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Introduction

You are not fragile. You won’t shatter upon contact with a thought or phrase you find offensive. If you really think you’re that timid, this is not the book for you.

This is a book for grown-ups.

You will be confronted with uncomfortable subjects, antisocial behaviors, and ugly words. You will be made to think about the things you enjoy that others regard as destructive to the social fabric. And you will be asked to evaluate the ways in which your behavior affects the lives of those around you and society at large.

These are the questions that consume those who believe themselves to be so competent, upstanding, and principled that they should reorder society around their personal preferences. This book is about those very people: the busybodies, the hecklers, the moralizers, the meddlers, and the zealots. It’s a book about a particular human trait, one that waxes at certain periods in history and wanes in others, but that is always with us. That is, our hostility toward the aberrant and our instinctive desire to impose consistency on our surroundings.

That human trait is present in abundance today. Possessed of an unflappable faith in their own righteousness and an unhealthy level of social anxiety, a new class of activist is busily judging almost everything you do. You’re not eating right; not healthfully enough and not sufficiently conscious of the damage your habits are doing to your surroundings. You’re not consuming the right media; the indecent frivolities you like so much are giving license to degenerates. You’re not thinking the things you should; at least, not when you’re preoccupied with diversions that distract you from the crushing pain of existence in an imperfect world, even for just a few minutes.

This meddlesomeness is not new. What is new—or, rather, unfamiliar—is that these traits are no longer the exclusive province of the Anglo-American right. Not long ago, imposing a moral framework on every aspect of life was a conservative predilection. It was the right that didn’t like the music you listened to, the television you watched, or the tabloid trash you read. It was the right that identified antisocial themes in seemingly harmless entertainment products that only they, with their keen senses of propriety, could discern. It was the right that saw the world through a moral prism, and it was the right that policed violations of its preferred ethical framework with vigor.

When it was the right doing the moralizing, the left could be counted on to oppose them. American liberals reliably objected not only to conservative dogma, but to almost any social program that came at the expense of individual self-fulfillment in whatever form it took—even those forms that were self-destructive and contemptuous of accepted social norms.

For most of us, this dynamic—left-leaning libertinism versus conservative prudishness—has pertained for all our adult lives. In this young century, though, that dynamic has begun to change. Indeed, it is evolving into a form that is far more historically familiar.

As the left gravitates more toward progressivism and away from liberalism, it has assumed many of progressivism’s utopian conceits. Chief among them, an all-consuming conviction that the way you’re living your life is not only wrong but harmful to everyone around you. And that way of life cannot be allowed to stand.

No longer do progressives subscribe to the “new morality” that took shape in the 1960s and took over in the 1990s. A much older form of propriety is today taking its place, one that emphasizes political utility over personal pleasure. From the comedy you enjoy to the sports you watch to the sex you have (or, increasingly, don’t), a particular sort of left-wing activist insists that these and many other private activities have a public dimension. They must contribute to the promotion of a wholesome society—one that is observant of their preferred pieties and advances their political objectives. Anything that fails to serve this purpose is worse than worthless; it stands in the way of progress.

The outlook I’m describing is, indeed, puritanical. Progressives are unlikely to recognize that preachy and prudish impulse in themselves, but that is vanity. Progressivism in the transatlantic world arose from the ashes of the Puritan experiment. Throughout its history, progressive thought adhered to a theory of social organization that placed the perfection of the human condition above more quotidian affairs. It was as much a moral crusade as a political program. The pursuit of purity has found a home in many American political coalitions over the centuries because it is deeply ingrained. We are all heirs to that tradition—aspiring social reformers more so than most.

The revolutionary, pseudo-religious ideas that will be explored in this book and the tactics employed to enforce them are alarming. They are rapidly acquiring adherents, and those adherents are enthusiastically imposing themselves on dissidents and silencing dissenters. In January 2019, I published a book on this very subject: Unjust: Social Justice and the Unmaking of America. The ethos I set out to write against in early 2017 was in its infancy at the time, but its aims were clear. The modern social-justice advocate sought to rewrite many of the fundamental precepts that underwrote classical liberalism.

This was a movement that wanted to replace the fundaments of English common law—little things like high evidentiary standards for criminal conviction and the ability to confront your accuser in court—with a system that meted out a karmic comeuppance to those who were born into the wrong identities. It wanted to remake the United States in ways that were incompatible with our preexisting legal conventions, frustrating social-justice advocates and leading them into an abject fatalism that too often manifested itself in street violence.

These activists are, in many ways, a frightening constituency. But not in all ways. The social-justice enthusiasts who devote so much attention to society’s most nagging ills are just as inclined to obsess over trivialities and popular culture. This is an insular movement that is easily misled by hucksters willing to cater to its members’ narcissism and reinforce their assumptions about the world.

This movement’s pride and sanctimony blinded it to some rather obvious political pitfalls into which it regularly stumbled. Those follies provided critics of social-justice activism with plenty of opportunities to point and laugh. That tendency has only grown more pronounced in the years since the publication of Unjust, which leads us to the premise of this book: Sure, the radical outlook on display is menacing. But what if it is also hilarious?

You’ve probably heard the new progressive ethos described as puritanical before, and mostly in a derogatory context. This book endeavors to make that case as concretely as possible, grounding the thesis in an exploration of the ways puritanical society and the stuffy Victorianism into which it evolved sought to police morality.

The New Puritans believe we are conceived in sin and must be saved. They operate with confidence toward separating the worthy and the unworthy. They believe it essential to shame and shun the unfaithful, lest their ways corrupt the rest of us. They dismiss the unenlightened, detest the heedless culture we’ve inherited, and long for a world cleansed of human imperfections.

They are sure they will be forgiven for whatever it takes to get us there.

I intend to establish parallels linking efforts in the Anglo-American world to guard the public morality against degeneracy throughout history, from the late sixteenth century through to today. The purpose of this book is not only to condemn and inform but to popularize this case against the new puritanism. Toward that end, early modern spelling and grammar cited in primary documents from the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries have been modernized.

The mission in which the modern left is engaged is grounded in an older value system that has survived throughout the centuries because of its manifest virtues. Those who believe in this project have gone overboard in its pursuit, yes. But their excesses are a by-product of their belief in high-minded principle and the desire to leave our children with a better world than the one into which we were born. There are no one-dimensional villains in this book, only people.

Like their puritanical forebearers, the progressive activism explored in this book does not abide forms of pleasure that distract from the great work of our time. The puritanical progressive’s project—the perfection of the social compact—is not going to be fun. It is work. Its pursuit is supposed to be accompanied by discomfort, sacrifice, and quiet contemplation about the abject state in which we find ourselves.

Like their forefathers, the progressive puritans are committed to waging war on decadence, frivolity, and pleasure for its own sake. They believe that to be a mark of their seriousness, but it looks more to the uncommitted observer like fanaticism. In pursuit of what they believe will be a better world, its pursuers are making fools of themselves and immiserating their compatriots in the process.

The old Puritanism left an indelible mark on American politics and culture, but the Puritans are not remembered fondly for their efforts. Their utopian and conformist vision of how society should be structured set them up for failure. The Puritan outlook could only be maintained in a homogenized environment. It rapidly fell out of favor as the American colonies diversified and the influence of commerce broke apart the old social structures.

As Puritan power waned, its remaining true believers became laughingstocks—but not without a few growing pains. Puritanism’s grasping efforts to cling to a dying way of life made for misery, encouraged inchoate moral panics, and produced its share of directionless violence along the way. This is a cautionary tale for our New Puritans. It is a lesson they will be forced to relearn, one way or another.

As the old saying goes, “Never talk politics or religion in polite company.” Well, this book does both, at length, and with considerable disregard for its readers’ emotional states. What you’re about to read is an account of people who take themselves far too seriously. It is my fondest hope that this book exposes the New Puritans for the absurd caricatures they have become.




1

Revelation

The New Rise of an Old Morality

Fans of Mediterranean and Middle Eastern food couldn’t do better than Holy Land grocer. An immigrant-run midsize market based in Minneapolis, Minnesota, Holy Land employed nearly two hundred people by early 2020 and regularly earned rave reviews from its customer base. It was the apotheosis of the American dream when it was targeted for destruction by a mob.

Majdi Wadi, owner and operator of Holy Land and a Palestinian by birth, was a fixture in the community he served. Wadi was the subject of frequent praise in the local press. Then-Democratic Congressman Keith Ellison celebrated his establishment in a speech on the floor of the House of Representatives.1 The small chain was lauded for its “bakery, grocery, and, our favorite part, a hummus factory” by Guy Fieri, who featured the shop on his show, Diners, Drive-Ins, and Dives.2 Most important, it was beloved by the community. It seems that very affection enraged those who wanted to see this business crushed and everyone who supported it deprived of something they loved.

“Everyone that loves Holy Land,” a Twitter account that associated itself with the Black Lives Matter movement averred, “this is the owner’s daughter and catering manager.”3 That call to action was accompanied by evidence that Wadi’s daughter, a Holy Land employee, had made racially insensitive remarks on social media the better part of a decade ago when she was fourteen and eighteen years old. “Don’t spend your money here unless you support racism and bigotry,” one representative Yelp review read.4

Does one grocery store employee’s decade-old indiscretion tarnish an entire institution? That would seem irrational, but rationality is a commodity in increasingly short supply. To appease the angry crowd that had amassed around his business, Wadi then took the painful but, he thought, necessary step of firing his own child. He promised to hire diversity consultants as a gesture of submission to the industry that has formed around antibias training, and he assured his critics that his daughter would devote herself to good works for “all people of color.”

“Not only as a CEO, but as a father, it is my duty and responsibility to ensure my family and Holy Land team members all demonstrate high integrity and moral compass guidelines,” the embattled grocer explained.5 It wasn’t good enough.

“We can no longer in good conscience support this business in any way, shape, or form even after their apology,” one particularly uncompromising reviewer declared. The controversy culminated in the property’s owners terminating Holy Land’s lease. It was a punishment befitting the sin: the careless parentage of a willful daughter.6

If this was an isolated incident, we could chalk it up to a momentary hysteria. Another scalp sacrificed to the inexhaustible outrage whipped up by social media. But it was not an isolated incident.

In the summer of 2020, fans of the professional soccer team Los Angeles Galaxy woke to the news that the team’s crucial midfielder, Aleksandar Katai, had been released from his contract. His removal from the roster was not a result of poor performance on the field or even some personal indiscretion. No, Katai was cut because his wife, Tea, had posted messages described as “racist and violent” on her Instagram account.

No doubt, the messages were highly provocative and insensitive. At the height of that summer’s protests, some of which devolved into violent demonstrations, looting, and vandalism, Tea posted one video of a police SUV in New York driving through a crowd of protesters attempting to block the road, captioned in her native Serbian, “Kill the shits.” In other posts, she described the riotous demonstrators as “disgusting cattle” and posted an image of a person carrying a box of Nike shoes from what appeared to be a looted store and wrote, “Black Nikes Matter.”

The outrage over his wife’s behavior was significant enough that Katai publicly denounced his spouse. “These views are not ones that I share and are not tolerated in my family,” he wrote. Katai apologized “for the pain these posts have caused the LA Galaxy family and all allies in the fight against racism.” Once again, the show of contrition was deemed insufficient. The player’s association with a woman of such low character had tainted him, too.7

These somewhat obscure incidents may have gone relatively unremarked upon by the national press, but the uprising within the Poetry Foundation—of all places—did not escape the news media’s attention.

You might not assume that the rarefied ranks of professional poetry are also a hotbed of racial hatred. However, following George Floyd’s murder during an arrest-related encounter with Minneapolis police in the summer of 2020, that lavishly funded literary organization could not avoid the national reckoning with the legacy of racism that activists claim haunts almost every American institution.

The foundation seemed to recognize its peril. In a four-sentence unsolicited response to the events in Minneapolis, the Poetry Foundation expressed its “solidarity with the Black community” and affirmed its commitment to leveraging the “power of poetry to uplift in times of despair.” With that, the scent of blood permeated the air, and poetry’s hungriest rhapsodists went on the attack.

Thirty poets cosigned an open letter posted on the internet in response to the Poetry Foundation’s statement. The letter alleged that the foundation was guilty of failing to “redistribute more of its enormous resources” to the pursuit of social justice and “antiracism.” The letter soon attracted over eighteen hundred signatures.

“As poets, we recognize a piece of writing that meets the urgency of its time with the appropriate fire when we see it—and this is not it,” the letter read. “Given the stakes, which equate to no less than genocide against Black people, the watery vagaries of this statement are, ultimately, a violence.” These incensed poets called for an “official, public response” to their demands in one week, or else.

We can only imagine what those threatened consequences might have been because this letter had an immediate and outsize effect. Shortly after its publication, the Poetry Foundation announced that its president and board chairman would resign effective immediately.8

These episodes and many more like them testify to a cultural shift under way within progressive ranks. This aggressive policing and enforcement of a shared moral framework did not used to be the province of the American left. Not long ago, the forces in American politics that could not abide your lifestyle choices were amassed primarily on the right.

It was the Republican Party that engaged in sanctimonious judgmentalism and moral preening. It was right-wing political culture that wanted to limit your access to the perverting influences of musical acts like the Dixie Chicks and the comedy of subversive entertainers like Bill Maher. It was the Moral Majority who sought the banishment of the singer and songwriter Amy Grant over her divorce and remarriage.9 It was the Christian right that did its best to anathematize Procter & Gamble for advertising on “racy” television programs and failing to back statutes that would exempt gays and lesbians from certain civil rights protections.10

Right-leaning institutions like the Parents Television Council, founded by L. Brent Bozell III, took the lead in the culture wars—regularly pressing the Federal Communications Commission to exceed its remit and crack down on explicit but nevertheless protected speech on the public airwaves. The conservative movement’s crusades are almost quaint in hindsight. In its waning days, the PTC attacked GQ magazine for a spread featuring the adult cast members of the Fox show Glee, calling it borderline “pedophilia.” They savaged the “MTV smut peddlers” and fundraised off Family Guy.11 “Whatever would America’s sex-crazed, adolescent potheads do without Seth MacFarlane to amuse them?” one overwrought solicitation read.12

Conservative Republicans could be counted on to stand athwart American social evolution yelling, “Stop!” They were consumed with the kind of reactionary culture warring that knows no political remedy and, therefore, no end through the conduct of politics. The tables have turned. A combination of new legal conventions that expand the bounds of what constitutes protected speech, declining interest in that mission among conservatives, and even less enthusiasm for fighting against it among progressives, sapped Bozell’s organization and numerous others like it of their relevance.

This surprising condition is a product of the conservative movement’s evolution as much as the left’s. In 2019, abortion rates in America declined to their lowest rates since the Supreme Court’s 1973 decision in Roe v. Wade legalizing the practice nationally. That decline was a result of rising general distaste for the procedure and the right’s newfound accommodation with long- and short-term contraceptive methods.13 Similarly, same-sex marriage rights are now a settled issue, in both jurisprudence and custom. What was only a decade ago opposed by a plurality of Americans is currently favored by a two-thirds majority—including most self-described Republicans.14

Donald Trump’s ascension to lead the GOP signaled the right’s virtual surrender in the conventional culture wars its members were still inclined to wage. From the controversy over transgender bathroom mandates (which Trump endorsed as a candidate in 2016), to divorce (the former president was on his third marriage when he ran for the White House), to universalizing access to health insurance (Trump embraced Obamacare’s individual mandate requiring the public to purchase a private good under penalty of law), conservatives didn’t so much lose the culture wars as much as they simply fled the field.15

There are still plenty of Republicans and even conservatives who would be happy to wield the levers of state power to impose their preferred morality on the public. But, as they will be the first to lament, the puritanically inclined are today a self-described minority within the right-wing bloc.

Why did progressive activists rush in to fill the void the once reflexively moralistic conservative movement left in its wake? First, we have to understand how progressivism became a totalistic philosophy with religious undertones.

The progressive world view is meliorist—that is, it embraces the belief that this world can be made better, if not perfected, through labor. The psychologist Pavel Somov attributed principled perfectionism to “Puritanical Compulsives, who can be characterized as self-righteous, zealous, uncompromising, indignant, dogmatic, and judgmental.” But all and only in service to the “belief that precise, correct, and perfect solutions to all human and world problems exist.”16

There’s nothing sordid about this personality quirk. “You aren’t bad for wanting to save the world,” Somov concedes. Commitment to making a better world and a willingness to work toward that outcome is a commendable trait. So, too, are complimentary values like judiciousness, moderation, reverence, and self-denial; these are desirable qualities that any society with an interest in its own preservation should promote.

Like the Puritans before them, the progressive perfectionist’s goals tend to be frustrated by mankind’s fallible nature. So it is that the aspiring left-wing reformer often comes to resent that very nature. Ultimately, he concludes that it must be throttled out of the human species—for our own good.

As the progressive movement has become more beholden to the idea that the accidents of America’s birth render this nation morally tarnished, the movement has become equally convinced that many of the country’s traditions are similarly tainted. To partake in and enjoy those customs is, at best, an expression of ignorance. At worst, it is an act of collaboration with systems of oppression.

These conventions, today’s progressives say, are steeped in the same classism, racism, and sexism that pervades every other American institution. To engage in an uncritical veneration of even commonplace amusements is to blind yourself to the evil that lurks beneath their surface. A failure to critically deconstruct recreational activities as enthusiastically as one would a piece of legislation or a bureaucratic initiative isn’t just a display of willful obliviousness. It is a sin.

Even the most banal episodes that typify the human experience are under attack, in part, because you might enjoy them. As you could expect from such a severe conception of what an idealized life should be, the New Puritan’s approach to popularizing its ideas has a fatal flaw: It is making its followers into miserable people.

It is important to evaluate these trends with the understanding that the modern progressive project is, in the abstract, devoted to promoting goals and ideals to which few would object.

Progressives are committed to inclusivity and acceptance on one’s own terms—breaking down the stigmas around identity and eliminating taboos associated with affiliations of choice that are deeply personal.

They are dedicated to the cause of environmental conservationism and the preservation of our ecological inheritance for future generations.

They are devoted to the communitarian ideal and believe that your comfort, security, and freedom are only as assured as your neighbor’s. After all, a society’s goodness is ultimately a function of how it provides for its most vulnerable members.

They are zealous advocates for democratization, even at the risk of inviting the worst abuses of the Athenian mob. The excesses of the crowd are a source of concern, but the risk of disenfranchising and disempowering the general public is, to them, a greater threat.

What unites these disparate causes and values is that they are, as an abstract philosophy, manifestly virtuous.

Antidiscrimination and the rooting out of base prejudices; a distaste for wanton ecological destruction fueled by conspicuous consumption; a detestation for suffering and the provision of charity; the benevolent grace of neighborliness: These principles make for a righteous moral code.

The level of commitment a particular kind of progressive devotes to these priorities verges on the spiritual. In fact, many observers have concluded that the exaltation on display mimics a secular faith.

Columbia University’s iconoclastic professor of English and comparative literature, John McWhorter, observed something distinctly ecclesiastical in the practice of what he called “Third Wave Antiracism,” in part because the philosophy is rife with contradictions.

White silence in the face of racism constitutes the acceptance of racism, but whites are also supposed to subordinate their voices to people of color. The black experience in America is unknowable to anyone not born into that condition, but you are obliged to devote yourself to the unattainable pursuit of that knowledge. African Americans must have access to segregated spaces in society, and you’re not at liberty to invade them. But if you don’t have any close black associates, you’re probably harboring racial hatreds. And so on.17

The illogic of these contradictions is, McWhorter contends, the whole point. They represent a test of faith, which its most committed devotees strenuously avoid reconciling. “The problem is that on matters of societal procedure and priorities, the adherents of this religion—true to the very nature of religion—cannot be reasoned with,” McWhorter wrote. “They are, in this, medievals with lattes.”

The columnist and former editor of The New Republic, Andrew Sullivan, agrees. Social justice and its prescriptions for powerful institutions tasked with redistributing both economic and social goods “does everything a religion should,” he wrote. It establishes a simple historical narrative that sorts past, present, and future generations into oppressed and oppressor camps—good and evil—and it prescribes manners of public and private methods by which the faithful can receive penance.

Like McWhorter, Sullivan sees religious parallels in how hostile the believers are toward sweet reason. “You cannot argue logically with a religion,” he wrote, “which is why you cannot really argue with social-justice activists either.”18

The late science-fiction writer Michael Crichton might be the earliest skeptic of the new creed. His 2003 speech outlining how modern environmental activism “remaps” precepts of Judeo-Christian theology is as relevant today as it was on the day it was delivered. The environmentalist’s Genesis is an eerily familiar story: There was an “Eden,” a “state of grace and unity within nature,” with which we’ve become estranged after heedlessly consuming the fruit from the tree of knowledge. And the result of our sin is that “a judgment day is coming for us all.”19

If this is a faith, it’s an unforgiving one. We cannot seek salvation through incremental legislative reforms like efficient energy standards, reparative racial initiatives, or redistributive economic policies. Redemption is a very personal project. It involves rites, rituals, and the provision of indulgences by a priestly caste. Like Sullivan and McWhorter, Crichton notes that there is no rationalizing a believer out of this dogma, “because the tenets of environmentalism are all about belief.”

If what we are witnessing were only the practice of a secular faith in which meaning and identity were derived from political activism, it would not be a unique occurrence. The periodic rise and fall of similar phenomena pepper American history books. Moreover, to call this a religion is ultimately unsatisfying, because it is without the deism that typically accompanies spirituality. Rather, what we are seeing is the rehabilitation of an all-encompassing code of social conduct that transcends politics and religious practice.

That, too, is familiar to students of transatlantic history. “Puritanism was not merely a religious creed and a theology,” the historian and intellectual Perry Miller wrote, “it was also a program for society.”20 What New England’s colonists established wasn’t just a church or a set of moral codes by which the righteous should be guided as an example to their neighbors. Theirs was a way of life.

The Puritan lifestyle orbited around their church, but the constellation of ideas to which the faithful were beholden was not solely theological. Their communal covenant involved the strict management of social and familial relations. It was accompanied by codes of conduct designed to set individuals on a course toward a moral life. The Puritan compact established aesthetic and pedagogic standards that almost every vocation was expected to observe. All this was overseen by authorities empowered to preserve Puritanism’s preferred social milieu, but only for the greater common good.

The New Puritans also follow a totalistic moral code. They, too, would see it enforced by powerful institutions unresponsive to democratic contrivances or public opinion. They, too, would impose on the public mechanisms ostensibly designed to promote earnestness and decorum, but that eventually become tools the powerful use to preserve class and status distinctions.

The advocates of this new value system discourage humility and toleration in its practice. They do not allow for acceptance of alternative ethics because to make room for such a thing is to countenance depravity. Moderation in the observance of this ideology’s tenets tacitly condones a wholly immoral status quo. Given the broad array of threats to social probity, practitioners of this unrelenting creed have no time for patience, leniency, or kindness.

Untethered to community-level moderating institutions and exposed to the intoxicating psychological accelerants on social media, the practice of the New Puritans’ virtues doesn’t seem so very virtuous at all. They more closely resemble passions—appetites that can never be sated. Just look at the tools the advocates of this new dogma wield to enforce their preferences: shaming and humiliation, transparently forced confessions, obsequious petitions for relief from the mob’s judgment, and public displays of labor in pursuit of atonement.

This is not a religion, per se, but its customs are aesthetically religious. That is no accident.

What we are witness to in the stories of Holy Land, Aleksandar Katai, the Poetry Foundation, and countless other similar episodes is not just more evidence of a trend toward the censorious and reactionary politics that fits within the rubric of “cancel culture.” These incidents are notable because they demonstrate how no person or profession can exist outside politics anymore.

It is not particularly anomalous that the mob’s targets were dragged into the conduct of politics even though their respective professions were—or, at least, should have been—apolitical. Today, everything is a cultural signifier. Everything could conceivably have a broader social impact that affects the lives of others. Everything, therefore, is fair game. Those on the left who are prosecuting this campaign have made it clear that their intention is to force even depoliticized aspects of life to serve what they think is a civically useful purpose. And as this movement’s objectives have ballooned in scope, so have its targets.

No longer is this ideology satisfied with imposing its values on life’s public-facing aspects alone. The distinctions between public life and private, personal conduct are no longer so clearly defined. There can be no happy pastimes or casual diversions that distract from the seriousness of this moment. Frivolities for their own sake are a luxury we cannot afford.

This is progressive-on-progressive savagery, a form of intracommunity policing. The instinct to enforce cultural homogeneity is a human trait. After all, conservatives encourage cultural uniformity, too. What’s notable, however, is that the brutality meted out by far-left activists to those who trespass against their value system—even their own—reveals how fully the arbiters of progressive discourse have turned against heterodoxy. Once celebrated virtues, diversity and dissent are today regarded with suspicion.

In the same way the religious right could once be counted on to inveigh against all pursuits that did not contribute to the saving of souls, the progressive activist class regards activities that are not useful to their cause with contempt.

There seems to be something special about America that encourages this kind of zealotry.

At the dawn of the American experiment, the unadulterated Puritanism that put down roots in colonial New England lacked the natural predators that had hounded it in Europe. As such, the puritanical thought that emerged over the course of the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries was as uniquely American as it was uniquely uncompromising.

The litany of wicked activities that were deemed sinful, or that could eventually inspire sinful conduct, exploded as England’s Puritans fled their persecution in Europe for the relative safety of the New World. A late seventeenth-century synod of the Massachusetts church established a uniform set of proscriptions on recreational practices, in which even trivial diversions were prohibited. Among them, “walking abroad and traveling on the Sabbath,” “having unsuitable discourses,” “sinful drinking,” abusing the “days of training and other public solemnities,” “mixed dancing, light behavior or expressions,” “unlawful gaming,” and, most wickedly, “an abundance of idleness.” That which was not an instrumental contribution to Puritan philosophy was regarded as an assault on it.21

As American puritanism blended with religious populism, American moralists emphasized individual conversion experiences and political activism as evidence of high-mindedness. “Individual piety was not enough,” wrote George McKenna in the most comprehensive exploration of puritanical thought’s impact on American politics, The Puritan Origins of American Patriotism. “To be active in one’s salvation meant also to be active in the world.”

Initially, this took the form of determined abolitionism—an antipathy toward the practice of slavery so absolute that it compelled those with puritanical leanings to back Mexico in the Mexican-American War. To take any other stand was to be complicit in an action designed to add more slaveholding states to the Union.22 You can see why puritanical enthusiasm quickly wore out its welcome in mixed company.

With the Union’s victory in the Civil War in 1865, the puritanical project evolved from the cause of antislavery to creating a brotherhood of man overseen by an activist state. “The Puritans’ ethic of self-discipline and austerity was reflected in the numerous paintings and sculptures of Puritans that appeared during this period,” McKenna wrote.23 Indeed, it was in the Gilded Age that puritanical progressivism took a form that looks recognizable to modern observers of American politics.

From crusades against the influence of moneyed interests and for the rights of laborers, to the development of institutions dedicated to providing destitute children with religious instruction, to the Temperance movement and the prohibition of alcohol, progressivism’s most famous political causes owe their origins to puritanical sensibilities.

The legacy of puritanical thought is apparent even in the rhetorical flourishes to which so many admired American politicians on the political left appealed. John F. Kennedy declared the United States the fruition of a providential design in a 1961 address to the Massachusetts state legislature, taking directly from the Puritan minister and third governor of Massachusetts Bay Colony, John Winthrop. “We must always consider,” Kennedy averred, “that we shall be as a city upon a hill.”24 This is the distilled essence of puritanical utopianism.

In the speech Kennedy quoted, Winthrop insisted that “the eyes of all people are upon us”—a reflection on the catastrophic blow to the Puritan cause that would be dealt if the Massachusetts colony failed. Woodrow Wilson, who habitually adopted the preacher’s cadence he learned from his Presbyterian minister father, was not shy about invoking God’s will. “The eyes of the world will be upon you,” the twenty-eighth president told the soldiers departing for Europe’s battlefields on the eve of America’s intervention in the First World War, “because you are in some special sense the soldiers of freedom.”25 Wilson echoed these providential themes in his 1917 State of the Union Address. “The hand of God is laid upon the nations,” he said. “He will show them favor, I devoutly believe, only if they rise to the clear heights of His own justice and mercy.”26

The “rendezvous with destiny” that Franklin D. Roosevelt said was soon to be upon Americans in a speech before Democratic delegates to the 1936 nominating convention evoked a brand of puritanism to which his Congregationalist mother, Sara Delano, was partial. Even the misbegotten expression coined in 1910 by William James—the “moral equivalent of war,” which was cited favorably by Democratic presidents from Lyndon Johnson to Jimmy Carter—has a puritanical flare to it. “It was puritanism brought up to date,” George McKenna wrote of James’s call to action and the progressive era ideals it captured. The phrase combined “the optimistic postmillennialism of the Second Great Awakening with the more liberal, secular Protestantism that emerged in the post–Civil War period.”27

So, why do we associate the uptight and the self-righteous only with the political right? The answer to that question is buried beneath the rubble of an intergenerational cultural conflict waged and won by the baby boomers.

McKenna’s exhaustive study of puritanism’s legacy exposes a common misunderstanding about who the real inheritors of the Puritan tradition are. Though we are all a product of our shared history, progressivism’s penchant for moral crusades coupled with the right’s more practical concessions to American political realities contributed to a great role reversal.

Puritanism, with its utopianism and messianic mission, was comfortable as part of the coalition that gravitated toward the Republican Party in the days when the GOP was more inclined toward Whiggish idealism (their understanding that the arc of history flows inexorably toward the betterment of the human condition) than conservatism. But as the Republicans adopted a more individualistic political philosophy and made explicit appeals to Southerners (and Southern segregationists), that affinity waned.

“The Puritans, who became Whigs in the 1830s, who became Republicans in the 1850s, who became Progressives in 1912, were now on their way to becoming Democrats,” McKenna wrote. To emphasize the point, McKenna cited University of Texas professor of political science Walter Dean Burnham, who observed that “the counties in upstate New York that voted Democrat and supported civil rights in 1964 were the same ones that voted Republican and opposed slavery in the mid-nineteenth century.”28

As the GOP was becoming more conservative, a countercultural revolution was under way, transforming the Democratic Party from the bottom up.

The libertine attitudes adopted by the countercultural New Left cut a swath through American popular culture before gradually overtaking respectable left-of-center politics. By the early 1990s, the convergence was complete. An oversimplified narrative that regards hippie counterculturalism as the wedge dividing left from right was best summarized by the epitome of the phenomenon, former president Bill Clinton.

“If you look back on the ’60s and on balance you think the ’60s did more good than harm, you’re probably a Democrat,” the forty-second president said in 2003. “If you think that the ’60s did more harm than good, you’re probably a Republican.”29 That’s a defensible statement on a superficial level, but it does not withstand scrutiny.

There were dissenters against libertinism on the left even during the countercultural revolution. Their objections to decadence, forbearance, and licentiousness were ahead of their time and would one day find a devoted audience. Foremost among them were the more radical theorists within the women’s liberation movement.

“Pornography,” the radical feminist Andrea Dworkin argued before a 1986 commission on the subject, “is used in rape—to plan it, to execute it, to choreograph it, to engender the excitement to commit the act.” Dworkin was famously hostile toward heterosexual courtship rituals.30 As we will explore in more detail in chapter 6, this message would find its niche a decade after Dworkin’s death in 2005. But she was not without victories in her lifetime.

Beginning in 1983, Dworkin and her colleague, the feminist academic Catharine MacKinnon, coauthored various antipornography ordinances that treated pornographic material as a violation of women’s civil rights and allowed its victims, such as they were, to seek damages in U.S. civil courts. Though these laws did not survive constitutional challenges in the United States, Dworkin won her share of fights. In 1992, the Supreme Court of Canada upheld the legality of a Canadian obscenity law that incorporated Dworkin’s theories elevating legal guarantees around sexual equality above those protecting free expression within “reasonable” limits.31

The New Left’s live-and-let-live philosophy was quietly rejected by another critical member of the coalition, the movement’s preeminent philosopher, Herbert Marcuse.

Marcuse lamented that capitalism was just too comfy to produce the necessary friction between classes. Even the unworthy can “have the fine arts at his fingertips, by just turning a knob on his set,” he mourned.

What might be Marcuse’s most famous essay—1965’s “Repressive Tolerance”—is an argument against a laissez-faire culture of free inquiry. That argument quickly leads to a variety of paradoxical conclusions: Among them, that liberty is tyranny because an unconstrained intellectual environment provides fertile soil in which fascism can take root.

Marcuse advocated “the withdrawal of toleration of speech and assembly from groups and movements which promote aggressive policies, armament, chauvinism, discrimination on the grounds of race and religion, or which oppose the extension of public services, social security, medical care, etc.” In his time, these ideals were antithetical to liberalism’s first principles. But like Dworkin, his domineering philosophy would find its audience.32

America’s complicated relationship with the liberties associated with sexual relations and provocative speech—what the Puritans called “unsuitable discourses”—is perhaps where the Puritan restoration begins, but not where it ends.

In the decades that followed the late 1960s and early 1970s, those on the countercultural left who wanted to drop out of society did just that. Meanwhile, its sympathizers who declined to retire to the hillsides to grow cannabis and live off the grid integrated into society. The Democratic Party to which this movement was predisposed, though by no means affectionate toward, spent the final two decades of the twentieth century assimilating these countercultural revolutionaries into its generally liberal majority.

As such, the New Left’s illiberal iconoclasts—its heterodox agitators against liberty and libertinism—remained outside the coalition. They were still pure, unsullied by the compromises demanded of those who participate in mainstream politics. And they are now being rediscovered by a generation inclined toward purity.

In the second decade of the twenty-first century, a new intergenerational struggle would take shape. It would pit the forces of liberty against those devoted to, above all else, security. It would set an indulgent social contract against a rigid moral code. And it would prove once again that history repeats.

The tension that we see on display today in the streets and on American college campuses—a conflict between the live-and-let-live generation and their austere progeny—affirms the central premise of this book: In the abstract, we are witnessing a war of competing virtues.

Because what the New Puritans have dedicated themselves to are, in theory, virtues, this book is organized around a set of unimpeachable puritanical values: piety, prudence, austerity, the fear of God, temperance, and order.

Just as it was four centuries ago, these are essential moral precepts. But in the hands of zealots dedicated to cultural hegemony, they are being wielded like weapons to enforce a particular political dogma. As an unintended consequence, the New Puritans are draining life of its spontaneity, authenticity, and fun.

No longer is the American left comfortable with hedonistic pursuits—not those, at least, that are not tempered by a grand social purpose. To the New Puritan, all society’s engines must be harnessed to restore a lost paradise—a moral conviction if there ever was one. Enchanting diversions and happy frivolities are distractions to be avoided or even forbidden.

Puritanical ideals produced some of the greatest achievements in human history. The ideas bequeathed to the children of the Pilgrims brought into existence our experiment in self-government, the abolition of slavery, and a social contract that ensures society’s most vulnerable are not dependent upon charity alone in their darkest hours. This book is not an attack on puritanism, per se. Rather, this is a study of an all-encompassing ideology that failed and an analysis of why that experiment seems destined to be repeated throughout our history.

Though it has liberalized and secularized through the centuries, the progressive political outlook has retained its puritanical fondness for the Manichean binary. In life, there are good guys and bad guys. Existence is without meaning if it is also without struggle. Social malaise results from insufficient collective sacrifice, the hardships of which must be equally and evenly endured.

The fatal flaw in the practice of new puritanism is that it immiserates its adherents, and misery is unsustainable in the absence of a coercive mechanism. For now, that mechanism is, as it was centuries ago, the guilt and shame imposed upon transgressors by the public square. With the advent of social media, the public square now resides in your pocket. It is in your bed when you wake up in the morning. It’s right there on your commute to and from work and on your couch as you wind down for the night. It is with you, judging you, always.

But shame is not an adequate inducement unless you voluntarily participate in being shamed. You have to take yourself far too seriously. You must become hypersensitive toward the conduct of your neighbors. You must be thin-skinned, self-conscious, and consumed with that which is beyond your immediate control. You must be miserable—or, at least, miserable to be around. For most of us, that is not a tenable condition.

H. L. Mencken famously defined puritanism as “the haunting fear that someone, somewhere may be happy.” It’s a contemptuous line, but one that contains a grain of truth about any philosophy with utopian designs. The perfect is often the enemy of the good, as the saying goes. It should be added that the pursuit of the perfect is also the enemy of joy.




2

Piety

The Work Is Its Own Reward

The rigorous pieties to which practitioners of progressive puritanism demand you submit rarely advance their stated objectives. Indeed, achieving one narrowly defined goal is often beside the point. Struggle in its pursuit is its own reward.

In its seventeenth-century conception, genuine piety involved the understanding that you were utterly powerless to achieve your own salvation in the absence of a grueling labor through which you might one day approach, though never truly attain, enlightenment. Today’s version of piety operates in much the same fashion. It manifests in the progressive admonition to “do the work,” usually in the pursuit of a heightened racial consciousness. That tendency is especially pronounced in the arts. The New Puritans are committed to transforming artistic endeavors and entertainment—both the high and low varieties—into vehicles through which your unending reeducation will continue, interminably, until the day you mercifully die.

Can that purified entertainment ever be any good? And is being “good” really a worthy goal?

In the summer of 2020, mired in the depths of a pandemic, the Western world was rocked by a spontaneous expression of outrage following what a court later determined was the murder of George Floyd at the hands of a Minneapolis police officer. In response to this outpouring, virtually every major American industry committed to the pursuit of racial equality. In some unfortunate cases, that venerable goal took the form of a moral panic. That is illustrated best by the bizarre backlash against cop shows.1

“As the protests against racist police violence enter their third week, the charges are mounting against fictional cops, too,” The New York Times reported. “The effort to publicize police brutality also means banishing the good-cop archetype, which reigns on both television and in viral videos of the protests themselves.”2 With remarkable speed, programs that depicted police—unscripted and scripted alike—met the chopping block.

The show Cops was abruptly canceled after a thirty-three-year run. A+E Networks scrubbed its most popular program, Live PD, from the airwaves. The comedy series Brooklyn Nine-Nine publicly struggled to reimagine how police should be portrayed—if they are portrayed at all. Warren Leight, the showrunner of Law & Order: SVU, professed agreement with the notion that his program portrayed police “too positively” and affirmed that “collectively” such programs are “miscontributing [sic] to society.”

“With such a volume of crime series on air, one wonders what messages they’re disseminating,” wrote The Washington Post’s Sonia Rao. The Los Angeles Times singled out Law & Order executive producer Dick Wolf for producing a show that critics allege “contributes to all the things that are killing us.” No concern was shown for the artists, creatives, and production staffers who put these shows on the air. Even less consideration was given to the good some of these programs had done beyond the enjoyment and satisfaction they provided millions of viewers. A+E’s Live PD, for example, was credited with helping solve missing children’s cases and helping law enforcement to apprehend suspects at large.

The good this show had done was empirical and tangible; the harm it causes almost entirely theoretical. But the theory won out over the facts.

This panic’s magnetism was so powerful that even the Nickelodeon kids’ show Paw Patrol was pulled into it. Future generations will marvel over why an animated program portraying cartoon dogs as first responders felt the need to issue a tweet demanding “Black voices to be heard.” Those generations will also ponder why this anodyne expression of inclusivity produced such a venomous response. “Euthanize the police dog,” the mob shouted back. “Defund the paw patrol!” “All dogs go to heaven, except the class traitors in the Paw Patrol.”3

“It’s a joke,” New York Times reporter Amanda Hess wrote, “but it’s also not.”

No. It isn’t.

This was, in part, a desperate, groping attempt to exercise personal agency at a time when events seemed to have spiraled out of anyone’s control. That’s a deeply human impulse. And yet, this episode tells us more than that the New Puritans are flesh and blood. This fleeting moral panic is also attributable to the misguided application of an important principle—a standard that maintains law enforcement must be subordinate to the publics they serve. But that unobjectionable principle was not what these advocates of a heightened social consciousness emphasized. Rather, they stressed the exertion and sacrifice demanded of those who would defend this principle over the principle itself.

How banishing the “good-cop archetype” from media would advance the progressive project was neither asked nor answered. It was just another float in a big, booming parade of performative sanctimony. The pursuit of racial justice, while desirable, was less important than a showy, zealous pageant. The piety was the point.

We’ve seen this sort of thing before.

In the late sixteenth century, the famously austere English minister John Dod began to amass a devoted following, in part because his sermons struck a sterner note than his ministerial competitors. Dod was among the earliest Protestant reformers to identify and satisfy an emerging demand among churchgoers for much stronger medicine than what was on offer.

As Puritanism scholar Michael Winship notes, Dod and his puritanical followers sought to communicate to their congregants “the full, bone-breaking weight of God’s law,” so as to “trigger in them a horrified realization of how entirely incapable they were of getting to heaven except through Jesus.”

“It was only when sinners realized through protracted, anguished self-examination how completely lost they were that they could truly understand how completely they needed Jesus,” Winship continued. “That realization was the first step to real faith.” But realization alone was not enough. After all, how would your neighbors be made aware of your transformation so they might be shamed or coerced into their own?

Winship observed that what Dod and his congregants wanted to see were garish displays of fealty to Puritanism. And that could only be the result of a “wrenching, protracted confrontation with your own wicked heart.” Salvation, then, was the fruition of an emotional process culminating in acceptance of the incontestable fact that “you had not the slightest power to save yourself.”4

These onerous theological mandates had practical utility. Performative guilt was not just a prescription for despondency, though depression was probably an unavoidable by-product. Rather, their severity allowed individuals to seek redemption and deliverance while also exhibiting obedience to the religious powers that be. Salvation could be yours so long as you were willing to work toward it—the operative word being “work.”

America’s puritanical heritage has left many durable marks on the country’s culture, but few are as pervasive as the so-called Protestant work ethic—a close cousin of the Puritans’ dramatic piety.

According to John Calvin’s theology, to which many early Puritans were predisposed, God determined the fate of your eternal soul long before your birth. There was nothing that could be done by human agency in this life to alter the destinies of the elect and nonelect. “Predestination” was a stern philosophy, and most Puritan theologians eventually discarded it in favor of narratives around personal conversion and redemption.

While Calvinism maintained that your prospects for salvation or damnation were unknowable, there were certain “outward signs” that might indicate your fate. And what easier way to identify the elect in the here and now than the sweat on their brows or the great works they left behind? The Puritans regarded labor as one of the
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