the hardship endured by those
who come as immigrants. “In story, film, and family lore, turn-of-the-
century immigrants are often recalled as noble sufferers and heroes who
weathered hardships in Europe and a traumatic ocean crossing to make
it to America,” Foner writes.29 Today, the occasional story of immigrants
surviving a difficult journey is diminished by the public perception that
these are people coming illegally and for no good reason. And when
others arrive at international airports in designer jeans, it is again diffi-
cult to connect the cultural dots between these images and the idea that
privilege in America is won through hardship.

What has replaced the story of an arduous crossing to America is now
an account of difficult psychological adjustment. There is still a period
of liminality, but it occurs after the immigrant arrives, rather than dur-
ing the journey itself. These stories seldom involve physical trauma or
the risk of death and thus may convey weaker messages of heroic strug-
gle to the culture at large. They are nevertheless quite real to the immi-
grants who experience them, and to their families. The hardship of ad-
justing to a new society continues to serve as a powerful element in
immigrant narratives about the meaning of America. Rob Nixon, an
immigrant from Scotland, writes of this adjustment as a feeling of being
an alien and of being suspended between two worlds. “I moved through
my first two American years—spent in Iowa—with a certain spectral
insubstantiality,” he writes. “I lived as an extraterrestrial, an ‘immigrant
alien’ in the full sense of the phrase. I probably won’t ever feel so other-
worldly again, this side of the grave.”30 In my interviews, people spoke
less poetically but often remembered how they or their parents were
“scared,” “worried,” and disoriented. A man from El Salvador remem-
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bers his first months in the United States as so difficult that he went to
church every day and prayed, “My God, please help me; I don’t like this
life!” A woman from Vietnam characterized her first years in the United
States as a time of overwhelming “uncertainty.” A man from Indonesia
remembers feeling completely powerless. An immigrant from India says
he temporarily lost his identity. Another immigrant from India remem-
bers “crying a lot.” A man whose parents came from Mexico remembers
they were very unhappy and considered themselves failures for having
had to move. A man whose parents fled Vietnam in 1975 says they just
seemed to be detached from everything. In these accounts, it was a mark
of courage to have survived the shock of moving to a new culture. The
children of immigrants typically saw this courage in their parents as a
sign of character and as a kind of investment, a sacrifice, that they, as
the beneficiaries of their parents’ courage, were required to repay.

An arduous passage or a difficult period of adjustment as a kind of
liminal experience, though, is only one source of stories about immigra-
tion and what it contributes to our understanding of America. It is the
fact of coming to America, of leaving one place behind and assuming
residence in a new one, that now provides an even more significant chap-
ter in the immigrant story. The hardship is not so much the physical
journey, as it was for Mr. Dinh, as it is the act of giving up one’s home.
For those who make the sacrifice, the logic is that they give up one thing
that is valued in order to obtain something else that is valued more. There
is a clear break, a transition from “before” to “after,” and this break is a
pivotal moment in one’s understanding of what it took to become success-
ful. In the larger stories that emerge from these individual narratives, the
move to America is also symbolically rich. It shows what Americans must
be willing to lose if they are to gain entry into the privileged elite, and
the values that must be carried along if the journey is to be completed
successfully. A significant way in which we justify the privilege we enjoy
as Americans is through these stories about leaving home.

The Meanings of Leaving Home

Immigrants’ stories of leaving home and coming to America are similar,
at first glance, to what students of religion refer to as conversion narra-
tives.31 Minus the part about the particular moment of conversion (which
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is a liminal state like an immigrant’s “crossing”), a conversion narrative
tells of life before, when things were bad, and life after, when things were
better. The narrative may unfold slowly and in excruciating detail or may
describe an almost instant transformation, but the essential logic is binary.
Whatever was wrong before the conversion is healed by the conversion,
and the more one casts the first phase as a time of darkness and despair,
the more the second phase appears as a time of illumination and rejoicing.
If immigrants’ stories really corresponded to this simple binary logic, it
would not be hard to see in them a source of the world’s misgivings about
America. Just as the unrepentant see the righteous convert as insufferably
arrogant, so might non-Americans view a nation of immigrants whose
stories described all but their new land as places of darkness.

But I want to suggest that immigrant stories are more complicated
than this binary depiction suggests. It is not so much that immigrants
valorize America by contrasting it with the deficits of other countries.
Narratives of that nature might implicitly justify our sense that America
is a place in which all privileges are deserved, while leaving people else-
where feeling that Americans regard them as backward and inferior. It
is rather that immigrants’ stories are more nuanced in how they describe
the virtues of America and of their countries of origin. Their narratives
are accurately described not as stories about leaving something undesir-
able but as accounts of giving up much that they continue to cherish.
What they leave behind is also a gift that, in a sense, remains with
them—a gift of powerful memories, good upbringing, and values. In
these stories, America emerges as a nation that is to a degree appealing
as a place to live. The privileges Americans enjoy are purchased by the
genuine loss that immigrants experience, and, in this sense, these privi-
leges are earned. Yet America is also found wanting. It is a place of defi-
cits as well as of benefits. The advantages of living in America can only
partly outweigh the costs. America is no longer the Promised Land—or
at least no longer the unambiguously utopian land of milk and honey.

The one thing my interviewees mentioned most often when asked
what they or their parents hoped for in coming to America is the opportu-
nity to be successful. Not only had they attained success in their respec-
tive professions; they said explicitly that becoming successful was one of
their most important goals in life. They viewed the United States as a
place where success could be pursued and attained. A typical remark
comes from a young man whose parents emigrated from Hong Kong
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when he was a child. “My mom had relatives here in the Southwest,
particularly in Arizona, and I think they saw the United States as a chance
to break free of some of the struggles that they were experiencing and to
also give us some opportunities.” A man whose parents moved to the
United States from Chile said almost the same thing. “They wanted to
come here for an opportunity to get a better job that would also then
allow them to provide for their families. They came here looking for an
opportunity, looking for an opportunity to work, to work hard.” Other
remarks include such reasons for coming to the United States as “to
achieve good status,” “have a better life,” “stability in economics,” “make
a lot of money,” “opportunities for personal success and wealth,” and
simply “better opportunity.” In comparison with the United States, coun-
tries of origin in these accounts offer fewer opportunities to be successful.
The man whose parents came from Hong Kong, for instance, says, “Jobs
and access to education, especially to college and universities, are severely
limited in Hong Kong, very highly competitive and highly expensive.”
A man who moved to the United States from Mexico says it is very hard
to be successful in Mexico. He remembers being frequently depressed
before he came because of repeated financial setbacks. Once in the United
States, he was able to launch a successful chain of restaurants. A Pakistani
man says Pakistan is an “extremely poor” country where people “live
hand to mouth.” He feels very lucky to have left.

In the self-perceptions of these upwardly mobile immigrants, there is
thus a strong connection between “America” and “success.” We shall
need to look more carefully at what exactly success means (in chapter
4), but for now it will suffice simply to observe the connection. America
is a special place because people can pursue their dreams of becoming
successful. To a person, these successful immigrants believe that they
have in fact become more successful in America than they would have
in their native countries. America is better in this respect. It is a privi-
leged place and a place where privilege can be attained. The way success
is described frequently points to other favorable aspects of America, too,
and not just to economic opportunities. For instance, the son of a Korean
immigrant says his dad came to America because Korea at the time was
ruled by a dictator, and that meant not being able to import the goods
that would have been most profitable to his father’s business. Economic
opportunity in the United States and democracy were thus linked. A
doctor who had emigrated from Syria drew a similar connection between
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economic opportunity and American science: “It is no secret that the
U.S. is a big power, not militarily but a big power in science, and it’s the
leading country in the world, and for physicians you always want to
offer your patients the best possible option in medicine.” Coming to the
United States was thus a way for this doctor to excel in his field.

Where immigrant stories become more complicated is in their depic-
tion of what was lost in the departure from their countries of origin. The
specific contrast between their old life in another country and their new
life in America is not simply between one country and another. What
they have left behind is home. What they have attained is not home but
something less, something that leaves them unsatisfied. Home means
parents and siblings, aunts and uncles, and grandparents. But it means
much more than this. Homes are places of warmth and love that evoke
nostalgic memories. They are familiar places in which a person’s identity
is taken for granted. They are secure places that provide comfort, but
also nurturing places that make one strong. To leave them behind is thus
to experience an acute sense of loss. What is lost may be as specific as a
mother’s smile or a father’s whiskery face. It is often more diffuse. Home
connotes not only one’s immediate family but one’s friends, the street
on which one lived, a familiar shop or school, religious or ethnic customs,
the convictions one learned as a child, and of course one’s native lan-
guage. It may never have been experienced quite the way it is remem-
bered, but the sense of a place elsewhere that has been lost is preserved
in memory through the telling of stories.

Amjad Masali is president and CEO of a software company that cre-
ates systems for searching and organizing electronics components. Mr.
Masali was born in Jordan and moved to the United States in 1978 at
the age of eighteen. His family lived in Palestine before they moved to
Jordan. The sense of loss is acute in Mr. Masali’s understanding of his
family history and of himself. It is a familiar story among Palestinians.
In 1948, Mr. Masali’s parents were expelled from their homeland when
the state of Israel was founded. Leaving behind a successful grocery
store, they fled to a village on the West Bank where during the summer
they sought shelter under some trees and in the winter lived in a cave.
They lived there for three years, caring for two small children. On one
occasion his father tried to return to his native village only to be captured
and shot, which left him partially disabled. Another four years passed,
and the family moved to a newly established UN refugee camp near
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Amman, Jordan. They lived in a two-room duplex, and Mr. Masali’s
father once again was able to run a grocery store. Mr. Masali says his
parents’ experience of being refugees profoundly influenced his outlook
on life. One effect was to make him frugal and appreciative of everything
he had. “Even a small piece of bread, we were not allowed to throw
it away.” He especially remembers his father’s telling him not to take
anything for granted, and always being prepared for the worst. “There
will always be a bad day in your life and you have to prepare for that
bad day. Don’t be caught off guard.” The other thing was remembering
their homeland and keeping alive the hope of returning. Mr. Masali re-
calls his father’s telling him “everything about his homeland, even the
names of the streets.” He says he can remember “all the stories he told
me about his life in the village before he was expelled from Palestine. It
was like a dreamland to me. It was like something that is out of this
world that I want to go back to one day.”

This awareness of a beloved place that has been lost and that cannot
possibly be regained, Mr. Masali says, has been an important factor in
his own efforts to succeed. He learned growing up in the refugee camp
that it is necessary to work harder than everyone else if one is to succeed.
“Life is difficult in the refugee camp. People who want to make it there
really have to go the extra mile. It was a challenge to walk three miles
in mud to get to school in the early morning. To do that every day taught
me I have to work hard all the time.” He applied that lesson especially
to getting an education. He earned high enough grades in high school
to be accepted to several universities in Europe and the United States.
He came to the United States because he knew he could support himself
by working on the side, and he figured there would be good jobs when
he graduated. For him, it was the opportunity “to start a new life.” He
also thinks education will be the way for the Palestinian people in general
to overcome the loss they experienced in 1948. “Without education and
without being successful, the Palestinian people will never get back their
homeland. Education is the number one goal Palestinians should aspire
to. They should get the highest education possible and be as successful
as they can be.”

Such stories of acute loss are especially common among immigrants
who have come to the United States as refugees. There is a sense of
injustice about the loss they have experienced. Not only their home, but
also their homeland has been lost. “The thing about being in exile,” a
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refugee from Vietnam remarks, “is that you live the rest of your life
longing for a place that you cannot return to.” That is a severe form of
displacement. A similar sense of loss, though, is common among immi-
grants who are not refugees. The hardest thing about coming to
America, they say, is losing the familiarity and warmth of their original
home. Home is most tangibly the house in which one was raised and the
immediate family who lived there. But it is the meaning of these places
and people that matters most. Words like “safety,” “security,” and “sup-
port” are common in immigrant narratives. A woman from Mexico says
her parents’ coming to America involved giving up the “safety of the
family” and the “support system” it provided. A second-generation im-
migrant from Puerto Rico still feels that home is where his parents lived,
rather than anywhere in the United States. “When I go to my parents’
hometown,” he says, “there’s a particular rock on the mountain that I
stand beside late at night. I look up at the stars and I say, ‘I belong. I come
from somewhere. I come from this spot. I am connected to a culture. I
am connected to a people. This is who I am.’ ” He says that when you
are an immigrant, you leave all of that behind.

The image of the United States in these accounts is one in which home
is lacking or at least devalued. If home connotes succor and warmth, the
United States is a place of rationality and cold calculation. Life may be
richer here financially, but the emotional ambience is flat. Instrumental
thinking replaces expressive attachments. Before leaving, one had deep
and lasting friendships; now one’s relationships are superficial. Home
was a place of attachments; America is a place of freedom. A woman
from Argentina says that leaving her family behind was the hardest part
of coming to America, but if Argentina still connotes family for her, the
United States offers “adventure,” the challenge of “doing it on my own,”
and the opportunity of “succeeding on my own.” There is a kind of
symmetry in the meanings of America that such remarks imply. Home
is positively valued, and it is a collectivity in which one holds member-
ship and with which one identifies. It is also distant, located elsewhere
than in the United States. Against its loss, one gains other things that are
positively valued. These things are not collectivities. They are personal
attributes. Being “on my own” is what one gains from the loss of home.
The loss of home need not be either literal or enforced: America is seen
as a place where people leave home voluntarily. This is a cultural norm
that immigrants see clearly in the United States because it often con-
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trasts so sharply with the customs in their native countries. A woman
from India makes this point especially well in describing the differences
between growing up there and in the United States. “In India we had a
very protected life. The girl will stay home until she’s married, even if
she’s twenty-three. Boys stay home when they’re going to college. And
at home, you are totally obedient to your parents. Here, when you are
fifteen or sixteen, you are not sitting at home. If you stay home, people
will look at you.”

The home one leaves behind may be warm, but it is ultimately not a
good place to stay. The emotional attachments it involves connote child-
ish feelings that must be transcended when one becomes an adult. A
woman from Mexico says she misses the good old days when she could
see her grandparents and eat frijoles. But it was “absolute clarity of
mind” that led her to leave. It is as if she believes her earlier memories
had been clouded by irrational emotions. A doctor who grew up in Syria
makes a similar comparison between his homeland and the United
States. He fondly remembers the town where his ancestors had lived for
a thousand years and where he could say “Hi” to half the people on the
street. But he also associates home with being so immature and lazy that
he seldom made his own bed. Coming to America was a good move that
taught him how to rely on himself. For many, home also has gendered
connotations. It was a place, one woman explains, where she and her
sisters, mother, and aunts all cooked dinner together and talked. Home
is mentally associated with one’s mother, more than with one’s father.
It evokes memories of mother-love, but also of domestic duties, house-
work, and staying at home. Leaving home involves making the hard
decision to depart from this comforting place. The person who leaves
home is a male or a woman who behaves like a male. She makes the
difficult choice to be a responsible person in the wider world, rather than
to stay at home like her mother.

Feeling Good about America

In our national mythology, America is a nation of immigrants who have
worked hard and sacrificed much to gain the privileges they and their
descendants enjoy. One does not have to be a recent immigrant to partici-
pate in these narratives. Culture is not always personal, not always about
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oneself; it is also symbolic, referential, and about the way we understand
things to be in our society in general. Culture is composed of stories that
make us feel good vicariously. It warms our hearts to watch a film in
which the townspeople band together to help one another. We identify
with the goodness portrayed. Whether we are immigrants or not, it
makes us feel good about America to believe that people come here seek-
ing a better life and achieve it by working hard. But America’s mythol-
ogy is also more complex. It is layered with meanings that are powerful
because they are seldom examined critically. Some of these meanings
carry inadvertent messages.

The inadvertent messages conveyed in our narratives about immigra-
tion are that one must leave home in order to earn the benefits America
has to offer. Home is somewhere else, far away, in a place that had to be
left behind. It is warm and comforting, but it is also gone. The places
that provided succor are not the rationally minded places in which one
can expect to succeed. They were alluring, and it would have been easy
to stay there, but in the harsh light of reality, it was necessary to move
on. Home was not something a person could bring along on the journey.
It was too much baggage. There were customs that would have tied one
down. Coming to America made it possible to break from these restric-
tions. The new life would be different from the old one. A person might
still have family and friends, be a good parent, and raise a family. But
these new roles would not be the same as what one knew at home. The
new life would be freer and more focused on achieving success, even if
the price of that success was loss of home. As home is lost, striving for
individual success becomes all the more important as recompense.

The motif of leaving home is a powerful element of American culture.
Immigrants leave home, but so does the aspiring young person who goes
off to college. He or she leaves home in order to learn new skills and,
more important, to become a new person—a person with a unique iden-
tity forged from exposure to new ideas and a mobile set of friends who
enter and leave one’s life as one’s interests change. The home of one’s
childhood may be an anchor, a refuge, but it is differentiated in cultural
understandings from the real world in which careers are made. The real
world requires sacrifice as well as hard work, and home is the sacrificial
offering. A person is likely to be guided by emotion, passion, and deep
values at home; those should be left at home, not carried to the office or
the boardroom. Life in those nonhome contexts should be governed by
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rational thought and by self-interested calculations. The two realms are
too far apart to be easily joined.

All this is ironic in view of many Americans’ belief that their chances
for success were available because of the gifts they received from their
families of origin. Home is not only a place to escape from. It is never
completely left behind in the psychological sense that wanting to escape
implies. The baggage is inescapable. Home is a place where others sacri-
ficed in order to give one a gift. The people there endured hardship, they
sacrificed their own dreams, they spent extra hours on the job, and they
devoted extra energy to instilling good values in their children. These
are the gifts the children carried with them when they left home. The
parental sacrifices incurred debts that need to be repaid. The values
learned at a mother’s knee are resources that one must respect and use
wisely. Yet the culturally accepted way to repay these debts is to succeed
professionally and financially, not somehow to remain at home. The so-
ciety provides ladders to climb that have little to do with home itself.
Climbing these ladders requires abandoning strong attachments to
home. The resources for climbing them must be internalized by the indi-
vidual. Only the individual can succeed.

As a nation, we are thus an ambitious people, willing to leave home,
and in that willingness to embark on our own journeys we are a people
who believe we deserve the privileges we may attain. The cost is that we
then find ourselves without the places of warmth and security that we
once cherished. The cost is in broken homes, in weak extended families,
and in declining community attachments that might otherwise have
been sustained by those networks of relatives and friends. The cost lies
not only in a sense of rootlessness, but in truly being a people without
deep or nurturing roots. A society like this will always fall short of its
aspirations, for our highest aspirations involve having a home, too, in
which our values and convictions can be nurtured. These shortcomings
may be only a small source of the antipathy projected toward America
from abroad. But they are surely an important source of our own ambiv-
alence about who we are and who we would like to be.
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SELF-MADE MEN AND WOMEN

On November 2, 1913, the New York Times devoted a full-page arti-
cle to penniless immigrants who became unbelievably successful

through little more than their own efforts. They included “coffee king”
Herman Sielcken, “lumber king” Frederick Weyerhaeuser, “telephone
king” Michael Idvorsky Pupin, and “king of the kitchens” Jules Weber.
Each had come to America in steerage class, started at the bottom, and
worked his way to the top. Weyerhaeuser’s story was typical. He immi-
grated at the age of eighteen, worked at a lumberyard in Illinois, saved
enough money to buy a small lumber mill of his own, managed it
prudently, and within fifteen years turned it into the largest lumber
business in the Mississippi Valley. The other stories were similar.
Sielcken began as a shipping clerk, became an itinerant wool buyer,
made his way to New York where he joined a coffee importing business,
and soon became so successful at soliciting contracts that the firm made
him a partner. Pupin was the son of Serbian peasants. He worked as a
farmhand in Maryland, moved to New York, and eventually invented
several profitable devices for the telephone industry. Weber worked as
an egg boy at the Astor House, moved up to assistant cook, saved his
money, opened his own restaurant, and made a fortune in real estate.
“Hundreds of immigrants” like these, the article reported, “came to
America with little more than energy and hope, and today are kings of
industry, many of them with wealth greater than that of any hereditary
monarch.”1

Stories of self-made men whose hard work and common sense took
them from rags to riches are a prominent thread in the American my-
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thos. During the nineteenth century these stories circulated widely in
textbooks and popular literature. McGuffey Readers included stories of
orphans and paupers who came to America and became heads of busi-
nesses. More than one hundred million schoolchildren were reared on
these standard schoolbooks.2 Other texts instructed pupils about such
self-made men as Benjamin Franklin, Daniel Boone, and Abraham Lin-
coln. The early twentieth century provided more grist for these stories.
Andrew Carnegie and Theodore Roosevelt became new models of the
self-made man. In popular literature, few stories sold as widely as those
of Horatio Alger. The oldest son of a New England minister, Alger grew
up in a debt-ridden family, was small for his age, and suffered from
bronchial asthma, but he overcame these difficulties, graduating Phi Beta
Kappa from Harvard and going on to become one of the most successful
writers of his era. He produced 118 novels in book form, another 280
novels in magazines, and more than 500 short stories. After his death in
1899, his books continued to sell, totaling as many as 250 million copies
over the next half century.3 His protagonists were mostly boys who, like
himself, overcame adversity and became rich or famous. Their success
typically resulted from a lucky break, such as being in the right place at
the right time. But these lucky breaks were deserved. The boys who
experienced them were, in a sense, being rewarded by fate for working
hard and living clean moral lives.

The broader significance of the self-made man has not been lost on
observers of American history and culture. “The legendary hero of
America,” wrote the historian Irvin G. Wyllie in 1954, “is the self-made
man.” It is the accomplishments of this figure, however fictional, that
singularly reinforce Americans’ patriotic pride, Wyllie argued. The mes-
sage of the self-made man is that America is a good and just society.
“Where but in America is there such an abundance of opportunity?
Where, except under our institutions, is the individual so free to work
out his economic destiny? Where has the nobody so often become some-
body on the strength of his personal powers?”4 It was this same self-
made man whose apparent decline worried David Riesman and, a genera-
tion later, the historian Christopher Lasch in his jeremiad against the
narcissism of the 1980s. And it is the same image that more recent schol-
ars have returned to repeatedly for insights about the changing character
of American self-understanding.5
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Rags to Riches

Rags-to-riches stories continue to emerge from the experiences of
America’s recent immigrants. One is that of Linda Alvarado, founding
president and CEO of Alvarado Construction and part owner of the Col-
orado Rockies baseball team in Denver. In April 2001, she received the
Horatio Alger Award at a ceremony in Washington sponsored by the
Horatio Alger Association, an organization that honors the achieve-
ments of outstanding individuals “who have succeeded in spite of adver-
sity.”6 Ms. Alvarado considers herself a second-generation Hispanic
American. Her grandfather was a migrant laborer and itinerant Protes-
tant minister who lived in Baja and worked seasonally in California and
New Mexico. Her parents settled in New Mexico, where she was born.
Some accounts of her upbringing say she was raised in a three-room
adobe home without indoor plumbing and only a wood stove for heat.7

Neither of her parents had attended college, and with six children money
was never plentiful. All of the children, though, managed to earn schol-
arships and attended college. Ms. Alvarado went to Pomona College in
Claremont, California, where she majored in economics. Through col-
lege, she was undecided about a career, knowing only that she wanted to
have one and thinking she might be an artist or teacher. She credits a
part-time job during college with launching her career in the construc-
tion industry. “I obviously needed to work,” she recalls, “and I got a job
at the new botanical gardens. I thought, wow, this is pretty cool, I get to
wear Levis to work and get a tan. I showed up for the interview and they
told me, ‘No, no, you don’t understand. Girls work in the cafeteria, boys
work in the botanical gardens.’ I said, ‘Well, where does it say that?’
Over time they relented and said, ‘Okay, come on, you can water the
plants.’ ” Ms. Alvarado returned to this job each summer and then got
a position with the company that had constructed the botanical garden.
She worked there on mixed-use projects for several years as a contract
administrator. After taking classes to gain a better background in con-
struction, she changed jobs and worked on a retail housing and commer-
cial development project processing subcontractor applications and bill-
ing, monitoring payrolls, and doing other administrative tasks. She was
the only woman doing this kind of work.

Ms. Alvarado remembers that after a few years she began thinking
she was smarter than her boss. She says this tongue in cheek, noting



SE LF -MA DE MEN AN D WO ME N 1 0 7

that she had a fierce competitive streak that came from growing up with
five brothers (all of whom were athletes) and being somewhat of a tom-
boy herself. “I started to have these wild dreams that I could build things
on my own—something small, maybe a duplex or a 7-11 store.” In 1974
she moved to Colorado and a year later started her own business. Only
twenty-four years old and one of the few women in the construction
business, she found it difficult to persuade banks to loan her money. But
after six failed attempts, she succeeded in borrowing $20,000 and was on
her way.8 Her first project, which she recalls with pride, was building
small bus shelters for people to stand in to get out of the rain. By the
early 1990s, Alvarado Construction was doing more than $50 million in
business annually and specializing in high-rises and other large com-
mercial buildings and public projects. One of Ms. Alvarado’s projects
was a $30 million contract to build a large maximum security prison for
the state of Colorado. Other large projects have included the Colorado
Convention Center, the Navy and Marine Training Facility in Aurora,
Colorado, and the High Energy Research Laboratory. With her husband,
she has built and operates approximately 150 KFC, Taco Bell, and Pizza
Hut restaurants. In 1995, Hispanic Business magazine profiled her and
her husband, placing them among the nation’s seventy wealthiest His-
panic families with an estimated net worth of $35 million.9 Ms. Alvarado
is a corporate director for several Fortune 500 companies—including 3M,
Pepsi, Lennox International, Pitney Bowes, Cyprus Amax Minerals, and
Engelhard—and she has served as chair of the board of the Denver His-
panic Chamber of Commerce and as commissioner of the White House
Initiative for Hispanic Excellence in Education.10

The great difference between stories of self-made Americans at the
start of the twentieth century and those of a century later is that the
recent ones are more inclusive. They show the paths to success of Latina
women like Linda Alvarado or of women of color, like Oprah Winfrey.
They are no longer exclusively about the self-made man. And they are
more likely than in the past to include Asian Americans, or others of
non-European descent, and thus to reflect the greater diversity of con-
temporary society.11 Yet there are similarities between the recent and the
earlier narratives as well. Rags-to-riches stories have always included
narratives of outsiders. It was young Benjamin Franklin, the outsider
from Boston, who came to Philadelphia and made it there, and it was
Andrew Carnegie, the Irish-Catholic immigrant, who succeeded in Prot-
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estant America. The stories do not reflect statistical realities as much as
they tell of possibilities. They show that strangers and immigrants can
make it; they suggest equally that America is an open society, a place
where all can succeed. While current stories of self-made Americans are
about women and people of color and new immigrants, this is no indica-
tion of widespread belief that these groups have achieved parity with
men and whites and native-born Americans. Rather it indicates that
we—collectively, as a people—believe it is still possible for any hard-
working, talented, morally upright individual to win big.

The question is whether the moral meanings attached to success in
these stories are still the same as they were in the past. Do we in fact
believe that hard work, talent, and good character are the reasons some
Americans win big? Or have the stories changed so that they convey a
different message? We are, after all, a much different society from what
we were in 1913 when the New York Times wrote about the achieve-
ments of penniless immigrants. For one thing, we are more culturally
diverse. It is not just a few tutored elites who write stories about the
presumptive reasons for others’ success. The women and people of color
and new immigrants who are the subjects of these stories are also their
own chroniclers. Historians typically characterize the mythologies of
self-made Americans as distinctly American—as somehow part of the
core culture shared by insiders. But is it possible that this core culture is
so powerful that new immigrants from all over the world come quickly
to share it? Is it possible that these assumptions about American success
are not so distinctly American after all? Perhaps they are part of what
is sometimes euphemistically described as the “globalization” of culture,
meaning that they may be assumptions either universalized through
U.S. dominance of the world media or already a part of the way many
elites and aspiring elites throughout the world view their own pathways
to success.

As intriguing as these questions are, there is another possibility that
is even more interesting. The realities governing the achievement of
success have clearly shifted during the course of the last century. It may
still be possible for a stock clerk or a field hand to strike it rich. But the
road to wealth and power is much less likely to start there now than it
was in the past. Do the stories we tell ourselves and our children about
making it big take account of these new realities? Do they seek to inspire
by telling at least partial truths about what is now required to become



SE LF -MA DE MEN AN D WO ME N 1 0 9

rich and famous? Or do the stories of self-made men and women func-
tion at some other level? Are they moral tales that encourage good be-
havior, preserving timeworn understandings of desirable traits, even if
these traits misidentify some of the major realities of our time?

We must be careful about how we approach these questions. Stories
of the successful few are never accurate depictions of the many. They
are not meant to be the unvarnished truth, even for their principal pro-
tagonists. Understanding the role of these stories in the past is a matter
of “intellectual history,” Wyllie cautioned, not of economic or social his-
tory.12 As intellectual history, they are among the ideas of which our
collective cultural understandings are composed. We can examine them
as we do popular literature, and, indeed, what we know about them usu-
ally does come from literature. Yet these stories would clearly be of less
interest if they were only literature. They are of greater interest because
they somehow reflect how we think about ourselves and, for that matter,
not only reflect but also influence our thinking. But therein is the rub.
What is the relationship between these stories and life?

Stories are imaginary constructions or selective reconstructions of
life; as such, they hold the potential to shape the behavior of those who
consume them. A person who reads about a self-made man or woman
may, in this sense, be inspired to model his or her life after that man or
woman in hopes of also becoming successful. However, thinking about
the influence of stories this way is too simple. When I was growing
up, I spent the better part of one summer reading a series of popular
biographies about such people as Benjamin Franklin, Thomas Edison,
and Amelia Earhart. Even though I am sure these books influenced me,
I am quite sure that I never imagined myself following in the footsteps
of any of the figures portrayed. I did not view them as role models, and
by no means did they change the way I led my boyish life. In fact, I
quickly grew tired of these books and turned to more entertaining litera-
ture (such as detective stories). How then do we think about the influ-
ence of such stories?

Roland Barthes’s observations about “mythologies” are a useful start-
ing point for thinking about the influence of stories. Although Barthes’s
most important work dates from the 1950s, it continues to have a signifi-
cant impact on contemporary thinking about literature and culture.
Barthes insists that narratives play a mythologizing role by trans-
forming ideas and beliefs into the taken-for-granted or “natural.”13 The
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power of narratives lies in the fact that they establish the frame in which
thought and behavior take place, more so than in the specific messages
they convey. The implied or signified meanings are typically multiva-
lent, suggesting possibilities that do not become explicit enough to be
examined critically. This is how stories of self-made men and women
are culturally influential. They are part of the background culture, the
shared meanings, the “known.” The “legendary hero” is, in fact, legend-
ary, meaning that he or she is commonly known, either in the sense of
being specifically recognizable (as in the case of Benjamin Franklin) or
through his or her representativeness of a generally recognizable trajec-
tory of success (as in the case of Linda Alvarado). Although the individu-
als portrayed are rare in the degree of success they achieve, they also
stand for the common person who experiences life as a series of hopes
and ambitions. The stories of rare success demonstrate that such possi-
bilities do exist, even for common people. They are stories with the po-
tential to inspire hope, just as a lottery ticket does. At another level,
the self-made man or woman serves as a symbol of legitimacy. In the
individual case, people deserve what they get because their success is
earned. It is achieved through hard work and right living. For the society,
whatever system of rewards and punishments is in place is also legiti-
mate. There is a relationship between input and output. The self-made
person does not die suddenly or unexpectedly, but lives to reap the fruits
of his or her labor. The uncertainties and tragedies of life, from which it
may be impossible to recover, are not the stuff of which these stories are
made. They are rather stories about the possibility of personal transfor-
mation. A person may not realistically hope to become wealthy but can
see in the self-made person the possibility of recovering from a lost job
or broken marriage. The hard work on the job that leads the indigent
immigrant to become the owner of a multimillion-dollar business serves
symbolically for the hard work it may take to recover from an addiction
or stay on a diet. Good or bad luck is ultimately denied, as is randomness.
Behavior follows a rational course, driven by the intervention of respon-
sible individuals. Barthes describes this as the “buttonholing” character
of myth.14 It is the individual person who takes action in the story. The
self-made person rises from his or her social context and, in this fashion,
becomes decontextualized. The narrative invites its audiences to think
of themselves as individuals and to behave as individuals, believing in
the efficacy of their own behavior.
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The stories of self-made men and women are a continuing part of
our cultural heritage, made public in novels and children’s books, and
increasingly through television and political rhetoric. At a White House
ceremony held on April 6, 2001, to honor the recipients of that year’s
Horatio Alger awards, for instance, President Bush commended Ms. Al-
varado as “a young woman who mortgaged the family house for money
to start her business, and now runs a major construction company.” (He
also quipped that as a fellow managing partner of a baseball team he
knew how much she suffered.) A ceremony of this kind is one of the
ways in which the nation reminds itself of its values. The president’s
speech referred to self-made men who had occupied the White House:
Harry S. Truman (“a small Missouri farmer who never graduated from
college and spent his best years working on the farm”), Herbert Hoover
(“a poor boy from Iowa, orphaned at age nine, who as a man would save
millions in Europe from starvation after two world wars”), and Abraham
Lincoln (“a child of the frontier who would become a land surveyor, a
store clerk, a lawyer, a legislator and one day helped to free slaves and
save the Union”). Lest anyone miss the larger significance of these nar-
ratives, he concluded: “In America, we believe in the possibilities of
every person. It doesn’t matter how you start out in life; what really
matters is how you live your life. That has always been our creed. It has
always given hope to those who dream of a better life. And that hope
has always been the source of our nation’s greatness.”15

It is hard to imagine that large numbers of Americans paid attention
to the president’s remarks on this occasion. Yet occasions like this are
not infrequent, and they often have spillover effects. The Horatio Alger
Association, for instance, provides more than a hundred scholarships
each year to high school students, ensuring that these hundred are pay-
ing attention when the Distinguished American awards are given, and
that thousands of other applicants may be as well. Ms. Alvarado is an
example of someone whose symbolic significance has multiplied in other
ways. In 1995, she founded the Denver Hispanic Chamber of Commerce
Fiesta Colorado, an annual black-tie gala that pays tribute to other suc-
cessful Hispanics. Those honored have included Christine Arguello, the
first Hispanic Colorado chief deputy attorney general; Betty Benavidez,
the first Hispanic woman elected as a Colorado state representative; and
Rich Gonzales, Denver’s first Hispanic fire chief. At the 2001 gala, Ms.
Alvarado explained, “This event is a way of highlighting the people and
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their stories that are an inspiration to kids about how to be successful as
positive role models.”16 She has also been a featured speaker at motiva-
tional seminars sponsored by American Dreams, a Las Vegas–based
organization that produces books, seminars, television programs, and on-
line stories about successful Americans. At one of these seminars, Alva-
rado gave her definition of the American Dream: “I think the American
Dream is a genderless and raceless dream. It is a changing vision and a
changing dream as well. It is looking forward. It is saying, at least in my
own case, that there will be a balance between the spiritual side as well
as with the business and intellectual side.”17

The stories of self-made men and women are autobiographical as well
as biographical. They are part of the self-understanding of people who
have attained success. Self-understanding is never created in a cultural
vacuum. The stories we hear provide templates for telling our own sto-
ries. In our heart of hearts, we may know that our stories are more
complex than is usually conveyed. Our stories can be told in many ways
and with different implications. Yet there are also acceptable norms
about how to tell these stories in public. These norms mold the content
of success stories into predictable shapes. This is evident in the accounts
successful immigrants currently give of their achievements. Despite the
differences that continue to reflect their diverse ethnic and national ori-
gins, there are also striking similarities.

What we see in the success stories of highly accomplished recent im-
migrants to the United States is clear evidence of America’s changing
position in the global economy, especially its prominence in interna-
tional education and commerce. Yet these stories also bear the residues of
nineteenth-century individualism, especially in their emphasis on hard
work, personal sacrifice, and unrivaled moral virtue. As cultural tropes,
these success stories convey messages about the possibilities open to all
who try hard, and they present role models that young people are some-
times explicitly encouraged to emulate. More than that, they define the
meanings of success in our society and demonstrate that success is gener-
ally deserved because it results from personal effort. These are powerful
stories. They collectively reinforce the idea that America is still a land
of opportunity, that it is a place where newcomers from diverse back-
grounds are not only welcomed but given the freedom to fulfill their
highest dreams. They further reinforce the assumption that success es-
sentially means gaining distinction through one’s career, and doing so
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by devoting oneself 110 percent to that goal, all the while denying that
lucky breaks or social factors had much to do with one’s success. Power-
ful as they are, these stories nevertheless ring hollow at the end of the
day because they illuminate only a fraction of what it means to achieve
distinction. They leave out most of the factors that researchers find pre-
dictive of educational and occupational success. In so doing, they also
leave us as a society with a skewed understanding of the differences
between those who are privileged and those who are not.

Making It to the Top

The men and women in my New Elites Project provide an exceptionally
candid look at what it takes for immigrants and children of immigrants
to become self-made Americans today—and the narratives through
which these achievements are publicly portrayed. Everyone in this
study had attained distinction within his or her field. The interviewees
included presidents and CEOs of companies, self-employed busi-
nesspeople, attorneys, doctors, college presidents, heads of other non-
profit organizations, actors, musicians, professional athletes, journalists,
scientists, and government officials. Two-thirds (67 percent) were men,
and one-third (33 percent) women. Two-thirds (66 percent) had been
born abroad; the other 34 percent were children of immigrants. Of the
first-generation immigrants, half had arrived in the United States after
1977; only 16 percent had come before 1965. The first-generation immi-
grants had been born in thirty-eight different countries, and the second-
generation immigrants’ parents had lived in twenty different countries.
The most common countries of origin were Mexico, China, India, Paki-
stan, and Taiwan.

Higher education was the principal avenue of career success for these
first- and second-generation immigrants. Ninety-one percent had grad-
uated from college. Almost two-thirds (65 percent) had earned a gradu-
ate degree of some kind. Twenty percent had an M.A. or M.S. degree,
13 percent had an M.D., 10 percent had a Ph.D., 9 percent had a J.D., and
8 percent had an M.B.A. First-generation immigrants were slightly more
likely than second-generation immigrants to have earned a graduate de-
gree (67 percent compared with 60 percent). The major ethnoreligious
groups in the study varied in this respect, too, but a majority of all the
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groups had earned graduate degrees: 77 percent among Hindus, 72 per-
cent among Muslims, 60 percent among Buddhists, 55 percent among
Asian American Christians, and 53 percent among Latino Christians. A
great many of these immigrants and children of immigrants had received
at least some of their education in the United States. Whereas only 34
percent had been born in the United States, for instance, 71 percent had
received either an undergraduate or a graduate degree in the United
States. In most cases, levels of education among these immigrants and
children of immigrants were also higher than among their parents. For
instance, only 23 percent of the men said their fathers had postgraduate
degrees, and only 14 percent of the women said this about their mothers.

If higher education was the path to success, hard work was the means
of progressing along that path. Most said they had been hard workers
in school, and most still worked long hours at their jobs. When asked
about their current schedules, 91 percent said they sometimes work late
at their jobs. Seventy percent said they typically work late at least one
day a week; 42 percent said they work late more than one day a week.
More than half (58 percent) said they “fairly often” work on Saturdays,
and almost half (46 percent) said they “fairly often” work on Sundays.
The median number of hours worked per week was 60. A quarter re-
ported working more than 75 hours a week. Ms. Alvarado, for instance,
usually arrives at work by 6:30 in the morning and stays until 7:00 in
the evening. She works every Saturday. Others report similar schedules.
A man from Bangladesh who runs an engineering company starts work
at 7:30, leaves the office at 6:30, meets with a customer or investor over
dinner almost every evening, works at the office until midafternoon on
Saturdays, and is connected by cell phone to the company twenty-four
hours a day seven days a week. A research scientist from Laos says she
works from 8:30 to 6:30 every day, takes home several hours of reading
each evening, and works about two Saturdays a month. A surgeon from
Syria usually begins his workday at 7 a.m., finishes at 7 or 8 p.m., some-
times works until 10 or 11 p.m., and almost always works on Saturdays
and Sundays. These are clearly longer work weeks than those of the
average American, and they even exceed estimates for people who work
in the professions or as executives.18

When asked how they learned to work hard, these immigrants and
children of immigrants typically credit their upbringing. “A strong work
ethic in our family” was the way one put it. “Both my parents were
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very, very hard workers,” said another. One woman remarked, “It has a
lot to do with my upbringing; failure was not an option.” Sometimes
one parent or the other was singled out: “I have the example of my
father,” “I’d have to go back to my dad,” or “My mother had an incredi-
ble work ethic.” Occasionally a grandparent or older sibling who played
a parental role was mentioned. In a few cases, learning to work hard
grew from another parental figure, such as a high school teacher or a
family physician. But usually the story revolved around a self-sacrificing
parent who put in long hours just to pay the bills. A man who grew up
in Pakistan remembered his father’s working exceptionally long hours.
“He used to work twenty hours a day, twenty-two hours sometimes.
He’d sleep two hours and then go back to work again. He was forced to
work that hard. He had four younger brothers he was responsible for.
Their father had died and left nobody to take care of them.” The family
was still poor when this man was growing up. His father hoped he would
quit school after the eighth grade and get a job. Instead the man hun-
kered down and got a scholarship so he could stay in school.

The typical parent not only worked long hours at his or her own job
but also made it a point to instruct the children about hard work. Some
parents’ admonitions still ring in their children’s ears. A woman in her
late fifties, for instance, remembers her father’s saying, “Do something
constructive. You cannot just sit and watch television.” She says these
words still motivate her. “My father is behind my mind all the time.”
The children of such parents apparently learned by doing as much as by
observing. Eighty-six percent remember doing household chores while
growing up, and 52 percent held jobs outside their homes while they
were in school. Almost half (44 percent) felt they worked harder than
their classmates in school. “From day one, I had to put in double hours
compared to everybody else,” recalled one man who became a doctor.
For many, working hard was a necessity. Another man, for instance,
remembers that everything depended on the national exam that students
took in high school. “You have one shot at it, you cannot repeat it, that’s
it.” A woman raised in India recalls that her family was so poor that her
mother supplemented her father’s meager salary by taking in sewing.
As a child, the woman helped her mother with the sewing. “I think these
things helped me to understand that life is very precious and that you
just don’t waste time,” she observes.
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But whether it was a necessity or was learned from parents, these men
and women came to understand their work ethic as something intrinsic
to themselves. It was not a set of values they were exposed to by virtue
of living in a particular culture or ethnic group, but a pattern of behavior
that they had deliberately chosen. It was something they internalized.
One man said working hard was just part of him, rather than something
he had learned. Another man explained his orientation toward work as
his desire to “make sure you accomplish something at the end of the
day.” Yet another man attributed his working hard to the fact that “I’ve
come to trust myself more than anybody else,” and another noted that
his motivation came from inside. “You can achieve as long as you depend
only on yourself for motivation,” he explained. “Don’t go looking for it
elsewhere.” A woman said she learned to work hard just because it gave
her pleasure. Another woman explained, “I learned to work hard because
I loved what I did.” Yet another said, “I thrive on success,” and another
remarked, “I wanted to be the best.” Working hard was thus a feature
of their personal identity. It was a drive that appeared to come entirely
from within, and that defined who they were.

There was also a strong connection in their minds between working
hard and being successful. Some, such as the woman who said she loves
what she does, viewed hard work as a source of personal pleasure; in-
deed, most talked animatedly about the aspects of their work that they
enjoyed. But it was even more evident that they regarded hard work in
instrumental terms. It was not an end in itself but a means to an end,
and that end was success. “I want to be a success. I want to show my
family that I’m a successful father. I don’t want to be a loser. I’m a
competer. I just want to be successful,” explained a man from Cambodia.
A man from Vietnam said much the same thing, attributing his hard
work to his “inclination to excel.” It was thus not surprising that most
of these people regarded their occupational success as the result of hard
work. They were in this important sense self-made. They had set their
sights on being successful and were, quite literally, the product of their
own labor.

From other remarks, it was clear that these men and women thought
of themselves as highly autonomous individuals. Not that they were
alone. Most cherished their families of origin, and many had children of
their own, as well as coworkers, clients, students, and customers. Auton-
omy meant that they were different from other people and had often
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deliberately gone their own way. For instance, 86 percent felt they had
had to “go it alone” or “do things differently” while they were growing
up. They were out of step with the crowd because they worked harder,
carried different burdens (including the burden of being exceptionally
talented and energetic), and had different goals in life. Autonomy also
meant increased control over their lives. They worked long hours be-
cause they wanted to. Their schedules were their own. They also insisted
that they were guided by their own internal compasses—morally, spiri-
tually, and emotionally. When the going is difficult, they look inside
themselves, and when they need strength, they find it within. “I have
my goal, my vision, I want to do something with my life, and I never
give up,” said a man from China. “Everything comes from myself,” said
another. Others spoke of “a belief in me,” “a trust in myself,” “confi-
dence in my abilities,” “believing in myself,” “my makeup,” “a positive
attitude,” and “pride in myself.” Being guided from within did not mean
making up their own rules; it meant doing what they were sure was
right, even when others behaved differently. “I have a really good sense
that I’m doing things right,” said a man raised in Mexico. He meant
morally right. He pays his taxes, surrounds himself with honest people,
and behaves honestly himself. Being successful was thus not the result
of cutting corners but the reward for being a moral person. “Good ac-
tions will receive good reactions,” said one. “Hard work and honesty
always pay off,” said another.

Autonomous individuals suffer setbacks. Although these men and
women are highly successful, they have endured adversity—not just as
children, but along the way—and their success has been sweeter because
of this adversity. It proved their mettle. They may have drawn strength
from the example of their parents or from their faith in God. Yet there
was no sense of their having felt powerless or dependent during these
times. It was rather that they chose to persevere. They were self-deter-
mined enough to pick themselves up and move on. They made decisions,
drew on their inner reserves, and did things—listened to music, prayed
or meditated, exercised, thought positive thoughts, read something—
that helped them. Even those whose faith helped them through rough
times had a highly personalized view of faith. It was their faith that gave
them courage. “There’s a God up there who has a plan for me,” said one
man. “My God is with me all the time,” remarked another.
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These are common themes in American self-help literature. Despite
growing up in more than three dozen different countries, these immi-
grants articulate the familiar idioms of American self-determination.
Success is not something to be ashamed of but a goal to be pursued
actively and aggressively. The best way to attain success is to work hard
and be a good, moral person. It may be necessary to go against the grain.
Always do what you know is right. Rely on no one but yourself. Be
assured that good behavior will result in winning. These idioms are
sometimes described as distinctly American. But if that is so, it hasn’t
taken long for America’s new immigrants to learn them, either since
their arrival or before it. “You remember the movie Grapes of Wrath?”
asked a man who had grown up in Taiwan. “I saw the movie when I was
in my early teens. Henry Fonda told his mother, ‘If there’s hunger, I’ll
be there. If there’s injustice, I’ll be there.’ Once you believe it, you’ll
make it happen. All my life I remembered that. I never give up.”

The idea that hard work and self-determination lead to success is not
only a stock tenet of American fiction. It is a fundamental conviction of
the American public. In one national survey, 74 percent of the public
responded that “being wealthy” is mostly “a matter of hard work,”
while only 21 percent thought it was “a matter of luck.”19 A second
survey tried framing the issue differently to see whether responses
would be different: when asked whether “Hard work offers little guaran-
tee of success,” 68 percent disagreed, while only 30 percent agreed.20 In
yet another survey, respondents were offered a somewhat more complex
set of options, but 64 percent felt that “people get ahead by their own
hard work,” while only 10 percent saw “lucky breaks or help from other
people” as the reasons people get ahead, and 24 percent attributed per-
sonal success to a combination of the two.21 It is not only that we think
this is how the world is. It is how we think reality should be. Thus when
asked what should matter in “deciding how much people ought to earn,”
85 percent of the public in the survey just mentioned said “how hard he
or she works” should be an “essential” or “very important” consider-
ation (only 2 percent said it should not be very important).

Of course it may be easier for people at the top than for those at the
bottom to believe that success is the result of hard work. But surveys
show few differences of this kind. For instance, among the top quarter
on a standard measure of social status, 66 percent in the survey under
consideration attributed getting ahead to hard work, while among those



SE LF -MA DE MEN AN D WO ME N 1 1 9

in the bottom quarter, 65 percent did. Only slightly more of the latter
than of the former (12 percent versus 9 percent) thought getting ahead
was chiefly the result of luck or social connections.22 In short, we are a
society that believes fairly uniformly in the efficacy of hard work. We
are not disposed to think that people with more are on top because of
lucky breaks. The world, we are persuaded, is more rational than that.
What we put in determines what we take out. This is an implicit mental
calculation that affirms our faith in our own efforts. It is a faith that also
applies to our society. There is a kind of justice about how our system
works. Believing that hard work is the source of success means also be-
lieving that people of various ranks deserve what they get. For instance,
among those in the survey just mentioned who attributed getting ahead
to hard work, only 13 percent thought people “at the top in America
today” were corrupt, whereas 30 percent of those who attributed getting
ahead to luck believed in pervasive corruption in high places. Similarly,
only 18 percent of those who associated getting ahead with hard work
thought “coming from a wealthy family” was essential or very im-
portant to achievement, compared with 36 percent of those who associ-
ated getting ahead with luck. Indeed, this was the pattern on a whole
range of issues. People who believed in the efficacy of hard work were
more likely to think that America rewards people for their intelligence
and skills, that they and their family have a good chance of improving
their standard of living, and that inequality does not exist mainly be-
cause it benefits the wealthy and powerful.23 We simply feel better about
ourselves and our society if we believe our successes in life are not the
result of some random or unjust forces—which means that stories about
self-made men and women fit well with how we believe, and how we
want to believe, the world works.

The Missing Pieces

The fear that some observers expressed about America a century ago—
that it would become a closed oligarchy of the rich and powerful, incapa-
ble of incorporating newcomers—appears to be belied by the successes
of newcomers from many different ethnic and national backgrounds.
Their success suggests not only that it has been possible for newcomers
to be incorporated but that others will also be able to follow in their
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footsteps. The power elite that was once upwards of 90 percent concen-
trated among white, Anglo-Saxon, Protestant males has clearly become
more diverse. While the oligarchy has shown itself to be inclusive, it has
nevertheless distanced itself further from the ranks of ordinary Ameri-
cans, including the foreign born. More of the nation’s wealth is now
concentrated among the 1 percent at the top than was true even a few
decades ago.

The narratives of success mask this growing inequality. The successful
person is depicted in these narratives as having been no different at the
start from any number of people in the same age group. The one who
becomes successful does so through his or her own efforts, perhaps with
the help of parents, but certainly without the assistance of anyone else.
The narratives teach us to admire successful people and to believe that
the wealth and power they achieve are deserved. These stories are meant
to inspire, not to provide an accurate analysis of why some people suc-
ceed and others do not. Comparisons of that sort are not included. The
sibling who fails to achieve the same success is usually left out of the
story entirely. Few people, for instance, have ever heard about Emma
Mae Martin, a struggling welfare mother who happens to be the sister
of Supreme Court justice Clarence Thomas. Few would know that Emma
Mae Martin was on welfare because her husband abandoned her, leaving
her to support four children by herself on two minimum-wage jobs.24

When unsuccessful siblings are noticed, the lesson is that it was indeed
the hard work and determination of one that led to greater success than
the other attained, since both presumably had the same genetic heritage
and family environment. Stories of self-made men and woman bracket
these specific comparisons from view and, in so doing, lead away from
questions about the larger sources of social inequality.

The reality is that hard work and success generally do go together—
but not for everyone, and usually not to the degree suggested in the
stories of wildly successful self-made men and women. For instance, data
compiled by the Bureau of Labor Statistics in 1997 showed that men
employed as executives or managers earned an average of $1,039 a week
if they worked 45 hours a week or more, compared to only $747 if they
worked between 35 and 44 hours a week, or an earnings advantage of
1.39 per week or 1.06 per hour. Among men employed in the professions,
those who worked more averaged $982 per week while those who
worked less averaged $824, which was again an earnings advantage on a
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weekly basis (of 1.19), but not on an hourly basis (0.95). The results for
women were almost exactly the same, although average earnings in all
categories were lower than for men. Among all occupations, the largest
gains from longer hours were in sales, which yielded higher earnings on
both a weekly and an hourly basis. In some occupations, though, there
was no net gain; for instance, teachers who worked longer hours earned
the same on a weekly basis as teachers who worked shorter hours, which
meant that the latter actually earned more on an hourly basis than the
former. Moreover, the differences in earnings attributable to longer or
shorter hours within occupational categories were seldom as significant
as those between occupational categories (such as between professionals
or managers and service or farm workers).25 It should go without saying,
too, that no differential in hours worked could account for someone’s
earning 50 to 100 times the amount of the average worker.

An even more significant bias in success narratives stems from the
fact that protagonists in these stories are decontextualized. What I mean
by this is that the self-made person achieves success in these stories
alone. It is the individual person’s efforts that matter. He or she works
hard, makes the right decisions at the right moment, has fortitude, and
demonstrates good character. Even when the self-made person benefits
from having good parents, those benefits are individual moral values
that become part of the person’s internal makeup. The values learned
are about work and determination. They apply equally in any situation.
They do not involve the ambience of a particular place, cultural tradition,
or set of lived family and ethnic practices. The success narrative is thus
linear. It tells of overcoming adversity, of one good decision’s leading to
another, and of the present’s being better than the past.

The decontextualized protagonist of the past was typically a character
who marched to his own beat while the crowd blindly followed the time-
worn patterns of tradition. The protagonist succeeded through inner re-
solve, not by seeking advice from others or by working cooperatively
with them. The “little engine that could” was the stereotypic protagonist
of the past. The full story demonstrated success stemming from positive
thinking. The self-made protagonist of today is even more likely to be
decontextualized. In popular self-help books, authors cultivate an indi-
vidual relationship between themselves as authorities and readers as ap-
prentices. Few self-help books encourage people to draw support from
their families or community organizations. The self-made person is sup-
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posed to lose weight or overcome some other personal problem by indi-
vidually following a set of instructions supplied by the author. The aspir-
ing self-made person is thus a consumer, an isolated individual who
watches the latest television guru alone and goes alone to the bookstore
or health food shop.

Whereas the self-made protagonist of the past might be the subject
of a novel or newspaper account, the protagonist of today is further
decontextualized by virtue of changes in the media. The contemporary
self-made person is, as some critics have pointed out, more likely than
past counterparts to be a media personality, such as a movie star or popu-
lar television figure. Being self-made is thus a matter of cultivating one’s
image, or of inventing and reinventing oneself, and not necessarily being
a person of long-standing moral virtue. Even more than that, though,
the media now encourage us to think about success and its determinants
in short sound bytes and in brief visualizations, rather than in full narra-
tive accounts. Perhaps the best example of this new approach is a recent
national billboard campaign called “Pass It On.” The campaign encour-
ages people to strive for something better by showing a picture of a well-
known entity, captioned with a single word or a short phrase. Examples
include Kermit the Frog (“Live your dreams”), Shaquille O’Neal (“Per-
severance”), Whoopi Goldberg (“Hard Work”), and Christopher Reeve
(“Strength”). The campaign’s purpose, according to one spokesperson,
is to “inspire good people to do more good things.”26 The implicit mes-
sage is that being successful results from applying the specified virtue.

The problem with decontextualized stories is that they pay little atten-
tion to the social factors that contribute to the successes achieved. The
published accounts of Ms. Alvarado’s rise in the construction industry,
for example, do not pause to ask who may have suggested that she start
building bus shelters in the first place, or whether there was a mentor
in college who played a supporting role or an acquaintance later who
offered advice about how to bid on government contracts. It is not that
these social factors are absent in reality, only that the cultural framework
in which success stories are told discourages their being emphasized. The
more common pattern of storytelling focuses on the protagonists’ efforts
to gain distance from social influences. The protagonist in McGuffey
Readers and Horatio Alger tales refuses to cheat and steal like his co-
workers, reads his Bible when other boys at the orphanage poke fun, and
studies hard while others play. The contemporary self-made men and
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women behave similarly. They become restive in their work, realize that
they could manage better on their own, quit their jobs, and start their
own companies. They are also moral outsiders. Others at work cut cor-
ners; they do not. Their personal honesty and integrity shine in contrast
with others’ lax standards. It is a corrupt boss who makes them realize
the need to leave the company. They struggle against the moral failings
that get others in trouble, but eventually succeed.

Research on immigrant success consistently demonstrates that, how-
ever much hard work and determination matter, social factors are also
important. Immigrants do better if their families already have good edu-
cations and decent incomes, their businesses depend on social networks,
and they typically receive help from family and friends in getting settled
and finding initial employment.27 For instance, when asked whether
there was anyone in the United States who helped them or their parents
get settled, 80 percent said there was, only 9 percent denied there being
any assistance of this kind, and 11 percent were unsure. Not surprisingly,
the largest category of people mentioned as sources of assistance was kin.
In all, 25 percent mentioned immediate and extended family members as
their most significant source of assistance in getting settled in America.
As with previous waves of immigration, these family members were
typically brothers or sisters, cousins, aunts or uncles, or in-laws who had
already come to the United States. The next most frequently mentioned
source of assistance comprised people the immigrant had met through
school or work. Fifteen percent said these contacts had been most signifi-
cant in their getting settled, and among this number, school ties outnum-
bered workplace ties by a margin of two to one. Respondents were
equally likely to mention fellow students as they were to name profes-
sors or administrators. The other sources of assistance identified with
any frequency were churches and ethnic associations. These were men-
tioned by about 10 percent of those interviewed.

Decontextualized Morality

I am more interested, though, in how the neglect of social factors affects
prevailing understandings of moral responsibility. People who have os-
tensibly achieved success “on their own” are morally accountable to no
one but themselves. They have no obligation to pay anyone back for
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helping them. Whatever they achieved, they earned. The moral invest-
ment was paid in the process; for instance, hard work and distancing
oneself from one’s peers demonstrate one’s worth. An affluent lifestyle
is simply the reward for being a good person. Once a person has risen
to the top, the main priority can be paying back oneself by buying lux-
ury goods, taking vacations, and the like. If such a person decides to do
volunteer work or become a philanthropist, as many do, those activities
further demonstrate the goodwill of the individual, rather than an un-
derstanding of social obligation. Philanthropy is voluntary, a choice
freely made by an autonomous individual who happens to be moved to
help others.

An example that illustrates the decontextualization of morality comes
from the story of another winner of the Horatio Alger Award, Philip
Anschutz. Mr. Anschutz received the award in 2000, a year before Linda
Alvarado. According to Horatio Alger Association publicity, his was a
typical rags-to-riches story. He “entered the work world at an early age,
working in a variety of jobs as a yard boy, grocery sacker, messenger,
and bank teller.” Early in life Mr. Anschutz hoped to attend law school
but “was instead needed to run the family business, which was experi-
encing difficulties.” Like earlier Alger protagonists, Mr. Anschutz soon
proved to be a successful businessman. He started his own company,
built up its assets, and eventually expanded his holdings. When he re-
ceived the Alger Award, he was the largest individual shareholder of the
Union Pacific Railroad and of Qwest Communications, the third largest
long-distance provider in the nation. “It is only by sticking to an objec-
tive through adversity that a goal can ever be realized,” Mr. Anschutz is
reported to have said at the award ceremony.28 True to this conviction, his
is the foundation that has spent millions on the “Pass It On” campaign
encouraging Americans to pursue their dreams through perseverance
and hard work.

The rise from adversity was only part of the story. Mr. Anschutz did
start working early (other accounts tell of his selling Kool-aid as a fourth
grader), and the family business was experiencing difficulties (his father
fell ill). But, like other self-made men, Mr. Anschutz received a college
education and did so at a time when a majority of people his age did not.
There was a family business capable of providing considerable backing
and opportunities not open to most Americans. At the time Mr. An-
schutz took control of it, the Anschutz Land and Livestock Company of
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Denver owned extensive holdings in Colorado, Wyoming, and Utah.29

The business included oil drilling, which was always fraught with uncer-
tainty, but Mr. Anschutz struck it rich within a few years on a ranch in
Wyoming and bought up surrounding leases. Within little more than a
decade, his holdings were worth $500 million. He then invested in rail-
roads, taking control of Southern Pacific a few years before it was sold
to Union Pacific, which brought Mr. Anschutz additional wealth. Con-
trolling this much railroad right-of-way also gave him a foothold in the
fiber-optics business that was being developed at the time. By 1999, his
net worth in Union Pacific and Qwest totaled approximately $10 bil-
lion.30 That year Fortune portrayed him as “the richest American you’ve
never heard of.”31

Three years later, Fortune described Mr. Anschutz quite differently.
In an article about corporate greed, Fortune observed that “top execs
were cashing in stock even as their companies were tanking,” and con-
cluded that the average stockholder had been left holding the bag in the
wake of such “rapacious” and “infectious greed.”32 In that context, the
article named Mr. Anschutz as the greediest executive in America. The
magazine determined this dubious distinction by selecting the twenty-
five large corporations whose stocks had dropped 75 percent or more
from their boom-time peak, and then identifying the ones where officers
and directors took out the most money via stock sales from January 1999
through May 2002. Mr. Anschutz headed the list, having profitably sold
$1.57 billion in stock during the period under examination. Subsequent
inquiries proved no wrongdoing on Mr. Anschutz’s part, although a law-
suit was brought against several top Qwest executives accusing them of
fraudulent accounting, and congressional investigators opened an exam-
ination into whether Mr. Anschutz had advance knowledge of the com-
pany’s looming financial problems when he sold his holdings.33 Other
inquiries showed that Mr. Anschutz had made money from Union Pacific
at a time when its shareholders and customers were experiencing a fi-
nancial nightmare from the company’s operations. At the time, the An-
schutz Corporation was also under attack by environmentalists and
American Indians concerned about drilling in Indian burial grounds.34

Being named the “greediest man in America” may simply be the price
of being one of the richest. There was no hint in Fortune’s story that
Mr. Anschutz had acted illegally or, for that matter, in any way differ-
ently from other business leaders with massive assets. In fact, it would
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be easy to interpret Mr. Anschutz’s decision to sell at an opportune mo-
ment as nothing other than shrewd business, which is how company
spokespersons responded to the story.35 There is, however, a larger impli-
cation of the story that shifts the focus from possible wrongdoing on the
part of one individual to the broader question I raised earlier about the
cultural decontextualization of morality. This question surfaces when
we consider how a self-made man from a small town who goes to church,
contributes to charitable causes, and is described by friends as a person
with deep family values could come to be depicted (even if wrongly) as
the greediest man in America.

The key lies in recognizing that self-made people do not earn their
fortunes entirely by themselves; they necessarily exist within particular
social contexts. Mr. Anschutz spent much of his childhood in a small
farming town in Kansas.36 Had Mr. Anschutz stayed there, earning his
living, say, as a merchant or banker, arguably he might still have been
the greediest man in town (what village doesn’t have one?), but there
would have been more community pressure against amassing great
wealth at the expense of one’s friends and neighbors. The greediest man
in town would have had to face friends and neighbors at the post office
and in church or when they came to do business in person. Instead, Mr.
Anschutz lives on a five-acre estate in suburban Denver with a guard-
house that straddles the driveway; he has insisted on such extreme pri-
vacy that journalists writing about his achievements have seldom been
able to secure photographs or interviews.37 Associates have been quoted
as saying that his personal seclusion stems from shyness and concerns
about security. They defend his behavior by arguing that at least prior
to his becoming a major investor in the Los Angeles sports and enter-
tainment industry, his business had nothing to do with the public. Yet
it is hard to deny credibly that anybody so powerful in transportation,
communication, utilities, and agriculture has nothing to do with the pub-
lic. Such a marked split between private and public means that an indi-
vidual known for hard work and personal morality can engage in public
behavior that is questionable.

Stories of self-made men and women whose wealth and power reflect
only high moral standards perpetuate the idea that morality can be sepa-
rated from public life. According to this view, individuals behave morally
or immorally, but social entities such as corporations do not. As long as
a CEO upholds “family values,” the corporation can conduct business
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however it chooses short of breaking the law. The corporation may or
may not behave unethically. But it is the nameless and faceless entity
from which the ordinary citizen feels alienated. Namelessness and face-
lessness imply a lack of moral consideration. The antidote is to associate
names and faces with those collective entities. Morality is never suffi-
ciently understood if it means “to thine own self be true,” and nothing
more. In the fullest sense, morality always implies responsibility to some
social entity, whether that be one’s family, one’s shareholders, or one’s
nation. This is the sense in which morality is contextual—not that mo-
rality is thus relativized, as critics of “situational” morality have
charged, but that it becomes concretized in relation to the real social
contexts in which a person is embedded. Morality is always collective
because of these obligations. It is a response to the indebtedness a person
perceives as a result of the benefits and opportunities supplied by those
social contexts. To understand oneself as purely self-made and without
any such obligations is as cynical as believing oneself merely the benefi-
ciary of luck.

The further difficulty with such understandings of personal morality
is that even well-intentioned efforts to be a good citizen cease with indi-
vidual acts of charity. The son of a wildcat oil driller may have a keen
understanding of what it means to enjoy good luck. With religious over-
tones, the same understanding of good luck can be interpreted as divine
intervention. But how does one repay such unconditional and unmerited
good fortune? By helping others lead the same morally upright, hard-
working life that presumably led to one’s own good fortune. The self-
made American is unlikely to perceive any systemic ways in which the
society might be improved, other than calling for individuals to be better
persons. The irony then is not that the poor are overlooked; it is rather
that their condition is misunderstood. Instead of supporting measures
aimed at reducing inequality, self-made persons place their bets on help-
ing the few whose lives may with time emulate their own. The very
individualism that worried Tocqueville continues to threaten democracy
by focusing power in the hands of those few.
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6

IN AMERICA,

ALL RELIGIONS ARE TRUE

T hroughout our nation’s history, the relationship between Ameri-
ca’s places of worship and its democratic form of government has

been peculiar. On the one hand, we have insisted on strict separation of
church and state, meaning that religious organizations cannot participate
directly in government and that government must refrain from actively
promoting religion or doing anything to favor one religion over another.
On the other hand, religion has long been regarded as one of the main-
stays of American democracy. Tocqueville’s observation is no less true
today than it was in the early nineteenth century: Americans gather
at their houses of worship, discuss matters of common interest, form
associations, and engage in service projects through these associations
that otherwise would be accomplished only through government agen-
cies.1 American religion has inspired many of our best efforts to be a
better nation. It played an important role in legitimating the American
War of Independence, fueling the abolitionist movement in the 1830s
and 1840s, and more recently mobilizing the drive for civil rights in the
1960s. But American religion has also been a significant factor in some
of our darkest hours. If it inspired abolitionism, it also served up argu-
ments for slavery, and it has often been a source of bigotry and conflict.

Until the 1950s, the relationship between American religion and de-
mocracy was a story that could be told largely in terms of Protestantism.
Protestant denominations accounted for a majority of the churchgoing
public, and to a large degree their members held the most influential
positions in government, business, and higher education. That dominance
was of course as much rooted in myth as it was in reality. Catholics were
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in fact the single largest religious body in the United States. During the
century following the Civil War they had constituted the largest share of
immigrants and had gained considerable power of their own. So also with
the Jewish population whose numbers had swelled during the 1920s and
1930s as a result of pogroms and the rise of fascism in Europe. The new
reality was expressed appropriately in Will Herberg’s book, Protestant-
Catholic-Jew, in which he argued that each of the three main branches of
the Judeo-Christian tradition was now a respected way in which its adher-
ents could consider themselves “American.”2 In that era, religious partici-
pation reached a historic high and the threat of “godless communism”
brought American religion and American democracy into a closer alliance
than ever before. The 1950s were in retrospect a time of unparalleled
growth in American religion. New houses of worship were constructed
and older ones were renovated on an unprecedented scale. The religious
optimism of the period was reflected in the political climate as well. Lead-
ers of the major Protestant denominations could with some justification
believe that what they had to say would be heard by influential members
of their congregations and would be reported in influential newspapers.
The more conservative of their members felt enfranchised by the conser-
vative Republican Dwight Eisenhower, even if his theological views did
not always square with theirs. In rural America, where religious conser-
vatism was firmly grounded, there was a sense of still mattering. Despite
the fact that population and political clout had already migrated to the
cities, agriculture flourished better than it had at any time since World
War I. Protestants and Catholics could each in their own way feel confi-
dent they were doing the right thing in rooting out red sympathizers at
universities and in the motion picture industry. Quietly, there were also
deep divisions between them, giving each faith community reason to be
vigilant against the other. Protestants and Catholics warned their respec-
tive offspring against dating each other. They spent money supporting
and upholding the integrity of their respective colleges. Protestants
formed clergy alliances in local communities and held Reformation Day
services that warned against the incursions of papism. In some predomi-
nantly Protestant communities, temperance campaigns were still as popu-
lar as fund-raisers to combat polio. White Protestants and Catholics had
little to do with African Americans. There was also an undercurrent of
anti-Semitism that continued to find expression in quotas at elite colleges
and universities and in periodic desecration of synagogues.3
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A half century later, the religious landscape looks quite different. The
traditional Protestant denominations that once thought of themselves as
“mainstream” have lost members, both in absolute terms and relative
to the rest of the population. These denominations have also undergone
what some historians have termed a process of “disestablishment.” They
have ceased taking for granted that theirs would be the most influential
voices in their communities. Disestablishment has meant, among other
things, that Protestant denominations no longer control the nation’s
elite colleges and universities. Public funding and a more diverse faculty
and student population have dramatically changed the face of higher
education. The mainstream Protestant denominations still maintain of-
fices in Washington to lobby for various causes, but these offices are
understaffed. It is more common for staff to describe themselves as
voices in the wilderness than as influential insiders. Catholics have re-
mained a strong presence and have gained especially in such modes of
common respectability as achieving higher education and entering the
more prestigious professions. Yet Catholic churches and schools are quite
different in many communities from what they were a half century ago.
Clergy shortages, scandals among the priesthood, and restive members
have unsettled Catholic traditions in the same ways that disestablish-
ment has affected mainline Protestants. The Jewish minority has re-
mained small. Anti-Semitic bigotry—sometimes quite virulent in earlier
periods—has apparently diminished, but as the boundaries separating
Christians and Jews have weakened, so have the traditions that encour-
aged religiously homogeneous marriages and lifelong loyalty to reli-
gious organizations. African American churches have continued to be
important centers of social and political activity in their communities,
but the communities themselves are more divided economically than
they were in the past. Evangelical Protestants have become more numer-
ous and, though also internally divided, have repeatedly drawn attention
to themselves through political endeavors. But the most far-reaching
changes in American religion have come about as a result of immigra-
tion. No longer simply an aggregation of Protestants, Catholics, and
Jews, we are now a society better described, writes the comparative reli-
gion scholar Diana Eck, by “our jazz and qawwali music, our Haitian
drums and Bengali tablas, our hip-hop and bhangra dances, our maria-
chis and gamelans, our Islamic minarets and Hindu temple towers, our
Mormon temple spires and golden gurdwara domes.”4
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The impact of immigration on American religion is evident in the
fact that a significantly larger number of Americans now participate in
religions other than Christianity or Judaism than was true even a few
years ago. According to a national study conducted in 2000, there were
more than 1,200 mosques in the United States with total adherents of
approximately 2 million Americans. Thirty percent of these mosques
had been established in the 1990s and another 32 percent dated only to
the 1980s. Eighty-seven percent had been founded since 1970. Seventy-
seven percent of the mosques studied reported an increase in participa-
tion during the five years prior to the study; only 5 percent reported
declining participation.5 In another national study, data collected in the
mid-1990s showed that there were at least 200 Hindu temples or medita-
tion centers, 100 Sikh temples, and 60 Jain temples. These temples and
meditation centers were most heavily concentrated in several metropoli-
tan areas, especially southern California, but were also located in every
state.6 By 2003, a more comprehensive study conducted by the Harvard
Pluralism Project had located 680 Hindu temples and centers, 219 Sikh
temples, and 89 Jain temples. Approximately 1.5 million Americans were
thought to be participants at these various temples and centers.7 The
number of Buddhists in the United States has been estimated at between
2.5 and 4 million.8 A study conducted in 1998 among more than a thou-
sand Buddhist meditation centers found that 70 percent had been estab-
lished since 1985.9 The majority of participants at these mosques, tem-
ples, and meditation centers are immigrants or children of immigrants,
but a substantial minority are converts. For instance, the mosque study
estimated that 29 percent of regular participants were converts. At least
that percentage of American Buddhists are thought to be converts.

As a proportion of the religiously active population, Muslims and
Hindus or Buddhists and Jains are still arguably little more than a token
presence. Their numbers are small compared to the large proportion of
the public—some 80 percent—who identify themselves as Christians.
The cultural impact of this new religious diversity is far greater than the
numbers of adherents would suggest, however. In part, this is because a
much larger proportion of the population has had opportunities to make
personal contacts with the members of non-Western religions through
their work or in their neighborhoods, or to hear about these religions
through the mass media. In the Religion and Diversity Survey I con-
ducted in 2003, nearly half (48 percent) of the American public said
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they had had at least a little personal contact with Muslims. Thirty-five
percent said they had had at least a little personal contact with Hindus,
and 34 percent said this about Buddhists. Merely having contact with
people from religious traditions other than one’s own, of course, does
not mean that one becomes familiar with those traditions, especially if
religion is never actually discussed. A substantial minority of Americans
do feel, however, that they have gained some familiarity with non-West-
ern religious traditions, either through personal contacts or through
reading and travel. In the Religion and Diversity Survey, 33 percent
claimed they were at least somewhat familiar with the basic teachings
of Islam, 29 percent with the basic teachings of Buddhism, and 22 percent
with the basic teachings of Hinduism.

Another reason for the larger-than-anticipated impact of the new reli-
gious diversity is that it occurred at the same time that Americans were
becoming more interested in tolerance and inclusiveness. Gallup polls
showed that as many as half of the nation’s people had been unwilling
in the 1940s to vote for a well-qualified person for president if that per-
son was Catholic or Jewish. By the late 1950s, that proportion was still
close to a third. However, it dropped significantly during the 1960s, and
in polls conducted since then, hardly anyone holds that view.10 In the
Religion and Diversity Survey, Americans were clearly divided in their
opinions toward newcomers whose religious orientations differed from
theirs, but positive opinions generally outweighed negative ones. For
instance, 59 percent of those surveyed said they would welcome Bud-
dhists’ becoming a stronger presence in the United States in the next
few years, while only 32 percent said they would not welcome this devel-
opment. Almost the same proportion (58 percent) said they would wel-
come Hindus’ becoming a stronger presence (33 percent said they would
not). And 51 percent said they would welcome Muslims’ becoming a
stronger presence (42 percent said they would not). An even larger pro-
portion recognized the value of cooperation and greater understanding
among the leaders and followers of the various religions. For instance,
78 percent of those surveyed said that increased cooperation among the
leaders of the various religions in the United States was somewhat or
very desirable, and 74 percent thought it was desirable to have greater
understanding among the followers of different religions.

Besides the growing impact of non-Western religions, American reli-
gion has also become significantly more diverse as a result of new immi-
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grant congregations among Catholics and Protestants. A national study
of immigrants conducted in 1996 showed that 42 percent identified
themselves as Catholics and 19 percent as Protestants.11 A study of La-
tinos living in the United States in 2000 showed that 70 percent were
Catholic and 23 percent Protestant.12 As the Latino population has
grown, Latinos represent a larger proportion of the overall membership
of the various faith communities. Among Catholics, for example, be-
tween 30 and 38 percent nationally are estimated to be Latinos. Although
fewer than 4 percent of Catholic priests are Latino, 40 percent of Catholic
dioceses include Latino ministries.13 Latino Protestants, of whom there
are an estimated 7 million nationally, also contribute increasing diversity
to many Protestant denominations. Two-thirds of this number are affili-
ated with Pentecostal or charismatic denominations, and another 15 per-
cent are affiliated with mainline denominations.14 Even in denominations
with relatively few Latinos, new ministries have been initiated in signifi-
cant numbers. For instance, among United Methodists 75 new Latino
congregations had been founded between 1995 and 2000, and 900 out-
reach ministries involving Hispanic members had been initiated.15 In the
Evangelical Lutheran Church of America, 168 ministries had been estab-
lished with Spanish-language worship services by 2000. Asian American
congregations are also increasingly prevalent, especially among Presby-
terians, Baptists, and Catholics. According to one study, there are at least
3,000 Korean, 700 Chinese, and 200 Japanese Christian congregations
nationally.16

These profound changes in American religion are developments we
must consider carefully if we are to understand how America has tried
to become a better nation and yet has fallen short. Inclusiveness toward
new religious groups has been one of the significant ways in which we
collectively tried to reinvent ourselves during the last third of the twen-
tieth century. For the most part we saw diversity as a good thing, and
that included religious diversity. We tried to become a better nation than
we had been in the past by being more tolerant of religious diversity.
When historians reminded us of the bigotry that Protestants had once
expressed toward Catholics or that Christians had once felt toward Jews,
we increasingly found ourselves embarrassed by that history. We knew
at some level that civil rights meant the right to worship freely, and that
included people whose worship stemmed from quite different religious
traditions from those of the majority.
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One of the more telling indications of this attitude was the way Ameri-
cans responded to Muslims in the weeks and months following the at-
tacks on New York and Washington in 2001. As word spread of scattered
acts of violence against Muslims, public leaders denounced these acts and
called on the public to distinguish between Islam and terrorism. Polls
taken after the attacks showed an unusual pattern of responses. Some
Americans who had not previously thought much about Muslims said
they now held negative opinions. But an even larger number said their
views toward Muslims were now positive. Other polls showed that there
was indeed a reservoir of misgiving toward Muslims. For instance, in the
Religion and Diversity Survey, 47 percent of the public said they consid-
ered the Muslim religion “fanatical,” and 40 percent thought it was “vio-
lent.” Yet the prevailing attitude—the view expressed by a large majority
of the public—was that we needed to live and let live. No longer could
we ignore the fact that some share of almost any community of any size
would worship differently from the ways most Americans had worshiped
throughout most of the country’s history.

As a result of these changes, American religion, perhaps more than
any other major social institution, has had to reinvent itself. Protestant
denominations that could at one time count on growth largely by re-
taining the children reared in these denominations have had to realize
that much of their growth was coming from the founding of new congre-
gations for Latinos, Korean Americans, or Hmong refugees. Catholic di-
oceses faced the need for Spanish-speaking priests and for resettlement
programs that would bring Cubans and Haitians together, or Italians and
Salvadorans. And for Christians who may have considered their teach-
ings the only source of divine truth, it now became necessary to rethink
whether that was the case, and, if so, what their relationships should be
with Muslim or Hindu neighbors.

These changes in American religion have raised important questions
about their possible implications for American democracy. In the popula-
tion at large, religious participation appears to have remained fairly con-
stant since the early 1970s (although at lower levels than in the 1950s).
For instance, in Gallup polls between 40 and 42 percent of the adult
public reports having attended religious services during the past seven
days.17 Researchers question whether these figures may be inflated, but
there has thus far been only limited evidence that attendance may have
declined. Whatever the actual numbers, religious involvement also ap-
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pears to be higher in the United States than in many other countries.
There are nevertheless concerns about other ways in which religion is
changing. Evangelical Protestants and conservative Catholics sometimes
argue that religion is increasingly excluded from the public sphere. They
worry that important values are thus being ignored (for instance, free-
dom to worship or protection of the right to life). Some social observers
worry that new immigrants belong to religions that encourage religious
nationalism or theocratic movements, rather than democracy. Others
are concerned that greater religious diversity makes it harder to achieve
consensus and therefore harder to govern.

The most important question, however, has to do with the impact of
immigration on the character and vitality of American religion itself. If
immigration encourages recent immigrants and their children to be
more actively involved in their houses of worship and in their communi-
ties (as immigration appears to have done in the past), then its main
impact will be to increase the vitality of American religion and presum-
ably whatever positive benefits religion has for democracy as well. This
impact may extend well beyond immigrant communities themselves.
New vitality in these communities may enliven the activities of older
congregations or stimulate religious leaders to plan new multiethnic
congregations better suited for multiethnic populations. And if religious
vitality increases, then Americans will be more likely to do volunteer
work, form service organizations, discuss social and political issues at
their houses of worship, and think of themselves as Americans who have
a legitimate stake in their communities and in their governing institu-
tions. The prospect of religion’s playing a more active role in the society
is, in this view, not one that secularists should fear, either. The very
diversity of American religion will prevent any particular sect from
gaining too much power. There will be a healthy competition for mem-
bers, but no force monolithic enough to carry the nation into some fit
of theocratic passion. Democracy will be strengthened in the best possi-
ble way. Religious communities will be active, but not so active that
America would try to become an imperial power in the name of religion
as so many dominant powers have sought to do in the past.

In this chapter I want to look more closely at these arguments about
American religion and democracy. They are rooted in ideas about mar-
kets, competition, and rational-choice economics. These are very power-
ful ideas. They have proven attractive to many observers of American
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religion because they are, on the surface, more compatible with the ex-
isting evidence than were earlier ideas that emphasized secularization
and the gradual decline of religion. However, as with any new argu-
ments, these need to be examined critically. Indeed, my reading of the
evidence persuades me that these arguments need to be refined quite
considerably if we are to arrive at a good understanding of how American
religion has been changing and how those changes will in turn affect
religion’s relationship with American democracy. I will suggest that the
heightened diversity bred by recent immigration has probably stimu-
lated religious involvement in the ways that have been argued, but that
diversity also breeds privatization of religious beliefs and practices, and
that privatization is at best a worrisome development for American de-
mocracy. In short, my argument is that American religion has changed
during the past half century, and that these changes have helped our
nation become more inclusive—in that sense, we have become a better
nation; however, the privatization of religion has continued, and this
privatization has severely limited whatever potential American religion
may have had for making us a better society.

A Closer Look at Religious Markets

During the 1970s, nearly every journalist and academic commentator
who wrote about American religion observed that something peculiar
was taking place. Religion seemed to be flourishing. Hare Krishnas were
dancing on street corners and followers of the Reverend Sun Myung
Moon were collecting money in airports. On campuses, new yoga groups
and Jesus-centered ministries were springing up. People were joining
religiously oriented communes and practicing meditation in corporate
boardrooms. At first, observers assumed that all of this was youthful
exuberance, an outgrowth of the unrest associated with the Vietnam
War or the drug culture, and that it would fade as quickly as it had
appeared. After all, Protestant churches seemed to be losing members,
and things were not much better in Catholic parishes. As the decade
came to a close, the mass suicide in Guyana among the Jim Jones cult
suggested that the religious excesses of the 1970s were surely at an end.
At almost the same time, however, an Islamic revolution in Iran pointed
to the possibility that religion in other parts of the world was more
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politically energetic than ever. It was interesting to note that in the
United States President Jimmy Carter was a devout Southern Baptist
who regarded himself as a born-again evangelical Christian. It was even
more interesting that another Baptist, the Reverend Jerry Falwell, was
attracting large numbers of conservative Christians to a new movement
he called the Moral Majority. All this was peculiar because academics
had been predicting for at least a century that religion would gradually
become less and less important. The United States may have had reasons
historically to be a highly religious nation, but as time went by, it would,
according to the prevailing view, become more and more like Western
Europe—where hardly anybody took religion seriously.

The evidence of continuing, and even increasing, religious activity in
the United States required academics to do some soul-searching of their
own. If religion was not declining, what could account for its vitality? A
bold “new paradigm” was set forth in a paper by the sociologist R. Ste-
phen Warner that circulated privately for several years and was then
published in the American Journal of Sociology.18 Warner argued that
the idea of gradually declining religion—or secularization theory, as it
was called—had been formulated by European scholars (such as the Ger-
man political economist Max Weber and the French sociologist Émile
Durkheim) who drew insights from their own Western European con-
texts and were, for that reason, wrong. Religion had declined in those
contexts, Warner wrote, because of the particular configuration of state-
sponsored churches that had grown up following the Protestant Refor-
mation. State funding meant that each religion enjoyed a monopoly
within its own territory and thus grew lazy for lack of competition. The
United States, in contrast, had always experienced competition among
religious groups that had to work hard to secure their own funding. That
competition was the reason for religious vitality in America. Of course
this argument was not new. Historians and religion scholars had long
argued that separation of church and state was the key to America’s
religious vitality, and that separation had in fact encouraged competition
or at least given Americans more incentive to be religious because they
could pick and choose from a wide variety of religious options. Whereas
this observation had been considered an account of “American excep-
tionalism,” though, Warner argued that the United States was actually
the rule, and Western Europe the exception. All over the world (from
India to Japan and from Latin America to New Zealand), societies were
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becoming more diverse. Competitive religious markets were emerging
in religion, just as they were in free market economies.

At about the same time, the idea that religion could be understood in
the same terms as economic behavior was being explored by the sociolo-
gist Rodney Stark, along with several coauthors including Roger Finke.
In The Churching of America, Finke and Stark argued that it was useful
to think of something they called “religious economies,” which were
very much like competitive religious markets.19 In these religious econo-
mies, religious organizations competed with one another for scarce re-
sources, particularly members and their contributions of time and
money that made it possible to pay clergy salaries, construct buildings,
and launch new congregations. The key insight was that some religious
organizations seemed to be better competitors than others in such mar-
kets. For instance, during much of the nineteenth century Methodists
and Baptists had attracted new members and built new churches at a
much faster pace than had Congregationalists or Presbyterians. To ex-
plain these differences, Finke and Stark borrowed an idea from a book
published in the 1970s by Dean M. Kelley that linked church growth
with theological conservatism. Kelley had shown that the denominations
with the highest growth rates during the 1960s and early 1970s were
Southern Baptists, Assemblies of God, and a few other conservative or-
ganizations, and he speculated that the reason was these denominations’
requirement of greater commitment among their members.20 Finke and
Stark reformulated Kelley’s observation in economic terms, suggesting
that conservative churches offered a more rewarding product, namely,
assurance about eternal salvation, and thus were able to persuade people
to pay more for that product in terms of time and money. This argument
was then further refined by the economist Laurence Iannaccone, who
identified strictness—in terms of distinctive dress, morals, beliefs, and
lifestyle, resulting in a clear and persuasive sense of personal identity—
as the secret to success in any competitive religious market.21

The idea of religious markets carries strong normative implications
that help to illuminate how religion contributes to the good of society.
Although it is a perspective that helps make sense of the vitality of
American religion, the idea of religious markets often conveys an im-
plicit statement about what is good about American society as well. That
statement derives from the assumption that religion is generally benefi-
cial. Its benefits may or may not involve saving souls, as some religious
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leaders themselves would argue. From a purely secular perspective, reli-
gion is beneficial because it empowers people. It gives them an identity,
which is often hard to find elsewhere amid the complexity and chaos of
the contemporary world. Religion brings people together, forging ties
among them that they can use to attain political power, find jobs, or
address their communities’ needs. Naturally, there are exceptions to the
rule, such as the occasional cult leader who exploits his or her followers,
or the terrorists who use religion to rationalize violence. But for the
most part, religion is arguably beneficial in these ways. Consequently,
whatever helps religion to flourish is also good. In the American case,
open markets encourage religious flourishing, just as they do business.
We are a good society because we have found the secret to religious
flourishing. If we have managed in recent years to accommodate greater
religious diversity, then we are an even better society. Whatever reli-
gious vitality we may see among new immigrants, or among gays or
college students, in small charismatic congregations or in large mega-
churches, is all evidence that we are doing it right.

With respect to new immigrants, the open markets argument makes
possible at least two important predictions. First, that immigrants them-
selves will become more religiously active, once they are situated in the
context of the competitive religious environment in the United States,
than they were in their countries of origin. For instance, a Muslim from
Turkey who took his or her faith for granted there because everyone was
Muslim would probably start participating more actively at the masjid
(mosque) and at home in America. Not all immigrants will follow this
path, but the religious market will surely encourage them to do so. As
new Buddhist temples or Latino fellowships spring up, we can be confi-
dent that the religious market is working. Warner, for instance, sees the
vitality of new immigrant congregations as one of the clearest indica-
tions that religion in America is flourishing. These immigrant commu-
nities are also better for it. Instead of encountering the isolation they
would experience as solitary individuals, and instead of simply being
assimilated into some faceless Americanism, they find the strength to
preserve their distinctive heritage but also gradually make successes of
themselves. In brief, the religious market works well to incorporate new
immigrants into the society. The second prediction is that these reli-
giously active immigrants then ratchet up the competition, so to speak,
in a way that encourages other religious groups to expend more energy
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and become more competitive. The lively masjid down the road, for ex-
ample, sparks more interest at the Presbyterian or Catholic church in
the neighborhood as well. In both ways, then, the influx of new immi-
grants over the past four decades has been good for American religion.
The religious market has expanded, and concurrently the vitality of reli-
gion and democracy has increased.

Of course there will be differences among immigrants because they
come from countries with vastly different cultural and religious tradi-
tions. As a consequence, some become more religiously active in the
United States, while others do not. Warner notes that Korean immi-
grants seem to have started churches in large numbers, whereas immi-
grants from Iran tended to distance themselves from Islam. This differ-
ence stems from the fact that Korean immigrants were often Christians
already, and many had fled North Korea earlier to escape communism,
whereas Iranian immigrants were more likely to have been “modern”
or “secular” members of the professions who had enjoyed favor under
the shah and feared persecution under a more militant Muslim regime.
Immigrants are also influenced by the general religious climate of their
countries of origin. For instance, a national survey conducted in Taiwan
in the late 1990s showed that only 11 percent of its population attended
religious services every week. At the same time, a comparable survey
estimated that 32 percent of the U.S. population attended services every
week.22 Thus Taiwanese immigrants could easily be more religiously
active in the United States than in Taiwan yet at the same time be
less active than native-born Americans. The same would be true for im-
migrants who have come from Russia or from other former Soviet coun-
tries, such as Azerbaijan, Belarus, Croatia, Estonia, Serbia, Slovenia, and
Ukraine.23

These caveats notwithstanding, most of what we know now from
numerous studies of new immigrant and ethnic congregations suggests
that American religion has in fact reinvented itself in the favorable
ways suggested by arguments about religious markets.24 A study of
immigrants from Taiwan by the sociologist Carolyn Chen is especially
revealing. Chen found that Taiwanese immigrants in southern Califor-
nia were considerably more religiously active than they had been in
Taiwan. Some converted to evangelical Christianity, while others be-
came more engaged at Buddhist temples and meditation centers. Their
religious involvement was an acceptable way of being American and
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preserving their ethnic heritage. Southern California was a vibrant reli-
gious market. The various immigrant groups started their own congre-
gations and then, as communities grew, started more. Among the Chris-
tians and Buddhists in Chen’s research, there was a healthy competition
for members.25

Another interesting study was conducted in Philadelphia and Boston
by the sociologist Wendy Cadge. In Philadelphia, Thai immigrants gravi-
tated to a Theravada temple. The temple offered children’s classes in
Thai and was a place for people to meet and stay in contact with others
from their homeland. In Boston, the Buddhist meditation center Cadge
studied was populated by native-born Americans who found Buddhism
an attractive alternative to the Christianity or Judaism in which they
had been raised. Rather than dropping out of religion entirely, they were
able, because of the religious market, to find a devotional practice that
suited them.26

Yet another study focused on immigrants from India. The sociologist
Prema Kurien, herself of Indian background, found that Indian immi-
grants often identified more closely with Hinduism in the United States
than they had in India. Hindu temples served as community centers as
well as places of worship. Outsiders largely left these immigrants alone
to practice as they wished. It was legitimate for people to build houses
of worship, even if these buildings bore little resemblance to churches
or synagogues. The immigrants and their children, Kurien argued, found
an acceptable way to be Americans.27

The best conclusion from the evidence currently available, then, is
that there is, as ethnographers have shown, considerable religious vital-
ity among new immigrants. This vitality may not have been enough to
raise all boats, as it were, at least judging from surveys. But the idea of
religious markets is not just about overall rates of religious participation.
Newcomers quickly discover that religion is one of the ways in which
Americans band together and express their identity. Religious competi-
tion encourages new immigrants to start their own congregations.
America has benefited from the “ingenuity of grass roots religion,” as
Warner puts it.28 The native-born population probably should not take
much credit for this religious efflorescence—not, at any rate, if its reli-
gion has been what Warner describes as “the top-down codes of ecclesi-
astics.” But Americans can take heart in the fact that good old-fashioned
ingenuity is still very much alive. The same pioneering spirit that popu-
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lated the frontier with churches and synagogues is now burgeoning in
the Muslim sections of Dearborn and the Latino neighborhoods of Jersey
City. It is abundantly clear, too, that new immigrant congregations are
doing well in the United States because they have adopted many of the
customs and practices of more established religions. Imams refer to the
people associated with their mosques as congregations, a term that
would not be used in Indonesia or the Middle East. American mosques
are typically governed by a lay board of directors, another practice un-
known in most Muslim countries. At the Buddhist temple Wendy Cadge
studied in Philadelphia, worship services were held at the same Sunday
morning hour as were church services in the area, and temple lunches
bore similarities to church potlucks. Korean preaching and Latino masses
are increasingly conducted in English because fewer of the congregants
speak Korean or Spanish. Although some Hindu temples are large struc-
tures modeled after temples in India, many are small buildings that
blend as easily into their suburban neighborhoods as would a Masonic
lodge or an academy for the martial arts. To be sure, there is a segment
of the larger population who think it illegitimate for people to be meeting
at Muslim mosques or Hindu temples. This segment, however, is not
the majority. And its presence is itself part of the competitive process
that encourages people to initiate different religious organizations of
their own.

When All Religions Are True

I suggested earlier that religion in the United States has not just ex-
panded in beneficial ways, as the religious markets perspective helps us
see; religion has also become increasingly privatized. To understand
what privatization means and how it inhibits religion’s potential for so-
cial betterment, we must look at something that proponents of the reli-
gious markets perspective seldom consider: religious belief. Religious
organizations do not compete simply because one leader wants a follow-
ing larger than another leader’s, although that may certainly be part of
the story. They compete because they have different beliefs—different
understandings about how divine truth is revealed, about how to wor-
ship, and about what to do to gain divine favor in this life or the next.
The religions people were willing to die for throughout many centuries
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of human history were ones believed to be ultimately true and, for that
reason, infinitely better than any of the competing religions that were
no more than purveyors of falsehood. This was the kind of religion that
prompted crusades and religious wars or large-scale efforts to convert
other populations. To be sure, there were additional matters at stake,
such as power and wealth, but if religion mattered at all, it was because
one group believed it knew the truth and thus knew also that the other
group’s religion was false.

Among the various religious traditions, the followers of monotheistic
religions such as Christianity, Judaism, and Islam have been more mili-
tant than, say, Buddhists or Hindus in defending themselves as God’s
chosen people or true disciples. Christianity, as the dominant religion in
the United States, has also been subject to claims and counterclaims put
forth by particular denominations and sects that theirs was the only true
interpretation of the faith. The religious market that spread so widely
during the nineteenth century can hardly be understood without recog-
nition of these claims and counterclaims. Baptist congregations did not
grow simply because they encouraged strict lifestyles or had more entre-
preneurial leaders. They grew because their members believed souls
were at stake and that Congregationalists and Catholics were going
about it—the pursuit of salvation—wrong.

At present, there is still a sizable share of the American public who
believe that Christianity alone is a true religion. For instance, in the
Religion and Diversity Survey, 31 percent of the public said they agreed
strongly that “Christianity is the only way to have a true personal rela-
tionship with God,” and another 13 percent agreed somewhat. Given the
long history of Christian teaching about the necessity of believing in the
Bible and in following Jesus, it is not difficult to understand why this
large a segment of the population would believe that only Christianity
is true. What is more interesting is the fact that so many people, even
among those who consider themselves Christian, do not.

The extent to which Americans think all religions are true is evident
in national surveys. In the Religion and Diversity Survey, 74 percent of
the public agreed that “All major religions, such as Christianity, Hindu-
ism, Buddhism, and Islam, contain some truth about God.” A majority
of the public (54 percent) also agreed that “All major religions, such as
Christianity, Hinduism, Buddhism, and Islam, are equally good ways of
knowing about God.” Other studies have drawn similar conclusions. For
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instance, in a national study of churchgoing Protestants who defined
themselves as evangelicals, the sociologist Christian Smith found that
evangelicals generally believe the Bible to be divine truth and regard
Jesus as their savior; however, these evangelicals were reluctant to say
that the followers of other religions might not also be saved.29 Drawing
on surveys and qualitative interviews, the sociologist Wade Clark Roof
found that baby boomers especially took a relativistic stance toward reli-
gious truth. They became spiritual seekers, shopping around for bits and
pieces of religious wisdom from various traditions. In the process, they
often drew a distinction between religion and spirituality, arguing that
religions were at best culturally constructed ideas about truth, whereas
spirituality was what they knew personally to be true from their own
experience.30 In a book drawing insights from research conducted by eth-
nographers, the sociologist Alan Wolfe has also argued that Americans
generally take a live-and-let-live approach when it comes to religion.
Even if they think their own religion is uniquely true, they make few
efforts to convert others to it. Studies of evangelicals, Wolfe notes, sug-
gest that they are committed to the idea of winning souls, but in practice
they are restrained by not wanting to seem rude or offensive, by valuing
consensus more than persuasion, and by feeling ill-prepared to talk
about their faith with strangers.31

In any era, there have been Americans who either believed that all
religions were true or who cared little one way or the other. It is unlikely
that as many people thought that way in the past as do at present, how-
ever. At least in the heartland, where Christianity was practiced almost
exclusively, it was easy to think that it was indeed exclusively true. One
of the clearest indications of how this attitude has changed comes from
Muncie, Indiana, which the anthropologists Robert and Helen Lynd
chose to study in the 1920s as a typical Midwestern town, and to which
sociologists returned for a follow-up study in the 1970s. In Muncie, or
“Middletown,” as it was dubbed by the researchers, 94 percent of the
1920s respondents said they believed that “Christianity is the one true
religion and everyone should be converted to it”; by the 1970s, that
figure had dropped to 41 percent.32

The reasons why so many Americans believe all religions are true
have not been rigorously investigated but can be adduced from some of
the arguments that the scholars just mentioned (and others) have put
forth. One of the more interesting arguments is that believing in the
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exclusive truth of one’s religion depends not only on convincing theo-
logical teachings, but also on being surrounded by like-minded believers
and isolated from people who believe differently. If that argument is
correct, it may help us understand why people in remote corners of the
world who had never been in contact with other societies believed the
way they did. Or it might explain why the members of a cult who cut
themselves off from the world and spend all their time in the presence
of a cult leader would believe that only that leader’s teachings were true.
But it also helps us understand why most Americans would not at some
deep level believe that their religion was the only truth. The communi-
ties—or plausibility structures, as Peter L. Berger has called them—in
which Americans live are hardly ever that hermetically sealed.33

Through their personal contacts, and if not those, through reading and
watching television, Americans are exposed to people who hold beliefs
different from their own. They know about atheists if they are believers,
or about Hindus if they are Christians, and so on. They may even have
been challenged to regard their beliefs as less than absolutely true by
interacting with other Christians who held different interpretations.
Americans who have traveled internationally or who have been exposed
over longer periods to higher education are even more likely to have
been influenced in these ways. Exposure of this kind involves direct en-
counters with people from different cultures and different religious tra-
ditions; it also specifically encourages people to consider different points
of view and to believe that we more closely approximate truth by enter-
taining multiple perspectives than by clinging to only one. Such thinking
fits well with living in a market-oriented society. The good consumer is
one who considers several different products and chooses the one that
seems best.

In adopting the view that all religions are true, Americans have also
been encouraged by several prevailing assumptions in our culture. One
is the idea that all people are capable of determining what is right and
what is wrong. This commonsense understanding of morality was actu-
ally rooted in Christian teachings, early in our nation’s history, about
the presence of God’s grace and the ability of people everywhere to un-
derstand something about God because God had created them and the
world around them. Commonsense morality was further reinforced dur-
ing the early nineteenth century as religious and political leaders strug-
gled with the question of how a democracy based on popular sovereignty



14 6 C HAP TE R 5

could possibly function. The answer was that everyone, not just devout
Christians, shared the ability to distinguish right from wrong and thus
could arrive at good judgments through the political process. In more
recent years, this same assumption is evident in the way the majority
culture treats newcomers. We do not worry that Muslims or Hindus are
incapable of arriving at the same moral judgments that Christians or
Jews do. In fact, we assume that there are probably teachings within
those religious traditions that encourage commonsense morality and are
thus true to at least that extent. Another widespread idea is that divine
truth, by virtue of being different from human truth, is ultimately a
mystery. It cannot be known fully, only approximated. This means that
it may be approximated by religions other than mine, and that even
mine is not entirely accurate. Yet another assumption is that religion is
not so much about truth anyway, but about practical results and good
experiences. American religion is in this respect decidedly focused on
the present life, more than on whatever happens after death. Although
a large majority of Americans report believing in life after death, they
are confident that they will reap heavenly rewards as long as they lead
good lives. For this reason, religion is true if it helps one to be happy
and if it sometimes yields moments of transcendence. For all these rea-
sons, then, it is common for Americans to believe that all religions are
to some extent true.

For our purposes, the more important question is what the implica-
tions are of believing that all religions are true. The implication that is
most relevant to our understanding of the relation between religion and
democracy is that religion becomes privatized. It becomes a matter, not
of divine truth, not of principle, but of personal opinion. This way of
understanding religion has often been noted in qualitative studies, where
people hedge their statements with phrases such as “in my experience”
or “that’s just my personal view.” We can see it in survey responses, too.
In the Religion and Diversity Survey, for instance, 58 percent of the
public agreed that “Christianity is the best way to understand God,” but
only 25 percent said it was best for everybody—the remainder said it
was best just for them personally or that it depended on the situation.
Another way that religion becomes privatized is by people’s not talking
about it. Not only is it their personal opinion, it is an opinion too per-
sonal to share. This reluctance is especially evident when Americans who
identify themselves as Christians are asked whether they have “talked
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specifically with anyone who was not a Christian to persuade them to
become a Christian.” Only three in ten have done so more than once or
twice, and hardly anybody has actually tried to persuade someone who
belonged to a different religion. For instance, only 4 percent said they
had tried to persuade a Muslim, and only 2 percent had tried to persuade
a Hindu.

There are strong norms in the United States against making too much
of a public display of one’s religion. Of course there are lavish buildings
that loudly proclaim themselves as houses of worship, and occasional
road signs provide terse messages about God or Jesus. Preachers appear
on television and public officials sometimes testify about their faith.
There are special reasons for these exceptions, which we will come to
later. But for the average American, it remains best to be quiet. Ap-
pearing too sure of one’s convictions puts one in jeopardy of being
branded a zealot. We know that politics and religion are not suitable
topics for polite conversation at dinner parties. It may be acceptable for
political candidates to talk about their faith, but, judging from surveys,
we prefer they not do so too often. In the same way, we worry when
pulpits are used for political purposes. As large megachurches spring up
in suburban communities, their buildings can sometimes be seen from
miles away. But these religious buildings are no longer adjacent to the
town square like the churches in seventeenth-century New England or
even the churches built in Midwestern towns at the end of the nine-
teenth century. Some of the mosques and Hindu temples that have been
built in recent years have cost tens of millions of dollars and make a
public statement simply by being there. It is more common, though, for
new immigrants to meet in buildings that offer few clues about their
use. The Hindus Prema Kurien studied in southern California met more
often in private homes than at a temple. Another researcher reported
having trouble locating an Islamic center because it was a plain white
house with no sign. She had a similar experience finding a Buddhist
temple, driving past it twice before noticing the small wooden sign sta-
tioned near the road in front of a plain brick dwelling. New immigrants
may be reluctant to announce their presence for fear of animosity from
the neighbors. But there are also ideas in the culture at large that dis-
courage flaunting one’s faith. In some contexts, such as schoolrooms
and public buildings, laws prohibit saying much about religion. We have
religious teachings such as the ones I mentioned previously—about
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God’s being a mystery and religion’s being more a matter of personal
experience than one of truth—that discourage us from being more public
about our convictions.

Just how powerful these norms of privacy are is especially evident in
the remarks of new immigrants. Even among those who are deeply de-
vout, the prevalence of these norms is readily apparent. The responses of
the men and women interviewed for the New Elites Project are revealing.
Seventy-five percent of these first- or second-generation immigrants say
they pray or meditate regularly, 80 percent report belief in a soul that
lives on after death, and 86 percent say religion is a source of strength in
their work life.34 All but 20 percent attend religious services, although
regular attendance varies considerably by tradition (whereas a majority
of Asian American and Hispanic Christians say they attend services
weekly, Muslims, Hindus, and Buddhists are more likely to attend on
special holidays or no more than once a month). Nearly all also talk
articulately about their religious beliefs and why these are important in
their lives. Yet two-thirds (67 percent) acknowledge that their religion
has been influenced by their lifestyle, their education, and their work.
How it has been influenced is especially notable in responses to questions
about what it means to be a true practitioner of their particular faith.
Most say something about following the teachings of their tradition. But
when asked for specifics about these teachings, they focus more on beliefs
than on behavior. “I am a good Christian,” a woman who grew up in
Hong Kong says. “I truly believe there is a God [and] that Jesus Christ
is the son of God.” She adds that she does not go to church every week
or “follow certain rituals.” A man from India says his understanding of
Hinduism is to grow spiritually as an individual. “There are different
types of truth that work for different people,” he explains. Some of these
immigrants say their beliefs are even too private to describe in an inter-
view. An immigrant from Japan, for example, explains, “Everything I do
is so inside me that it’s difficult to pinpoint and isolate something and
verbalize it.” Others insist that beliefs need to be put into practice, and
many mention activities that are rooted in their faith: they work hard,
try to be honest, are good parents, participate in religious services, and
donate money to charity. Yet it is still one’s attitude toward life that
seems to matter more than doing anything that might distinguish a per-
son as a practitioner of a particular faith. For instance, an immigrant from
Korea says that “giving 100 percent of yourself up and totally [relying]
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on God” is the mark of a “true Christian or true Buddhist or true what-
ever.” A Muslim man who grew up in Syria makes a similar point. His
view is that one’s relationship with God is “a personal thing,” and that’s
more important than whether or not he prays five times a day.

The exceptions—those who clearly make their faith public—are the
ones who wear distinctive clothing or a distinctive hairstyle. Sikhs are
easily identified by their turbans and beards or flowing white dresses.
Hindu women are sometimes identifiable by their dressing in a sari. A
Muslim woman says she wears “loose dresses,” which she interprets as
being Muslim because they are modest and hide the outline of her body.
But in other cases, distinctive clothing that makes a statement about
one’s religion has become a matter of choice. A person wears such cloth-
ing, not because it is commanded, but because it is a way of dressing up
for a holiday or some other special occasion. A Muslim man from Jordan
who works in the computer industry, for instance, explains that “the
outfit from there really doesn’t work here,” but he does have “some
clothes from there” that he and his children wear “on special occasions.”
Another Muslim man insists that he is “American” so there is “abso-
lutely no reason to dress differently from anyone else.” Those who occa-
sionally wear distinctive dress also make a point of saying that what
they do is optional and reflects a conscious decision they have made. For
instance, a woman from India says she sometimes wears a sari—but
never at work and only if the weather is good. Another woman from
India says she wears distinctive garb “when I feel like I want to.”

These immigrants are obviously drawing on language they have heard
in the United States. Like their Christian or Jewish coworkers, they em-
phasize that religion is more a matter of the heart than anything else.
But this view is also reinforced by their experience of having lived in one
culture and then moving to another. Cross-cultural exposure of this kind
makes them more aware that religion is influenced by its cultural setting.
Particular styles of worship or teachings about dress and moral behavior
are as much about culture as about religion. A person may choose to
worship in that manner or follow those customs because they are familiar
and remind one of home. But they are still matters of choice. It thus
becomes important to distill from all the habits and customs what one
thinks of as the pure essence of one’s religion. A devout person can hang
on to that essence, while discarding many of the cultural trappings that no
longer seem as important. And that essence, given the culturally diverse
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context in which the person now lives, is very likely to be regarded as
something highly personal. The Syrian man I quoted previously, for in-
stance, says he has come to realize that there is a big difference between
“true religion” and that which is “actually tradition and practice.” He
mentions the practice in some Muslim societies of women’s wearing black
burkas (dresses covering head to toe). He thinks this probably came from
the “dark ages of Islam” and is not essential to Muslim teachings. He sees
no reason why Western Muslims should dress that way. Having a per-
sonal relationship with God makes more sense to him. His view is very
similar to that of a Sikh woman who says she has learned “not to look
down” on anybody else’s religion. She connects that view with the asser-
tion that her own religion gives her “inner strength.” As long as it contin-
ues to “fulfill that inner need,” she is content with it.

When religion functions mainly to fulfill personal needs, it loses its
authority to make claims in the public arena in behalf of specific teach-
ings or traditions. All religions are true as long as they prove personally
useful, and any religion may work some of the time for some people.
Thus religion needs to be protected as a kind of generic social good, and
people can even promote it (as we sometimes see public officials doing)
on grounds that it does more good than harm. This is an arrangement
that nearly everyone can buy into fairly easily. For public officials or
secularists, it prevents having to deal with religion on grounds other
than utilitarian ones. For religious leaders who no longer claim to speak
with special authority, it offers a way to escape having to debate what
constitutes religious truth. The Christian majority can believe Christian-
ity to be true, not through scriptural warrant, but because all religions
are true. Individual believers, whether Christian or adherents of various
new immigrant religions, can posit that their own religion is true for
them because it gives them inner peace or inner strength, and by impli-
cation other religions must be true in the same way. The historian Wil-
liam P. Hutchison describes this kind of pluralism as the pluralism of
“tolerance” and “inclusivity.” It is, he says, “intrinsic to the social cove-
nant,” meaning that we not only take it for granted but also find that it
works well to preserve the status quo. Hutchison writes that we have
developed a kind of national pride in this manifestation of pluralism. As
America has become more diverse, we have managed with seeming ease
to accommodate this diversity, even to the point of engaging in what
Hutchison calls a patronizing form of triumphal pluralism (“I’m more
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pluralistic than you are”).35 And yet that pluralism is not as great an
accomplishment as we would like to think, given that religion has be-
come so private and inward in the process.

To say only that contemporary religion is privatized, though, is to
make too sweeping a generalization. Although many Americans empha-
size the highly personal nature of their beliefs and say little about them
in public, others seem intent on influencing the public arena now more
than ever. Fundamentalist preachers who fill their airwaves with warn-
ings about America’s need for repentance may be the best example. But
public officials have increasingly taken the view that disclosing stories
about their experiences with God is a good way of winning elections.
And if many immigrants seem to have adopted a privatized kind of faith,
others have formed advocacy organizations to fight for their interests
locally and nationally. The sociologist José Casanova terms this apparent
reentry of religion into the public sphere “deprivatization.”36 We have
the curious situation, then, of religion’s seeming to run in two opposing
directions at the same time.

Different Stakes in Religious Advocacy

The principal reason for this difficulty is that scholars of American reli-
gion seldom pay attention to the fact that religious communities are
never internally monolithic. They have been treated as if they were mo-
nolithic largely because studies have dealt with the topic of religious
markets either by looking at raw membership statistics or by rendering
secondary interpretations of historical figures without paying much at-
tention to the history underlying those figures. In either case, the im-
portant question has been simply whether some religious organizations
grew (that is, gained adherents) more rapidly than others. However, if
we are interested in the larger relationships between religion and society,
such discussions focusing on raw membership figures simply will not
do. We must instead recognize that religious communities are internally
divided. They are always divided between clergy or other elites and the
rank-and-file membership. And both the leaders and the followers may
be divided along other lines as well (such as social class, ideology, or
where they regard their self-interests to lie).
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It will be helpful to borrow an idea from the historian R. Laurance
Moore, who argues that nearly all religious communities in the United
States have at one time or another thought of themselves as outsiders.37

Catholics, Episcopalians, Methodists, Baptists, Mormons—all have his-
tories as religious outsiders. They were sometimes overtly persecuted
and in other cases felt simply that their beliefs and practices were not
those of the majority population or its leaders. Outsiders, Moore argues,
often do a good job of keeping their members and threatening them if
they are disloyal. Religious outsiders are, in this sense, “strict,” and they
proliferate for some of the reasons suggested by the proponents of ratio-
nal choice economics. To speak of outsiders is again too broad, though.
We need to remember that the leaders and the followers in an outsider
community may have different stakes in how they relate to the wider
society. The leaders may need to show that they are powerful enough to
make people in the wider society listen to them. The followers may find
it more comfortable to go quietly about their business, not letting on
that they are outsiders any more than they have to (even though they
firmly believe themselves to be right). Recent research among American
evangelicals, for instance, has shown precisely this pattern. Leaders rail
against American culture and argue that the nation is divinely con-
demned because of abortion, divorce, and immorality; rank-and-file
evangelicals pretty much live like their nonevangelical neighbors. There
may also be differences among the followers. Those who have become
successful in terms of education, occupation, or income may feel like
insiders part of the time while remaining outsiders in terms of their
religious identity. These relatively successful outsiders are probably the
ones who have the most reason to keep quiet about their beliefs. In con-
trast, followers who are marginalized economically as well as religiously
may be more militant about their beliefs and practices. If nothing else,
they have principles to live by and to stand for.

The relevance of these distinctions to our considerations about reli-
gion and democracy is that immigrants, as religious outsiders, have dif-
ferent stakes in bringing the weight of their religious convictions to bear
on the political process. Elites who claim to speak on behalf of some
constituency will be likely to present themselves in terms of their reli-
gious identity—especially if religious bodies are important sources of
support, as, for instance, in the case of African American clergy. For
some of the rank-and-file immigrant population religion will also be an
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important part of their identity. They will attend services regularly, do
volunteer work at their house of worship, and allow their views on social
issues to be influenced by what their leaders say. Others, though, will
find it embarrassing to say much about their religious loyalties outside
of their immediate group. Especially if they are successful business or
professional leaders, they may find it easier to keep quiet about their
religious beliefs.

Studies of immigrant congregations show how these dynamics affect
the expression of religious beliefs. One of the more telling of these stud-
ies was conducted by the sociologist Elaine Howard Ecklund among Ko-
rean Americans who were actively involved in their congregations.
Ecklund’s study is particularly interesting because she examined
whether these Korean Americans—most of whom were successful
younger second-generation immigrants—were politically active, voted,
took part in advocacy efforts, and in other ways participated actively in
their communities, either on behalf of their churches or as individual
citizens. Like other Americans, many of Ecklund’s respondents did vol-
unteer work at their churches and were involved in service activities in
their neighborhoods. However, they were less likely than other Ameri-
cans to vote, to participate in political activities, or even to deem it valu-
able to form or join in political advocacy efforts. The exceptions to this
pattern were a few of the respondents who regarded African American
churches as a model, and who, for this reason, considered it important
to speak out on behalf of their communities. The others found numerous
reasons to keep quiet about their faith. They felt there was enough to
do at church without expending effort on communitywide endeavors.
They identified with a current of thinking in the larger evangelical Prot-
estant community that said political activities were less important than
trying to save souls. Or their church involvement so strongly reinforced
their sense of being outsiders to the wider society that they felt incapable
of launching advocacy efforts or even knowing how to cast their votes.38

If Ecklund’s observations hold true in other contexts, they suggest
that the new religious diversity stemming from immigration may be
repeating established patterns, rather than significantly contributing to
the vitality of American democracy. An immigrant congregation,
mosque, or temple may well perform the kinds of civic functions that
Tocqueville identified at a time when America was much different from
what it is today. These religious communities take care of their own.
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They provide a safe space in which ethnic traditions can be affirmed.
There may be efforts to mobilize volunteers to help the needy. The mem-
bers nevertheless remain outsiders to the political process. When they go
to work, vote, and send their children to school, they do so as individual
citizens, not as representatives of a religious community. It is the politi-
cal operative, the elite whose job it is to represent the community, who
assumes a more public role. That role may be occupied by a local member
of the clergy but is more likely to be fulfilled by a special purpose organi-
zation, such as a group devoted to protecting Muslims from discrimina-
tion or a Korean American business association. The rank-and-file mem-
ber can keep quiet about his or her religious convictions because a more
public religious identity would be risky.

The New Elites Project provides an even more vivid sense of how
being an immigrant who is also a successful professional or businessper-
son generates tensions in religious beliefs and practices. Although few
of these immigrants have abandoned the religion in which they were
raised, they nearly always identify a progression away from the more
public practices or distinctive customs of those religious traditions. This
progression involves what might best be characterized as individuation.
Their faith has become theirs and thus different from the teachings and
practices of any religious organization. They consider themselves more
tolerant, less committed to being distinctly associated with one particular
tradition, and more willing to blend in with people from different back-
grounds. A Korean immigrant who has been quite successful in his busi-
ness is particularly candid in explaining why he no longer follows the
religious teachings of his church as rigorously as he once did. “I like
socializing with people. I like meeting new people. I like entertaining
people. Sometimes if you follow strict Christian beliefs and procedures,
it’s difficult.” A man who grew up in Cuba says he is deeply religious
even though he no longer goes to mass and disagrees with many of the
teachings of the Catholic Church. He mostly “keeps quiet” about what
he believes or does not believe. Being in a more pluralistic environment
has encouraged him to “look at other philosophies and religions and
try to come up with my own.” He has decided that “the Egyptians, the
Buddhists, the Christians, the Jews, all of them have certain common
denominators.” For a person like this, then, adapting to a new world
composed of very diverse religions and lifestyles involves retaining one’s
conviction that there is truth in religion by deciding that there is truth
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in all religions. That being the case, it makes little sense to argue about
religion or to wear one’s particular religion on one’s sleeve.

It is hardly surprising that immigrants who are highly educated and
successful in their chosen professions—or who desperately want their
children to achieve success—feel acute pressures to keep their religious
convictions under wraps. The norms that quietly guide such behavior
are often subtle, such as the raised eyebrows some Muslims and Sikhs
report seeing when they wear religious garb in public. But these norms
are also reinforced in more overt ways. After the 9/11 attacks, street
gangs retaliated by ripping head scarves from Muslim women. The
media condemned these attacks, but in interviews immigrants reported
that they had started encouraging their children to wear Western-style
clothing. Journalists play a powerful role in formulating public opinion,
and their views about religion are often curiously mixed. Because of
their own stake in free expression, journalists generally line up in favor
of court rulings that permit people to speak or dress according to reli-
gious customs. Yet there is often an undercurrent of suspicion toward
religion that comes through much more loudly than the rudimentary
refrains about freedom of religion. A New York Times editorial about
Muslim girls wearing scarves in French and German schools is a good
example. The editorial argued that following the dress or dietary codes of
one’s faith is an exercise of freedom of conscience. Much of the editorial,
however, pointed out why reasonable people might be concerned about
such expressions of conscience. It might in some cases “amount to prose-
lytizing or otherwise infringing on the freedoms of others.” These free-
doms had been won only after a “long a bitter struggle” between church
and state. Wearing scarves might be a legitimate concern to feminists
“who see the scarf as a symbol of women’s subjugation.” Readers should
also be wary of “the pressures and taboos of sectarians and ideologues.”
Referring to “the battle with extremism,” the editorial went on to sug-
gest that “wearing a head scarf may well be a political statement, and it
may even inspire schoolmates to explore radical Islam.”39

What would a Muslim parent conclude from reading an editorial like
this? Only the foolhardy would risk sending a daughter to school wear-
ing a hijab. She might be permitted to wear it. If a court case resulted,
she might win and her victory would be lauded by the media. Mean-
while, though, her parents would know that intelligent, well-placed, in-
fluential, politically liberal opinion was hardly on their side. The very
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people who were willing to defend their freedom to dress in keeping
with their faith were concerned about that faith’s becoming a “political
statement” and encouraging the subjugation of women, if not sectarian
extremism as well.

But it is not only the better-educated reader of the New York Times
who comes to understand that religion is best left at home. Despite the
fact that as many as a quarter of American adults attend religious ser-
vices every week, the vast majority of Americans do not participate very
regularly at religious organizations, even though nearly everyone claims
to believe in God. For this majority, faith is not something to be practiced
but a kind of experience one may have had during some dark hour when
it seemed better to think there was a God in the universe than that there
was not. There is widespread skepticism about the necessity of being
active in a religious organization and even more concern about people
who too loudly proclaim their convictions outside of those organizations.
In a national survey conducted in 1999 I was able to examine the extent
to which Americans manifested some of these signs of religious priva-
tization. In the public at large, 72 percent agreed with the statement “My
religious beliefs are very personal and private,” and 70 percent agreed
that “My spirituality does not depend on being involved in a religious
organization.” Younger and older people were equally likely to agree
with each statement, and there were few differences between those with
higher and with lower levels of education. Of greatest interest, immi-
grants were more likely than native-born Americans to agree with the
first statement, and almost as likely to agree with the second. The only
category in the wider public who disagreed disproportionately with these
statements comprised self-defined “religious conservatives,” and even
in that category a majority agreed.40 Judging from these data, then, reli-
gious privatism is widespread in the American public. It is not present
just among elites, and it is prevalent among immigrants. If immigrants
have been able to express their religious beliefs freely in the religious
marketplace, they have also found that considering them private may be
the best means of expression of all.

Privatization and Democracy

I come finally, then, to the question of what difference it makes if reli-
gion has become a matter of personal experience and private opinion.
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Theologians and biblical scholars, or even religious historians, might
consider this development regrettable because it appears to relegate reli-
gious doctrine to the dustbin of history. From the standpoint of what
benefits a functioning democracy, though, we might worry less about
this development; we might even celebrate it. Surely there are benefits
when religious people no longer believe they know the mind of God,
and are willing to acknowledge that their religious opinions are just that.
Alan Wolfe, for instance, suggests that the essential question is whether
democracy is “safe from religion.” He believes it is because religion has
been “transformed” to the point that nobody, not even evangelical Prot-
estants, takes doctrine very seriously. Instead, Wolfe argues, religious
believers live by a code of civic decorum that deters them from standing
very firmly on such issues as abortion or school prayer.41

From one perspective, privatization can be a very significant way of
rendering religious beliefs and practices more compatible with democ-
racy. Privatization makes religious differences easier to deal with. It
means I leave my beliefs at home when I go to work or when I vote or
run for public office. If I happen to mention them in public, I describe
them as happenstance views associated with the particularities of my
upbringing. I do not cause trouble by arguing about them with people
who happen to hold different views. I focus instead on the issues at hand,
pondering them on their merits, rather than in relation to my beliefs
and values. I try to be rational in presenting arguments, and I know that
an argument based simply on my personal opinion is weak. What I will
get testy about is someone’s telling me I am not entitled to my opinion.
Or that I cannot write a letter to the editor expressing my opinion. I
know that I have a right to do this, whether or not I choose to exercise
that right. The democratic system works well for me as long as it protects
that right. The democratic system may even encourage me to regard my
religious beliefs as private opinions. After all, I learned to keep them to
myself when I was in school. My employer does not want me to talk
about them at work. And the only contexts in which I see others express-
ing them in public are op-ed columns and television talk shows.

Yet there is clearly a cost to democracy when traditions and the values
rooted in these traditions are excluded from public debate. We can talk
about policies in terms of whether or not they are fair, but it becomes
harder to discuss them in terms of what is right or wrong. Right and
wrong, in fact, become matters of personal opinion and of behaving one
way if we are not under surveillance and another if there is a chance
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of being caught. Having some principles on which to make decisions is
especially important when these decisions are complex, as most decisions
currently are. Without principles, complex decisions end up being made
in terms of whatever seems most workable or in terms of that part of
the problem that happens to grab our attention. If we are guided in our
thinking about religious matters by regarding them as personal opinions,
then we may approach other decisions the same way. An event, an emo-
tional appeal, or the charismatic personality of a public official carries
more weight than it should. We may hope, of course, that rational people
are having rational discussions somewhere about what is best for our
nation. In a democracy, those rational decisions still have to be sold to
the public, however. Or, more accurately, the public needs ways to mobi-
lize to ensure that its voice is heard. Faith communities with long tradi-
tions and deep loyalties have been effective ways of mobilizing the public
in the past. But when faith becomes my private opinion, it is hard to
see how that faith could become a basis for democratic mobilization.
“Pluralism goes beyond mere tolerance,” Diana Eck writes. It requires
participation of the kind that bridges between one’s own faith commu-
nity and the larger society. That means being willing to express one’s
religious convictions somewhere other than in one’s private prayer
chamber. “I would argue that pluralism is engagement with, not abdica-
tion of, differences and particularities,” Eck argues.42 It should not result
in the kind of relativism that holds all beliefs to be interchangeable, or
that says my faith is true only for me.

The irony is that when all religions are true, those who still believe
theirs to be distinctly true are more likely to mobilize and thus gain the
upper hand. Their constituents will be more incensed than anyone else
if they are asked to compromise their principles, and for this reason will
take action to uphold those principles. This is why the religious right
has been as effective as it has. Its leaders can send out mass mailings
proclaiming that immigration is threatening the Christian fabric of our
society or that the United Nations is doing so. Religious bullies raise
money for themselves and their ministries by threatening believers that
the truth will not be upheld unless they send in checks. The only re-
deeming aspect of privatization is that the most strident religious bullies
have a difficult time mobilizing enough support to make much of a dif-
ference. Their followings are limited by the fact that fundamentalism
also becomes a matter of personal opinion. And that prevents the nation
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from becoming a theocracy or mounting its imperial designs very per-
suasively in the name of religion.

But privatization also defeats the efforts of many others who try to
engage in advocacy or who voice criticisms in the name of religious prin-
ciples. Think how ineffective Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. would have been
had he expressed his arguments about civil rights simply as personal
opinions that he happened to hold by virtue of being African American.
That would have relativized his arguments to the point that opponents
of civil rights could have simply said they held different opinions. This
in fact is very much what has happened to most religious groups other
than fundamentalists. Mainline Protestants have taken stands on such
issues as poverty, affirmative action, or gay rights on grounds that civil
rights were at stake. They could frame these arguments in terms of fair-
ness or individual freedom. Yet it has been more difficult for them to
make compelling statements in terms of divine truth. The same has been
true among American Catholics. Although the pope routinely makes
declarations about social and moral issues, it has become popular to re-
gard these as the pope’s personal opinions, rather than as statements
having any special authority. Religion writer Kenneth Richard Samples
calls this current perspective the “politically correct” approach to reli-
gion.43 It applies the same relativistic criteria to religion that one prac-
tices toward soft drinks or tastes in music. People get along with one
another because it matters little whether they choose one soft drink or
another. The prophetic voice of religion is muted.

The muting of those plural prophetic religious voices is particularly
troubling at a time when the United States seems intent on widening its
influence in international affairs to the point that phrases such as Ameri-
can empire, new world order, and globalization of the U.S. economy
appear increasingly in our leaders’ rhetoric. When multiple prophetic
voices are engaged in serious debate, the ones that call for imperial wars
have to contend with others demanding world peace, and those begging
for open markets are confronted with arguments about such principles
as human rights and social justice. Those voices are simply not heard
when everyone regards his or her religion as a matter only of personal
inspiration. The present climate, writes the sociologist Robert N. Bellah,
is a “culture of mass consumerism and [an] ideology of privatized self-
fulfillment.” A climate of this kind, he argues, is not well-suited to ex-
tending American democracy to other parts of the world because it lacks
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the higher-order principles that serve as the foundation for morality,
decency, and the resolve to sacrifice self-interest for the good of others.
“Consumerism and privatization undermine the very institutional basis
of democracy,” Bellah observes. “It is a strange time for America to take
on the responsibilities of empire—a time when our own society, from
the family to the corporation, shows signs of deep inner incoherence.”44

One may not care very much about the pros or cons of religious truth,
but when religious truth is widely viewed as religious opinion, it be-
comes easier for understandings of truth in other realms to follow suit.
Politics takes on the character of personal opinion and thus becomes
increasingly a matter of personal charisma and carefully orchestrated
sound bytes or photo ops, rather than an arena for serious debate about
values and principles. About the only consensus that spans the political
spectrum is that everyone should have the right to his or her own opin-
ion. Political conservatives cast their arguments in terms of freedom
from government. Political liberals do so in the name of diversity and
the right to choose. But neither has much success in framing arguments
about what we should do with our freedom. In this respect, fundamental-
ists and evangelicals who believe in absolute truth do the larger society
a favor when they argue that absolute truth should be taken into ac-
count. They at least force their opponents to come up with better argu-
ments themselves.

We need to remember that arguments about divine truth are seldom
as erratic or individualistic as critics like to think. It isn’t that Jerry Fal-
well or Pat Robertson receives a direct communication from God and
marches accordingly, anymore than this is what happened to Martin
Luther or John Calvin. That view is a caricature popularized by the media
and secular academics. It turns divine revelation into another form of
personal opinion—only an opinion that its foolish bearers take too seri-
ously. Quite the contrary. What drives fundamentalists and evangelicals
is not so much private revelation as an entire worldview, one that was
worked out over many years through the work of biblical scholars and in
countless debates at church meetings. It is this worldview that persuades
religious leaders to seek answers to social questions through literal read-
ings of the Bible. It may well be wrong, and it is certainly a product of
the history and social context in which it developed. But it is no more a
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private, personal opinion than the kind of worldview that emerges in
supposedly rational, secular contexts.

Once we understand that claims about divine truth emerge through
collective, deliberative processes and are subject to modification by those
processes, then there is no reason to exclude them from the wider discus-
sions through which democratic decisions are made. To be sure, it be-
comes more difficult to have these discussions when some of the parties
refuse to budge because their truth is God’s truth. Yet their very pres-
ence should encourage others to defend their own arguments in terms
of principle, rather than presenting them simply as personal opinions.

These considerations lead me to conclude that much of the academic
wrangling about religion that has taken place of late is on the wrong
track. The trouble is not, as many academics seem to believe, that ad-
vances toward greater religious and cultural inclusiveness have been hin-
dered mainly by bigots on the religious right. Of course it is easy to
demonize groups with whom one disagrees. But American religion has
not just been a struggle in recent years between those who wanted to
reinvent it and those who wanted to keep it the way it was. The difficulty
in moving toward a more inclusive society in which democracy is actu-
ally informed by competing religious principles has been deeper and
harder to identify because it is ingrained in our culture. Culture is always
powerful, and it changes much more slowly than we might think in this
fast-paced world of ours. American culture has influenced new immi-
grant religions in obvious and rather superficial ways: they may hold
services in English and may model themselves as churches. But there
have also been deeper and more powerful influences. The new is very
much like the old in discouraging anyone from arguing in public about
religious truth. Doctrines and beliefs are not absent from the lived reli-
gions that have always appealed to Americans at the grass roots. There
are so many pressures against discussing them, though, that it is some-
times easy to imagine that religion is nothing more than some personal
need surrounded by arbitrary customs.

The greater religious diversity that now characterizes the United
States would be truly beneficial to American democracy if the various
religious communities represented were willing to bring deeply held val-
ues that stem from their various traditions to the table for public consid-
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eration. Some of these values will be common and will evoke fairly easy
agreement; others will be more hotly contested, requiring more debate.
If all religious traditions become so highly personalized that each per-
son’s faith is purely his or her own, though, the new diversity will not
have added much. We will have expanded our cultural borders but en-
couraged everything within them to look the same.
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6

ETHNIC TIES THAT BIND (LOOSELY)

America’s collective efforts to become a better nation have in no small
measure been concerned with achieving full inclusion for margin-

alized racial and ethnic groups. These efforts reflect a growing awareness
that we must accord greater respect to the distinctive cultural traditions
and lifestyles of minority groups. In recent decades, programs focusing
on racial and ethnic inclusion have sought not only to overcome discrim-
ination and provide equal opportunities, but also to move beyond older
“melting pot” notions that assumed everyone would be like the white
Anglo majority. The guiding vision of inclusion has been to supersede
the old model of immigration that emphasized Americanization with a
new model focused on ethnic pluralism. Just as we have sought to over-
come the view that Catholics were inferior to Protestants, and Jews to
Christians, we have moved haltingly toward greater understanding of
the cultural integrity and contributions of African Americans and of the
many nationalities represented among Latinos and Asian Americans. In
this shift of perspectives, ethnicity no longer connotes backwardness or
a refusal to fit in. It is assumed to provide personal identity and strength
in the face of an uncertain world; ethnicity is a valuable source of com-
munity solidarity and social capital. Ethnic organizations help transmit
values to children and younger adults, ethnic associations contribute to
the well-being of their communities, and ethnic loyalties are an im-
portant part of the cultural diversity that we believe enhances learning
and makes America an interesting place.

Like the quest for greater understanding of religious differences, the
move toward greater appreciation of ethnic diversity has not progressed
as far in reality as the ideal of ethnic pluralism would suggest. The cul-
prits inhibiting ethnic pluralism are sometimes identified as white su-
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premacists and political conservatives of all stripes who dig in their heels
and resist change; if only these people’s prejudices could be overcome,
the argument goes, we would be much closer to achieving an equitable,
pluralist society. But if that were true, all we would have to do is press
on with the fight against prejudice and discrimination. We know there
is more to it than that. The forces that have inhibited America from
becoming a society in which ethnic diversity is truly valued, I shall
argue, are rooted in deep cultural understandings about the priority of
individual freedom. These understandings are in turn reinforced by cor-
porate, educational, and political arrangements. To see how powerful
those assumptions are, we will need to look more closely at recent ideas
about what a pluralist society should be, at evidence concerning the
largely symbolic meanings of ethnicity, and at how these interpretations
have prevented us from achieving the ideals of community and cultural
diversity to which we aspire.

The Vision of a Pluralist Society

The ideal of genuine pluralism holds in part that America should be a
place where newcomers can find a home and, more than that, be treated
as full citizens with all the rights and privileges citizenship bestows. This
much of the ideal is deeply ingrained in our national consciousness. It is
a principle that has not changed very much from the beginning. The
part of this ideal that has received increased emphasis in recent decades
is that the members of America’s diverse ethnic groups should not have
to abandon their distinctive ethnic traditions in order to achieve these
rights and privileges. Rather than having to assimilate to the point that
they think and behave like white Anglo-Saxon Protestants, the various
racial and nationality groups of which the nation is composed are under-
stood to have traditions of their own that should be respected and pre-
served. The individual citizen is, in this view, not simply an autonomous
being with rights bestowed by the Constitution but is a social creature
whose hopes and aspirations are grounded in families, neighborhoods,
congregations, ethnic organizations, and other communities of memory
and association. Democracy is thus more than a system for representing
the interests of isolated individuals. It is composed of group interests
that influence the governing process and that must be given due recogni-
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tion and protection within this process. More than their formal place in
the political process, though, the various groups and organizations of
which ethnic subcultures are composed contribute to the enrichment of
their members and, collectively, to the well-being of the society as a
whole. They do so by giving people a sense of personal identity that
links them to traditions and values that transcend their individual lives.
They provide social networks on which people can draw for support and
to which they can contribute. None of these networks and organizations
are coercive. Their members have the right to disengage from them if
they so choose. But these ethnic communities do exercise moral influ-
ence over their members, creating obligations that are both constraining
and rewarding. In principle, ethnically diverse subcultures also provide
a safeguard against the society’s being overtaken, as it were, by a mono-
lithic cluster of values that might be in the interest of one dominant
social class or group, such as the corporate elite or leaders of a particular
political party. Moreover, just as with religious diversity, strong cultural
representation of diverse ethnic traditions and nationalities is arguably
in the nation’s political and economic interest insofar as these diverse
traditions and nationalities serve as bridges between the United States
and the rest of the world. The vision of a pluralist society is thus one in
which no single subculture exercises control over the others; in place
of hegemony, there is healthy disagreement and cross-communication
reflecting the distinctive customs and practices of the diverse communi-
ties with which citizens identify.

Putting this ideal into practice has always been difficult. Ethnic and
racial minorities continue to be the targets of prejudice and discrimina-
tion. Recent statistics compiled by the FBI (which are at best incomplete)
show, for instance, that more than four thousand race-based hate crimes
and more than two thousand ethnicity- or nationality-based hate crimes
are committed each year.1 Hate crimes may represent an extreme, but
surveys show that public opinion toward immigrants is typically fraught
with misgiving. In a poll conducted for Fox News, 38 percent of the
public thought that “immigrants who come to the United States today
help the country and make it a better place to live,” while 33 percent
said they “hurt the country and make it a worse place to live.”2 My
Religion and Diversity Survey showed that 22 percent of the public
would not welcome Asians’ becoming a stronger presence in the United
States, and 21 percent said the same about Hispanics—a minority, but
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notably higher than the 12 percent who gave the same response about
African Americans.3 Judging from the same survey, there is a fairly wide-
spread feeling that immigrants should blend in rather than retaining
distinctive customs; for instance, 46 percent of those polled agreed that
“foreigners who come to live in America should give up their foreign
ways and learn to be like other Americans.”

Progress in combating intolerance has been made, though. A national
study documented a significant reduction between 1990 and 2000 alone
in the percentage of white Americans who opposed “living in a neighbor-
hood where half of your neighbors were black” (from 48 percent to 31
percent).4 Over a longer period, changes in such attitudes have been quite
substantial. For instance, 68 percent of white Americans in the early
1940s felt that black and white school children should attend separate
schools; by 1995, fewer than 4 percent still felt that way.5 Polls measuring
attitudes toward housing, transportation, and interracial marriage have
revealed similar shifts. “The single clearest trend shown in studies of
racial attitudes,” writes the sociologist Lawrence D. Bobo, is “a steady
and sweeping movement toward general endorsement of the principles
of racial equality and integration.”6 The factor most responsible for these
changes was the civil rights movement and the broader change in cul-
tural climate that accompanied it. The significance of this change is evi-
dent in studies comparing the attitudes of older and younger Americans.
In one of the most comprehensive of such studies, the sociologist
Thomas C. Wilson found that white Americans who came of age after
the civil rights movement (after about 1960) were significantly less prej-
udiced against African Americans than were white Americans who came
of age before the civil rights movement. The younger cohorts were also
significantly less prejudiced against Hispanics and Asians.7 Another rea-
son for greater tolerance is familiarity. Although the prospect of large
numbers of immigrants is perceived as a threat by many native-born
Americans, studies show that personal contact with diverse ethnic
groups and with immigrants typically reduces intolerance.8 As intoler-
ance has diminished, gains in ethnic and racial inclusion have also been
made, although the pace has often been slow and uneven.

Besides movement toward greater inclusion, the past three decades
have witnessed a sharp redefinition of the very terms in which inclusion
is discussed. The language of assimilation is no longer as fashionable as
it was, while interest in pluralism has grown. Scholars of a previous
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generation who wrote about assimilation often described it as an evolu-
tionary process through which immigrants gave up inferior lifestyles
and learned the superior values of American civilization.9 More recent
defenders of assimilation take a softer approach. They point out that
assimilation is not a one-way street. Immigrants sometimes bring new
ideas that nonimmigrants find attractive; for instance, German beer and
Irish folktales. Soft assimilationists also argue that immigrants happily
go along with being assimilated. They choose to marry outside their
ethnic group and raise their children with little exposure to ethnic tradi-
tions.10 Assimilation has been promoted by ethnic leaders as a way of
circumventing the ill effects of discrimination. If Jews and Italians who
lived in ethnic enclaves could easily be identified and thus subjected to
gang warfare, slurs, job discrimination, and political gerrymandering,
then the way to avoid such abuses was to break up these enclaves, scat-
tering their members, and encouraging them to become invisible. Plural-
ists do not deny that immigrants have been forced to make choices of
these kinds. The pluralist view, however, stresses the costs of assimila-
tion, as well as its benefits, and argues for the added advantages of cul-
tural diversity. For instance, pluralists are less likely than assimilation-
ists to believe that interethnic marriage and moving away from ethnic
communities are simply good ways to achieve better jobs; they worry
about the attendant strains on families and breakdown of communities.
Pluralists, therefore, disagree with assimilationists about the means
through which immigrants and other ethnic groups achieve equal rights
and opportunities. For instance, pluralists are more likely to envision
colleges and universities that teach about the accomplishments of vari-
ous ethnic traditions, whereas assimilationists are more likely to favor a
single core curriculum. In so doing, pluralists argue that knowledge is
constructed by and embedded within cultural traditions. What appears
to an assimilationist as simply a universal truth may appear to a pluralist
as a white, Western European way of thinking.

Pluralists have by no means won these arguments, but they have in-
creasingly set the terms of debate and put old-style assimilationists on
the defensive. Controversies in recent years about curricula in schools
and affirmative action in the workplace have been more about the spe-
cific policies through which diversity is to be achieved than about the
principle of diversity itself. The sociologist Nathan Glazer’s book We
Are All Multiculturalists Now is an apt characterization of the present
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situation.11 Without endorsing many of the specific programs associated
with multiculturalism, Glazer argues that the basic premises of cultural
pluralism are now widely accepted. As a nation, we officially embrace
the value of ethnic and racial diversity. We doubt that it is possible, let
alone desirable, to have a society in which everyone is a carbon copy
of everyone else. Skin color, gender, and other physical characteristics
continue to matter more than we may have imagined they would, and
so it becomes necessary to recognize them instead of attempting to live
as if they did not exist. In all of this, the continuing significance of racial
discrimination against African Americans has been an enormous cul-
tural influence. If race is so deeply implicated in American culture, then
it is difficult to conceive of new immigrant groups, such as Asian Ameri-
cans and Latinos, without racial categories’ coming into play—and, in-
deed, studies show this to be the case, both in how immigrant groups
perceive themselves and in how they are perceived. Of course pluralism,
especially under the rubric of multiculturalism, has often been oversold
and has thus been an easy target for its critics.12 In some versions, mili-
tant multiculturalists argue for total revamping of high school history
texts or English department curricula, leading critics to worry that
Shakespeare and Milton will no longer be taught. In others, multicultur-
alism is associated with relativistic views of truth and with agendas that
strike even sympathetic critics as paying too much attention to culture
and not enough to the harsh realities of employment and housing.
“Multiculturalism will not lead to better jobs,” the political theorist Jean
Bethke Elshtain writes, nor to “higher achievement, decent neighbor-
hoods, safer streets. That demands a political project, not the articulation
of racial fantasies.”13 And yet a political project that seeks fair employ-
ment and decent housing takes account of racial and ethnic diversity
through its very existence.

Where assimilationists and pluralists most clearly part company is on
the question of individual freedom. Assimilationists write about people’s
escaping the bonds of ethnic communities and struggling to break free of
parochial and ethnocentric obligations. They believe firmly in a classical
liberal view of democracy that emphasizes the rights of individuals to
choose their own destinies. Pluralists urge against a watered-down form
of ethnicity that gives individuals some of the ceremonial trappings of
an ethnic past without encumbering them in any serious way with social
obligations. The pluralist perspective is more congruent with associa-
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tionalist and communitarian views of democracy. It reminds us that we
need groups and organizations even to accomplish our most self-inter-
ested objectives. Meaningful ethnicity for this reason must be more than
an occasional nod of one’s ethnic head toward some fond memory of
quaint family customs. The idea of pluralism points to the possibility of
multiple cultures existing in the same society—meaning that groups and
organizations need to be present to uphold these cultures. The assimila-
tionist view, to its credit, recognized that such groups and organizations
had often existed in the past from sheer necessity. Ethnic communities
faced with discrimination and prejudice were forced in on themselves,
forming their own organizations in order to defend themselves. But
when those external threats diminished, the reason for these organiza-
tions also gave way. Finding a way past assimilation to a more authentic
form of democratic pluralism has thus meant rethinking the role of eth-
nic organizations, networks, and other structures capable of maintaining
distinctive ethnic cultures.

The desideratum for such structures is their ability to monitor the be-
havior of individuals in a way that encourages conformity to the norms
and values of a particular ethnic tradition. The sociologists Alejandro
Portes and Julia Sensenbrenner call this enforceable trust.14 People within
ethnic communities trust one another and do so freely and voluntarily,
rather than from fear. They trust one another to share the same basic
values. At the same time, those who seek benefits from the community
without conforming to its expectations can be monitored and encouraged
to change their ways. A family member who benefits from his or her
parents’ sacrifices and then moves away and fails to help his or her parents
when they are in need is unlikely to be welcomed warmly at family gath-
erings. A young person who marries someone against the family’s wishes
is likely to find it harder to get a job at a cousin’s business. A child who
skips school may come home to find out that a store owner told a family
friend who told the priest who told his or her parents. Through networks
of this kind, ethnic identity carries weight.

The Realities of Symbolic Ethnicity

The chief difficulty in realizing the pluralist vision is that achieving suc-
cess in the wider society often compromises the very networks and orga-
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nizations through which ethnic loyalties are maintained. Going to col-
lege and being an attractive employee of an international corporation
require leaving one’s parents and neighborhood behind. A person on that
trajectory is likely to marry someone from a different ethnic background
along the way, and to have no desire to work in a cousin’s business. The
child who misses school may be doing so to take science lessons with her
parents’ approval and in direct violation of neighborhood customs. The
result is that for the very people who have enough power and wealth to
be leaders in their community, ethnicity ceases to be effective in main-
taining itself. To the extent that people try to preserve their ethnic heri-
tage, they often do so halfheartedly. Part of them wants to remember the
ethnic cooking they loved when they visited their grandparents, while
another part would just as soon eat fast food. They may attend an ethnic
festival once every few years but would not spend time serving as an
officer in an ethnic association. The sociologist Herbert Gans terms this
selective appropriation of one’s heritage “symbolic ethnicity.”15 It in-
volves preserving the accoutrements of an ethnic tradition without in
any way compromising one’s personal freedom. Acculturation and as-
similation into the mainstream society continue unabated. Symbolic
ethnicity is “cost free,” Gans writes, in that little time and energy are
devoted to maintaining it, and few sacrifices are required in terms of
decisions about marriage, where to live, or choice of careers. The fact
that ethnic traditions can be maintained in these ways bears testimony
to the wider acceptance of pluralistic norms. There is, in a word, latitude
for diversity of this kind. If symbolic ethnicity seems shallow, it is never-
theless significant in the lives of those who practice it. They take pride
in their ethnic heritage instead of shunning it. Ethnic pride is deeply
associated with how people think of themselves and how they relate, in
some instances, with others. One’s personal identity is more distinctly
grounded in family traditions than if one were simply an individual
American. A person who practices symbolic ethnicity is not ashamed to
belong to an ethnic association or to describe his or her ancestry to
friends; at the same time, symbolic ethnicity discourages one from mak-
ing too much of these personal identities. One would not, for instance,
want to feel that a job promotion had been received—or denied—because
of one’s ethnic identity. In this sense, ethnicity becomes optional; people
choose their ethnic identities, sometimes selecting among several ethnic-
ities.16 The matter of whether or not to identify strongly with an ethnic
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group is more intentional and less ascriptive. Ethnic organizations re-
semble other voluntary associations, rather than being necessities of life.

When Gans wrote about symbolic ethnicity in the 1970s, the examples
that most readily illustrated it were third- and fourth-generation Jews
and Catholics. Those groups’ parents had fully assimilated to the point
of having lost most of their ethnic identity. Among middle-class third-
and fourth-generation Americans, symbolic ethnicity was about all that
could be hoped for. It was a way to rediscover one’s roots, although the
process might involve as little as visiting Ellis Island or constructing
one’s family tree. Whether the idea of symbolic ethnicity remains appli-
cable in the very different ethnic climate a generation later requires
closer consideration. The present period is sufficiently different to sug-
gest that ethnic loyalties among first- and second-generation immi-
grants should be deeper than they were among third- and fourth-gener-
ation immigrants in the 1970s. Like African Americans, Hispanics and
Asian Americans experience discrimination based on skin color and
other physical features. For this reason alone, ethnic boundaries may be
more real than symbolic. At the same time, greater cultural acceptance
of diversity opens possibilities for ethnicity to be grounded in behavior
and organizations. Studies of ethnic businesses, for instance, show that
success is often related to maintaining strong ties with ethnic customers
and clients.17 Research also shows distinct ethnic neighborhood cluster-
ing in cities with large immigrant populations, such as Los Angeles,
Houston, and Miami—often because of language barriers and low-wage
jobs. Another reason for thinking that ethnic identities are easier to
maintain now is the ease with which immigrants can return to their
countries of origin. Rather than making a clean break with the past,
they can be genuinely bicultural. Yet the question that has not been
sufficiently addressed is what the ethnic practices are like among immi-
grants who assimilate into the middle class. Do these immigrants practice
symbolic ethnicity, or are they assuming leadership roles in strong eth-
nic organizations and communities? If their ethnic identity is already
mostly symbolic, we might conclude that the pressures associated with
assimilation may be stronger and even more quickly encroaching than
earlier research suggested.

The New Elites Project has provided an opportunity to examine ethnic
practices among an influential, upper-middle-class segment of the immi-
grant population who, in theory, have the potential to be leaders in pro-
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moting ethnic pluralism. Nearly all of these people say they take their
ethnic background very seriously. They are proud of it and want it to be
respected and preserved. One of the clearest indications of these values
is that 87 percent say they want their children to preserve their ethnic
heritage. This figure is significantly higher than the 57 percent who
say they want their children to have the same religion as they do—an
interesting difference in view of a long-held belief among social scien-
tists that religious identities are somehow more acceptable than ethnic
ones to maintain over time. The only exception to this pattern, moreover,
is the Muslim community, among whom nearly as many want their
children to preserve their religious heritage (70 percent) as their ethnic
heritage (74 percent). For each of the other major groups—Hindus, Bud-
dhists, Asian Americans, and Hispanics—ethnic heritage matters to a
larger number than does religious identity. “I want them to know who
they are,” says a young mother who grew up in Hong Kong. “It’s who
they are. Their ancestors. I want them to know their lineage.” She hopes
her children will grow up liking Chinese food and will one day learn
about Chinese history. People are less adamant about wanting their chil-
dren to preserve religious tradition, in contrast to ethnic tradition, be-
cause they believe religion to be guided by a kind of inner light. As I
suggested in the previous chapter, religion is privatized. A person can
have an inward conviction that leads him or her to change religions.
Marrying someone of another faith can lead to an inward conviction of
this kind. If that happens, parents understand, perhaps reluctantly, that
each person must find God in his or her own way. Ethnicity is not so
easily changed. It is deeply connected with parents’ hopes that their chil-
dren will be like them and share their values—one of the fundamental
principles in pluralist arguments.18 “I want them to enjoy the things that
I grew up enjoying,” says a woman of Mexican descent, “like beans and
rice and tortillas.” Ethnicity is thus about lifestyles and (literally) taste.
As pluralists argue, ethnicity is a cluster of preferences that cannot easily
be separated from the smells and flavors and sounds of a distinctive
ethnic community.

Another indication of the role of ethnicity in contemporary life is
how people identify themselves when asked about ethnic labels. The U.S.
Census Bureau has acknowledged the importance of such labels in asking
more complex census questions about ancestry and race. In the New
Elites Project only three people offered responses that denied a distinct
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ethnic identity of one kind or another: “I don’t like the concept [of eth-
nicity].” “I feel as a human.” “Typical American.” In view of the assimi-
lationist argument that everyone wants, above all, to be considered
American, it is interesting that fewer than a third (31 percent) volun-
teered a phrase that included the word American. Some of these phrases
are the ones heard on television or seen in newspapers, such as “Asian
American,” “Hispanic American,” “Korean American,” and “Mexican
American.” Notably, though, these labels more often focus on specific
ethnic origins: phrases such as “Pakistani American,” “Muslim Egyptian
American,” “Laotian American,” “Sikh American,” and “Syrian Ameri-
can” are more typical. The majority who do not include any reference
to America simply refer to country of origin or to some other specific
ethnic designation. “Argentinean,” “Burmese,” “Chinese,” “Korean,”
“Mexican,” and “Pakistani” are among the labels referring to countries
of origin, while more specific labels include “Puerto Rican–Chinese,”
“Taiwanese-Chinese,” and “Buddhist Vietnamese.” Both their own
identity and what they value for their children, then, suggest that eth-
nicity is an important dimension of these immigrants’ lives.19

If preserving one’s ethnic heritage is something parents aspire to for
their children, though, other values and interests often conflict with
what it would take to preserve that heritage. When asked to talk about
the values they have tried hardest to instill in their children, these par-
ents seldom mention anything that is distinctly ethnic. “I just want them
to be happy,” says one parent. “To be fair, open-minded, passionate,”
says another. Other values that are commonly mentioned include hon-
esty, respect, hard work, and compassion. Only rarely do these people
allude to something that might be construed as ethnic loyalty, such as
“their heritage,” as one person says, or “obeying your elders,” in the
words of another. What we would probably consider generic or universal
values are much more common. “Respect others.” “Be fair-minded.” “Be
honest, friendly, and work hard.” This is not to deny the possibility that
values such as honesty and respect have ethnic connotations. But if such
connotations exist, they are probably communicated more by example
than by explicit instruction. The single value that parents emphasize
most often when talking about their children—being successful—is also
the one that may conflict most with maintaining their ethnic identity.
Besides encouraging their children to work hard, these parents also say
they do things specifically and deliberately to help their children strike



17 4 C HAP TE R 6

out on their own. They want their children to be independent, to find
themselves, and to make maximum use of their talents. “We expose
them to everything we can afford,” says one parent. Another says she
tries to reinforce the “belief that they are unique and have a contribution
to make.” Others mention encouraging their children to “expand their
horizons,” exposing them to “different people and ideas,” telling them
they are “special,” and teaching them that the “U.S. is a country of
opportunity.” These are the kinds of values that encourage young people
to seek new horizons and think for themselves, even if that means mov-
ing away, choosing a career different from that of anyone in their family,
and marrying someone from a different ethnic group or religion. “It’s
good for children to be well-rounded,” the mother from Hong Kong
says. She wants her children to study European history as well as Chi-
nese history. Although she wishes her children would learn to speak
Chinese, she quit sending them to an after-school language program
almost as soon as they started; it conflicted with Scouts.

How is it possible for someone who values ethnic tradition so deeply
to give it up so readily? Scouts takes precedence over learning Chinese
through a process of mental accommodation that probably even the per-
son herself could not recount. It does involve a serious trade-off, which
is why motion pictures and novels about immigrants so often emphasize
the struggle to preserve an ethnic heritage in the face of competing alter-
natives. At a deeper level, though, choosing Scouts over Chinese lessons
is easier to understand. This is because ethnicity itself has for many
Americans become an expression of something they liked while growing
up—or came later to realize nostalgically that they wished they had
liked. Preserving one’s ethnic heritage thus becomes a matter of en-
joying beans and rice and tortillas, just as one might have a taste for
French wine or German cars. A person can enjoy these small pleasures
and do very little else reflecting his or her ethnicity. Ethnicity is not an
all-or-nothing proposition. If learning Chinese is too demanding, going
to a Chinese restaurant can more easily be reconciled with Scouts.

In the past, parents who wished to uphold distinctively ethnic values
were always helped by having friends and family who shared these values
and traditions. Mama might be easily swayed, but Grandma would
staunchly defend the old ways. Mama could thus call in reinforcements
from the older generation when she needed them. That image was never
quite accurate, for Grandma was not always present. It did reflect the



ET HN I C T IE S TH AT B IN D ( L OO SE LY) 17 5

realities of life in ethnic enclaves, though. Nowadays, those coethnic
neighbors and extended families are sometimes present but often missing.
For instance, a majority of those interviewed (63 percent) said they had
some neighbors of the same ethnic background, but only a third (35 per-
cent) said they ever see neighbors of the same ethnic background socially.
It is not hard to imagine why this might be the case. The long work hours
that most of these people put in mean they have little time to socialize
with anybody in their neighborhood. Their career trajectories have also
required them to move around, and in many cases they have settled in
upscale neighborhoods, rather than remaining in ethnic enclaves.

As for extended families, relationships with parents and siblings are
important, and these relationships can be a significant avenue through
which distinctive ethnic values and traditions are preserved. Remittances
are one of the ways that immigrants stay in contact with their families
of origin. Among financially successful immigrants, it is not uncommon
for remittances of some kind to be provided to parents or other relatives.
In fact, 63 percent of those in the New Elites Project said they had pro-
vided financial help to their parents at one time or another. And remit-
tances of this kind appear to be more common among the groups whose
parents are least likely to have been financially successful themselves;
for instance, 86 percent of the Hispanics said they helped their parents
financially, compared with only 48 percent of the Asian American Chris-
tians and 59 percent of the Hindus.20 In most cases, these remittances
are not like the arrangements social scientists have studied in which an
immigrant working in the United States regularly sends money back to
his family in, say, Mexico or El Salvador.21 The arrangements are more
sporadic. “There was a government lien on my parents’ house, and my
brothers and I hired an attorney to clear that up,” recalls a man whose
parents immigrated from Mexico. “I helped them out by working when
I was in school so they didn’t have to buy my clothing,” says a woman
raised in Mexico, “but I don’t help them now.” These arrangements
demonstrate family loyalty and provide a basis for maintaining ethnic
values. It would be an overstatement, though, to say that upwardly mo-
bile first- and second-generation immigrants are tied closely to their
parents in this way.

Just as with previous immigrants, the current generation that came to
America is easily distinguished, by its values and lifestyles, from their
counterparts who stayed in their country of origin, and second-generation
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Americans’ self-image often differs from that of the first-generation
group. These differences are evident in the comparisons people draw be-
tween themselves and their parents. “I’m much more affluent.” “I have
money; they didn’t.” “I have a more comfortable life.” “Just a lot more
disposable income.” “I attend movies and go out for dinner.” Having at-
tained financial success, these first- and second-generation immigrants
emphasize the opportunities and social class differences that separate
them from their parents. They may not boast about how much money
they have, but they aren’t shy about acknowledging it, either. With finan-
cial success also comes greater freedom to be themselves and to pursue
what they, as individuals, want, rather than having to follow certain
customs and being restrained in their pursuits. “I am very creative and
free from society,” says one. “I do a lot more personal enrichment things,”
says another. Other comments also suggest having greater freedom,
flexibility, and room for individual decisions. “I have a very flexible life-
style.” “I live the way I want.” “We have more freedom.” “I have choices
in my life.”

Having more money, more choices, and a more comfortable lifestyle
doesn’t mean that people disagree with their parents about everything.
Indeed, many of these people say they are not different at all from their
parents when it comes to basic values, or they deny having any funda-
mental disagreements about politics, religion, or other topics on which
people often have conflicting opinions. But being more successful and
having different experiences does take its toll on family relationships.
“My parents and I disagree on just about everything,” says one woman.
“I’m more flexible in my thinking,” says a man who describes his father
as being set in his ways. Another says his parents are “old-timers” and
thus not very rational in their approach to life. Others acknowledge that
there are subjects they just don’t talk about with their parents because
such discussion would only lead to arguments. The topics on which there
seems to have been the most violent disagreement usually involve dat-
ing, romantic interests, and marriage. “Mostly who to get married to.”
“Boy/girl relationships.” “Choices of mates.” “Dating Caucasian girls.”
The next most common sources of dispute are conflicts with same-gen-
der parents and clashes involving gender roles. “My mom always says I
give away too much,” says one woman. “Women’s identity, women’s
role,” says another. “Business disagreements with my father,” a man
says. Another says his father wanted him to be an engineer instead of a
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doctor. Yet another says his father is much more conservative in his
views than he is.

Being of the same generation, immigrants and their siblings are less
likely to experience conflict than immigrants and their parents. Yet rela-
tionships with siblings vary considerably, depending on whether one’s
siblings are also immigrants or have remained in their native country,
and whether they are also financially successful. Helping siblings finan-
cially is much less common than helping parents, for one thing. Only a
third (34 percent) of those interviewed say they help their siblings in
this way, compared to the nearly two-thirds who have helped their par-
ents.22 It is also striking how rarely many of these financially successful
immigrants visit their siblings. A quarter say they never see their sib-
lings at all, and another 20 percent see any of them only once a year. Of
course they may stay in contact by telephone or email. But there is little
sense of tight-knit families gathering regularly to celebrate holidays,
commemorate anniversaries and birthdays, retell the old stories, and
preserve the ethnic customs.

The idea of symbolic ethnicity suggests that people may practice ethnic
customs in their homes or by eating occasionally at ethnic restaurants.
But what about workplaces? Ethnicity becomes more complicated in these
public settings. On the one hand, it may be useful to be identified by an
ethnic label because the employer has an interest in demonstrating that
the organization is inclusive and mindful of diversity. Ethnicity can be
useful in less diverse settings, too, because it signals to the organization’s
clientele that they will find kindred spirits there—people who speak their
language, share their customs, and understand their tastes. On the other
hand, being labeled as a member of an ethnic group may put one at risk
of discrimination in the workplace. Or, because there are relatively few
coethnics at the organization, it may simply be easier to downplay or
completely hide one’s ethnic identity, insofar as this is possible.

How these opposing forces play out can be seen in the fact that 64
percent of these interviewees say that people at work relate to them as
a member of their ethnic group, and a majority (53 percent) say that
some of their coworkers are of the same ethnic group, compared with
only 22 percent who say none or only a few of their coworkers are. Thus
there is a kind of ethnic presence or visibility at work that cannot be
hidden. Yet a majority (57 percent) also say they have been treated un-
fairly or discriminated against because of their ethnicity—meaning that
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some prefer to hide their ethnicity if they can.23 The typical response to
these opposing pressures is to acknowledge one’s ethnic identity because
it is evident anyway from one’s physical appearance, but to emphasize
it on some occasions and deny its importance on others. This is simply
a way of being flexible about one’s identity. It is an aspect of how a
person chooses to relate to others, dictated sometimes by circumstances
alone, but at times also playing a strategic role in the presentation of
oneself. “I have tried not to be pigeonholed as an Indian American,” says
a government official who grew up in India. “I’m not ashamed of it, but I
want to be judged for the quality of work I do.” He figures his coworkers
surmise his ethnic heritage from how he looks, but it never really comes
up in anything they say or do. Another man with a similar background
provides a contrast. He is a physician, and about half of his patients are
Indian American. He is happy to be identified as Indian American. Be-
sides having an Indian name, he participates actively in an Indian Ameri-
can organization in his community, where he sometimes meets patients
or prospective patients. At the same time, he creates distance between
himself and this community by participating in other professional orga-
nizations and doing pro bono medical work in a low-income neighbor-
hood populated by different ethnic groups.

By saying that ethnicity is sometimes strategic, I do not mean to sug-
gest that people consciously manipulate their public persona for self-in-
terested reasons (although that may sometimes be the case). I do mean
that people exercise choice in how much or how little they decide to work
with coethnics, participate in ethnic organizations, marry endogamously,
and raise their children to respect ethnic traditions. Ethnicity is in this
sense neither a characteristic that significantly restricts people’s decisions
nor an obligation to which they are deeply beholden. This has nothing to
do with the fact that people from different ethnic backgrounds face differ-
ent hurdles in attaining higher education or entering prestigious occupa-
tions. That much is clear. It is rather how ethnicity is worn, managed, and
presented within these particular circumstances that is at issue. Ethnic
identities typically evoke ambivalence as people describe how they think
about these identities. Ethnicity provides roots, but most Americans seem
comfortable with keeping those roots shallow. We want portable identities
that we can carry with us. Ethnicity is like the family photo album—a
collection we take out once in a while to show our children, but not one
that takes much time away from the hustle and bustle of daily life.
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Comments about being discriminated against and being treated un-
fairly are probably the most revealing in illuminating how ethnicity
actually constrains behavior—and why these constraints are not per-
ceived as more serious by those experiencing such treatment. The typical
incidents people describe when asked about unfair treatment are associ-
ated in their minds with ignorance and insensitivity, not with outright
hostility. They involve stereotypes, such as associating bad food, laziness,
or cunning with a particular ethnic background, or other false assump-
tions, such as the notion that people from a given country lack certain
skills or interests. These are painful, and there can be no question from
the vividness with which they are remembered and described that they
cut deeply. “We could not speak Spanish in school,” says a Latina who
grew up in New Mexico. “There would be things said about Hispanics,
inappropriate things about lazy and uneducated. Being passed over be-
cause of the number of vowels in one’s last name.” Yet these incidents
are usually described in ways that also suggest reconciliation or the abil-
ity to transcend them. “I think to a great extent when people feel they’re
being treated unfairly,” says a Cuban American in Miami, “that it really
is something they drive.” He thinks people respect the individual more
than anything else. “If you have a good personality, if you’re charis-
matic, if you’re able to not have a chip on your shoulder and present
yourself as an intelligent individual, then people will respect that.” Being
strong, he feels, has given him the ability to rise above prejudice. Others
take credit, too, for keeping the ill effects of discrimination at bay. A
Muslim who works for a large electronics firm, for instance, says he just
nips any stereotyping in the bud by confronting people and correcting
whatever they have said. Ironically, the unfair treatment that people
have experienced is sometimes the result of others’ going out of their
way to respect ethnic differences. For instance, an Asian American man
says he got a job as a clerk one time early in his career because (he
thinks) the manager thought he would be good with numbers. An Asian
American musician makes a similar point about how she is treated by
the press. “I don’t know if it’s unfair, but, yes, in a way different.” The
press associates being Asian American with being a good musician, she
says, so reviews often mention her ethnicity. Because they have attained
success in their careers, few of the people we spoke to expressed such
bitterness as might be felt by people whose aspirations had been
thwarted. But those who had not been as successful as they had hoped
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seldom blamed discrimination, either. “Sometimes the idea comes to me
that I have been discriminated against,” says a Muslim who came to the
United States from India in 1968. “But, honestly, I don’t think I was
treated unfairly. If I was, I don’t think I would have made so much prog-
ress.” He describes how he was able to attend a Jewish college, even
though he was Muslim, and how he has accomplished a lot in his profes-
sion, despite not having gone to an elite university. Other Muslims are
less sanguine, especially about the climate of opinion in the United States
since September 2001. They speak of being called terrorists and of hav-
ing, as one says, “an uneasy feeling that we are now the enemy.” That
does not sit well. It makes them worry about how their children will fare
at school and whether some crazy person might attack them on the
street. Their response, though, is to go on as before. Having an ethnic
identity is neither something to hide nor something to wear on one’s
sleeve. It is just a piece of who one is.

As these examples suggest, ethnic identities among the most recent
wave of upwardly mobile American immigrants are meaningful and yet
highly negotiable. Passing along very much of an ethnic heritage to one’s
children proves extremely difficult. Commitments to extended family
members are in many cases sporadic. An employer may benefit from
hiring someone as a “minority,” but being treated as one is undesirable.
There are, in fact, strong norms against taking ascriptive characteristics
into account in workplace decisions. We want success to be based on
achievement, rather than inherited traits. The drive for success, moreover,
typically requires ethnic identities to be compromised. Ethnic businesses
are often small, and many depend on low-wage labor. The longer immi-
grants are in the United States and the more training they acquire, there-
fore, the less likely they are to work with coethnics or depend on ethnic
networks to locate jobs.24 For those who attain higher education, the pres-
sures to abandon ethnic commitments are particularly notable. A person
who attends college close to home gives up the advantages gained by
someone who “goes away” to an elite university. Being unwilling to give
up ethnic holidays or relocate to a new community is likely to restrict
career opportunities as well. In place of ethnic identities that truly link
people to ethnic networks, neighborhoods, and organizations, then, an
ethnicity of symbolism develops that can more easily be accommodated
by the marketplace. Ethnic foods and bumper stickers are marketable
commodities easily purchased by people who want some ethnic ties, how-
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ever weak. Ethnic identities in the political arena take on similar charac-
teristics. The white Anglo candidate who speaks a little Spanish is more
marketable than the Hispanic candidate who is too easily associated with
a “special interest.” An entertainer (such as Arnold Schwarzenegger)
who can remind voters at the right moments that he or she comes from
“immigrant stock” is more likely to be elected than someone who fights
for immigrant rights. Despite the efforts that have been made in recent
decades to transform America into a more genuinely pluralistic society,
therefore, immigrants still feel pressure to assimilate, to fit into a single
mold, and to express ethnic variations in largely symbolic ways.

Military strategists point out that commanders sometimes engage the
enemy in new battles through the lens of what went wrong in the previ-
ous war. One interpretation of the battle plan the United States used in
its war against Iraq, for instance, is that it emphasized the overwhelming
use of force (“shock and awe”) because the military blamed its failure
in Vietnam on not deploying enough force. That same interpretation
attributes the United States’ apparent failure in planning an effective
postwar strategy in Iraq to not having had the occasion to need one in
Vietnam. Whatever the merits or demerits of these examples, the point
is that responses to events are very likely conditioned by responses to
previous events.25 Just so, it is not entirely a coincidence that ethnic di-
versity is following some of the same patterns that it did in the past.
Our nation’s history is a history of immigrants and their struggles to
thrive in a new land. For that reason alone, we find it easy to consider
the recent wave of immigration as just that—the latest in a long series
of waves, each fairly similar to all the others. A more specific reason for
viewing ethnicity through the lens of the past is that many of the public
intellectuals who have written about ethnicity were themselves immi-
grants or descendants of immigrants and were interested in the topic for
this reason. The list of such figures is long and distinguished, including
such names as Daniel Patrick Moynihan, Nathan Glazer, Oscar Handlin,
Robert Gordon, Michael Novak, Seymour Martin Lipset, and Andrew
Greeley. Their contributions have been insightful and have illuminated
many of the ways in which recent immigrants face dilemmas similar to
those faced by immigrants in the past.

The difficulty arises when attention to the similarities clouds attention
to the differences. For instance, the new ethnic communities of the early
twentieth century were established against the backdrop of an over-
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whelmingly white Protestant culture that was not only fairly homoge-
neous in origin but also wedded to a self-congratulatory history that
saw itself as the culmination of an inevitable march of progress toward
enlightenment. The prejudice and discrimination against new ethnic
groups that resulted in this context were considerable.26 Assimilation
was the solvent that overcame such prejudice and discrimination. For
the majority culture, there was less reason for prejudice if it could be
shown that new immigrants were becoming Americans “just like us.”
And for their part, new immigrants learned that blending in was the
best way to behave, and that their friends were people who encouraged
them to assimilate in this manner. The recent wave of immigration has
by no means escaped prejudice and discrimination. It has, however, oc-
curred at a time when overt prejudice and discrimination are less likely
to be tolerated by the courts or in simple norms of etiquette and deco-
rum. Blending in to the point of eradicating all but symbolic traces of
ethnicity makes less sense under such circumstances than it does when
bigotry is rampant. Lessons of the past also become less than helpful
when they are used to justify current policies simply by way of analogy.
For instance, it may have been the case that the New York City public
schools provided no instruction in Jewish history and culture at a time
when one-third of the pupils in these schools were Jewish; it may also
be true that this neglect stemmed partly from the concerns of Jewish
parents themselves about negative reactions from Gentiles or about
which particular historical and cultural aspects would be emphasized.
But that experience alone should not be used as an argument against
including Spanish-language instruction or lessons about Asian Ameri-
can history in classrooms now. Against the backdrop of discrimination,
it is easy, as assimilationists do, to applaud statistics demonstrating in-
creases in interethnic marriage and geographic dispersion of ethnic pop-
ulations. It is harder to remember that those statistics fail to reflect social
disruptions that may be less beneficial for families and communities
than they are for economic advancement.

The Costs of Halfheartedness

Symbolic ethnicity is arguably not such a bad thing. If it didn’t work so
well, millions of Americans would probably either become more serious



ET HN I C T IE S TH AT B IN D ( L OO SE LY) 18 3

about maintaining their ethnic commitments or abandon them alto-
gether. Halfhearted commitments mark many aspects of our daily lives
(a little quality time with the children, putting in one’s two cents at
work). They are ways of hedging our bets. When we need to move on,
we can. Stakes are easier to pull up than roots. Yet there are costs associ-
ated with our shallow commitments.

The strong pressures encouraging people to assimilate in our society
put those who choose not to—or who are unable to—at a decided disad-
vantage. African Americans provide the clearest example. Racial barriers
and de facto residential segregation make it harder for them to achieve
economic parity. The black middle class achieves financial success by tran-
scending these barriers. Those who are left behind in segregated neigh-
borhoods may have strong identities but lack access to jobs and social
services.27 The same is true among other ethnic groups. When symbolic
ethnicity is so highly valued, it becomes easier to assume that people who
choose deeper ethnic or racial bonds are inferior. The way to “help them”
is to draw their most talented young people away from their families
and neighborhoods. Give them scholarships. Encourage them to attend
colleges hundreds of miles away. Encourage them, once they are there,
to mix with students from other backgrounds. Inspire them with stories
of jobs in different cities and other states. The young person who refuses
to play the game is only hurting his or her own chances.

If a person engages strategically with symbolic ethnicity, though,
there are costs as well. This is the person who is accused of playing the
“race card.” The cost incurred comes in the form of cynicism. Symbolic
ethnicity is so easily manipulated that it plays easily into the hands of
critics who regard it cynically as simply a way of attaining an unfair
advantage. The criticism sticks because it points to the better assimilated
members of an ethnic group and says their ethnic loyalties are shallow
after all. The criticism takes a step further when it becomes a policy
recommendation. Have a racially and ethnically blind policy for educa-
tion and hiring. Let everyone assimilate. Give no special consideration
to those who retain deep ethnic loyalties.

Another cost is that genuine learning from participating in different
cultures is lost. We give lip service to diversity, but when it comes down
to it, cultural differences amount to cigar-store Indians and made-in-
China menorahs. Symbolic ethnicity is the kind of token measure that
accepts ethnic diversity as long as people all act the same most of the
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time. “I wish we could get to a time when we think, ‘Hey, spice is good,’ ”
says a woman who grew up in Latin America. She envisions a future
United States where people are not only free from discrimination be-
cause of how they look, but also genuinely valued because they are dif-
ferent. “That’s why we put in salt and pepper. Spices are good. Differ-
ences are good.” Ironically, we are of course a salt-and-pepper society—
a culture in which the contrasts between white and black are inescapable.
Yet it is the broader mix of aromas and colors that gets lost in this em-
phasis on white and black. “All of my life I have listened to the black
and white conversation, like listening to a quarreling couple through a
thin motel wall,” complains essayist Richard Rodriguez. What he calls
the “browning of America” gets lost in that conversation.28 So does yel-
low, as Frank Wu argues in a book by that title.29 The problem is partly
that large segments of white America still prefer to think in assimilation-
ist terms, hoping against hope that a color-blind society can be created,
in which all hues seem white. The problem is also that symbolic ethnicity
reinforces cultural stereotypes without resulting in the sustained inter-
ethnic dialogue that pluralism requires.

Immigrants who have attained educational and occupational success
in the United States see another problem. Their families suffer. Children
suffer from a lack of parental involvement. Parents are too busy with
their careers to spend time with their families. It took enormous commit-
ment to make it to the top in their professions, and now they wonder
whether the cost was worth it. “Both parents have to work and, quite
frankly,” says a Cuban American man, “by the time they get back from
work at six o’clock, they’re just too pooped to care.” He says parents
need to help children develop a strong sense of personal identity. When
children are not part of a family that maintains its ethnic heritage, they
seek other groups as replacements. “They go out with their buddies.
They get into a group, and that group becomes their identity.” Like gen-
erations of upwardly mobile immigrants in the past, these parents worry
especially that their children are being spoiled by having a comfortable
life. Assimilation produces conformity to mass culture. They look at
their children and wonder whether the next generation will know how
to work hard for a living or will simply take the comforts of middle-class
life for granted. Their children have many more possessions than their
parents did at the same age. “My kids, they have so many toys,” says a
mother of Peruvian ancestry. “If you only have one toy, you value it.
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Here, it’s so easy to have so much that you don’t appreciate what you
have.” Still, the children seem always to want more. “There is this con-
sumer focus in this country,” says a woman of Mexican background. “I
don’t see that when we visit in Latin America.” She says “wanting things
in excess” is the biggest problem children face growing up in the United
States. It is hard for children to have other values when this is what they
see among adults. “Everybody wants the big cars and the big houses,”
says a man who grew up in Palestine. “Materialism has taken over. It
will only lead to greed and dissatisfaction.”

These parents are too smart to believe that stronger ethnic ties would
necessarily solve these problems. They know that children need certain
material possessions to fit in at school and that the mass media constitute
too powerful a force for anybody to fight. Yet there is a lingering regret
that life is not better. “I wish we were back home in Turkey,” says a man
who grew up there. He remembers the neighborhoods where children
played. He regrets his children’s watching so much television here. It
is easy to misunderstand such expressions of regret. They sound like
nostalgia, a longing to return to the simpler life of one’s parents or
grandparents, which of course is part of many first-generation immi-
grants’ outlook. That interpretation is on the whole inaccurate, though.
What these parents want is forward-looking. It is a vision of an America
that truly lives up to an ideal of providing economic opportunities with-
out destroying families and communities in the process. “I just want a
quality life with my family,” says a woman from India. “I can live in a
smaller house. I don’t need to have the best of everything. Why go out
and earn more and more money if it kills my family?” She looks around
her and sees the erosion of family and religion and the moral values that
are associated with both. In their place, she sees young men in dirty
jeans and college-age women “showing half their buttocks.” It is not a
pretty sight.

Toward Better Practices

The response from assimilationists to concerns like these is that immi-
grants and their children are free to choose. If they want to maintain
ethnic ties, they can start their own voluntary associations. If they dislike
what they see at the shopping mall, they can stay home. It is a free
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country after all; nobody is stopping them. Nathan Glazer, for example,
suggests that Latino and Asian American parents could start parochial
schools as Irish and Polish Catholics did in the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries. Or weekend classes for instruction in ethnic and religious cus-
toms the way Jewish parents did. That would be a better solution, he
suggests, than trying to incorporate greater respect for ethnic diversity
into the public school system.30 Glazer also argues that, if left to choose,
the children of immigrants would probably opt out of their ethnic tradi-
tions because “American culture”—by which he apparently means the
culture of consumerism (“How can one fight rock and jeans?”)—is sim-
ply more attractive. Rock music and blue jeans, by this reckoning, are
morally and aesthetically neutral compared with anything that might be
more authentically ethnic as long as they are freely chosen. One does
not have to consider the power of advertising, for instance, or any of the
other social and cultural factors shaping such choices. All that matters is
the individual.31

But this way of thinking emphasizes the positive value of freedom at
the expense of considering any other values. It begs the question, free-
dom to do what? Freedom becomes an end in itself, rather than a means
toward achieving greater ends, such as human flourishing, alleviation of
suffering and injustice, or better lives for the next generation. People
who have not been so thoroughly schooled in the idea that freedom
is an end in itself can see more clearly the negative consequences that
unrestrained freedom can have. “The great thing about this country is
that it offers freedom,” says a man who came here from India. “How-
ever, I think this country offers so much freedom that you find yourself
not having any structure within which to investigate yourself.” This is
the classic insight that a clear sense of personal identity can be attained
only through interaction with others. And not only that. Interaction
that is structured enough to provide a stable set of reference points. The
reflected self-image that comes back from those reference points is thus
stable as well. It is still possible to question the structures in which one
lives and to gain individuality through the process of questioning. Indi-
viduality of this kind is different from trying to find oneself by ab-
sorbing some pieces of identity through casual exposure to a great many
different subcultures and groups. It is anchored within a tradition that
does impose obligations and is thus limiting, but at the same time teaches
one how to honor obligations and how to accept the limitations of which
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life is inevitably composed. In the absence of such structure, this man
says, “you are very free and very lost. You are like water. You can go
anywhere, do anything, and just spend your life doing that.” The result
is that “you spend a great number of years trying to figure out who the
hell you are.” And by that time you realize you have already lived most
of your life.

Policy discussions seldom take very seriously the complaint that peo-
ple with too much freedom on their hands may spend half their lives
finding themselves. Policy making has focused more on the potential
problems arising from ethnic loyalties. These problems include conflict
between ethnic groups, people’s self-interestedly helping members of
their own group while ignoring the needs of other groups, mistrust of
outsiders, and a lack of cohesion spanning the entire society. A good
example of how troublesome these problems can be comes from the po-
litical scientist Robert D. Putnam’s Making Democracy Work, a wide-
ranging empirical study of democratic processes in Italy.32 Putnam found
that extended family networks were especially strong in southern Italy.
These kinship bonds were in many ways beneficial, for instance, in pre-
serving ethnic customs. However, they did not enhance efforts to pro-
mote effective democratic governance in the region. The voluntary asso-
ciations that drew together more diverse groups in northern Italy were
more suited to that purpose. They promoted trust within the wider soci-
ety and of government officials, reduced cronyism, and encouraged peo-
ple to participate in democratic elections. The analogous problem in the
United States might be gang warfare between groups in tight-knit ethnic
neighborhoods. Each gang may be intensely loyal to its ethnic traditions
but incapable of working toward the common good.

The public policy implication of such examples is that ethnic loyalties
should be discouraged rather than reinforced. The problem with drawing
that conclusion, though, is that it fails to take into account the broader
social and political structure in which ethnic groups are embedded. Put-
nam’s observations of Italy focused on a particular time in the country’s
history when an experiment in decentralized democratic government was
taking place. The political context in the United States is quite different.
Decentralized democratic government has been practiced in the United
States for more than two centuries, and there is a strong system of federal
laws and institutions preventing tribalism from spinning out of control.
Gang warfare in ethnic neighborhoods is no better a source from which
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to generalize. It exists in a vacuum of economic opportunity and often in
the context of weak governing structures for democratic representation
and law enforcement. Most of the research on ethnic conflict has focused
on its potential for inhibiting democratization processes in developing
countries, rather than on its relation to ethnic loyalties in democratic
settings. This research nevertheless points to the potential for violent
conflict between ethnic groups when ethnic identities are accompanied
by extreme economic disparities rooted in discriminatory policies.

Better practices would involve paying more attention to ethnic loyal-
ties, not less, and doing so by focusing on the need for equal provision
of services to ethnic neighborhoods. People should not have to choose
between living near their extended families and living in safe neighbor-
hoods. They should not have to adopt an itinerant lifestyle to make it in
corporate America, especially when companies themselves are decentral-
izing and conducting more business electronically. Public housing poli-
cies should take account of the fact that many people prefer to live in
communities with shared values and traditions, rather than being scat-
tered wherever low-income tracts can be built. School policies especially
need to consider whether breaking up neighborhoods and encouraging
symbolic ethnicity are the best ways to mold America’s next generation
of citizens and workers. “When immigrant children lose their expressive
culture, social cohesion is weakened, parental authority is undermined,
and interpersonal relations suffer,” writes one observer.33 No matter how
good they may be at communicating instrumental skills, educational
programs that strip children of their cultural heritage result in personal
loss and social disruption. Magnet schools that draw children out of their
neighborhoods need to be rethought. Grant programs to schools in low-
income neighborhoods probably need to be expanded. Lessons about the
dangers of prejudice and discrimination still need to be taught, but these
lessons should be augmented by opportunities to learn more about the
distinctive values of one’s own ethnic tradition.

How practical might it be for school systems to adopt policies more
favorable to the strengthening of ethnic communities? Most of the dis-
cussion about ethnicity and schooling has focused on questions about
bilingual education and school vouchers. Bilingual education makes
sense in some school districts and is entirely impractical in others. Where
there is a large Spanish-speaking population in the district, it is hard to
see why bilingual education would not be beneficial, both for children
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whose native language is Spanish and for children whose native lan-
guage is English. In other districts, where nearly all pupils speak English
or where many other languages are represented, bilingual education is
harder to defend. School vouchers raise a host of questions that go well
beyond those of ethnic pluralism.34 One objection to school vouchers,
though, is directly relevant: school vouchers lead to the balkanization of
communities along ethnic lines and, in the extreme, result in the kinds
of ethnic violence that have raged in Eastern Europe and North Ireland.
That is a specter worth keeping in mind, to be sure. But it is unlikely.
The ethnic violence to which critics point in other countries is rooted in
histories of political and economic subjugation and has been perpetuated
by regimes much less committed to democratic pluralism than the
United States. We also need to understand that pro-ethnic school policies
are not limited to bilingualism and school vouchers. The essential ques-
tion is how ethnicity is portrayed in textbooks and how it is taught in
the classroom. The rainbow approach depicts children of different racial
and ethnic backgrounds (usually one representative of each) happily
studying together. No matter what the subject matter (Columbus’s voy-
age or slavery), the rainbow students smilingly learn the same lesson
and agree on a single interpretation. A truly multicultural approach
would go further than simply encouraging cooperation and agreement.
It would also evoke discussions of the different interpretations one might
have of common events because of one’s racial or ethnic background.
Even more, a multicultural approach would encourage students to take
pride in their particular heritage and to learn more about it.

One of the major hurdles that educators face in the United States is
the mass media. Children watch television instead of doing their home-
work. They are bombarded with thousands of commercials for junk food
and toys instead of learning how to think on their own. The “messy
media blast,” in the words of an interviewee who had grown up in Egypt,
exposes children to a constant diet of violence and sex. It is no wonder
that teachers more often regard television as their enemy than as their
friend. Yet this is a relationship that could be reversed. The media have
found ways to deter pornography from finding its way into the hands of
children. Tobacco companies have been forced to stop advertising ciga-
rettes to teenagers. Efforts could be made to curb other kinds of socially
destructive media. “There is a much better story to tell” than the one
about violence and filth, says the man from Egypt. He recognizes the
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power of narratives rooted in ethnic traditions. Stories about violence and
filth are not easily replaced by sterile philosophical arguments. At least
not if the human desire for stories is as deep as many educators say it is.
Much of what ethnic identity is about, even symbolic ethnicity, is narra-
tive. The ethnic heritage that people express through Chinese or Mexican
cooking is also preserved and communicated through stories. Family sto-
ries link one’s personal history with the history of a people—their strug-
gles to overcome injustice, to survive. These are the stories that convey
messages of hope, not the sordid tales that television producers supply.

The complaint that so many first- and second-generation immigrants
express about the deterioration of families and family time points to a
need for serious rethinking of social policies affecting the family. Many
of the pressures that keep parents at work too long to have energy left
for parenting are not their own fault. They are pressures built into the
norms of corporations and professions. The high divorce rate in the
United States is another phenomenon to which many immigrants draw
attention. “I see too many separations and too many divorces,” says a
man of Indian descent whose parents were divorced. “I’ve gone through
that and it’s devastating to the child.” It is unclear whether divorce rates
are any lower when people marry within their own ethnic group. Ethnic
groups themselves vary in how much or how little they encourage par-
ents to stay married.35 But this man has a point worth considering when
he suggests that extended families often become more important than
ever for the children of divorced parents. “See that there is a family
complex so the child has an uncle or a grandmother or cousins,” he
says. The same point can also be made with respect to intact interethnic
families. With more than half of second-generation Latinos and Asian
Americans marrying across ethnic lines, every effort should be made to
encourage strong ties among extended families.36 Programs concerned
with strengthening ethnic communities would need to begin by resisting
efforts to roll back family reunification policies on grounds that they
bring in less talented immigrants. These programs would also resist
guest worker policies that permit only breadwinners to immigrate, in-
stead of providing schooling and services for whole families. It may be
attractive to corporations and taxpayers to benefit from low-wage immi-
grants without having to cover the costs of services for their families.
But family reunification policies have been one of the main ways in
which a sense of ethnic identity has been maintained.
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Because ethnic identity is fundamentally about culture, it falls, in the
final analysis, to cultural institutions to foster efforts to preserve mean-
ingful forms of ethnic identification. Educators, leaders of universities,
and heads of neighborhood associations can do more to promote frank
discussions of ethnic loyalties. Besides discussions, ethnic studies pro-
grams and ethnic student associations are needed in high schools and
colleges and at community centers. Religious leaders, too, can play an
important role in strengthening ethnic identity through congregational
programs. Insofar as the workplace is an important source of identity for
many Americans, it also needs to be included in considerations of ethnic
diversity. Instead of priding themselves on having token representation
of ethnic diversity, employers might want to consider the benefits of
hiring coethnics in sufficient numbers to form a critical cultural mass.
They might find it in their interest to encourage ethnic interaction as
much as they do after-work softball games. The point of such efforts
should not be to lock people into ascriptive identities from which they
cannot escape. Such efforts should rather focus on the normative judg-
ments built into the idea of being locked in and needing to escape. A
society in which pluralism is genuinely valued recognizes that diversity
means more than ethnic symbolism. It understands that ethnicity in-
volves social ties and moral obligations—the kind that strengthen and
sustain even the most ambitious individuals.
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SAVING OURSELVES FROM MATERIALISM

One of the more curious developments during the last third of the
twentieth century was the coupling of America’s fascination with

material possessions with our perceptions of new immigrants. This was
an ironic connection: the argument was not that new Americans sought
material pleasures, but that immigrants’ values could restore some san-
ity to our national psyche. And it was not the most straightforward
connection that might have been made, for the period could just as well
have been (and often was) described solely in terms of economics. It was
one in which hard-nosed critics and even some defenders of the Ameri-
can economy worried that our pursuit of material gratification had got-
ten the better of us. The 1970s was dubbed a time of narcissism; the
1980s, a decade of greed; and the 1990s, a new Gilded Age, resembling
that of the previous fin de siècle in ostentation and excess. The period
included the notorious savings and loan scandals of the 1980s and the
later fraud-ridden debacles of Enron and WorldCom. It seemed the cul-
mination of what the poet Lawrence Ferlinghetti had earlier described
as an America of “bland billboards / illustrating imbecile illusions of
happiness / [for] maimed citizens / in painted cars.”1 Only now the imbe-
cile illusions came from cable television infomercials, Internet ad-ware,
and electronic spam. Sport-utility vehicles, laptop computers, digital
cameras, electronic personal organizers, and cellular telephones all be-
came necessities. Their use became so pervasive, the writer Howard
Rheingold observed, that it was hardly surprising to hear about “a Plain
order [Amish] businessman who called his stockbroker from his com-
pany car phone, pushing three taboos at once past their boundaries.”2 At
the same time, the dramatic growth in immigration that took place after
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1965 was, among other things, accompanied by arguments that new im-
migrants would somehow save us from our greedy ways.

Outsiders as Redeemers

The idea that new immigrants might be the remedy for American materi-
alism was not often in the foreground of public discussion, but it was
seldom far in the background, either. The triumph of meanness, as the
writer Nicolaus Mills called it, brought out the worst in American culture
by combining materialism with bigotry toward immigrants; yet this same
cultural shift had a better side, which drew together more critical views
of materialism with more favorable attitudes toward newcomers.3 In this
interpretation, new immigrants may have come in search of the Ameri-
can dream, but they were relatively less sullied by the quest for posses-
sions than were the native-born. Immigrants worked harder for what
they earned, spent less on luxuries, were less easily swayed by mass mar-
keting, led simpler lives, and cared more for their families. Some of them
put European Americans to shame by valuing the sacred above material
goods, as a reporter for the Grand Rapids Press noted about a Muslim
vocal group that put “the Prophet before profit.”4 Most—whether His-
panic, Asian American, or Muslim—were viewed as hardworking bread-
winners, motivated more by the need to make ends meet than by aspira-
tions for lavish lifestyles.5 “I know a lot of Hispanics who are even better
people than some of my own family,” a ninth-grader wrote to her local
newspaper in Georgia. “The reason they get jobs over here is because
they are willing to work hard and, not to mention, for less.”6 Advertisers
naturally treated new immigrants as new consumers but also cautioned
that different appeals would be required. Asian Americans and Hispanics
were described as value conscious, traditional, family oriented, and less
individualistic than other Americans. “They feel the need to become
more involved in the life of their community or neighborhood,” coun-
seled one marketing firm. “Therefore, their community events offer ex-
cellent opportunities for advertisers.”7 Observers also noted that immi-
grants would be absorbed into mainstream culture and would thus
become materialistic themselves, but in the meantime an open-door pol-
icy would help keep American values properly aligned. Comparing immi-
grants in Miami in the 1990s with those who came in the 1960s, New
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York Times reporter Mireya Navarro emphasized, “The newer immi-
grants see themselves as less materialistic and money hungry.”8

The national self-scrutiny that emerged after September 11, 2001,
seemed especially sensitive to the accusation that the rest of the world
disliked Americans for being too focused on money and possessions. Ter-
rorist attacks, a man from Portland wrote to an on-line chat room, were
a way of saying, “you bloody yanks are greedy selfish imbeciles.” Patrio-
tism meant denying these images while continuing to go shopping to
keep the economy from faltering. “Too many have the wrong idea of
Americans as shallow, materialistic consumers who care only about get-
ting rich and getting ahead,” President Bush said to a crowd in Atlanta a
few weeks after the attacks. “This isn’t the America I know.”9 Yet it was
the America most Americans knew, or at least thought they knew. In one
national survey, 82 percent said Americans were “materialistic,” and 77
percent said Americans were “self-indulgent.”10

What Americans meant by materialism was better determined from
interviews and news commentary than in surveys.11 Materialism was not
the philosophical outlook that scholars might have identified, if asked,
but the rather more general view that Americans were somehow caught
up in a cycle of getting and spending. The object of this getting and spend-
ing was consumer goods and consumer services. And the affect associated
with materialism, much more even than with consumerism or consump-
tion, was decidedly pejorative. Qualifiers such as “crass” and “shallow”
were common, while words like “vulgar” and “philistine” sometimes
surfaced as well. To be materialistic meant that a person was flat, uninter-
esting, uncultivated, ungenerous, and uncaring. Such a person lived in a
kind of cultural wasteland, overpopulated by cheap (or not so cheap) gad-
gets and purchases that revealed unrefined tastes. To be a materialist
might mean having money, living well, and enjoying the latest in con-
sumer goods, but it also implied that one was not a deep thinker, a man
or woman of principle, or, for that matter, a very interesting person to be
around. Materialists were too much influenced by advertising and the
marketplace to have firm convictions or even to be authentic as individu-
als. At the least, materialists were boring; at the worst, they were im-
moral, absorbed only with their own gratification, and thus a burden on
the world. Saying that Americans were materialistic, whether or not one
believed it, was a way of casting aspersions on the national character. It
implied that we were, indeed, greedy and selfish.



SAV I NG O U R SELVE S F R OM MAT ER IAL IS M 19 5

Just how new immigrants would redeem the nation from materialism
was a topic on which there was a wide range of views. “Students who
enroll in courses in which they study diverse people and their culture,”
wrote an administrator at Southern Illinois University, would not only
“achieve a higher level of satisfaction with college” but also “tend to be
less materialistic and more supportive of social change.”12 An observer
of Latino immigrants concluded that they were beginning to transform
American values by questioning the materialistic messages of television.13

An expert on Muslim Americans thought their numbers would increase
because of Islam’s “simplicity.”14 “Liberal society’s much-vaunted indi-
vidualism and materialism are eroding the moral foundations of the West
from inside,” another scholar wrote. “Muslim piety and practice can help
open our eyes to God’s real presence among us.”15 Buddhist immigrants
were especially interesting because they seemed to lead simple, introspec-
tive lives that other Americans could emulate, either by taking up Bud-
dhist-inspired spiritual practices or by learning from the example of Bud-
dhist coworkers and neighbors. “If the focus of the 20th century has been
on outer space, the focus of the 21st century may well be on inner space,”
pollster George Gallup predicted in response to a reporter’s question
about the potential impact of Buddhism.16 As far as we know, relatively
few Americans actually became Buddhists, yet in a national survey con-
ducted in 2003, fully a quarter (26 percent) of Americans said they found
the Buddhist religion “appealing.”17

The argument that new immigrants can—and should—help move
America past the worst aspects of its materialism is part of the broader
understanding of America that has come into prominence in the past few
decades. This understanding emphasizes that the United States is now a
multicultural society and must become even more respectful of its cul-
tural diversity if it is to remain a great power in the world. The role of
immigrants in this understanding contrasts sharply with the pattern of
assimilation that we recognize in retrospect as the model to which previ-
ous waves of immigrants were subjected. In the recent criticisms of that
model, immigrants who succeeded economically did so by making a clean
break with the past, giving up their distinctive ethnic traditions, and fol-
lowing a unilinear process of assimilation.18 There was a dominant white
Anglo-Saxon Protestant culture to which they were expected to conform.
And as they lost touch with their roots, they were thus vulnerable to
absorbing the crude materialistic values of the consumer society. The
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newer understanding suggests that this is an experience that should not
be repeated. If multiple cultural traditions are given due respect, then the
consumer culture can be held at bay. Ethnic traditions will be preserved,
and, paradoxically, the United States will also be in a better position to
interact economically and politically with the diverse cultures of the
world. “Today there are clear and unequivocal advantages to being able to
operate in multiple cultural codes,” writes psychologist Marcelo Suarez-
Orozco. “There are social, economic, cognitive, and aesthetic advantages
to being able to move across cultural spaces.” Immigrants and the chil-
dren of immigrants who can negotiate multiple cultural codes, he argues,
will play an essential role in the “remaking” of America within the new
global economy.19

The idea of immigration as an antidote to materialism is important not
so much because a few Americans may have actually adopted different
lifestyles, but because it reveals the deep ambivalence within our culture
toward the material life itself. This ambivalence has been a recurring
theme throughout our history. Indeed, the idea that new immigrants
with frugal lifestyles and good values might set America back on track
has been just one of many sources to which we have looked for salvation
from commerce, spending, and greed. One of the oldest is what historians
term the agrarian ideal.20 Jefferson famously articulated this ideal in a
letter to James Madison in 1787 when he wrote that “corruption of mor-
als”—among which he included “the designs of ambition”—is a phenom-
enon “of which no age nor nation has furnished an example” among the
“mass of cultivators.” If only America could keep its population em-
ployed on the land, Jefferson believed, it would be possible for the “man-
ners and spirit” of the people to preserve a vigorous republic.21 This is an
idea that continues to resonate in the recent “homesteading” movement,
about which the historian Rebecca Kneale Gould has written so percep-
tively, or in the popular writing of Wendell Berry and Kathleen Norris.22

“America’s urban majority, native born or not, might be seen as immi-
grants to a world of asphalt and cement,” Norris writes, “and what they
need more than anything is access to the old ways of being. Access to the
spirits of land and of place.”23

Not so different from the agrarian ideal has been the hope that music
and art would redeem us. In a 1780 letter to his wife, Abigail, John Adams
wrote, “I must study politics and war that my sons may have the liberty
to study mathematics and philosophy, geography, natural history, naval
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architecture, navigation, commerce and agriculture, in order to give their
children a right to study painting, poetry, music, architecture, statuary,
tapestry and porcelain.”24 The arts were like a millennial dream for
Adams, a vision of the Promised Land that he, like Moses, could only
view from afar with an expectation of its being realized by generations
to come. For subsequent generations, the trade-off between beaux arts
and the more mundane worlds of getting and spending has been often
imagined and sometimes achieved. Emerson, though hardly a critic of
American commerce, wrote of the necessary tension between the quest
for beauty—“alive, moving, reproductive”—and the “economical use,”
the “mercenary impulses,” giving the mills, railways, and machinery of
his day their “selfish and even cruel aspect.”25 More recently, the poet
Greg Glazner is one of many artists and writers who skillfully remind us
of the difference between beauty and the distractions of our material
possessions. “Here are some diversions,” he writes, “buying wealth on
credit, boxing, the visionary buzz of brain-damaging substances, alligator
shoes, weekend Buddhism, fission, television brain-lock.”26 There is at
present some evidence, too, from the American public at large that people
who have been more interested in and exposed to the arts are more likely
to view materialism as a problem than those with less interest and expo-
sure. For instance, in a national survey conducted in 1999, 69 percent of
the public thought “materialism” had become a “serious” or “extremely
serious” problem in our society. Among people with the least exposure
to the arts, this proportion was 50 percent, while among those with the
most exposure, it was 77 percent.27

Then, from time to time, we have pinned our hopes for redemption on
the ideal woman, or perhaps better, the feminine ideal, the one historians
tell us was first expressed in early nineteenth-century discussions of the
bourgeois domestic sphere.28 Private, feminine space was a protected zone,
free of the marketplace and therefore of striving; although it was to be
comfortable—and therefore outfitted with devices that only money could
buy—it was supposed to shield children from the outside world, teaching
them simple virtues, while also providing the breadwinner a retreat in
which to escape from the potentially corrupting influences of commerce.
The ideal woman, above all, created a domestic space in which good man-
ners prevailed. Good manners were very nearly the opposite of paying
attention to one’s material possessions, especially of flaunting them in
the unseemly style that Thorstein Veblen would later refer to as conspic-
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uous consumption.29 Good manners, Catharine E. Beecher wrote in 1842,
were “the expressions of benevolence in personal intercourse by which
we endeavor to promote the comfort and enjoyment of others, and to
avoid all that gives needless uneasiness.” The woman of the house, Bee-
cher wrote, should create an atmosphere emulating the “divine precept”
of doing to others as we would have them do to us. There should be
“kindly feelings,” sympathy, and courtesy.30 That image of the home as
a protected space in which values other than materialism are emphasized
has certainly prevailed.

Intermittently, white middle-class Americans have also sought cultural
redemption from African Americans. The argument, in bald outline, has
been that slavery and discrimination taught African Americans deeper,
less materialistic values that white European Americans could do well to
emulate. In retrospect, one of the most astonishing expressions of this
argument was a 1957 essay that included the following passage:

Knowing in the cells of his existence that life was war, nothing but
war, the Negro (all exceptions admitted) could rarely afford the so-
phisticated inhibitions of civilization, and so he kept for his survival
the art of the primitive, he lived in the enormous present, he sub-
sisted for his Saturday-night kicks, relinquishing the pleasures of
the mind for the more obligatory pleasures of the body, and in his
music he gave voice to the character and quality of his existence, to
his rage and the infinite variations of joy, lust, languor, growl,
cramp, pinch, scream, and despair of his orgasm.31

These lines were written by the young Norman Mailer in his essay “The
White Negro.” Mailer argued that the United States—indeed, the
West—had become so governed by economic striving and cultural con-
formity that the only existentialist hope lay in emulating the Negro,
becoming, as it were, white Negroes. It was, he wrote, the “hipster” who
most clearly did this. “The hipster . . . is rarely an artist, almost never a
writer. He may earn his living as a petty criminal, a hobo, a carnival
roustabout or a free-lance moving man in Greenwich Village. . . . The
hipster [has] absorbed the existentialist synapses of the Negro, and for
practical purposes could be considered a white Negro.”32 A half century
later, Mailer’s remarks seem naive, even crude. And yet African Ameri-
cans continue to provide white European Americans with a cultural
“other”—whether in misreadings of the anthropologist Carol Stack’s
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All Our Kin that erroneously take her study as evidence that extended
kinship networks in African American neighborhoods provide a model
for living without material goods, or in a recent report on Houston which
suggests that African Americans there have learned through hardship
to be “more generous and compassionate” and to “make the most of bad
situations”—an other from which cultural redemption may be gained.33

The common feature of these arguments about the redeeming quali-
ties of immigrants, artists, homemakers, and African Americans is that
they all look for cultural solutions from outsiders. To their credit, they
view outsiders largely in positive terms, rather than as extraneous mate-
rial that must be expunged from the body politic. Yet they are the kind of
cultural constructions that are typified by the stranger, the Lone Ranger
figure, who rides into town to save the townspeople from their own
mistakes and ineptitude. “Because he is not bound by roots to the partic-
ular constituents and partisan dispositions of the group,” the sociologist
Georg Simmel wrote, the stranger “confronts all of these with a dis-
tinctly ‘objective’ attitude, an attitude that does not signify mere detach-
ment and nonparticipation, but is a distinct structure composed of re-
moteness and nearness, indifference and involvement.”34 The outsiders
who may save us from materialism are thus people who can understand
it better because of having some critical distance from mainstream cul-
ture, and who are yet sufficiently assimilated to it, even victimized by
it, to appreciate its power.

Whether any of these salvific notions has a connection with reality
is largely beside the point. It would be difficult to determine whether
immigrants are any less materialistic than native-born Americans; from
what little can be learned from public opinion surveys, they probably
are not or at least are no more concerned about materialism than other
Americans. In one survey, for instance, first-generation Americans were
only slightly more likely than other Americans to say materialism was
a serious national problem, second-generation Americans showed no
differences, Latinos were indistinguishable from white Anglos on the
question, and Asian Americans were actually less likely than other re-
spondents to think materialism was a problem.35 For each image, there
is also a corresponding counterimage. African Americans with meager
incomes are stereotyped as living above their means to make a state-
ment of well-being to friends and neighbors—what is colloquially
known as being “hood rich.”36 Women are stereotyped as compulsive
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shoppers just as often as they are portrayed as thrifty homemakers. And
people who intentionally opt for simple living are accused of spending
more money on their lifestyle (purchasing organic foods, hiking equip-
ment, and magazines about simple living) than they would if they lived
like everyone else.

Deep Ambivalence

With these many ways of searching for alternatives, we need to ask what
it is that concerns us so about the materialism of middle-class America.
For we do seem to have a troubled relationship with our possessions. We
expend a great deal of energy in pursuit of them, and yet we are far from
persuaded that these pursuits are worthy of us. One has only to look at
opinion polls to see evidence of this deep ambivalence. In one national
survey, 78 percent said “selfishness” was a serious problem in our soci-
ety.37 Another poll, this one among parents of teenagers, found—perhaps
not surprisingly—that more than three-quarters were concerned as par-
ents about the extent of materialism in the society.38 In yet another sur-
vey, this of people with jobs, three people in four said materialism is a
serious or extremely serious problem in America, and the same propor-
tion said this about “too much emphasis on money.” How much these
concerns might matter, though, was debatable, given other responses in
the same survey. When asked about their important values in life, 80
percent included “having a high-paying job”; 78 percent, “having a
beautiful home, a new car, and other nice things”; 75 percent, “wearing
nice clothes”; and 72 percent, “being able to travel for pleasure and see
interesting things.”39 In short, we seem to place high value on material
goods at the same time that we worry about being overly materialistic.

Ambivalence of this sort raises the possibility that we are, in fact,
overly materialistic. More than a possibility, some would say; of course
we are overly materialistic: just look at the cars we drive, the gadgets in
our homes, how often we eat out, and so on. But responding this hastily
is not helpful. It begs the question of how we might know that the mate-
rial goods and pleasures—which any right-minded American would
admit enjoying—are actually taking too much of our time and attention.
Responding so hastily also cuts off discussion of what we mean by mate-
rialism, or its absence, and thus prevents us from being more reflective
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about the place of material goods in our society and in our lives. We
need to start by examining several of the more obvious ways of thinking
about materialism, if only to recognize their limitations.

One approach to considering how materialistic we are is to look at how
much the average household spends each year on goods or services that
are, in some way, unnecessary. For instance, we might find it interesting
that recent U.S. Labor Department figures show the average household
to have spent $2,235 a year eating out, $1,953 on entertainment, $349
on alcoholic beverages, and $308 on tobacco products.40 A recent book
called Affluenza takes this approach a step further, observing that we
spend more annually on shoes, jewelry, and watches than we do on higher
education, and that we have twice as many shopping malls nationally as
high schools.41 If those figures set the stage for arguing that we are indeed
a materialistic society that could live with fewer malls or consumer goods,
they are probably effective. Yet, in themselves, they may just as well be
cause for celebration. Shopping malls are harmless enough as entertain-
ment, provide employment, and help stimulate the economy. One has
only to remember President Bush’s urging the nation after 9/11 to go
shopping, or to consider the argument of a recent book—one with many
predecessors—explaining that even God loves American capitalism.42

A second approach involves comparisons between the United States
and other countries. Such comparisons focus on material goods them-
selves or on our attitudes toward them and toward ourselves. Good evi-
dence on what we actually do with our money, compared to people in
other societies, is surprisingly hard to come by, especially in view of
the vast attention our government pays to economic indicators. A few
comparisons, though, can illustrate the difficulties we face in trying to
assess our nation’s attachment to material goods simply from the extent
of our possessions. For instance, think again about Howard Rheingold’s
interest in cell phones as a barometer of material life. According to one
report, there were slightly more than 69 million cell phones in the
United States. That was one cell phone for every four people—men,
women, and children—in America. But was that actually a high propor-
tion? It was higher than in France, where cell phones were only a fifth
as numerous as people, but it was lower than in England or Germany,
where there were about three-quarters as many cell phones as people.
Other consumer items suggest equally complicated conclusions. The
number of regular telephones, taking account of differences in popula-
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tion, is only slightly larger in the United States than in England, France,
and Germany. The number of radios (averaging about two per person)
and televisions (averaging more than one per household) are both sub-
stantially higher in the United States than in the other three countries,
as is the amount of electricity consumed per capita. Yet the percentages
who use the Internet are the same in England as in the United States,
although higher than in France and Germany.43 The differences are more
striking again if the ratio of savings to disposable income is taken as a
measure of whether people are living at the edge of their means, or
exercising more restraint. In the United States, savings rates have consis-
tently been lower over the past two decades than in France and Germany,
and since 1995 lower than in England.44 If we move beyond comparisons
with other advanced industrial countries, then of course the picture looks
quite different. One especially telling statistic is that carbon dioxide
emissions from consumption of fossil fuels in the United States alone
accounts for 24 percent of all such emissions in the world.45 Broader
comparisons are sometimes expressed more eloquently, too, in narrative
summaries than in statistics. The U.S. Central Intelligence Agency has
not always been known for its accuracy, but in its characterization of the
U.S. economy, it seemed squarely on target. “In this market-oriented
economy,” the CIA’s Factbook observed, “private individuals and busi-
ness firms make most of the decisions. . . . U.S. business firms enjoy
considerably greater flexibility than their counterparts in Western Eu-
rope and Japan in decisions to expand capital plant, lay off surplus work-
ers, and develop new products.”46

If we assume for the moment that the United States is at least as
materialistic in reality as other countries, if not more so, then how do
we understand surveys that seem to suggest widespread concern about
materialism? Is it that we are materialistic and wish we weren’t, or is it
possible that people in other countries are even more concerned about
materialism than we are? During the 1980s and 1990s, surveys were
conducted in seventy countries among more than 160,000 people, and
one of the questions included in these surveys asked whether “less em-
phasis on money and material possessions” would be a good develop-
ment or a bad development. In the United States, 70 percent said this
would be a good development, and only 11 percent thought it would be
bad. Among all the countries, the 70 percent in the United States was one
of the higher proportions favoring less emphasis on material possessions.
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And the countries that resembled the United States were also (like the
United States) relatively affluent. The pattern was what one of the archi-
tects of the survey termed “post-materialism”: in other words, having
enough possessions to think that having fewer might be a good idea.47

Yet the surveys left unanswered the question of why people with posses-
sions might want fewer, or, if people really thought materialism was
such a bad idea, what they might see as the pathway out of it.

From comparative studies, it would also be interesting to know
whether people in other countries think Americans are too materialistic.
Unfortunately, such questions have not been asked. In one study,
though, people in a number of countries were asked whether they
thought “consumerism and commercialism” represented a threat to
their own culture. This question is interesting in view of anecdotal im-
pressions that people in other countries hold the United States responsi-
ble for exporting commercialism.48 High percentages in nearly every
country agreed with the statement. The percentages ranged from 72 in
Bolivia, to 65 in Tanzania and 64 in Mexico, to 56 in Guatemala and 53
in India (in this study, Americans themselves were about evenly split on
the question of whether commercialism was a cultural threat).49 Interna-
tional comparisons, therefore, point to a global perception of America as
a materialistic society but remain ambiguous with respect to some as-
pects of the important questions. Some affluent countries spend more
on consumer goods than we do, some less; and some are more worried
about the ill effects of materialism than we are, but we are more worried
than people are in many other countries.

The other way to think critically about American materialism is
through comparisons with the past. These are the comparisons implicit
in remarks about people’s having it easier now than their parents or
grandparents did. And if we look back to, say, the Great Depression or
even the average American during the Gilded Age, it is easy to find
evidence of greater material comfort now than then. For instance, a study
by one economist found that expenditures on recreational activities in
the United States increased from 1.9 percent of the average family bud-
get in 1890 to 3.2 percent in 1919, staying at roughly the same level
until the end of the Depression, and then rose to 5.5 percent by 1991.50

Recreational activities are not the same as material goods, but the up-
ward trend suggests that Americans have gained more discretionary in-
come to spend on, among other things, consumer goods. An associated
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trend has been the growth in recent decades in mass marketing and espe-
cially in television advertising. Since more and more people are exposed
to television, researchers have assumed that any effects associated with
television advertising might indicate that things were changing for the
worse. It has been estimated, for instance, that the number of commer-
cials the average child sees annually has doubled since the early 1970s
from 20,000 to 40,000. One reason for this increase is that television
programming devotes more time to commercials—as much as one min-
ute for every minute of program content on many channels. Another
reason is that a quarter of all preschoolers, one-half of all older children,
and two-thirds of all teenagers now have televisions in their bedrooms.51

Moreover, a quarter of the nation’s schools now subscribe to an in-school
television channel that pipes two minutes of commercials to classrooms
for every ten minutes of content. Research conducted among young chil-
dren shows that they lack the cognitive development to think critically
about television advertising and that there is a direct relationship be-
tween children’s exposure to such advertising and their desire for mate-
rial goods.52 The burgeoning role of television advertising, together with
increases in disposable income, is probably responsible for the rising
material aspirations of American adults as well. In his book Living It Up:
Our Love Affair with Luxury, the writer James B. Twitchell reports, for
instance, that the proportion of Americans who identified owning a vaca-
tion home as part of “the good life” grew from 19 percent in 1975 to 35
percent in 1991; and during this period, the proportion who associated
having a swimming pool with the good life grew from 14 to 29 percent,
while the number holding this view about owning a second color televi-
sion rose from 10 to 28 percent.53

Comparisons with the past, even those involving a relatively short time
span, partly explain why Americans both desire material possessions and
consider this attraction problematic. Our desire has simply grown faster
than our capacity to pay, thus leaving us frustrated and wishing we were
not as materialistic as we are. One survey of U.S. households found that
the level of income needed to fulfill one’s dreams doubled between 1986
and 1994 and by the latter date amounted to more than twice the median
household income.54 There is, however, a longer history of concern about
materialism—evident in John Adams and Catharine Beecher and many
others—that runs deeper than whatever frustration may be associated
with this recent rise in consumer expectations.55
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A longer-term historical perspective helps to make sense of the view I
mentioned earlier that immigrants can somehow save us from too much
materialism. There has been a tendency among the descendants of previ-
ous waves of immigrants to romanticize the lifestyles and values of their
forebears. The religion scholar Will Herberg noted this tendency in the
1950s in citing the historian Marcus Hansen’s “law” that what the son
forgets, the grandson remembers.56 Having successfully assimilated, the
third generation now found itself without roots—and not only that, but
longing for the simpler life, the authenticity, and the wisdom that surely
belonged to the generation who immigrated. The historian Beth Wenger
notes that by the 1920s Jews in New York City were already feeling
nostalgic about the Lower East Side, a neighborhood once “teeming with
life and feverish activity, rich in movements and ‘isms,’ and marked by
squalor, poverty, and sordidness, by energy, ambition, and idealism.”57

The historian Jenna Weissman Joselit has noted the same tendency, one
fraught with tension in Jewish families of the 1930s who filled their
homes with the material “wonders of America” but also sought to re-
member the old ways of their parents and grandparents.58 Among Amer-
ican Catholics, idealization of the past and the resultant sense of loss
were also evident. Robert Anthony Orsi’s study of Italian Harlem be-
tween the 1890s and 1940s shows affluent second- and third-generation
immigrants returning home from the suburbs to the old neighborhood
for the annual festa and the authentic domestic values of their mothers
and grandmothers.59 From what we know about the generation who came
to America, most of the immigrants themselves were happy enough to
see their children and grandchildren adopt the materialistic aspirations
of the new country. There was nevertheless regret as well. Part of what
they had left behind was a simpler life in which money and possessions
did not matter as much. Vito Cacciola was one of many first-generation
Americans interviewed in the late 1930s for the Federal Writers’ Project.
A humble man from Sicily who earned his living repairing shoes, and
who spent much of his spare time in his garden and listening to music
on the radio, he mused in broken English about people’s not singing as
much in America as they did in Sicily:

Maybe its de American custom what spoils de music. . . . De Italians
maka more labor in Sicily, but they does not hurry and worry so
much. They work in de sunshine with nature. They does not get so
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mucha greed and ambition. . . . It is de truth. Nobody singa who
must make de payment on automobile and washing machine. Peo-
ples what paya all de time through de nose, maka disharmony when
they opens de mouth.60

It is perhaps the perceived contrast between a more materialistic pres-
ent and a more authentic immigrant past that explains our proclivity to
connect criticism of materialism with the immigrant experience. Calling
for American Catholics to focus more on the poor and less on themselves,
the liberation theologian Gustavo Gutierrez notes that the first-genera-
tion immigrants built schools and hospitals to help the poor, but then
Catholics “moved up the social ladder [and] began to adapt more and
more to the prevailing culture of consumerism.”61 His reference to the
immigrant experience implies that American Catholics might yet re-
deem themselves by remembering it.62 Or we all might do so by remem-
bering that immigration was the taproot of cultural criticism, as former
student activists Tom Hayden and Dick Flacks did in an essay in which
the social critic C. Wright Mills—a plain home-bred American if ever
there was one (a third-generation citizen reared in Texas)—was remem-
bered as a descendant of Irish immigrants.63 Understandably, there has
been a similar yearning for the past in recent discussions of the critical
literature written by the generation of Jewish immigrants that included
Irving Howe, Isaiah Berlin, Theodor Adorno, and Saul Bellow. “The
American Jewish sensibility once was characterized by a skepticism
about current conditions,” the literary critic Lee Siegel writes. “It . . .
was devoid of the cold calculation that wears sentimentality like a fig
leaf. It seemed to come from nowhere. American Jewish literary expres-
sion had a special kind of ethical beauty; an inconsolable joy; a pregnant
mirth drawn out of life’s sadness.”64

The Normative Question

As helpful as comparative and historical approaches may be, I want to
suggest that both beg the question that prompts them in the first place.
That question is a normative one and, as such, is harder for those who
call themselves social scientists to confront directly than to attempt to
address through the stealth maneuvers of cross-national and historical
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comparisons. Yet it is odd that social scientists are reluctant to grapple
with this normative question when almost everything else they study—
inequality, race, gender, public policy—has such clearly discernible nor-
mative underpinnings. There has to be some normative standard against
which we compare our interest in possessions in order to know whether
this interest is somehow askew.

How clearly this normative aspect is present in broader discussions of
American culture is evident if we shift momentarily from social science
to a different venue. Sermonizing may not have the place it did when
Jonathan Edwards or Cotton Mather was the most distinguished figure
in his community, but consider what one preacher said recently on the
subject at hand:

Time’s up! It is time not to feel bad about being materialistic, but
to be less materialistic. We’re bombarded all the time with messages
out to persuade us that having this or that thing will make us happy,
that having stuff is the key to happiness. That’s a lie. You know that
and I know that. It’s time for us to stop living as though that lie
were the truth. If you’re not happy now, then the new car, the new
house, the new sweater, the new CD, the new golf clubs, the new
computer will not make you happy. “Retail therapy” is a lie.65

This pastor’s normative position is unmistakable. He may even have a
receptive audience in speaking against materialism from the perspective
of religious teachings. Judging from surveys, many Americans perceive
a particular trade-off between materialism and religious values. For in-
stance, in one survey, 57 percent of the U.S. public said materialism is a
threat to religious faith.66 In another survey, respondents were asked
what would happen if Americans “were to become deeply religious,”
and 69 percent thought “greed and materialism” would likely decrease.67

Underlying these sentiments seems to be some general awareness that
religious teachings include warnings about excessive emphasis on
money. For instance, in another survey, 71 percent agreed that “being
greedy is a sin against God.”68 There is, however, a difficulty. Normative
criticism, whether in religious or in secular language, ultimately fails
if it is not substantively grounded. The principles on which normative
criticism rests must be clearly articulated. We do have such principles in
our culture, but, as with many other topics on which there is ambiva-
lence, we have found it difficult to think clearly about these principles
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and thus to identify the normative standard from which our sense of
unease about material possessions derives.

This normative standard is not one about which there is universal
agreement; it is, nevertheless, widely present within American culture.
To identify it, we need to begin by acknowledging how deeply American
culture has been influenced, both in its formative period and throughout
much of its history, by its religious heritage. “The authentic American
Religion,” the literary critic Harold Bloom wrote, “rarely proclaims its
full knowledge, or its knowledge of the Fullness. And since the American
Religion was syncretic, from the start, it can establish itself within nearly
any available outward form.”69 Being so adaptable, Bloom reminds us,
American religion became not only popular but also introspective, in-
habiting private hearts even more than public pulpits. We cannot under-
stand American religion, though, without recognizing the distinctively
powerful impetus of biblical tradition, and especially of Protestant Chris-
tianity, in the founding sentiments of our nation.

The two principles about material possessions that emerge most
clearly from the biblical tradition are those about injustice and idolatry.
There is no clearer statement of the principle of justice than in Micah
6:8: “Do justice, love mercy, and walk humbly before your God.” Its
connection with questions about possessions is equally straightforward:
possessions are sinful if they or the means by which they are attained
involve oppressing or otherwise harming the poor, the disadvantaged, or
the needy. Teachings about idolatry, which find expression in the second
commandment, come into vivid relief in Jesus’ story about the rich man
who built bigger barns only to have his soul required of him the same
night, and in Jesus’ observation about how difficult it was for a rich
person to enter the kingdom of heaven.70 There is ample reason to think
that these were not condemnations of wealth as such but warnings about
wealth’s taking the place of that which is truly and ultimately holy.

These principles came early to be the basis from which religious and
secular leaders alike articulated normative ideas about the proper place
of material possessions in American life. Having invoked Catharine
Beecher earlier, I want to draw from her widely influential work for an
additional illustration. After counseling women of her day at such
length about the many domestic duties to which they should attend,
Beecher wrote:
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[I]t is sometimes the case that a woman will count among the neces-
saries of life all the various modes of adorning the person or house
practiced in the circle in which she moves; and after enumerating
the many duties which demand attention, counting these as a part,
she will come to the conclusion that she has no time, and but little
money, to devote to personal improvement or to benevolent enter-
prises. This surely is not in agreement with the requirements of the
Saviour, who calls on us to seek for others as well as ourselves, first
of all, ‘the kingdom of God and his righteousness.’71

Beecher touches here on the need to be charitable, about which she sub-
sequently writes more, but her statement pertains mostly to keeping the
“necessaries of life” properly subdued to the “kingdom of God.”

In Beecher’s contemporary, Abraham Lincoln, there is recurrent re-
course to the principle of justice. Lincoln’s opposition to slavery is, more
than anything else, grounded in the conviction that it is an unjust means
of attaining material goods. “It may seem strange that any men should
dare to ask a just God’s assistance in wringing their bread from the sweat
of other men’s faces,” Lincoln declared in his second inaugural address.
“But let us judge not, that we be not judged,” he added with unmistakable
irony. The next lines mince no words in applying the principle of justice
to slavery. “Woe unto the world because of offenses; for it must needs be
that offenses come, but woe to that man by whom the offense cometh,”
Lincoln quotes. Then, referring to the “terrible war” in which the nation
has so long been engaged, he proclaims, “If God wills that it continue
until all the wealth piled by the bondsman’s two hundred and fifty years
of unrequited toil shall be sunk, and until every drop of blood drawn with
the lash shall be paid by another drawn with the sword, as was said three
thousand years ago, so still it must be said ‘the judgments of the Lord
are true and righteous altogether.’ ”72 Lincoln was not a churchgoer and
did not consider himself a Christian, as historian Mark A. Noll has re-
cently reminded us, but the biblical language, and even its cadence, were
indelibly imprinted in Lincoln’s thinking about justice.73

For those educated in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, it is
perhaps more common to seek principles for judging the propriety or
impropriety of economic behavior in secular sources than in biblical
traditions. Those schooled in social theory need look no further than
the writings of Karl Marx and Max Weber. Especially in his earlier work,
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Marx brought to the fore, as no writer before him had, the harsh reali-
ties through which the fortunes of the “haves” are linked with the im-
miseration, as he called it, of the “have-nots.” We need to remember
that Marx was profoundly concerned with the problem of alienation in
modern societies—alienation from our work, from those around us, and
from ourselves.74 Fundamentally, he believed, alienation resulted from
injustice, which, in market economies, was exacerbated by the desire for
profit, by the accumulation of wealth among the few, and by the tacit
and overt exploitation of the many. Marx’s ideas for many reasons
proved unattractive in the United States, and yet for a time variant
expressions of concern about social class and economic injustice were
evident in such widely diverse contexts as agrarian populism, syndical-
ism, utopian socialism, and so-called Marxian-Christian social move-
ments. Weber, too, was profoundly interested in the normative implica-
tions of economic behavior, devoting much of his prodigious energy
to writing about the complexes of meaning through which economic
behavior was motivated and made to seem obligatory. Toward the end
of his famous treatise on the Protestant ethic and the spirit of capitalism
Weber wrote, “Material goods have gained an increasing and finally
an inexorable power over the lives of men as at no previous period in
history.”75 This statement comes just after Weber’s much-quoted obser-
vation about modern economic life’s becoming an iron cage, and it is in
this light that the statement must be interpreted. The Puritans, Weber
argued, regarded their work as a calling and thus viewed it as a means
to an end, or what he elsewhere termed wertrational (value-rational)
action, whereas in his own era, work was an end in itself, or zweck-
rational (means-rational) action, in which the availability of means was
all that mattered.76 Weber thought this substitution of material acquisi-
tion for higher-order values had reached its pinnacle in America. “In
the field of its highest development,” he wrote, “in the United States,
the pursuit of wealth, stripped of its religious and ethical meaning, tends
to become associated with purely mundane passions, which often actu-
ally give it the character of sport.”77

Weber’s reference to material pursuits’ taking on “the character of
sport” reminds us that normative judgment is far different from the
lighthearted tongue-in-cheek commentary that usually passes for cul-
tural criticism of American materialism. Such commentary expresses
its disdain for materialists on aesthetic grounds, pointing out that they
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spend money on imitation art instead of the real thing, or that they
make boring conversationalists at parties. Humorous depictions of ma-
terialists can create a new perspective that opens the door for normative
criticism, but it often falls short of the mark by attempting to please
the very consumers it criticizes. When the problem with materialism
is only one of bad taste, marketing specialists are all too ready to
counter that bad taste is still simply a matter of personal preference,
or to respond with new consumer products marketed at higher prices
because they represent more refined tastes. Packaging being what it is,
new slogans with different adjectives may fill the bill. Old words sig-
naling good taste, such as “respectable, decorous, opulent, luxurious,
elegant, splendid, dignified, magnificent, and extravagant,” journalist
David Brooks writes, have been replaced by new words, such as “au-
thentic, natural, warm, rustic, simple, honest, organic, comfortable,
craftsmanlike, unique, sensible, sincere.”78 The new elite, he observes,
continues shopping, but avoids feeling materialistic by using the new
vocabulary. Rendering moralistic judgments about such matters seems,
well, moralistic and old-fashioned.

But unless we dismiss them as simply the manners of a bygone era,
injustice and idolatry are two criteria against which to evaluate the social
role of material goods and the pursuit of these goods. At whatever the
level of abundance or lack thereof, possessions acquired in ways that
produce injustice or that become ends in themselves are normatively
problematic. These are moral concerns, insofar as they pertain to the
lives of individuals, and ethical concerns, insofar as they pose problems
for our relations with one another. Indeed, considerations about injustice
and idolatry also bring us back, as so many contemporary social issues
do, to basic questions about the vitality of democracy. If the pursuit of
material goods is not accompanied by a strong collective commitment to
justice, an oligarchic concentration of power of the kind that worried
Tocqueville is the likely result. And once the quest for possessions be-
comes an end in itself, democracy is endangered because the culture has
no higher values by which to set its priorities than conformity to the
same standards of acquisition. “If this process of leveling down . . . is
allowed to continue,” the Norwegian immigrant Ole Edvart Rolvaag
wrote in the 1920s, “America is doomed to become the most impover-
ished land spiritually on the face of the earth; out of our highly praised
melting pot will come a dull . . . smug complacency, barren of all creative
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thought. . . . Soon we will have reached the perfect democracy of barren-
ness. . . . Dead will be the hidden life of the heart which is nourished by
tradition, the idioms of language, and our attitude to life. It is out of
these elements that character grows.”79

The “culture of consumption,” as the historian T. J. Jackson Lears
called it, has proven more capable, though, of sustaining ethnic diversity
than Rolvaag imagined it could.80 Although there is a sense in which
American culture has become a “democracy of barrenness” (as chain
stores and fast food franchises so clearly illustrate), the American con-
sumer can also spend a small fortune attending ethnic festivals, eating
at ethnic restaurants, purchasing ethnic music and art, traveling to his
or her country of origin, or decorating the home with more distinctive,
traditional, and therefore presumably “more authentic” furnishings.
Consumer markets are, in fact, quite good at fulfilling, if not also culti-
vating, diverse tastes. It is rather when the logic of the marketplace be-
comes the dominant feature of our culture that we must worry.

Marketplace thinking, much like air and water, is such a part of our
existence that it is hard to fully appreciate our dependence on it. One
reason for this is that we in the United States have been the beneficiaries
of an expanding global economy in which inexpensive consumer goods
are produced abroad. This, along with technological development, has
meant that basic necessities, such as food and clothing, constitute a
smaller share of the average family budget than was true in the past,
and thus seem easier to attain. In 1890 food and apparel alone accounted
for 61 percent of the typical family budget, whereas by 1991 this propor-
tion had fallen to 26 percent.81 Although some of this decline resulted
from higher standards of living in general and from smaller households,
specific items also cost less. For instance, in 1890 a five-pound bag of
sugar cost 34 cents; in 1970, it cost 65 cents, or about twice as much,
whereas average family incomes over the same period had risen by a
multiple of four. In 1920 a dozen oranges sold for 63 cents; in 1970 the
price, at 86 cents, was only slightly higher. In 1912 a pair of men’s trou-
sers cost $2.95: if the price had kept pace with average incomes, they
would have cost almost $600 in 2003 instead of a tenth or twentieth of
that amount.

In the earlier period, the high cost of consumer goods relative to the
low earnings of working Americans was enough to provoke periodic ef-
forts at grassroots mobilization to resist what was viewed as economic
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injustice. One of these now largely forgotten efforts was the Farmers
Alliance, a collective bargaining movement that began in several scat-
tered locations in the 1870s and became a national organization in 1890,
enlisting as many as a third of the farm population in some states. A
meeting in Lyons, Kansas, in 1888—a town of only 500 people at the
time—drew representatives from 600 of the 1,200 local organizations
with a combined membership of 70,000 throughout the state.82 The
movement attracted members persuaded that collective action was nec-
essary to combat economic injustice. “They say the money trusts, corpo-
rations, and monopolies are sucking [their] life blood,” a reporter in Kan-
sas wrote for the New York Times in 1889. “The farmer must pay
ruinous prices for everything he buys and get next to nothing for every-
thing he sells; he sells corn at 17 cents per bushel and then buys it back
in the form of meal at about $1.20 per bushel,” and just so with sugar,
wheat, and flour.83 The Farmers Alliance lasted only a few years and
achieved none of its immediate aims. Subsequent efforts, though, some-
times fared better. For instance, grassroots movements in the 1920s and
1930s were successful in banning corporate farming in Kansas for more
than forty years and chain stores for nearly as long.84

The story of the Farmers Alliance illustrates another lesson that we
risk ignoring at our peril: economic history is nearly always a struggle
in which the powerful triumph over the weak. At about the same time
that the Farmers Alliance was emerging, huge reservoirs of minerals,
especially salt and oil, were discovered in the midwestern states. Within
a few years, most of these resources were in the hands of giant trusts
that bought up small businesses and drove into bankruptcy the ones
that refused to sell. The trusts were eventually outlawed, of course, for
powerful as they were, they were largely located within the territorial
United States and thus subject to legislative action. It is much less clear
how the workers today who toil at subsistence wages in Bangladesh or
Peru, making clothing for American consumers, might achieve greater
equity. This dimension of our relationship with possessions is easy to
overlook and convenient to neglect.

One might wonder, though, within our own borders, why more atten-
tion is not paid to questions of injustice. Corporate mergers have concen-
trated greater power in the hands of a few, while the decline of labor
unions and the self-disenfranchisement of the poor have weakened the
political hand of those at the bottom. Economists point out that the rich-
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est Americans have grown even richer in the past few decades while
families at the bottom are earning less. One study, for instance, showed
that between 1983 and 1998 the average wealth of America’s richest 1
percent grew by 42 percent, while that of the bottom 40 percent shrank
by almost 77 percent.85 The standard summary measure of income in-
equality in the United States is also higher than in other countries with
similar economies and governments.86 Discussions of materialism sel-
dom pay much attention to these realities, however, except to note that
everyone would like to be more like the rich. The same economists who
provide this information argue that extreme inequality of this kind is
simply the price of freedom—and that if entrepreneurs earned less, they
would simply take their business to some other country where the prof-
its would be better.

Self-Serving Redemptionism

The idolatry of the consumer mentality is not easy to confront, either.
We might seriously underestimate it, especially if the absence of idolatry
is taken to mean worshiping God rather than mammon. The vast num-
ber of churches and synagogues, mosques, temples, and fellowship halls
to which so many Americans flock would seem to indicate that we are a
society in which obeisance to something other than the material life is
routinely made. That conclusion is less convincing, though, when we
consider the great extent to which American religion has become, in the
sociologist Wade Clark Roof’s apt phrase, a spiritual marketplace.87

When marketplace thinking invades the sanctuary, the norms by which
we make consumer purchases govern how we behave spiritually as well.
What matters is not truth but gratification. Religious commitment ebbs
and flows, Roof finds, as life events and personal needs dictate. The need
to worship is driven not by a numinous sense of the holy, but by the
feeling that this may be good for one’s personal well-being. Whatever
sense of cultural redemption may remain in this kind of religion, it is
best characterized as what the theologian Murray Joseph Haar calls
“self-serving redemptionism.” In Haar’s view, historic teachings about
divine authority, salvation, and forgiveness are now adhered to, if they
have meaning at all, “because I find that it benefits ‘me.’ ”88
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When they work well, religious congregations function as communi-
ties of obligation, not as spaces for individual gratification. Communities
of obligation pose expectations to which individuals voluntarily submit,
and which over time become such a part of individuals’ identities that
they are, in a sense, binding. In her book The Overspent American: Why
We Want What We Don’t Need, the sociologist Juliet Schor argues that
Americans have succumbed to overspending because they no longer
have strong reference groups that help keep their material desires within
bounds.89 The typical reference point, she argues, used to be the Joneses
down the block who probably earned about as much as we did, whereas
now the Joneses live in Aspen or Beverly Hills. Congregations were once
a reference group of that kind, too. They were composed of Norwegian
farmers in Minnesota, Welsh miners in Pennsylvania, or Baptist share-
croppers in Mississippi. The typical congregation almost always included
a few members who were better off financially than the others. But
knowing each other and worshiping together also meant knowing one’s
place in the economic hierarchy. In these tightly knit communities, peo-
ple did not have to talk very much about their money or their purchases;
everything was in easy reach of the local gossip network. All that has
changed. If people are still reluctant to talk about their finances (and we
know that is the case), then their financial decisions can truly be matters
of the heart.90 Instead of being guided by one’s reference group, decisions
about getting and spending can be shaped entirely by advertising. Con-
gregations that seek to be reference groups for lifestyles and financial
considerations must therefore work harder now to be effective. Some
create a kind of counterculture in which simplicity and service are re-
warded; others divide attendees into small homogeneous groups and en-
courage them to pray about their financial problems and hold one an-
other accountable. The difficulty with all such reference groups—small
groups, congregations, neighborhoods, or extended families—is that
they are now much harder to maintain. People aspire to be like the
Joneses in Beverly Hills not because their own neighborhoods have bro-
ken down (although they may have), but because television daily bom-
bards us with images of those Joneses in order to mold us into consum-
ers. Immigrant enclaves and the better values that might be inspired by
these enclaves are weak in comparison.

It is nevertheless the dim awareness that material acquisition, or even
personal happiness, is not the ultimate standard against which to evalu-
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ate life that remains as the cultural residue of admonitions against idola-
try. The suspicion that artistic pursuits, the home, and the hardships
endured by immigrants hold meaning that cannot be reduced to material
goods stems from this awareness. Were that suspicion to be lost, the
consumer industry would have prevailed and yet would have lost its soul
in the process. The love-hate relationship we have with our possessions
at least inspires the token unease with the marketplace that keeps adver-
tisers busy trying to conquer.

As America has reinvented itself and in the process become more self-
consciously diverse and inclusive, it has thus remained as deeply ambiva-
lent about its materialism as ever. The hope that new immigrants will
somehow redeem the nation from its fascination with possessions—by
retaining stronger family ties or by working harder and living more
simply—seems as unlikely to be realized as was the faith in homestead-
ers, artists, or hipsters. The ease and frequency with which Americans
of all ethnic backgrounds, ages, and incomes are besieged with opportu-
nities for material gratification makes it nearly impossible to reflect for
long on considerations of injustice or idolatry. Ambivalence is always
dangerously precarious, too. The saviors to whom we look for help in
overcoming materialism at one moment are the saviors we crucify at
another. Hipsters become deadbeats, family-minded poor people become
welfare chiselers, and hardworking immigrants become aliens intent on
stealing our jobs.

Confronting injustice and idolatry is also difficult because it runs
counter to what the marketplace teaches about good economics. Buying
cheap and selling dear is easier to do if the poor are not organized. Focus-
ing too much on injustice could sow the seeds of organization and power.
Socially responsible investing may be attractive as long as it is as profit-
able as socially irresponsible investing, but deeper reasons than profit-
ability may be harder to find in a culture that attaches so much emphasis
to the bottom line. If the hope is simply that immigrants, the poor, or
some other marginalized group will supply alternative values, then those
values can easily be turned into consumer preferences and new markets.
Subordinating money to happiness is not such a bad deal for the Ameri-
can economy, either, as long as the pursuit of happiness still requires
spending money. But if the avoidance of idolatry means dramatically
reducing one’s participation in the marketplace, that choice clearly be-
comes more difficult for most Americans to consider.



SAV I NG O U R SELVE S F R OM MAT ER IAL IS M 21 7

Materialism is at its worst when it crowds out thinking about the
larger realities in which we live. It is not so much that shopping takes
more of our time, although it does, as that the getting-and-spending
cycle envelops us in an all-encompassing logic of material gratification.91

Immersed in short-term calculations, we find it harder to think critically
about ourselves. Possessed by the quest for possessions, we are less able
to reckon with the global relationships that make these possessions pos-
sible. Our new empire, Lawrence Ferlinghetti writes, has become “vaster
than any in ancient days” but is likely to be remembered only for “car-
rying its corporate monoculture around the world.”92 Materialism lulls
our conscience into a collective slumber. “Awaken now at last,” Ferlin-
ghetti writes, “And tell us how to save us from ourselves.”
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6

VENUES FOR REFLECTIVE DEMOCRACY

T he cultural assumptions around which a society is organized pro-
vide stability to that society. These assumptions influence how we

think about individual responsibility, our roles as citizens, and our na-
tion’s place in the world. Although there are differing views in the
United States about how much or how little we should emphasize our
individuality, we are a society that takes our rights and freedoms as indi-
viduals very seriously. These rights and freedoms form the basis for
assumptions about moral obligations to ourselves and to one another.
Just as it is common for us to insist on individual autonomy in making
decisions about our lives, so it is generally accepted that individuals
should make up their own minds about what they should or should not
do, and should be rewarded accordingly. The connection between these
individual moral obligations and our understanding of democracy is
strong. We understand democracy to be diminished when a few individ-
uals exercise too much control of government or when the majority
holds such monolithic views that diversity is weakened and the rights of
minorities are endangered.

An even deeper bond between the individual and society exists in our
cultural mythology. An anthropomorphic view of the nation likens its
role among other nations to that of the individual. Conceptions of justice
follow. Insofar as individual sacrifices have been made on behalf of the
nation, whether by fallen military heroes or struggling immigrants, the
collective privileges that the nation enjoys are culturally justified. Un-
derstandings of inequality within the society follow a similar logic. Suc-
cess and the extraordinary rewards that come to some successful people
are morally justified by the effort from which success presumably re-
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sults. The self-made American is a cultural trope that symbolizes and
reinforces the pervasive belief that success stems not from chance but
from hard work.

The United States is characterized by other powerful assumptions
about religion and ethnicity. Religion is not only deeply embedded in
the organizational fabric of our communities. It is a source of national
pride, especially in our apparent capacity to embrace religious freedom
by encouraging religious diversity. So with ethnicity. It is a source of
cultural diversity, providing a sense of roots and belonging, even if these
roots are shallow and the belonging consists of fungible attachments.
Another component of our national mythology shapes our collective
thinking about America’s love affair with materialism, simultaneously
encouraging us to be a society of consumers and allowing us to deny
that we are.

The stability that accrues from these and other deeply held assump-
tions is of great benefit to the functioning of our society. The stories in
which these assumptions are instantiated connect the present with the
past. The narratives are the magnets around which narrative communi-
ties form—networks of people who share the same stories, identify
themselves with these stories, and through them gain the capacity to
remember. It is in this sense that we speak of tradition.1 The narratives
are more than rational arguments or intellectual knowledge and, as such,
require a different kind of understanding from that usually suggested in
discussions of political philosophy. The deep narratives of a society serve
less as arguments and more as the context in which arguments take
place. They point to an ambience of lived experience. They tell of na-
tional origins, ethnic customs, extended families, religious practices, and
individual struggles and accomplishments. They are an ongoing part of
our lived experience to the point that we are often reluctant to objectify
them under the rubric of tradition. They are more the tacit ways in
which we approach the world. They seem natural. Yet they are fre-
quently anything but natural, at least if that means inevitable or simply
the accumulation of human experience. The ambience of daily life is also
produced—increasingly by the mass media and, through them, by the
interests of large corporations or powerful individuals. Images of luxury
automobiles are as common as images of motherhood and apple pie.

Some of these assumptions inform our understanding of the nation
in which we live, telling us that America is a good place and worthy
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of our loyalty and admiration. These are sometimes called nationalistic
assumptions, because they draw boundaries between our own nation and
others. It is common for the narratives of our nation and ourselves to
include references to religion (“God bless America”); for this reason, the
term “civil religion” is sometimes used to describe them. The civil reli-
gion links the nation and its citizens to a divine purpose. Yet the deep
assumptions on which social stability rests are at once more and less
than terms such as nationalism and civil religion imply. The shared as-
sumptions that give coherence to our society are about individuals and
ethnic groups and communities, as well as about the nation itself. They
are all-encompassing in that sense.

These shared assumptions are also less grandiose than often described.
They are not philosophies of life or worldviews as much as they are
fragments of experience. It is through the idioms of speech, the casual
conversations we remember from childhood, the small rituals of daily
life, and the stories we read or hear that we come to participate in the
common aspects of our culture. These tacit understandings not only
make it possible to communicate with others or to go through the day
without having to think much about what we are doing. They also guide
our institutions, giving moral meaning to events and providing commu-
nity leaders with the public rhetoric required to elicit approval. Our best
intentions are often rooted in these tacit understandings. We want our
shared lives to approximate the ideals communicated in our stories.

However, the shared meanings around which a society is organized
also limit its capacity to change and, for that matter, to realize its ideals.
Sometimes these meanings hang heavily like the dead weight of the past.
They are assumptions from a horse-drawn era that need to be superseded
with new modes of transportation. Just as commonly, though, they are
traditions and values that are worthy of preservation. If they are not to
be a drag on our ability to achieve our aspirations, they need rejuvena-
tion. They are assumptions that would work well again if they were bet-
ter understood or applied in new ways to present conditions.

The trouble is that public discussion focuses so much on particular
issues and policies that we fail to see what our underlying assumptions
are. We struggle to move forward but fall short and wonder why. The
problem is not that we have failed to commit sufficient resources. It is
that we have gone forward without examining our assumptions. Thus
we shoulder great and worthy tasks as a nation, such as welcoming new
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immigrants, ridding ourselves of racial and ethnic intolerance, rebuilding
our communities, and renewing our commitment to democracy, only to
find that we are not as welcoming or tolerant as we thought—that we
are more individualistic, and even more dependent on the rich and pow-
erful than we imagined.

To remedy cultural drag of this kind, we must be more deliberately
reflective about our cultural assumptions. Reflection means looking be-
neath the surface, beyond the signifier to the signified, to the meanings
that are implied as well as to those that are explicit. The story of a self-
made billionaire may be inspiring, but why? It may be reassuring when
a public official declares us to be waging a war for freedom and democ-
racy or concludes an address by asking that God continue to bless
America. Those, in fact, may be the more powerful messages, more so
than information about a particular program or policy. Why are they
powerful? When it seems obvious that success is the result of hard work,
or that our communities would be stronger if people were less selfish,
why do we think this way?

A reflective democracy is one in which individual citizens in their
personal lives and in their life together devote effort to examining the
cultural assumptions on which their behavior rests and is justified. A
reflective democracy is more than just a republic of informed citizens.
Being informed usually means knowing what is going on in the news or
who one’s public officials are and how they stand on various issues.
Going a step further, informed citizens are people who do not engage
in ill-considered judgments: they think long and hard about whether a
particular dam should be built or a particular candidate should be elected.
However, what I have in mind goes beyond these common usages of the
term. Reflective democracy is more concerned with why we think certain
actions are legitimate. It shifts attention, as some point out, to the soci-
ety’s goals and values, and is thus an antidote to the kind of thinking that
focuses only on technology, costs and benefits, and efficiency. Reflective
democracy focuses on the reasons public officials or private individuals
give for their behavior—not, as is common in some circles, to determine
only whether those reasons can withstand the test of rational logic, im-
portant as that is, but also to evoke the unstated reasons that guide be-
havior without our even realizing that this is the case.

Reflective democracy is something like the analysis of a great work of
literature, probing it critically from different perspectives to understand



22 2 C HAP TE R 8

more clearly what is being said or not said, only here the work of litera-
ture is the text of our collective life. As with the analysis of literature,
reflection of this kind assumes that there is more to the story than meets
the eye. The story makes sense because it presents characters who are
recognizably good or evil, or because it plays on our fears or appeals to
our dreams. The plot consists of more than discrete episodes; it weaves
them together to form a meaningful whole. To engage in reflective de-
mocracy is thus to ponder. It involves thinking about the questions be-
hind the headlines and putting oneself in venues where such thinking
benefits from the presence of others.

Some of what constitutes reflective democracy must be done alone.
We neglect this important aspect of democracy when we imagine, as
social scientists often do, that democracy is furthered only by getting
people out of their homes to work with others on political issues. Reflec-
tion is like doing one’s homework in this respect. It consists of time away
from the hurried pace of public life—time to engage in introspection
about what truly matters in life and what the implications of those values
are for how one behaves as a citizen.2 However, reflection is never effec-
tive if it is done only in isolation. We are social beings who take our cues
from others. We are influenced by what we learned as children from our
families, and by the casual remarks we overhear at work, and by the
images we see on television. This is why reflective democracy benefits
when we put ourselves intentionally in venues that prompt discussion
of our collective values.

Such venues are actually more abundant than we might realize. Al-
though the price of living in a relatively affluent society is often having
too little time to do what we want, the benefit of affluence is that there
are opportunities to study, to think, and to deliberate with others. These
opportunities are especially encouraged in such venues as the town
meetings and other public forums we sometimes refer to as venues for
deliberative democracy. They occur in voluntary associations and in edu-
cational settings. And on the largest scale, they are provided by the mass
media and the entertainment industry. In each of these settings, how-
ever, there are challenges. Discussions are held and information is pre-
sented, but often without the kind of probing that truly facilitates reflec-
tive democracy. The challenge is to understand what goes on in these
settings so that this activity can effectively be nudged further in the
direction of reflective democracy.
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Before we can consider the venues in which reflective democracy can
take place, though, we need to consider two possible objections to the
idea of reflective democracy itself. One objection is that too much exami-
nation of the taken-for-granted assumptions on which a society rests can
be fundamentally destabilizing. In this view, it is not merely accidental
that we do not often examine the deep meanings of social life; it is essen-
tial that we do not. Doing so would be disruptive of daily routines, just
as obsessively pondering the norms governing driving down the highway
might get in the way of actually being a good driver. The reason we take
assumptions for granted is so that behavior can become habitual and thus
effective in its very unreflectiveness. But this argument makes sense only
if we assume that habits always produce the most desirable conse-
quences—an assumption that we know is false. Habits outlive their use-
fulness. Habits are also shaped by the forces of power and wealth that
influence and often corrupt the expression of good intentions. Certainly
it is true that making our assumptions more explicit can lead to disturbing
consequences (for instance, discovering how racist we are). Yet it is un-
doubtedly better in the long run for a society to face these disturbing
consequences than simply to let them fester.

The other objection to the idea of reflective democracy is that it makes
no sense to call for reflection unless there is some hope of discovering
deeper narratives—deeper truths underlying the flawed narratives of the
present—that can guide the social body into the future. The view of
cultural narratives that I have developed in the preceding chapters nei-
ther assumes nor denies that such deeper narratives exist. My view on
this question is that basic truths do exist, but that for a whole society
they are unlikely to be found in some fundamental, underlying narra-
tive, if only we dig deep enough. Narratives are inevitably personal,
local, and context-specific, meaning that in a large, diverse society there
will be multiple narratives. These narratives sometimes point to com-
mon truths, such as the value of fairness or the realities of joy and suffer-
ing, but this is not the same as saying that they give expression to these
truths in commonly understood ways. A better view of what reflective
democracy can do, I believe, is that it can generate clearer and more
critical understandings of our deep narratives by bringing them into jux-
taposition with other narratives. For instance, stories on which Ameri-
ca’s pride as a nation is built need to be examined in relation to stories
of the nation’s shortcomings. In the process, questions about good and
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evil are inevitably raised, as are possibilities for narratives about repen-
tance and healing. Similarly, the narratives of self-made men and women
that are so thoroughly engrained in our understandings of American
success need to be retold with greater emphasis on the pain and disloca-
tion experienced by the immigrants who have made us a strong nation.

This is the point at which my emphasis on falling short of our highest
aspirations comes squarely again into the picture. We fall short, I have
argued, because we pay insufficient attention to the cultural assumptions
guiding our individual and collective efforts. We can now say more pre-
cisely what some of these assumptions are and how they limit our best
efforts. The extent to which we value our individual freedom is one.
How we legitimate our predominance as a world power is another. The
proverbial rags-to-riches imagery that in new guises still undergirds our
belief in the universal possibilities of individual success is yet another.
So are our assumptions that ethnic and religious diversity have been
working smoothly to provide equality and thoroughly grounded spiri-
tual expressions for all, or the views we take for granted about how some
“other”—whether racial groups or new immigrants—might somehow
save us from the ill effects of materialism. It is not that these assump-
tions are false. It is rather that they are only part of the story. We do
better when we examine the current balance between individuals and
communities, not deciding in advance whether each is too strong or too
weak, but considering more carefully the conditions under which we
may need stronger selves or stronger community loyalties. By under-
standing the stories that new immigrants learn about America, we can
bring into sharper relief the strengths and weaknesses of these stories.
Our nation can justifiably take pride in its ability to absorb immigrants.
Yet it must also reckon with instances of exclusion. Even more im-
portant, it must build into its collective narratives a clearer understand-
ing of America’s place in the world—not as a haven only, but also as a
people capable of acknowledging its mistakes and working harder to do
better. While the nation takes pride in the accomplishments of the few
self-made men and women who gain exceptional wealth and power, it
should also acknowledge the resources that went into these successes. In
so doing, it can also increase the likelihood of a stronger commitment to
ensuring that others have access to resources. The self-congratulatory
stories about America’s having achieved ethnic and religious diversity
require similar reflection. These stories have often persuaded us that
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diversity is easy, and that it will prevail simply because it is in the best
interest of all. Thinking this is a good way to avoid having to confront
the hard work of actually living together in a diverse society. For a soci-
ety that appears to be driven to its own destruction by such blatant reli-
ance on advertising and consumption, the national mythos also needs to
pay greater heed to such traditional values as simplicity and frugality.
As long as our narratives imply that some romanticized group on the
fringes of society holds the key to overcoming materialism, we are un-
likely to do very much about overcoming it ourselves.

My purpose in mentioning these ways in which our deeply held cul-
tural assumptions cause us to fall short is not to suggest that we can
solve problems merely by recognizing that things are not always as good
as they seem. Optimism, or at least hope, is itself a significant part of
our culture that needs to be preserved. My point is rather to illustrate
that reflective democracy requires individual and collective examination
of when and how our narratives tell only part of the story. We can fur-
ther that endeavor by being less willing to take the conventional wisdom
implied in these narratives for granted. We can further it, in the first
instance, simply by recognizing more clearly that we are shaped by our
stories and not just by our economic or political circumstances. For re-
flective democracy to be truly democratic this awareness must also be
infused into wider circles beyond those of clever advertisers and political
operatives capable of manipulating the public consciousness for their
clients or candidates. A degree of public mistrust, even cynicism, is a
healthy aspect of any democracy. A renewed emphasis on the classical
virtues of balance and harmony is also valuable, for these encourage
reflection by raising questions about the other side of the coin. Narra-
tives are typically built around understandings of balance and harmony,
but these understandings are often one-sided. Thus when narratives of
success are told, the failures implied may be there only for contrast,
rather than for serious consideration. Such narratives are likely to re-
quire more sustained attention to less popular—but also long-stand-
ing—themes about the frailties of life and the need for support. The
stories that make sense of life in terms of goodness and justice also re-
quire explanations of why life is meaningful when goodness and justice
do not prevail. It is in these explanations that the direction to work
harder at overcoming evil and injustice is likely to be found.
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The most obvious place to encourage reflective democracy is in public
forums. These occur in many locations and take different forms. The
discussions that take place in the nation’s capital on the floor of the
House or Senate are one example. Increasingly, those discussions involve
“hearings” before various congressional committees. In these cases, the
deliberation occurs mainly among elected or appointed representatives
of the public, rather than among the public itself. As a result, more atten-
tion has been directed in recent years to reviving earlier venues for delib-
erative democracy. The town hall or town meeting, for example, is gen-
erally a local event open to the public and long enough to include
statements and rebuttals as well as questions and answers, but small
enough to give the audience a sense of having actually participated. Most
of the interaction at town meetings is between an official or panel of
officials and rank-and-file members of the community. The typical
“forum” takes a somewhat less participatory form. The participants are
a panel who interact mostly among themselves, while the audience looks
on, perhaps with the opportunity to ask questions at the end. A more
participatory version of the town meeting or forum is the “roundtable”
or working conference at which everyone is invited to speak and the
number involved is sufficiently small to make this possible.

The assumption behind such meetings is that democracy will be fur-
thered as participants question one another’s statements. The ques-
tioning is supposedly a way to draw people out, forcing them to defend
their positions and in so doing to state more explicitly their reasons for
holding their particular opinions. Including divergent viewpoints in the
discussion is conducive to such clarification because people are more
likely to challenge those with whom they disagree than those with
whom they agree. Both the participants and the audience leave the dis-
cussion with food for thought, as it were, having been exposed to various
arguments, among which they must now make up their minds. A differ-
ent assumption governs some public forums. This is the notion that the
participants’ actually reaching a consensus will further deliberative de-
mocracy. In Jürgen Habermas’s treatment of rational communicative ac-
tion, for instance, the rationality of the process involves iterative discus-
sions that gradually result in agreement among the members involved.3

The deliberations of a jury would be an example, although Habermas
has in mind a process concerned with more complex social issues than
the decision as to the guilt or innocence of a defendant.
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Where town meetings and other such forums stop short of furthering
reflective democracy is in focusing on an issue or set of issues, rather
than discussing broader assumptions about morality, justice, values, or
ethics. For instance, a public forum at which experts discuss whether gay
marriage should be legal may provide an occasion for participants and
the audience to discuss the implications of a particular legislative bill but
skirt the deeper reasons why some people favor gay marriage and others
oppose it. Public forums quite often focus on specific issues, such as a
zoning law or school bond referendum, because there is in fact a pending
piece of legislation to be considered. Because time is of the essence, a
more wide-ranging discussion is out of order. Held, as they generally
are, on an episodic basis and typically involving strangers, public forums
are also limited because the familiarity and trust that would encourage
discussion of deeper assumptions are missing.

The other limitation of public forums is that they involve relatively
small numbers and have an arguably meager impact on the larger politi-
cal process. A panel of experts may air their views in a public forum, and
that may be a way of sharing information with an audience; but if those
experts alone will decide the issue being considered, this is hardly a form
of deliberative democracy in the ideal sense of that phrase. It is rather
more like a seminar or a salon. Or, to take a different example, the kinds
of town hall meetings that occur at the local level during primary elec-
tion campaigns in states such as Iowa and New Hampshire bring people
together by the dozens or hundreds and give them an opportunity to
hear candidates speak and to ask questions. In creating this kind of
forum, town hall meetings are an important part of the democratic pro-
cess. How much of a role they play is debatable, though, especially when
televised commercials are as important as they are, or when a candidate’s
fate is made or unmade by a sound byte–length remark, gaffe, or miscue.
In those instances, greater opportunities for reflecting on such intangi-
bles as style, personality, and perception are clearly needed.

The role of voluntary associations in strengthening American democ-
racy has received considerable emphasis in recent years in view of evi-
dence that participation in some of these associations has been declining.
The interest in voluntary associations stems mostly from the view, ex-
pressed by Tocqueville among others, that these organizations do things
for the good of the community and thus minimize the government’s role
in community affairs. Participation in voluntary associations appears to
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go hand in hand with voting, being interested in political issues, and
doing volunteer work. All of this amounts to stronger social networks,
which, in turn, help people get assistance when they need it, find jobs,
make friends, secure emotional support, and feel integrated into their
neighborhoods. The cultural role of voluntary associations has not re-
ceived as much emphasis.

But voluntary associations are major producers of culture. Most of
them put out newsletters and increasingly sponsor Web sites or host
chat rooms on the Internet. Some of them focus specifically on civic
topics or discuss books, while others bring in guest speakers or help orga-
nize town meetings. The information produced is usually a form of “nar-
rowcasting” that gives it special value in comparison with the informa-
tion people obtain from the mass media. For instance, newsletters tell
how people can address needs in their local community, rather than sim-
ply describing those needs the way a television station might. Participa-
tion in many of these associations extends over longer periods, thus giv-
ing people a better opportunity to know and trust one another than they
would have at a onetime public forum. Being well-acquainted means
they can supply practical information informally, too, such as advice
about raising children or referrals to doctors.

This cultural activity is limited, though, if it consists only of sharing
information. Reflective democracy involves analyzing background as-
sumptions as well as addressing practical questions. Associations often
focus so much on specific issues that the background assumptions re-
main unexamined. In a study of voluntary service organizations in one
metropolitan area, for example, the sociologist Paul Lichterman discov-
ered that well-intentioned participants found it hard to think about social
issues in terms other than those of problems facing specific individuals.4

It was thus easier to provide charity to individuals than to work on larger
community reforms. It took special effort to think about organization-
to-organization relationships and to examine the individualistic assump-
tions that most participants shared. Associations also sometimes fail to
encourage deeper reflections because, being voluntary, they attract a ho-
mogeneous clientele.

Religious organizations are especially important among the larger va-
riety of associations to which people belong. They make up a large share
of these associations, and they do a better job than many other groups
do of drawing people into regular attendance at meetings. Religious or-
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ganizations are ostensibly concerned with basic values, too, which means
that they should be places for sustained reflection about these values.
Where this happens best, it appears, is in Sunday school classes, Bible
studies, prayer fellowships, and committee meetings. With proper guid-
ance, participants can examine their assumptions about themselves or
about social issues. Some groups, for example, have taken superficial
discussions about gay and lesbian issues to a deeper level by examining
assumptions about human nature, sexuality, marriage, child rearing, and
spirituality. The shortcomings of religious organizations, like those of
other associations, include their attracting a homogeneous clientele and
focusing only on resolving personal problems.

If reflective democracy involves the kind of critical attention to cul-
tural assumptions that one would expect in the analysis of a great work
of literature, then it stands to reason that educational settings—espe-
cially higher education—would be one of the important venues in which
reflective democracy is facilitated. Colleges and universities could serve
as what Judith Rodin, the former president of the University of Pennsyl-
vania, calls “communities of serious conversation” around the compel-
ling issues of the day. Through such conversation in classrooms and lec-
ture halls, universities could stimulate students to think more
reflectively on their own about such issues as civil liberties, immigration,
religious tolerance, and international relations.5 That expectation,
though, is often realized more in theory than in practice. The reality of
American higher education is that it is frequently driven more by techni-
cal concerns than by an interest in critical philosophical and humanistic
discussion. Students are oriented toward acquiring practical skills neces-
sary to get started in a career or are motivated to learn only what is
necessary to earn the desired grade, and even the better students some-
times have difficulty overcoming these campus norms. Administrative
and funding considerations require that major attention be devoted to
the natural sciences and engineering. Rapid change in these fields and
the need for expensive labs and equipment mean that money and time
must be spent to maintain them. No college or university is able legiti-
mately to dispense entirely with the humanities. But humanities depart-
ments are often small and underfunded, relative to the number of stu-
dents taking courses in them, and many of these courses involve basic
language skills and writing.
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The other serious limitation of educational settings as venues for re-
flective democracy is that very few adults spend any time in these settings
beyond the years they may spend as undergraduates or graduate stu-
dents. Reflective democracy involves sustained thinking over the course
of a person’s lifetime. The task is thus to instill these habits so that they
continue throughout life. That, however, is a tall order. The usual way of
thinking about critical reflection is that it occurs during the so-called
formative years when values are still fluid, but then needs less attention
once those values have been formed. With younger adults marrying later
and having families later, and with many people making major career
changes several times during adulthood, though, it becomes more im-
portant for people to have institutional settings beyond colleges and uni-
versities in which to discuss their changing values and aspirations.

Higher education is protected from the practical policy concerns that
may govern town meetings or voluntary associations. Yet it is difficult
to strike the right balance between ivory-tower isolation and engaged
policy intervention. On the one hand, humanistic studies for their own
sake are needed; for instance, to establish that the history of Civil War
battles is correct or that the latest translation of Aristotle is accurate.
On the other hand, foundation grants and government funding often
demand that scholarship in the humanities and social sciences have rel-
evance to the immediate issues of today, rather than dealing with
longer-term questions. The appropriate balance differs from discipline
to discipline and from practitioner to practitioner. At minimum,
though, it requires that the critical distance from current events
achieved from a historical or philosophical perspective also inspire stu-
dents to reflect on their own values.

By far the most powerful venue in which reflective democracy could
take place is the mass media. In standard treatments of democracy, the
media are viewed as comprising an institution that keeps the public in-
formed and thus contributes to the preservation of democratic govern-
ment by letting people know what their elected officials are doing. Infor-
mation is key—which is why we think people who read newspapers are
better citizens, and why we worry that television may be giving only a
synopsis of the news rather than the full story. Generally we think, too,
that the news media play a more important political role than does the
entertainment industry; the latter is in business strictly to divert and
amuse but of course sometimes serves a critical function, such as
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through a motion picture about apartheid or the life of Gandhi. If we
consider the news media, their closest approach to cultural criticism is in
the presentation of a major exposé, such as the coverage of the Watergate
break-in and cover-up in the early 1970s, or the muckraking journalism
of the early twentieth century. An exposé of this sort invites cultural
reflection (how could something like this have happened?). Moreover,
the news media sometimes follow up in those instances by presenting
the thoughts and opinions of social commentators.

In fact, the commentator or columnist bears closest consideration as a
facilitator of reflective democracy. Although it sometimes appears that
there is more commentary than news, we must distinguish between two
kinds of commentary—commentary that serves as filler on talk televi-
sion and radio (“Well, sir, do you think so-and-so will be put in jail?”)
and commentary that seeks to interpret events by fitting them into a
larger or longer-term framework. When the former is set aside, it can
be seen that the latter is rare. Commentary of this sort is even more
valuable because it specifically violates the canon of ostensibly objective
reporting and deliberately brings the putative facts into juxtaposition
with some normative framework. This is sometimes done through the
lens of a public opinion poll, showing that an event does or does not
square with public approval, or, more commonly, through the lens of
what we might call a partisan position; that is, a pro-Democrat or pro-
Republican perspective.

The more interesting kind of commentary seeks to cast the day’s news
in a larger perspective by extending the temporal horizon or widening
the political context. For the former, news outlets increasingly rely on
historians. The historian who can say, Yes, but you know, Herbert Hoo-
ver faced the same dilemma during his administration, is especially val-
ued. That perspective reminds us that we can face adversity because the
present travail is no different from the past, or shows us that there may
yet be surprises in store. The political analyst is the commentator capable
of giving a “political reading” to the day’s events, explaining, for in-
stance, that there was actually dissension among the president’s advisers,
or that this decision could pay big dividends during the next election.

What is harder to find is the same kind of cultural analysis—given,
for example, by the person who can explain why a political speech was
reassuring or how the recent welfare legislation fits well with our under-
standings of individual responsibility, or, even more valuably, by the
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historian or theologian who has examined the deep myths that guide
our thinking about individuals, hard work, success, freedom, America,
diversity, and money. The truth is that though such commentaries are
rare, some exceptionally good ones have been articulated, and there is
clearly the potential for more. Cultural analysis is especially helpful
when it tackles not only the stated reasons for, say, a military campaign
or major investment of public funds, but also the tales that are spun
to defend these policies. Cultural analysis broadens the discussion by
considering how media images are manipulated. It offers the opportu-
nity to go beyond risk assessment and financial incentives. It takes a
critical look at the stories we tell about America and about ourselves.

Cultural criticism is an art, one that is honed through specialized
training—usually in the humanities, but sometimes in the social sciences
and other disciplines. Unfortunately, it has become common in the social
sciences and in some humanities disciplines, such as history, to view
scholarship as a matter of little more than fact-finding and puzzle solv-
ing. Fact-finding amounts to collecting and processing information, such
as conducting a survey or analyzing statistics from the census. Puzzle
solving means providing an explanation for the facts observed, such as
showing why racial segregation persists, or why more marriages dissolve
now than in the past. In these endeavors, technical and so-called method-
ological concerns loom large: how do we conduct a reliable survey?
which statistics give the best estimates of income inequality? Assump-
tions about what is right or wrong about society and about what is desir-
able can never be fully removed from such scholarship. These assump-
tions, for example, encourage scholars to study the ill effects of racial
and gender discrimination or the social problems faced by families living
in poverty. However, these normative concerns are more often left un-
stated than brought squarely into view. Reflective democracy means that
more attention must be paid to these normative assumptions.

The human sciences were animated through most of their history by
the belief that scholarly inquiry could unmask realities that had pre-
viously remained hidden. The role of inquiry was thus to do more than
amass evidence. It was to show that beliefs and values were, unbe-
knownst to the common person, shaped by social conditions or deep-
seated personality dispositions. It suggested that democracies might not
be as strong as imagined, that totalitarianism could reappear in unex-
pected places, that economic growth had unintended consequences, and
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that social conflicts might too. Cultural criticism took on a similar inter-
est in unmasking that which could not be seen with the naked eye. It
became, in Paul Ricoeur’s memorable phrase, a “hermeneutics of suspi-
cion” concerned with demythologizing taken-for-granted meanings.6

The role of cultural criticism was to show that there were power relations
hidden beneath the surface of social life. Cultural patterns persuaded us
that our worlds were inevitable, natural, even though they were our own
constructions. There were deep structures or patterns, myths, and false
views of reality. There were cultural cues that perpetuated masculine
domination or that maintained racial distinctions. The goal of cultural
criticism was thus not to produce a new orthodoxy, a “true” interpreta-
tion of culture, but to open the possibility of new meanings and thereby
to encourage reflection.

The major figures who developed what became known after World
War II as cultural criticism were committed to this belief that scholarly
inquiry could unmask hidden realities.7 These writers were concerned
with both the substance and the forms that made particular cultural as-
sumptions meaningful. They examined the kinds of “character” that
emerged in different family settings or showed how the demands of
the workplace created new understandings of the individual. Of special
interest were the questions of how nationalism worked, how authority
was reinforced, and what the relationships were between ideologies and
social classes. It is well to be reminded that many of these writers had
been influenced by the recent experience of totalitarianism or by first-
hand experience with the ravages of colonialism. Culture mattered, in
their view, not because it was the only source of domination, but because
it was one of them. Culture was powerful because people took it for
granted, rather than considering more critically their beliefs and values.
In the context of current evidence of an increasing concentration of
wealth in the hands of the few, and in relation to concerns about the
resurgence of elite dynasties in American politics, the need to be critical
of prevailing cultural assumptions becomes all the more important.

6

On a mountain road, probably in Switzerland, two young men hike
along, their gear in heavy backpacks, bundled against the chill

wind, exchanging conversation about their lives and their dreams. One
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expresses his passion for art. He plans to major in ceramics. His goal is
in ten years to have a small studio of his own. A car passes, slows, and
stops. It is a luxury SUV. The well-dressed man and woman in the car
offer the young men a ride. They accept. As they settle in the backseat,
their eyes play over the rich leather, the sound system, the gauges, and
the dials. Their pupils visibly widen. As the car eases forward, one young
man says to the other, “You could always minor in ceramics.” “Yeah,”
says his companion.

One can accept the story at face value or one can think more re-
flectively and challenge it. Accepting it means taking the implied mes-
sages for granted. It might be nice to major in ceramics, but a lot nicer
to own a luxury car. Wealth trumps art. The successful person buys
luxury goods. The dreamer has nothing. Challenging the story starts by
recognizing it as a cleverly designed television commercial to sell luxury
cars. The message is there in one’s dorm room or living room because
millions of dollars have been spent producing and broadcasting it. The
opposing message about art or the simple life devoted to helping others
is not there. The television industry depends on sponsoring commercials
that encourage people to want things they cannot afford. Any school-
child has grasped this at least well enough to be somewhat cynical about
television and the products it advertises. However, reflection goes be-
yond cynicism. It requires probing deeper into the narratives about indi-
viduality and success on which our way of life is based. Reflection re-
quires considering the story critically, thinking about what kind of
message is being presented, and knowing what kind of society the mes-
sage implies. That is the choice.
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T he New Elites Project, from which some information is presented
in chapters 2, 3, 4, 5, and 6, was conceived in July 2001 and con-

ducted between August 2001 and July 2003. The purpose of the project
was to identify and conduct in-depth qualitative interviews with first-
or second-generation immigrants who had distinguished themselves in
their given occupations. In all, 200 interviews were completed, 192 of
which focused on patterns of success, while 8 were pilot interviews that
included a wider range of topics. Each interview lasted approximately
one and one-half hours. The interviews were semistructured, meaning
that a prespecified menu of topics was included, but that interviewees
were given the opportunity to respond in their own words and were
encouraged to tell stories or otherwise amplify on their responses. The
topics included the trajectory of interviewees’ education, work history,
and work patterns; family background and values; the timing and rea-
sons for their coming to the United States; issues of ethnic identity,
discrimination, and the role of ethnicity in work and social life; and is-
sues of religious beliefs and practices, family values, and relationships
with parents, siblings, and children. The interviews were conducted by
professional interviewers with extensive training and experience in elite
interviewing. Each interview was transcribed, each transcript was veri-
fied for accuracy, and when possible, interviewees were given copies of
the transcripts and asked to make corrections. Interviewees were asked
whether they preferred to be identified by their real names or by pseud-
onyms. In nearly all cases, interviewees approved the use of their real
names; however, because of the personal nature of the material pseud-
onyms have been used or identifying information has been withheld.

Interviewees were selected on the basis of a quota design that was
established to ensure a maximum of variation among a number of the
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key characteristics of interest. Because one aim was to include compari-
sons among people from different religious traditions, five major ethno-
religious groups were selected and approximately equal numbers of in-
terviewees were sought from each group: Muslim Americans, Hindu
Americans, Buddhist Americans, Asian American Christians, and His-
panic or Latino Christians. For a respondent to be eligible, it was not
necessary for him or her to be actively religious or to regard himself or
herself as a follower of a particular religious tradition, only to have been
reared in one or another of these traditions. Of the 192 interviewees who
received the standard questions, 36 were from Muslim backgrounds, 35
were from Hindu backgrounds, 37 were from Buddhist backgrounds, 40
were from Asian or Asian American Christian backgrounds, 36 were
from Hispanic or Latino Christian backgrounds, and the remaining 8
were from Sikh, Jain, Orthodox Christian, or other backgrounds. In addi-
tion, the quota design stipulated that approximately two-thirds of the
respondents be first-generation immigrants and that the remainder be
second-generation immigrants. Of the 192 interviewees, 66 percent were
in fact first-generation immigrants. The quota design also called for as
much diversity as possible on other factors, such as country of origin
and current residence. The 192 interviewees came from 42 different
countries and currently lived in 25 different states. They also repre-
sented a wide range of occupations: entrepreneurship, computer hard-
ware and software, venture capital, construction, law, government, medi-
cine, professional athletics, journalism, music, finance, science, and
engineering, among others.

The interviewees were identified through a strategy of multiple start-
ing points to ensure diversity and avoid restricting potential participants
to particular social networks or locations. Two extensive searches of on-
line sources were conducted, one at the start of the project and one ap-
proximately a year and a half later. These searches included on-line na-
tional and local newspapers, individual Web sites, Web sites of ethnic
associations, and Web sites of professional associations and organizations
granting awards to distinguished individuals. Keywords were used to
identify potential respondents who were immigrants or who belonged
to particular ethnic or ethnoreligious groups and who had distinguished
themselves by achieving awards or occupational success. Eighty-seven
of the interviewees were identified in this way. Once the interviewing
began, a snowball technique was used to identify additional respondents.
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This involved asking interviewees to nominate others they knew, or
knew of, who had achieved distinction in various fields. Fifty-nine inter-
viewees were selected this way. Through interviews with clergy, commu-
nity leaders, and leaders of ethnic organizations conducted as part of a
previous study, referrals were received that resulted in 35 other inter-
views. And the remaining 11 respondents were identified in other ways,
such as Listserves and personal contacts.
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N o t e s

INTRODUCTION

1. Arguably, it might be more accurate to say “mythoi,” because American cul-
ture is composed of diverse narratives and diverse interpretations of core narratives.
As we shall see, however, the American mythos is sufficiently shared that it often
emerges in unexpected places (such as the stories of immigrants from widely diver-
gent backgrounds).

2. On human agency, a useful bibliography is included in Mustafa Emirbayer and
Ann Mische, “What Is Agency?” American Journal of Sociology 103, no. 4 (January
1998): 962–1023. One of the more imaginative attempts to bring agency back into
sociological investigation is William F. Sewell, “A Theory of Structure: Duality,
Agency, and Transformation,” American Journal of Sociology 98, no. 1 (July 1992):
1–29.

3. See the appendix for more details about the New Elites Project.

CHAPTER 1
DEEP CULTURE AND DEMOCRATIC RENEWAL

1. Horace Greeley, Miscellanies (New York: J. B. Ford, 1869), 526.
2. R.W.B. Lewis, The American Adam: Innocence, Tragedy and Tradition in the

Nineteenth Century (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1955), ix.
3. A largely forgotten book that usefully delineates broader concerns about soci-

etal values from more specific (norm-oriented) reform movements is Neil J. Smelser,
Theory of Collective Behavior (New York: Free Press, 1962).

4. Jimmy Carter, “Crisis of Confidence Speech,” July 15, 1979; on-line at
www.pbs.org.

5. Robert N. Bellah, Richard Madsen, William M. Sullivan, Ann Swidler, and
Steven M. Tipton, Habits of the Heart: Individualism and Commitment in American
Life (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1985; rev. ed., 1996).

6. Robert D. Putnam, Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American
Community (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2000).

7. For instance, see Andrew Kohut, Views of a Changing World (Washington,
D.C.: Pew Research Center for the People and the Press, 2003); on-line at
www.people-press.org.

www.pbs.org
www.people-press.org
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8. Melani McAlister, Epic Encounters: Culture, Media, and U.S. Interests in the
Middle East, 1945–2000 (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press,
2001).

9. This point has been made recently by Amitai Etzioni, “How Liberty Is Lost,”
Society 40 (July/August 2003), 44–51: Etzioni suggests that Weimar is the only
example, and questions whether democracy there was well established.

10. Plato, The Republic of Plato, trans. Francis Cornford (New York: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 1945), bk. 8. My intention here, of course, is not to depict Plato as an
advocate of democracy, which he certainly was not, but to show his emphasis on the
frailty of democracy.

11. John Adams, “Letter to John Taylor, April 15, 1814,” in The Works of John
Adams, Second President of the United States: With a Life of the Author, Notes and
Illustrations, ed. Charles Francis Adams (Boston: Little Brown, 1851), 6:484.

12. James Madison, “The Union as a Safeguard against Domestic Faction and In-
surrection—Continued: Federalist Paper No. 10,” Daily Advertiser, November 22,
1787.

13. Thomas Jefferson, “First Inaugural Address,” March 4, 1801.
14. Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America (New York: Knopf, 1945).
15. Jean Bethke Elshtain, Democracy on Trial (New York: Basic Books, 1995), 1–2.
16. John Dewey, “The School as a Means of Developing a Social Consciousness

and Social Ideals in Children,” Journal of Social Forces 1 (September 1923): 513–17;
the quotation is on 514.

17. Peter L. Berger and Richard John Neuhaus, To Empower People: The Role of
Mediating Structures in Public Policy (Boston: Rowman & Littlefield, 1977).

18. Émile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life (1912), trans. Carol
Cosman, introd. Mark Sydney Cladis (New York: Oxford University Press, 2001;
Robert N. Bellah’s introduction to Émile Durkheim, On Morality and Society: Se-
lected Writings, ed. Robert N. Bellah, The Heritage of Sociology (Chicago: Univer-
sity of Chicago Press, 1973), is, in my view, the single most helpful source for an
understanding of the larger significance of Durkheim’s work on culture and moral
community.

19. For instance, the essays included in Jeffrey C. Alexander, Durkheimian Sociol-
ogy: Cultural Studies (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990).

20. Michael J. Sandel, Democracy’s Discontent: America in Search of a Public
Philosophy (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1996), 4. In quoting San-
del I do not mean to imply that culture as deep meaning can be regarded as a form
of public philosophy; that focuses too much attention on theorized knowledge and
not enough on tacit understanding.

21. Readers of my earlier work on this topic (especially Meaning and Moral
Order: Explorations in Cultural Analysis [Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of
California Press, 1987]) have sometimes mistakenly concluded that I was arguing
against any emphasis on meaning in the study of culture; my argument was rather
that cultural analysts need to be cautious about asserting that they have deciphered
the meaning of any particular symbolic-expressive act or object.
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22. Francis Fukuyama, Trust: The Social Virtues and the Creation of Prosperity
(New York: Free Press, 1995), and Adam Seligman, The Problem of Trust (Princeton,
N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1997); both constructively illuminate the deeper
cultural meanings with which trust is associated.

23. Michael Schudson, “How People Learn to Be Civic,” in United We Serve:
National Service and the Future of Citizenship, ed. E. J. Dionne Jr., Kayla Meltzer
Drogosz, and Robert E. Litan (Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution Press, 2003),
263–77; the quotation is on 263.

24. The distinction between Dionysian and Apollonian cultures was propounded
in Ruth Benedict, Patterns of Culture (New York: Mentor Books, 1960).

25. This point has also been made recently in a quite different context by Law-
rence E. Harrison, introduction to Culture Matters: How Values Shape Human
Progress, ed. Lawrence E. Harrison and Samuel P. Huntington (New York: Basic
Books, 2000), xvi.

26. Ann Swidler, “Culture in Action: Symbols and Strategies,” American Socio-
logical Review 51 (April 1986): 273–86; see also Ann Swidler, Talk of Love: How
Culture Matters (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2001).

27. My criticism of this tendency in cultural studies should not be taken as a
blanket indictment of recent work in cultural sociology, which includes many exam-
ples of studies concerned with such enduring issues as national identity, good and
evil, love, morality, and empowerment; see, for instance, the essays in Culture in
Mind: Toward a Sociology of Culture and Cognition, ed. Karen A. Cerulo (New
York: Routledge, 2002).

28. Jeffrey C. Alexander, The Meanings of Social Life: A Cultural Sociology
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 121.

29. Nathan O. Hatch, “The Democratization of Christianity and the Character of
American Politics,” in Religion and American Politics: From the Colonial Period to
the 1980s, ed. Mark A. Noll (New York: Oxford University Press, 1990), 92–120; the
quotation is on 93. See also Nathan O. Hatch, The Democratization of American
Christianity (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1990).

30. Donald G. Mathews, “The Second Great Awakening as an Organizing Process,
1780–1830: An Hypothesis,” American Quarterly 21 (1969): 23–43.

31. My discussion of commonsense morality follows the very thorough account
of the intellectual history of the early nineteenth century in Mark A. Noll, America’s
God: From Jonathan Edwards to Abraham Lincoln (New York: Oxford University
Press, 2002), especially chapters 4 through 17.

32. Michael P. Young, “Confessional Protest: The Religious Birth of U.S. National
Social Movements,” American Sociological Review 67 (October 2002): 660–88; the
quotation is on 660.

33. John L. Hammond, The Politics of Benevolence: Revival Religion and Ameri-
can Voting Behavior (Norwood, N.J.: Ablex, 1979).

34. Noll, America’s God, 440; the phrase Noll quotes is from John M. Murrin,
“Self-Interest Conquers Patriotism: Republicanism, Liberals, and Indians Reshape
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the Nation,” in The American Revolution: Its Character and Limits, ed. Jack P.
Greene (New York: New York University Press, 1987), 227.

35. Noll, America’s God, 445.
36. Claude S. Fischer, America Calling: A Social History of the Telephone to 1940

(Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1992), traces the social
significance of some of these developments in communication.

37. On the growth of nationally centralized religious organizations, see Ben
Primer, Protestants and American Business Methods (Ann Arbor, Mich.: UMI Re-
search Press, 1979), and Mark Chaves and John R. Sutton, “Organizational Consoli-
dation in American Protestant Denominations, 1890–1990,” Journal for the Scien-
tific Study of Religion 43 (2004): 1–23. According to Theda Skocpol, “How
Americans Became Civic,” in Civic Engagement in American Democracy, ed. Theda
Skocpol and Morris P. Fiorina (Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution Press; New
York: Russell Sage Foundation, 1999), 27–80, the number of national voluntary asso-
ciations with memberships exceeding 1 percent of the population grew steadily be-
tween the 1860s and 1920s (see p. 54, fig. 2-3). See also William Pencak, For God
and Country: The American Legion, 1919–1941 (Boston: Northeastern University
Press, 1989). On magazines and advertising, see Christopher P. Wilson, “The Rheto-
ric of Consumption: Mass-Market Magazines and the Demise of the Gentle Reader,
1880–1920,” in The Culture of Consumption: Critical Essays in American History,
1880–1980, ed. Richard Wightman Fox and T. J. Jackson Lears (New York: Pantheon,
1983), 39–64.

38. Deward Clayton Brown, Electricity for Rural America: The Fight for the REA
(Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Press, 1980).

39. William Foote Whyte, Street Corner Society: The Social Structure of an Ital-
ian Slum (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1943), 273.

40. Louis Wirth, “Localism, Regionalism, and Centralization,” American Socio-
logical Review 42 (January 1937): 493–509; the quotation is on 495–96.

41. Approximately 10 million were drafted and 6 million joined voluntarily (all
but 2 percent of military personnel in World War II were male); the 1940 male
population age 15 through 44 totaled 32 million; the 1940 male population age 15
through 34 totaled 24 million.

42. Harold G. Vatter, The U.S. Economy in World War II (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1985).

43. “Income Tax,” in Houghton Mifflin Reader’s Companion to American His-
tory; on-line at http://college.hmco.com/history/readerscomp.

44. Ronald Tobey, Charles Wetherell, and Jay Brigham, “Moving Out and Set-
tling In: Residential Mobility, Home Owning, and the Public Enframing of Citizen-
ship, 1921–1950,” American Historical Review 95 (December 1990): 1414; David M.
Kennedy, Freedom from Fear: The American People in Depression and War, 1929–
1945 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1999).

45. On the cultural significance of the interstate highway system, see David Hal-
berstam, The Fifties (New York: Fawcett, 1993).

http://college.hmco.com/history/readerscomp
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46. Quoted in Stephen J. Whitfield, The Culture of the Cold War (Baltimore:
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1991), 81.

47. C. Wright Mills, White Collar: The American Middle Classes (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1951), xii.

48. Putnam, Bowling Alone, 253–54.
49. Quoted in William H. Whyte Jr., The Organization Man (Garden City, N.Y.:

Doubleday, 1956), 51.
50. Herbert J. Gans, The Levittowners: Ways of Life and Politics in a New Subur-

ban Community (New York: Pantheon, 1967).
51. The definitive examination of the rights revolution, in my view, is John D.

Skrentny, The Minority Rights Revolution (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University
Press, 2002).

52. David Brooks, “Refuting the Cynics,” New York Times, November 25, 2003.

CHAPTER 2
QUANDARIES OF INDIVIDUALISM

1. My thinking on this topic is especially indebted to Wilfred M. McClay, The
Masterless: Self and Society in Modern America (Chapel Hill: University of North
Carolina Press, 1994), which, in my opinion, is the most valuable treatment of
changes in popular discourse about the balance of individuals and communities.

2. George Kateb, The Inner Ocean: Individualism and Democratic Culture (Ith-
aca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1992), 83.

3. I especially have in mind the work of Erik Erikson, for instance, Identity and
the Life Cycle, Psychological Monographs, vol. 1 (New York: International Universi-
ties Press, 1959); and more recent work in this tradition, such as Mihaly Csikszent-
mihalyi, Finding Flow (New York: Basic Books, 1997).

4. Robert A. Nisbet, “Conservatism and Sociology,” American Journal of Sociol-
ogy 58 (September 1952): 167–75; the quotation is on 167.

5. Ibid., 168.
6. Erich Fromm, Escape from Freedom (New York: Farrar & Rinehart, 1941), 283.
7. David Riesman, The Lonely Crowd (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1950).
8. Whyte, Organization Man, 7.
9. Ibid., 6.
10. Mills, White Collar, 189.
11. C. Wright Mills, “The Structure of Power in American Society,” British Jour-

nal of Sociology 9 (March 1958): 29–41; the quotation is on 29.
12. Ralph Linton, The Cultural Background of Personality (New York: Appleton-

Century, 1945), 26–27.
13. Mills, White Collar, 10.
14. Amitai Etzioni, “Too Many Rights, Too Few Responsibilities,” in Toward a

Global Civil Society, ed. Amitai Etzioni (Providence, R.I.: Berghahn Books, 1995),
95–105; the quotation is on 95.
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15. James Davison Hunter, The Death of Character: Moral Education in an Age
without Good or Evil (New York: Basic Books, 2000).

16. Bellah et al., Habits of the Heart, 221.
17. David Herbert Lawrence, Selected Essays (Baltimore: Penguin, 1950), 231.
18. My reference to the therapeutic state is to the very insightful book on this

topic by James L. Nolan Jr., The Therapeutic State: Justifying Government at Centu-
ry’s End (New York: New York University Press, 1998).

19. Louis A. Zurcher, The Mutable Self: A Self-Concept for Social Change (Bev-
erly Hills, Calif.: Sage, 1977).

20. Robert M. Orrange, “The Emerging Mutable Self: Gender Dynamics and Cre-
ative Adaptations in Defining Work, Family, and the Future,” Social Forces 82 (Sep-
tember 2003): 1–34; the quotation is on 15.

21. Paul Leinberger and Bruce Tucker, The New Individualists: The Generation
after the Organization Man (New York: HarperCollins, 1991), 21.

22. Alan Ehrenhalt, The Lost City: The Forgotten Virtues of Community in
America (New York: Basic Books, 1995), 25.

23. James Ishmael Ford, “The Gathered Community,” on-line at www.vuu.org.
24. On this aspect of moral conviction, see Bernard Williams, Problems of the

Self: Philosophical Papers, 1956–1972 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1973), 207–29.

25. John Barth, Lost in the Funhouse (New York: Doubleday, 1988), 3.
26. John Kekes, Moral Tradition and Individuality (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton

University Press, 1989), 106.
27. I am here following the very insightful argument presented in Richard Sen-

nett, The Fall of Public Man (New York: Norton, 1992).
28. Michael J. Sandel, “The Procedural Republic and the Unencumbered Self,”

Political Theory 12 (February 1984): 81–96; the quotation is on 94.
29. Alejandro Portes, “Social Capital: Its Origins and Applications in Modern So-

ciology,” Annual Review of Sociology 24, no. 2 (1998): 1–24; Nan Lin, Social Capital:
A Theory of Social Structure and Action (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2002); Stephen Baron, John Field, and Tom Schuller, eds., Social Capital: Critical
Perspectives (New York: Oxford University Press, 2001).

30. William Julius Wilson, When Work Disappears: The World of the New Urban
Poor (New York: Viking, 1997).

31. Amitai Etzioni, “The Responsive Community: A Communitarian Perspective,”
American Sociological Review 61 (February 1996): 1–11; the quotation is on 10.

32. Anthony Giddens, Modernity and Self-Identity: Self and Society in the Late
Modern Age (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 1991), 53.

33. Michael J. Sandel, Liberalism and the Limits of Justice (New York: Cambridge
University Press, 1982), 179.

34. Kekes, Moral Tradition and Individuality, 114.
35. Dan P. McAdams, The Stories We Live By: Personal Myths and the Making

of the Self (New York: Guilford Press, 1993), 12.

www.vuu.org
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36. Fatima Akhtar (a pseudonym) was one of the persons with whom a pilot inter-
view for the New Elites Project was conducted; see the appendix for further details.

37. The usefulness of examining accounts was first proposed in sociology by Mar-
vin B. Scott and Sanford M. Lyman, “Accounts,” American Sociological Review 33
(February 1968): 46–62; for a helpful overview of the recent literature, see Terri L.
Orbuch, “People’s Accounts Count: The Sociology of Accounts,” Annual Review of
Sociology 23 (1997): 445–78.

38. Orbuch, “People’s Accounts Count,” 459.
39. Charlotte Linde, Life Stories: The Creation of Coherence (New York: Oxford

University Press, 1993).
40. Christian Smith, Moral, Believing Animals: Human Personhood and Culture

(New York: Oxford University Press, 2003), 75; Smith’s book is worth reading in
full for its brilliant analysis of the role of narratives.

41. Ibid., chapter 4, provides several examples of grand narratives; see also Peter L.
Berger and Thomas Luckmann, The Social Construction of Reality: A Treatise in the
Sociology of Knowledge (New York: Doubleday, 1966), on “symbolic universes.”

42. Analysis of ordinary narratives can illuminate the underlying assumptions
about moral ontology that are widely shared in the culture, but that is different from
arguing that particular individuals are guided by single grand narratives. “The moral
ontology behind any person’s views can remain largely implicit. Indeed, it usually
does,” writes Charles Taylor, Sources of the Self: The Making of the Modern Identity
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1989), 9.

43. On the narratives of working scientists, Bruno Latour, Laboratory Life
(Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1986), and G. Nigel Gilbert and Michael
Mulkay, Opening Pandora’s Box: A Sociological Analysis of Scientists’ Discourse
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984), are especially useful; delimited nar-
ratives that focus on specific events and roles are also emphasized in Swidler, Talk
of Love, and Nina Eliasoph and Paul Lichterman, “Culture in Interaction,” American
Journal of Sociology 108 (January 2003): 735–94. These publications include exten-
sive references to other sources.

44. Walker Percy, The Last Gentleman (New York: Ivy Books, 1966), 16.
45. Riesman, Lonely Crowd, 85.
46. George Ritzer, The McDonaldization of Society (Thousand Oaks, Calif.: Pine

Forge Press, 1993).
47. Robert Wuthnow, Sharing the Journey: Support Groups and America’s New

Quest for Community (New York: Free Press, 1994), especially chapter 10.
48. R. Marie Griffith, God’s Daughters: Evangelical Women and the Power of Sub-

mission (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1997), provides one
of the best ethnographic analyses of this process of empowerment in prayer groups.

49. Clifford Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures (New York: Basic Books,
1973), 79–93.

50. Stereotypic characters and patterned transformations are insightfully dis-
cussed in Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson, Reading Autobiography: A Guide for
Interpreting Life Narratives (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2001).
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CHAPTER 3
THE JUSTICE OF PRIVILEGE

1. Walt Whitman, “Preface, 1872, to ‘As a Strong Bird on Pinions Free,’ ”
in Prose Works (Philadelphia: David McKay, 1892); Bartleby.com, 2000;
www.bartleby.com/229.

2. Elaine Sciolino, “Understanding Why ‘They’ Hate Us,” New York Times, Sep-
tember 23, 2001.

3. Newsweek, October 7, 2001.
4. Quoted in Peter Vilbig, “Why Do They Hate America?” New York Times, Oc-

tober 15, 2001, 10.
5. CNN/Gallup Poll, March 5, 2002; Public Opinion Online (available through

Lexis-Nexis).
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tion of arrogance: “The taking of too much upon oneself as one’s right; the assertion
of unwarrantable claims in respect of one’s own importance; undue assumption of
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(Oxford English Dictionary, 2nd ed., 1989; on-line).

7. Berger and Luckmann, Social Construction of Reality, 93.
8. Zev Chafets, “Why They Hate: U.S. Land of the Free Seduces World’s Sons

and Daughters,” New York Daily News, September 1, 2002, 43.
9. Charles William Eliot, “Five American Contributions to Civilization,” in The

Oxford Book of American Essays, ed. Brander Matthews (New York: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 1914), 25.

10. Carol Aronovici, “Americanization: Its Meaning and Function,” American
Journal of Sociology 25 (May 1920): 695–730; the quotation is on 701.

11. Robert N. Bellah, The Broken Covenant: American Civil Religion in Time of
Trial (New York: Seabury, 1975), 88.

12. Robert Wuthnow, Religion and Diversity Survey, conducted among 2,910 per-
sons between September 2002 and February 2003 (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton Univer-
sity, Department of Sociology, 2003 [machine-readable datafile]).
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November 30, 1913, 10.

16. Durkheim, On Morality and Society, 189.
17. Norman O. Brown, Love’s Body (New York: Vintage, 1966), 247.
18. Harold Garfinkel, “Conditions of Successful Degradation Ceremonies,”
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19. Handlin, The Uprooted, 304.
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gration (New Haven: Yale University Press; New York: Russell Sage Foundation,
2000), 10.

27. See the appendix for further details about this study.
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