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So, let us not be blind to our differencesbut let us also direct our attention to our common interests and to means by which those differences can be resolved. And if we cannot end now our differences, at least we can help make the world safe for diversity. For, in the final analysis, our most basic common link is that we all inhabit this planet. We all breathe the same air. We all cherish our childrens future. And we are all mortal.

PRESIDENT JOHN F. KENNEDY, Commencement Address, American University, June 1963
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Chapter One

A World Safe for Diversity




It would be a safe but sad bet that someone, somewhere in the world, is killing someone else at this very moment in the name of religion or ideology.

Currently, the worlds newspapers give us each day our daily read of the Sunni Muslims ferociously slaughtering Shia Muslims in Baghdad, and of Shia Muslims ferociously slaughtering Sunni Muslims in revenge. Elsewhere it might be Muslims and Hindus killing each other in Kashmir, or Buddhists and Hindus in Sri Lanka, or Muslims and animists in Sudan. Earlier it would have been Protestants and Catholics in Ulster, and Muslims, Orthodox, and Catholics in the Balkans. These are just some of the infamous examples of the carnage, and the devil is usually in the detail of the images and words. As one radical Muslims placard declared with a stunning lack of self-consciousness: Behead those who say Islam is a violent religion.

But before anyone drifts off into the well-rehearsed litany of blaming it all on religion, we should remember that modern terror began in France in 1789 in the name of secular Reason, killing several million in its wars and committing a near-genocide in the Vende on its first outing. Nearer our own time, close to a hundred million people were slaughtered in the twentieth century by secularist regimes, led by secularist intellectuals, in the name of secularist ideologiesfar more than the deaths from all the religious persecutions and repressions in Western history combined.

In the worlds most murderous century, about one hundred million human beings were killed in war, another hundred million under political repression, and yet another hundred million in ethnic and sectarian violence.1

Unquestionably, religion can be divisive, violent, and evil. But, also unquestionably, secularism can be oppressive, murderous, and evil, too. Leaving aside Hitler, who was anti-Christian but not an atheist, Lenin, Stalin, Mao Tse-tung, Pol Pot, the Young Turks, and the Spanish Republicans were all secularist, though cut from the same cloth as Osama bin Laden and Abu Musab al-Zarqawi. When priests and nuns were slaughtered by the thousands and churches sacked and destroyed in the Spanish Civil War, a Republican wrote: These burnings were the autos da f necessary for the progress of civilization.2

This is no moment for crowing by either side, or for cheap attacks and mindless finger-pointing by anyone. There is enough blame to go around to sober us all, and the urgent need is for solutions, not scapegoats. As Ambrose Bierce pronounced with bitter accuracy in The Devils Dictionary, The defining feature of humanity is inhumanity.3

But the point at which we must begin to respond is to face up to the core of the dilemma today: How do we live with our deepest differences, especially when those differences are religious and ideological? The place at which we must begin to search for answers is the United States. Not because the problem is worse here than elsewhereon the contrarybut because America has the best cultural resources, and therefore the greatest responsibility to point the way forward in answering the deepest questions.

This short essay is a proposal for restoring civility in America, as one model for fostering civility around the world and helping to make the world safe for diversity. But civility must truly be restored. It is not to be confused with niceness and mere etiquette or dismissed as squeamishness about differences. It is a tough, robust, substantive concept that is a republican virtue, critical to both democracy and civil society, and a manner of conduct that will be decisive for the future of the American republic.4

Let America Be America

Let America be America. That maxim is not a statement of jingoism or empty bombast when written by a foreigner. Yet if ever there was a time for Americans to live up to the saying and save it from becoming a clich, let alone a form of rank hypocrisy, it is now. The alternative is to let things slip, and accelerate the moment when the need will be to save America from herself.

As historys first new nation and the current lead society in the modern world, the United States is distinctive for the way it was founded by intention and by ideas. American ideals and institutions do not trail off into the mists of antiquity as do those of many nations. They were born in an unprecedented burst of brilliant thinking and political building, and from the very beginning they engaged constructively with many of the central challenges and characteristic features of the modern world.

Freedom, equal opportunity, the rule of law, mutual responsibility, representative government, the separation of powers, freedom of religion, freedom of speech, freedom of assembly, justice grounded in due process and the presumption of innocence, universal public educationas words, these ideals trip off the tongue lightly; but as principles, they form the bedrock on which the greatness of America has been built.

Earlier, many people around the world were blind to the significance of what George Washington called the great experiment and the founders declared the new order of the ages. Unlike Alexis de Tocqueville, such people did not see the meaning and importance of the rise of democracy in America. And while their traditional ways of life endured, they could afford to ignore it.

That is no longer the case. The global era has thrust almost all the world into the same avalanche of change and choice, so that many formerly traditional countries are now scrambling to come to terms with modern problems for which their traditions and customs have not prepared them.

Witness, for example, the once-homogeneous British and Dutch scrambling to adapt their traditional views of tolerance to a whirlwind of disruptive diversity undreamed of a generation ago; or the hauteur of the French at being forced to renegotiate their strictly secular way of public life under the impact of Muslim immigration while still pressing to keep any reference to Europes two-thousand-year Christian past out of the preamble to the European Constitution. Both of these are the sort of challenges that the United States has wrestled with from the very beginning; and for anyone willing to learn, the American experience is highly instructive.

Ironically, however, at the very moment when the world is ripe for a new appreciation of the significance of the American experiment, two things block the United States from being the city upon a hill so often cited by Americans from John Winthrop to Ronald Reagan. The more obvious but lesser problem is that recent American policies have alienated the world as never before. The less obvious but larger problem is that the United States is not performing so well itself in areas where once its accomplishments were thought to be a proven success.

To put the point plainly, much of the world is not currently inclined to watch or listen as they might, and America is not modeling the American way of life as once she used to.

Nowhere is Americas failure to live up to her own promise more striking than over the thorny issues surrounding liberty, diversity, and unityor the question of how Americans live with their deepest differences. E Pluribus Unum has long been both Americas motto and its greatest triumph, but the troubled front lines of Americas culture wars show a very different reality. The challenge of living with deep differences is calling into question not only freedom and justice but Americas very identityand this at a time when living with our deepest differences has become one of the worlds greatest issues, one that cries out for new and urgent solutions on a wider scale.

This essay is a proposal for reforging civility in American public lifea tough, robust democratic civility wrested from the jaws of the culture wars.

I write as a longtime European admirer of the United States, with the deep conviction that the quest for civility in world affairs has to begin in America; but also with a growing sadness that Americas recent leadership has not matched up to her global responsibilities. It is not that the American Way should be the worlds way, or that there is a one-size-fits-all solution for world civility, for there are multiple modernities, and each nation must work out a solution that suits its own unique culture and history. It is rather that civility stands a better chance of success in America than in any other major country, because of the resources of American first principles, such as freedom of conscience. It is true, too, that success in the worlds leading society would provide a stronger example and be a brighter beacon to the rest of the world.

For who can doubt that living with our deepest differences is one of the worlds greatest issues?

Pandaemonium

Now the crusades have ended. Those words, uttered by General Edmund Allenby when he entered the Holy City of Jerusalem on December 9, 1917, invoked the memory of Richard Coeur de Lion, leader of the Crusading forces of Western Christendom. Like a later American presidents Mission accomplished in Iraq, Allenbys rash claim was soon to be contradicted but never forgotten. More accurate, though no less inflammatory, was the declaration of the French governor who entered Damascus in 1919 and visited the tomb of the great Kurdish warrior Salah Ad-din Yusuf. Placing his gun on the sarcophagus, he said, Saladin, we have returned.5

If there are ghosts in the Balkans, the ghosts in Palestine and in the wider Near East are older and even more implacable. For three thousand years, believers and infidels of one faith or anotherfrom the Israelites and Philistines, to the Egyptians, Assyrians, and Chaldeans, to the Jews and the Greeks and the Romans, to the Franks and the Turks, to the Saracens and the Mongols, to the Western Allies and the Ottomans, to the Yankees and the Islamists, to the Shias and the Sunnishave fought across the terrain with clubs and slingshots, swords and scimitars, chain-mail armor and assassins cloaks, tanks, Humvees, and suicide martyr belts.

Muslims today may fight under the banner of the Prophet, but Arab leader after Arab leader also fights for the honor of picking up the mantle of Saladin, the scourge of the crusaders. The Old Man of the Mountains, leader of the dreaded assassins, stalks the world again in the form of Osama bin Laden; and even the would-be assassin of Pope John Paul II wrote that he had intended to slay the supreme commander of the Crusades.6 Sixty years ago, the English writer Hilaire Belloc predicted todays dramatic resurgence of Islam, and also pointedly warned that Muslims would seek revenge for their last great humiliation in Europeat the siege of Vienna in 1683; to be precise, on September 11, 1683.

And still today, as for countless centuries, the thrice-Holy City of Jerusalem is at the storm center of it all, with the modern nation of Israel taking roughly the place of the twelfth-century kingdom of Jerusalem, and certainly being seen as intrusive to many of its surrounding Muslim neighbors, as the crusader kingdom was to the Turks and the Saracens of its time.

No wonder, then, that the official name for Osama bin Ladens al Qaeda (the base) is The World Islamic Front for Holy War Against Jews and Crusaders.

History, of course, is only one ingredient in the clash and din of Middle Eastern strife. Add others, such as religious and theological differences, the struggle for power and vital resources such as oil, the potent human passions for identity and justice, the dark currents of vengeance and honor, not to speak of advancing technologies of communications right down to the Internet. And before you know it, you have a witches brew of ancient hatreds and conflicts, as ready to be brought to the boil today as it was a thousand, two thousand, or three thousand years ago.

Then lift up your eyes and follow the trail of blood around the world, and you see that the problems of the Middle East are only one of the worlds chronic flashpoints. The twentieth century climaxed with a gory explosion of ethnic and sectarian violence that offset its equally striking march of freedom after the fall of Soviet tyranny. Bosnia, Kosovo, Rwanda, Congo, Sierra Leone, Sudan, Burma, Chechnya, East Timor, northern Ugandathe litany of massacres was a grim reminder of the crooked timber of our humanity, and together they created a bloody crescendo to Europes most evil century and the worlds most murderous.

What accounted for this rash of savagery, war crimes, ethnic cleansings, and genocides, and this after the horrendous early-and mid-century evils to which a shocked world had vowed Never again? Words such as primitive, primordial, elemental, and atavistic were used frequently to warn of the special and unspeakable horror of what was about to be described. And a long list of ideologies and -isms was brandished wildly in the desperate attempt to clutch for satisfying answers. Such acts were said to be the bastard offspring of nationalism, ethnocentrism, fascism, chauvinism, racism, fundamentalism, militarism, terrorism, xenophobia, failed and failing states, or just simply human hatred.


Beyond any doubt, the ferocity of the sectarian violence beggared words and left even hardened observers reeling from the sight of such a dark harvest of hatred and cruelty. What does it say of us as human beings that those who did these things are the same species as we are, and that under certain circumstances we might have done these same things? The dreadful series of mini-holocausts was a humanitarian nightmare and a cauldron of ancient hatreds and animosities. To use Senator Daniel Patrick Moynihans word, it could be described only as PandaemoniumJohn Miltons name for the high capital of Satan and his devils.

More sobering still, as Darfur and Burma continue to demonstrate with mute agony, we have not yet seen the end of it. With swelling human numbers on the planet, persisting religious and ethnic divisions, mounting inequalities between rich and poor, shrinking natural resources such as water, spreading risks and hazards in the global era, and the tsunami-like effect of instant, total information through technologies such as the Internet, such conflicts will only worsen, and their debris will wash up on all our shores.

Far from Francis Fukuyamas blithe end of history and the neoconservatives rose-tinted vision of the universal triumph of a single, sustainable model of freedom, democracy, and free markets, the New World Order looks to be growing ever more disorderedwith zones of anarchy and semianarchy, failed and failing states, terrorism, unconventional wars, illicit trade and human trafficking, and the growing danger of conflicts over the scarcity of natural resources.

Such unstable conditions are ever vulnerable to asymmetric violence, and certain brute facts confront those of us privileged to be citizens of the worlds strongest and most prosperous nations: that economic and military dominance do not translate into security, that complete safety is a myth, and that fear rather than confident trust is for many people a rational response to the world in our time.

In 1963, President Kennedy summed up what has come to be one of the supreme challenges for humankind in the global era: If we cannot end now our differences, at least we can help make the world safe for diversity.7

Uncomfortable but Unavoidable

In the face of this titanic task, I present in this essay a serious proposal for civility in American public life, accompanied by a constructive proposal for how to achieve this goal. The global situation calls for responses on many levels, some of which at the moment present situations that are frankly intractable. But I believe something can and should be done in America, and I see five considerations that form the challenge that confronts Americans.

First, and most important, Americans must face the fact that the challenge of living with our deepestthat is, our religiously groundeddifferences is one of the worlds great issues today. Allow me to underscore the point.

How do we live with our deepest differences as human beings?

How do we live together as humans when such differences are religious and ideological differences, and when these religious and ideological differences are absolute, ultimate, and irreducible, so that it becomes evident that what divides us is deeper than what unites us?

How do we live together when we acknowledge that these differences are not just a matter of private worldviews but of comprehensive doctrines and entire ways of life, each with its own claims and requirements that cannot help but impinge on the ways of life of others?

How do we live together when we realize that the deepest of these differences are not just between different countries and civilizations but within the same society?

And how do we live with such deep differences on a planet where travel and the media are shrinking our world and on which we are all thrown together so that it is said that everyone is now everywhere, and on which technologies such as the Internet mean that we can often be overheard by everyone else even when we are not speaking to everyone else?

Do our deep differences now spell disaster? Are our improved communications an inevitable cause of intensified conflicts? And will the very faiths by which we make sense of ourselves and our lives prove to be the fault lines that will endanger human society and the planet itself? Or, expressed more directly for the United States, how do Americans ensure that the motto E Pluribus Unum remains an accomplishment rather than words no longer lived by?

Such questions clamor for constructive answers. Yet to this point there has been more decrying the darkness than offering any light. And of the responses put forward, most have been ill considered and inadequate. A call for civility is far more than a well-meaning admonition to cool it and lower our voices.

Second, all members of the worlds educated classes must face the fact that the perspective that has dominated Western thinking about religion for more than a centurynamely, the secularization theoryis seriously flawed and damaging in its influence. To be carefully distinguished from the philosophy of secularism (according to which there is no such thing as God, gods, or a supernatural), the theory of secularization purports to explain the fate and future of religion in the modern world.

Claiming Europes experience as their pattern for the world, secularization theorists have argued that modernization necessarily entails the decline and disappearance of religionso that the more modern a nation becomes, the less religious it also becomes. But if Europe was therefore the vanguard, the United States was recognized as the one possible exception. Because of its unique historical circumstances, it bucked the trend and was both the most modern country in the world and the most religious of modern countries.

This view of secularization, trumpeted by many as progressive, universal, and inevitable, has been decisively called into question. We are living, however, between the lightning and the thunder, and public discussion, including much educated opinion, has yet to catch up with the better understanding. The last thirty years have witnessed a much-needed revision of secularization theory. Today, following the Iranian revolution of 1979 and an explosion of varied evidence from around the world, it is widely recognized that secularization theory is empirically wrong, and that all too often it has been philosophically biased as well. The theory simply does not do justice to the realities of human experience in real life in todays world.

For one thing, in the words of the eminent sociologist Peter L. Berger, the overwhelming evidence is that religion is as furiously alive as ever.8 For another, the United States is no longer held to be the exception, though two important exceptions have taken its place. One is geographicalthe secularity of Europe, although closer study shows that Europe is not as secular as it was once thought to be. The other exception is socialthe secularity of the educated classes, a highly significant fact because of the dominance of the educated classes in key sectors of modern society where their tone-deafness about religion has wider consequences for others: above all, in the universities and colleges, in the press and media, and in the discussion of international relations.

This crucial revision of the secularization theory is noteworthy, but more is at stake than academic accuracy. As we shall see, there are deeper practical issues that need to be considered. On the one hand, there is the question of justice and freedom for those whom secularization theory has victimized. On the other, there is the recognition of the irony that as the theory of secularization has weakened, the philosophy of secularism has grown stronger, or at least louderthe result being a secularist fundamentalism that matches the rise of religious fundamentalism and creates one of the two poles of todays extremism in religion and public life.

The net effect of this intolerant secularism must be assessed with the same clear-eyed realism that we use to assess the menacing rise of fundamentalism and religious extremism. From the murderous coercions of communism, to the forced silences of French secularism, to the brazen intolerance of the new atheists, Europe and many of the educated classes in other parts of the world have developed a way of thinking that has excluded religion from public life more decisively than at any other time in human history. That this unprecedented attitude and its policies may be just as damaging to freedom as religious extremism must be considered.

Third, the global era is raising a brand-new issue for our timethe emergence of a global public square. Originally rooted in the Greek agora and the Roman forum where citizens assembled to discuss public affairs, the term public square no longer refers to a physical or literal place on the order of Londons Trafalgar Square, Washingtons Lafayette Square, or Pariss Place de la Concorde. It is simply a metaphor for all the forums in which citizens can come together to deliberate, debate, and decide the implications of their common life. As such, it covers both the formal expressions of the public square, such as the British Parliament, the American Congress, and the French Assembly, and the informal expressions of the public square, such as the op-ed pages of our newspapers, the radio talk shows, coffee-shop discussions, and the burgeoning Web logs.

From the Greeks onward, notions of the public square have been central to Western ways of thinking. The highest ideal in Athens was not to be a tribesperson, someone who was simply a member of a groupor an idiot, the word for a purely private personbut a citizen. In the famous words of Pericles, this is a peculiarity of ours: we do not say that a man who takes no interest in politics is a man who minds his own business; we say that he has no business here at all.9

Recent developments in the West represent what Richard Sennett has described as the fall of public man.10 But many of the old public-square issues are coming into focus again as modern technologies of communicationsupremely, the Internetare fostering the emergence of a truly global public square, evident at both the elite and the popular levels.

At the elite level, globalization means that those once apart are now brought together and are seizing every chance to discuss common global affairsepitomized by the World Economic Forum in Davos. Similarly, at the popular level, globalization means that those once apart now bump into each other through the effect of travel and the media, creating new forms of culture shockdemonstrated in the recent well-coordinated Muslim rage in response to Salman Rushdies novels and knighthood, to certain Danish cartoons, and to Pope Benedicts recent speech at Regensburg University.

The simple fact of the global era is that we can be overheard by the world even when we are not aware that we are talking to the world. How, then, do we live with our deepest differences when more people, with more diverse perspectives and more possible reasons to differ and disagree, can hear us than ever before?

Fourth, as I said, Americans must face the embarrassing fact that just when the world is ready to notice the significance of the American way of being modern, many aspects of the American way are under severe stress and are hardly capable of being a model for anyone. In particular, the culture wars are threatening to call into question many of the foundational assumptions of what it is to be American.

To be sure, it is as dangerous to exaggerate the culture wars as it is to minimize them.11 At the core of these wars is a battle between two sets of elites, with their corresponding battalions of activists, organizations, and supporters. And on most issues, the great majority of Americans find themselves between the two sides, somewhat ambivalent and often confused. But when all the issues have been clarified and matters of style separated from matters of substance, it becomes clear that the issues dividing the traditionalists and the progressives are important and will be decisive for the future of the republic. They are, after all, disagreements about the very nature and destiny of human beings, so they cannot be swept under the rug.

In short, the issues at the heart of the culture wars will be decisive for the American future, and they will have to be settledbut not in the present, destructive manner.


The current style of discourse in the American culture wars forms a black hole into which the fundamental principles and striking successes of the republic are being drawn and destroyed. For more than thirty years I have been a sustained and outspoken critic of the culture-warring style of both extremes, and I wish to propose a solution decisively different from both: a vision of a cosmopolitan and civil public square in which such important differences may be deliberated, debated, and decided in a way that protects and promotes both liberty and unity.

It is time for Americans to reforge a civil public square, to wrest back the culture wars from the domineering pundits and activists who have become the warlords of American public lifeand then to debate such important issues as the uniqueness of humanity, the character of life and death, the importance of truth, the relationship between virtue and freedom, and what the historian Gertrude Himmelfarb described as the collapse of ethical principles and habits, the loss of respect for authorities and institutions, the breakdown of the family, the decline of civility, the vulgarization of high culture and the degradation of popular culture.12

To remain passive before the bullying of the cultural warriors on issues such as these is both foolish and dangerous, for the outcome of these issues will determine the future of the United States at a moment when to miss the way is to court national decline.

Put differently, Americans again have to choose whether they still value the res publica (the public thing), the covenanted partnership whose goal is a common vision for the common good, a goal that lifts their republic above a democracy. If Americans do choose the republic, they must attend to civility, which is a form of republican second nature, a cultivated habit of the heart that lifts citizens above the Hobbesian state of nature and the war of all against all. If they do not, America will become a bare democracy, counting heads, brokering interests, and declaring winners and losers in a long-running grand game of nickels and noses.

So the question is: Are we the people still dedicated to abiding by a covenant of constitutional relationships that requires duties as well as recognizing rights, that gives weight to truth, justice, and restraint as well as to power, and that sees civility as a necessary and vital companion to freedom and justice for all?

Law and the rule of law are fundamental to freedom, just as politics is to republican democracy. But when it comes to settling cultural issues, law is a cudgel rather than a scalpel. It is not the right instrument for solving all the issues raised in the culture wars. Worse, the habitual resort to unrestrained law is producing a litigious spirit that is spreading across American civility like a cancer. Worst of all, the constant resort to rights-based, ultimate judicial solutions rather than a twin reliance on political debate and a robust popular civility is devastating American common life.

Americans at large must recognize that culture warring does not do justice to the fundamental Jewish notion of covenant and the classical notion of a republicnotions that underlie America.

Culture warring seriously distorts the way Americans understand their own history.

It insults the brilliance of the framers provisions for negotiating difference.

It offers neither a solution nor an alternative to the dilemmas posed by the ethnic and sectarian conflicts around the world.


It bedevils the possibility of resolving many contentious but vital issues today.

Worst of all, it spells disaster for America, because it poisons the cultural soil that nourishes freedom and undermines the framers provisions for sustaining freedom that are at the heart of the republic.

Fifth, the developments and conflicts over religion and public life of the past generation are coming to a head in a way that could produce a watershed moment for the United States. From the rise of the Religious Right in the mid-1970s to the role of the Religious Right in the election of George W. Bush in 2004, the tide has flowed powerfully in the direction of conservative religious influence. The tide is now turning. The tie-in between the Religious Right and the Republican Party, and in particular between the Religious Right and the person and policies of George W. Bush, has provoked a mounting backlash that has made the liaison a severe liability for both.

The antireligious backlash can be seen at the popular levelfor example, Rosie ODonnells recent claims on an ABC talk show that conservative Christians are even more dangerous than Muslim terrorists, and the comparison, on NBCs Studio 60 on the Sunset Strip, of Christians to Ku Klux Klansmen.13 But the backlash is far more lethal in educated and liberal circles, where it can be seen in the explosion of attacks on the Religious Right, either in the name of opposing views of religion and public life or in the name of a vehement, reenergized, and openly intolerant secularismfor example, such books as Sam Harriss End of Faith and Letter to a Christian Nation, Richard Dawkinss The God Delusion, and Christopher Hitchenss God Is Not Great.

This backlash portends far more than a pendulum swing in political fortunes. Following the crisis of cultural authority that grew out of the 1960s, it may indicate a seismic shift in the foundations of the American republic that will change America forever.

We shall explore all these five considerations in greater depth as we proceed, but it would be a mistake to dismiss them as purely theoretical, or to see them as only another swing of the pendulum. They may sound abstract, especially when put alongside such dramatic topics as international terrorism, HIV-AIDS, nuclear proliferation, global warming, dirty bombs, and the specter of bird flu or mad cow disease. Yet far more people have died, and far more will die, through bad or faulty ways of living with our human differences than as a result of all these other problems combined. How we live with our
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