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INTRODUCTION


The Culture Wars Cycle


THIS BOOK BEGAN A few years ago as conservative activists were turning a local zoning question about the construction of an Islamic community center in Lower Manhattan into a national furor. The proposed building wasn’t exactly at Ground Zero; it was two blocks north, in an abandoned Burlington Coat Factory on Park Place. And it wasn’t exactly a mosque. It was a thirteen-story Islamic community center meant to include an auditorium, swimming pool, art studio, fitness center, performing arts center, and prayer space. But when protesters dubbed it the “Ground Zero Mosque” the name stuck.

I knew there was hay to be made in conservative circles by stoking anxieties about Islam, so I was not surprised by the protests or by an incendiary ad calling the proposed project “a monument” to 9/11 terrorism and “an invitation for more.”1 But I did not expect this issue to become a centerpiece of the 2012 Republican primaries. And I was shocked to see leading figures in the Grand Old Party, including its most recent presidential and vice-presidential nominees, John McCain and Sarah Palin, enlist in the battle. Two bedrock principles of American life are religious liberty and private property, and both of these principles argued for the right of Sharif El-Gamail to develop his Park51 building. Why all the fuss?

In an effort to make sense of this controversy, I started investigating the culture wars that have preoccupied American politics for my entire adult life. As I was digging into these fights over sex and art and family and education, I quickly realized that in order to understand them I would need to explore earlier moments when Americans clashed over moral and religious questions. I would need to make sense of efforts to excommunicate “infidels,” Catholics, and Mormons from the American family. I would need to explore the culture wars before “the culture wars.”2

This book is the result of my investigations. It provides a new lens on the contemporary culture wars—a lens that views our current battles over abortion and homosexuality and Islam as part of a long story of cultural conflict dating back to the withdrawal of George Washington from political life. All too frequently, U.S. citizens have forgotten, disregarded, and twisted beyond recognition some of our highest ideals. Despite the First Amendment promise of “the free exercise of religion,” many Americans have used the coercive powers of the federal government to mandate their way of life and enforce the prerogatives of their religion. Protestants have claimed that Catholics, Mormons, and Muslims do not have religious liberty rights because their alleged “religions” are actually insidious financial schemes or nefarious political enterprises. To investigate today’s “Islam wars” is to wade hip deep into a sad history of bigotry and violence in which one group of Americans has repeatedly described its political opponents as enemies of the state and of God Almighty. Among the toxic by-products of the production and distribution of our culture wars is the poisonous partisanship we see today online, on television, and in Washington, DC.

Perhaps the Internet is at fault, for seducing us into spending less time with our rivals, whether on Facebook or on hyperlinked blogs that lead us from one hall of mirrors to the next. The partisan redrawing of congressional districts may also be to blame. Either way, Republicans and Democrats are more deeply divided than ever, with roughly a third of rank-and-file party members viewing the opposing party as “a threat to the well-being of the country.”3 In 2015, Rep. Randy Weber of Texas likened President Barack Obama to Hitler, and Sen. Ted Cruz, also of Texas, labeled him an “apologist for radical Islamic terrorists.”4 Meanwhile, Capitol Hill Democrats were calling their Republican colleagues “terrorists,” and Republicans were declaiming Democrats as “radicals,” “socialists,” and card-carrying members of the Communist Party. No wonder the approval rating for Congress dropped to just 7 percent—lower than the popularity of root canals, head lice, and brussels sprouts.5

This hyperpartisanship has gotten so bad that it now infects art, sports, and even foreign policy. Companies such as Chick-fil-A and Hobby Lobby wear their conservative politics on their sleeves. And a smartphone app called BuyPartisan will help you spend your money on companies that mirror your political ideology. (Apparently, Dawn dish soap is Republican, and Celestial Seasonings tea is Democratic.)6 “This is a civil war without violence,” writes conservative blogger Andrew Sullivan. “And we are the two countries now.”7

This book is a historian’s explanation of how this division came to be. Its purpose is not to reopen old wounds or to lay bare a sordid past. Its purpose is to make sense of contemporary American culture by making sense of America’s longue durée of culture wars. How do culture wars begin? How do they end? What can they tell us about America and Americans?

America’s culture wars are not all sound and fury. They are battles over symbolic worlds. As such, they call out for cultural analysis. And though they often reveal us at our worst, their effects are not all bad. Through culture wars, from Jefferson to Obama and beyond, Americans have defined and redefined themselves. One side has fought for a more restrictive understanding of the American family. The other has fought for a more expansive understanding. To examine their disagreements is to discover the fault lines in American society. It is also to discover how we have come to agree on many “American values”—to see what we hold dear. In the culture wars of the nineteenth century, we decided that you do not have to be a Protestant to be a real American. And in the contemporary culture wars we are coming to agree, far more quickly than most expected, that membership in the American family should not be restricted to heterosexuals. Virtually all of us will be embarrassed, ashamed even, by the arguments of some of the culture warriors in this book. Who today will defend the proposition that Thomas Jefferson’s odd theology made him a traitor? Or that Catholics or Mormons cannot be patriotic Americans? But in the end the arc of our culture wars bends toward more liberty, not less. As each of our cultural battles comes to an end, we are left with a more inclusive country, with an understanding of “we the people” that reflects more of “us.”

To my liberal friends, it often feels as if conservatives are winning the culture wars, in part because conservatives have been so adept at controlling the conversation—at transforming an Islamic community center into the “Ground Zero Mosque,” and at turning “liberalism” and even “government” into dirty words. From this perspective, New York City mayor Michael Bloomberg was spitting into the wind when he stood in front of the Statue of Liberty in August 2010 and proclaimed that “Muslims . . . are as welcome to worship in Lower Manhattan as any other group.”8 But are conservatives really winning the nation’s battles over cultural questions? Is that an accurate understanding of even our recent past?

In this book I push back against the widespread view that culture wars are nip-and-tuck contests between liberals and conservatives, with relatively equal win/loss records on each side. That is not what I discovered. In almost every case since the founding of the republic, conservatives have fired the first shots in our culture wars. Equally often, liberals have won.

Why have our political pundits so regularly missed how lopsided the culture wars have been? Because we have short memories. Because we move on. When liberals win—when anti-Mormon violence becomes a scandal or when a gin and tonic ceases to be one—both sides come to accept the new normal and conservatives move on to the next fight. A liberal win becomes part of the new status quo and eventually fades from our collective memory. No conservative today wants to disenfranchise Mormons or outlaw five o’clock cocktails. So these victories no longer even appear to be “liberal.” They are simply part of what it means to be an American.

Many Culture Wars

IT IS COMMON to see the contemporary culture wars as an aberration—a time when American politics took a sharp turn down an odd road and suggestible citizens, under the hypnotic powers of President Ronald Reagan, perhaps, started to worry more about obscure religious matters than bread-and-butter economic ones. The United States is supposed to be a nation of immigrants and a nation of religions; the Statue of Liberty opens her arms to newcomers from every land, and the First Amendment guarantees every citizen religious liberty. So where there are Quran burners or mosque arsonists, the reflex is to see them as exceptional, departures from American norms of tolerance, laissez-faire, and fair play. But is cultural conflict really as un-American as pomegranate pie?

With compromises meant to smooth over differences between the states, the founders created a union that left unsettled key questions that would foment discord and even rebellion in decades to come. One concerned slavery. Another concerned religion. So American politics has always been a staging ground for moral and religious conflicts. The culture wars did not begin in the 1960s or 1970s, when most books on this topic open. They did not begin in the 1920s, as some dissenters claim. They began in the birth pangs of the republic itself. More than two centuries before Barack Obama was accused of being a covert Muslim, Thomas Jefferson was said to be a secret “believer in the alcoran [Quran].”9

Philosopher Horace Kallen once described the United States as an “orchestration of mankind” in which people of many different races and religions contribute to a “symphony of civilization.”10 And there is a strong tradition in American life of coming to the defense of religious minorities and conducting our public debates with some measure of civility (and a modicum of blood). But the United States has also been a babel of civilizations in which people of different races and religions turned the nation into something akin to Tennyson’s vision of the state of nature: “red in tooth and claw.” In fact, it is difficult to find moments when U.S. politics were not roiled in clashes of religious identities and moral commitments. Because Americans have not inherited an ancient culture, they have had to invent one (or many). But Americans have always disagreed about which of these inventions they should hold most dear. Even their core texts—from the Constitution to the Gettysburg Address to the Pledge of Allegiance—contradict one another. So culture here has always been hotly contested.

In fact, Americans have been engaging in the cultural equivalent of war at least since the early republic. Colonial Puritans likely played a role, by twisting God and governance tight and transforming their New World into a land of tight-jawed moralists ever on the lookout for demons in their ranks. During the American Revolution and in the first years of the republic, patriots were united in their hatred of British rule and their love of George Washington.11 As Washington was retiring to Mount Vernon, however, Americans turned on one another in a series of culture battles about the propriety of the French Revolution and the meanings and ends of their new nation. On questions as varied as polygamy, free thought, abortion, the papacy, and the saloon (to name just a few), they denounced their fellow Americans as ungodly and immoral. In the process, they divulged competing visions of the American Dream and the American Nightmare.

Given this long history of cultural warfare, it is surprising that the contemporary culture wars took so long to settle on a name. By the time James Davison Hunter popularized the term in his 1991 bestseller Culture Wars: The Struggle to Define America and presidential hopeful Pat Buchanan warned delegates at the 1992 Republican National Convention that a “cultural war” was being waged “for the soul of America,” American conservatives had been redirecting their energies for well over a decade from the obvious stuff of politics to bedroom ethics and school prayer.12 The Moral Majority, founded in 1979 in an effort to inoculate American society from the immorality and ungodliness that had infected it in the 1960s, had already disbanded. And President Reagan—the George Washington of the contemporary culture wars—had begun his journey from the White House into what he would later describe as “the sunset of my life.”13

But the culture wars are much older than the Moral Majority or the Reagan Revolution. In fact, they are nearly as old as the country itself. Many of the attacks in recent years on the narcissism and libertinism of the Swinging Sixties reprised conservative attacks on the Roaring Twenties. And many of the anti-Catholic tropes of the 1928 presidential campaign, in which Protestants claimed that a vote for Democratic candidate (and devout Catholic) Al Smith was a vote for the Antichrist, were recycled from nineteenth-century attacks on Catholics as traitors to God and country. The 2012 presidential election pitting Romney against Obama was a bare-knuckles bout, but the election of 1800 was bloodier. It, too, featured a candidate who was accused of being insufficiently Christian. In 1800, however, state militias were marshalling to march on the capital if their candidate was not declared the winner.

This book tells the story of America’s culture wars in the plural. Instead of viewing U.S. history in light of military battles or political upheavals, social movements or financial cycles, it interprets that history in light of a series of cultural conflicts—moments when disagreements over God and the Good turned nasty or bloody or both.14 These battles were in part about politics and economics. At the beginning of the republic, Jefferson and John Adams fought fiercely about the proper balance of power between the federal government and the states, just as politicians today clash over the size of government and the burden of taxation. But the election of 1800 was also (and more viscerally) about Jefferson’s views of God, and one current flashpoint is Islam. Today’s culture wars, this book argues, are part of a recurring pattern in U.S. history—episodes in the story of one not-so-indivisible nation forever at war with itself.

Five Episodes

THE APPROACH OF this book is episodic rather than exhaustive. It begins with America’s “second revolution”: the election of 1800, which pitted Congregationalist ministers and Federalist politicians against “infidels” and Jeffersonians. It understands the culture war that swirled around this election—and the rise of modern American conservatism itself—as responses to the French Revolution, which at the time served as a cultural Rorschach test. Was the nation going to include in its ranks heretics like Jefferson? And if it did, what was to prevent it from going the way of the guillotine and France’s Reign of Terror? Subsequent chapters examine four additional overlapping episodes: the anti-Catholic crusade in antebellum America; anti-Mormonism before and after the Civil War; prohibition in the 1920s and 1930s; and the culture wars of the 1970s and beyond.

Neither the Civil War nor the civil rights movement commands a chapter of its own. Both were cultural events, rooted in moral and religious concerns. The battle between the Union and the Confederacy grew out of a fight over the Bible and slavery, and was prompted in part by Harriet Beecher Stowe’s popular 1852 novel Uncle Tom’s Cabin, which tugged at Christian heartstrings in the years leading up to Fort Sumter. The civil rights movement was also a matter of heart and soul, as well as law and order. But race and culture, while inseparable, are nonetheless distinct, and this book focuses on the latter rather than the former. The struggles over slavery, Reconstruction, Jim Crow segregation, and mass incarceration today are first and foremost racial conflicts. And the questions that emerge out of the history of race in America differ from the questions that animate this history of the culture wars. At issue in the Civil War was whether one race of humans was to purchase, bind, transport, and sell humans of another race and, in the process, build on the scarred backs of slaves the world’s largest economy. At issue in this book are such cultural matters as tolerance, inclusion, and pluralism.

Nonetheless, the trope of slavery played a key role in virtually all of the nation’s culture wars, with conservatives referring to polygamy as “white slavery,” Catholicism as a “slave creed,” and alcohol as a slave master. Closer to our time, members of the Moral Majority described themselves as slaves suffering under the yoke of federal slave masters, and pro-lifers fancied themselves the “new abolitionists.” The specter of the Civil War has also hovered over America’s many culture wars, prompting South Carolina and other states to remove the Confederate battle flag from their state capitols in 2015.

Defining “Culture Wars”

SO, WHAT IS a culture war? In this book, the term “culture wars” refers to angry public disputes that are simultaneously moral and religious and address the meaning of America.15 As such, they exhibit four key features:


       •  First, they are public disputes recorded in such sources as presidential speeches; the Congressional Record; and popular books, magazines, and newspapers.

       •  Second, they extend beyond economic questions of taxing and spending to moral, religious, and cultural concerns, which are typically less amenable to negotiation and compromise.

       •  Third, they give rise to normative questions about the meaning of America and who is and who is not a true American.

       •  Fourth, they are heated, fueled by a rhetoric of war and driven by the conviction that one’s enemies are also enemies of the nation.



No democracy is absent of conflict. In fact, one sign of a healthy democracy is a vibrant public square where people disagree, and disagree sharply. In a country like the United States, where moral and religious differences run deep, these disagreements are naturally going to extend beyond economic or political debates. But cultural conflicts are one thing and culture wars are another. There is nothing wrong with the rowdy, little-bit-of-revolution cultural contests that made the United States a vibrant, pluralistic democracy. But, as we will see throughout this book, culture wars amplify and contort these contests, turning citizens against one another and transforming moral and religious debates into pitched battles between the forces of light and the forces of darkness.

In an effort to distinguish fundamentalists from their evangelical kin, church historian George Marsden famously defined a fundamentalist as “an evangelical who is angry about something.”16 Culture warriors are citizens who are angry about something. What sets them off is the decline of American culture and the evildoers who in their view are responsible for it. Repeatedly they resort to martial metaphors, accusations of sedition, and threats of civil war. With the defiant Reformation icon Martin Luther, they say, “Here I stand. I can do no other.” And then they get about the business of another Reformation.

Given the central role played by the Religious Right in recent culture wars, it is tempting to see America’s many culture wars as battles between the godless and the godly—between Jefferson and Jesus, or, to be more precise, between a vision of a largely secular public sphere in which church and state keep to themselves and a vision of an unapologetically religious public sphere in which the wall between church and state is permeable. According to freethinker Susan Jacoby, at the “heart of the culture wars” lies this question: Is America “founded ‘for man, and for man alone,’” or is it “a society singularly blessed by and answerable to God”?17 And many conservative culture warriors see themselves as struggling for survival in a post-Christian society. The contemporary culture wars fit this bill to some extent, at least through the 2004 election, when President George W. Bush proclaimed his born-again faith from the mountaintops while Massachusetts senator and Democratic challenger John Kerry seemed to be choking on a Communion wafer whenever he was asked about his Catholicism. But the United States is by no means “post-Christian,” and our culture wars typically have been intrareligious affairs, pitting religious folks against religious folks: Protestants against Catholics, for example, in both the “Bible wars” of the 1840s and the alcohol wars of the 1920s and 1930s.

The real combatants in America’s culture wars are conservatives and liberals. Of course, the meanings of these terms are not stable over time. Liberalism has cycled through many incarnations in American life: a laissez-faire Enlightenment liberalism wary of state power and zealous for individual liberty (see Thomas Jefferson); a progressive liberalism intent on using state power to tame the ill effects of industrial capitalism (see Franklin Delano Roosevelt); and a postwar liberalism focused on individual rights and equality (see Barack Obama).18 Conservatism, too, has shape-shifted, taking its stand both for and against the national parks, the Equal Rights Amendment, and Romneycare/Obamacare, depending on which conservative principles were being emphasized (or overlooked) at the time. Compounding this problem is the fact that liberals and conservatives have traditionally defined themselves in contrast to each other, so when liberals shift on a particular policy (or principle), conservatives often adjust in turn.

Given these shifting sands, left–right battle lines in the culture wars can be hard to draw and harder to find. Those who argued for prohibition, for example, seem liberal in their commitment to social reform. Yet they seem conservative in their emphasis on social order over individual liberty. Still, conservatism and liberalism have been around in one incarnation or another at least since news of the French Revolution alit on American shores, and most modern readers can recognize both when they see them without undue difficulty.

In this book, my focus is on cultural conservatism and cultural liberalism. I understand cultural conservatism to be characterized by (a) anxiety over beloved forms of life that are passing away, (b) a commitment to restore what has been lost, and (c) an effort to exclude from full cultural citizenship those who are responsible for this loss. I understand cultural liberalism to be characterized by (a) an eagerness to embrace new forms of culture, (b) a belief in progress, and (c) a determination to include more and more groups in the public life of the nation. Cultural conservatism, in short, is centripetal. It posits a shared center in American culture and carefully enforces its boundaries. Cultural liberalism is centrifugal, forever spinning off new forms of culture and including them in the mix. Assuming William Butler Yeats was right—that “things fall apart; the centre cannot hold”—the key question is what you make of the rupture. Liberals find the “turning and turning in the widening gyre” (Yeats again) thrilling—a portent of something new (and better) to come. Conservatives find it dangerous—a threat to social order and intellectual coherence. Here Jefferson’s famous confession to Abigail Adams (“I like a little rebellion now and then. It is like a storm in the Atmosphere.”19) is liberal. John Adams’s fear of democracy as a threat to social order (“Democracy never lasts long. It soon wastes, exhausts, and murders itself.”20) is conservative.

Conservative Instigators and Liberal Winners

AS I RESEARCHED pivotal moments in American history—from the exploits of Federalists and Jeffersonians to evangelicals and Catholics, “wets” and “drys,” and “pro-choice” and “pro-life” advocates—I made two main discoveries. Both surprised me.

The first is that America’s culture wars are conservative projects, instigated and waged disproportionately by conservatives anxious about the loss of old orders and the emergence of new ones. What liberals see as progress, they see as loss. And they are willing to fight to defend what is already passing away. Culture wars are battles between conservatives and liberals over conflicting cultural, moral, and religious goods. But at a deeper level, they are conservative dramas in which liberals are merely props. If liberals weren’t there, conservatives would have to invent them (and, truth be told, they often do).

There is much debate over whether America’s recent culture wars began on the left or the right—almost as much debate as there is over what the terms “liberal” and “conservative” mean. Many liberals argue that “the sixties liberation movements—the New Left, broadly construed—lobbed the first shots in the culture wars.”21 This argument is also a staple among conservatives who blame the Left for starting the culture wars by banning prayer from the public schools, pushing for multiculturalism in the universities, or agitating for feminism or black power. Conservatives are merely defending their turf. “I object to the suggestion, which I see everywhere, that conservative Christians started the culture wars,” writes fantasy author Lars Walker. “Say what you like. We’re the Indians. You’re the settlers.”22

There were 1960s radicals who saw “the man” as a mortal enemy and talked about a revolution. So there is some sense to seeing Reagan-era cultural conservatives as “counterrevolutionaries” in a cultural war started by 1960s protesters.23 But this narrative owes much to liberal nostalgia and even more to right-sided spin. In the imaginations of today’s cultural conservatives, feminists in the 1960s were bra burners: angry activists who hated not only men but also the traditional family (and probably America itself). And some feminists were radicals. But many were not. In fact, many were moderate Republicans who voted for Richard Nixon in 1968 and 1972. Every four years from 1940 to 1976 the GOP platform endorsed the Equal Rights Amendment, which was ratified by Texas, Tennessee, and Kentucky—states rarely associated with liberal elites.

A longer view reveals that conservatives typically fire the first shots in our culture wars. Anti-Catholicism and anti-Mormonism were not backlash movements against revolutions from the left. They were right-wing reactions to Catholic immigration and Mormon migration, and to the moral, theological, social, and economic threats those communities posed to Protestant power. Similarly, the culture wars of the 1920s and 1930s were conservative responses to the rise of the saloon and the speakeasy—to mixed drinks and interracial mixing—and to the cultural pluralism brought on by rapid urbanization and immigration waves. Many now view the culture of victimhood so visible on the right—in Bill O’Reilly’s war on the so-called War on Christmas, for example—as a pale imitation of the victimhood culture of left-wing identity politics. But this tradition goes back much further—to Protestants who saw themselves as victims of Deism in 1800, of Catholicism in the 1830s and 1840s, and of Mormonism before and after the Civil War.

Those who insist that the contemporary culture wars started on the left can point to angry radicals—black power advocates are one example—who wanted to fundamentally transform American society and, in so doing, resorted to a discourse of war. But they miss this crucial fact: cultural conservatives do not need a revolution to go to war. All they need is enough change to activate the anxiety that their world is passing away. This anxiety can be activated by a cultural revolution. But immigration can also do the trick. Or a Supreme Court opinion. Or a talk show host. In the call-and-response of the culture wars, conservatives almost always issue the call. Liberals do the responding.

As conservative projects, culture wars are not just instigated by the Right, however. They are also waged disproportionately by the Right. The metaphor of war conjures up two relatively equal sides—blue coats and red coats, perhaps, advancing on each other in relatively equal numbers. But most of the shots in the Concords and Lexingtons of our culture wars were fired by those who had the most to lose as the nation opened its borders to Irish and Italian Catholics and its arms to gays and lesbians. To be sure, the Left responded in each case and provoked skirmishes of its own. But if you are looking for the “infatuation with violence” (both real and imagined) that characterizes the culture wars, you are going to find it more often and more floridly on the right.24 It is the Right that is enamored of the rhetoric of war. Culture war is its invention, and its signature mode of politics. From the French Revolution forward, the rhetoric of cultural decline is the most characteristic (and consistent) way American conservatives have expressed their conservatism. So it should not be surprising that the annals of anxiety that give voice to America’s culture wars are weighted heavily toward thinkers on the right—to Federalists and fundamentalists worried about God withdrawing his blessing from America if its voters elect the “infidel” Jefferson or continue to aid and abet the “holocaust” of the unborn.

Many have attempted to reduce modern conservatism to anti-intellectualism, but modern conservatism has at its heart an idea. That idea is not states’ rights or individual liberty or free markets or limited government or federalism, however. Over the course of U.S. history, conservatives have argued for and against all these principles. The “big idea” behind modern conservatism is this: a form of culture is passing away and it is worth fighting to revive it. What activates this idea, transforming it into action, is a feeling. This feeling is akin to nostalgia, but it runs deeper and is more fierce. As America’s first conservatives looked across the Atlantic to Paris, they saw the French Revolution not as a victory of equality over hierarchy but as a victory of chaos over order. They feared their own Reign of Terror. So as they fought to restore their beloved past (real or imagined), they turned fellow citizens who supported the French into enemies, and they labored to banish those enemies from the American family, sometimes via argument but also via force.25

Animated by this narrative of loss and restoration, modern American conservatism has elective affinities with modern evangelicalism, which also offers meaning amid uncertainty via narratives of loss and restoration—of lost souls at revivals and of a “Christian America” stolen away by secularists. Modern conservatism has elective affinities with biblical narratives, too. As Adam and Eve look over their shoulders on their expulsion from Eden—as they mourn their loss and plot its reversal—they become the first conservatives.

My second discovery was that America’s culture wars are won by liberals. If culture wars are conservative dramas produced and directed by conservatives, then we should expect liberals to be assigned the bit parts. What is unexpected is how these carefully orchestrated dramas end. Gays and lesbians get marriage. An “infidel” (Jefferson) and then a “papist” (Kennedy) get the White House. Nearly as predictably as night follows day, those who declare war on “infidels” or Catholics or the sins of the 1920s or the abominations of the 1960s go down in defeat.

Liberals win because they typically have the force of American traditions on their side, not least the force of the Bill of Rights itself, which on any fair reading protects the rights of minorities against the impositions of majorities. Liberals also win because the causes conservatives pick to rev up their supporters are, surprisingly, lost from the start. Culture wars begin with an anxiety.26 This anxiety—about the demise of the patriarchal family or Anglo-American dominance or “Christian America”—is then expressed in two forms: first, as a narrower complaint about a specific public policy; second, as a broader lament about how badly the nation has fallen from its founding glory and how desperately it is in need of deliverance.

But this is what is most surprising: the fight is fiercest when the cause at hand is already well on its way to being lost. For example, conservatives mobilize against Catholics only when it is becoming clear that the Catholic population is growing too quickly to remain on the margins; they attack same-sex marriage only when attitudes toward homosexuality have gravitated toward acceptance. In other words, conservatives typically choose for their rallying cries causes that are already on the verge of being lost.

This dynamic is easy to miss if you are looking merely at winners and losers on Election Day. U.S. electoral politics have toggled back and forth in recent generations between Democratic and Republican control, so one might assume that our culture wars play out in the same way, with relatively evenly distributed victories and losses. But that is not the case. If we focus on the fate of particular cultural battles—over Catholics or Mormons or abortion or alcohol or same-sex marriage—then we see that, over time, cultural politics have tilted to the left.

This does not mean that the United States is more progressive on moral and religious questions than European countries. In fact, polls show that Americans are typically more culturally conservative than Europeans. When asked in a 2013 survey “Should society accept homosexuality?” 88 percent of respondents in Spain said yes as did 77 percent in France, compared with just 60 percent in the United States.27 So the argument of this book is not comparative. It is simply that when any given cultural battle comes to an end, liberals almost always come out the winners. “All conservatism begins with loss,” writes Andrew Sullivan.28 At least when it comes to America’s culture wars, conservatism ends with loss, too.

The Culture Wars Cycle

AS I INVESTIGATED the story of America’s culture wars from Jefferson to Obama, I discovered a “culture wars cycle” that propels the nation from one cultural conflict to the next. Again and again, our religious and cultural battles follow this same pattern. The culture wars cycle begins on the right, with conservatives anxious about some cultural change they are experiencing as loss. This catalyst is different in each case. During the election of 1800, which was held amid the aftershocks of the French Revolution, Federalists were worried about their country falling into chaos. During the anti-Catholic and anti-Mormon culture wars, Protestants were worried about the emerging public power of immigrants and non-Protestants. The drama of prohibition and repeal was about alcohol, of course, but it was activated by an anxiety about the “blooming, buzzing confusion” of modern life, including the greatest immigration wave in U.S. history and a massive population shift from monocultural towns to multicultural cities.29 In the contemporary culture wars, conservatives give voice to their anxieties about the multiplicity of families, religions, and ethnicities. In the face of these anxieties, conservatives launch an attack, blaming their political opponents for the losses they are experiencing and for threatening the health and welfare of the nation. The result is a long primal scream against the rise of “them” in the name of “us.”

After the Right strikes out, the Left strikes back. In this second stage in the culture wars cycle, liberals launch a counterattack, either by defending the contested change as a positive good or (more often) by appealing to the American principle of liberty to insist that U.S. citizens have every right to secure an abortion or to drink beer after work or to run for office without pledging their allegiance to Jesus.

Next comes some sort of accommodation. Culture wars are characterized by a rhetoric of “no compromise”—by appeals to moral absolutes and unchanging divine commandments. They are rarely resolved without some sort of negotiation, however. Catholicism came to be accepted as a legitimate American religion only after Catholics accepted the separation of church and state. Mormons became exemplary Americans only after they had renounced polygamy.

In the fourth stage, liberals win. Culture wars may be conservative dramas, but at the curtain call liberals take the big bows. Conservative efforts to exclude Catholics or Mormons or gays and lesbians from the American family fail, and the United States becomes as a result a more inclusive nation. But this is why liberals today do not feel so victorious. Causes once labeled “liberal” become “American values,” embraced by liberals and conservatives alike. And the arc of American history bends a little more toward inclusion and toleration.

How can this be? In a nation that seems so evenly divided between left and right, and in recent years so politically polarized, how can liberals win these cultural battles so consistently? Liberals may win for constitutional reasons (because the American principle of liberty is on their side or because the Bill of Rights protects minorities) or for practical reasons (because a “majority minority” nation is around the corner). But the most important reason they win is because their opponents attach themselves to lost causes. In culture wars from 1800 to today, conservatives picked fights they were already losing. This strategy makes no sense if the goal is to win a particular cultural battle. But that is not the goal of culture warriors. Their goal is to stand erect in the pulpit, to preach a gospel of the fallen and the lost, and, in so doing, to demonstrate just how far America has descended from the glory of its founding, and just how urgently it requires revival, recovery, and restoration.

There are always culture warriors who want to retire after losing a big fight. Writing after the Supreme Court’s landmark decision supporting gay marriage in 2015, columnist David Brooks called on his fellow conservatives to “put aside a culture war that has alienated large parts of three generations from any consideration of religion or belief.”30 But for many conservatives any given loss simply energizes them for the next conflict, not least because it confirms their sacred status as martyrs. Having lost one culture war, they become even more convinced that American society is going to hell. So they cast about for another grievance. They hang on fiercely to something else that is precious and passing away. And the culture wars cycle begins anew.

As the fight over the “Ground Zero Mosque” escalated, local planning authorities voted 29 to 1 to allow the project to go forward and New York City’s Landmarks Preservation Commission supported the developers in a 9 to 0 vote. After the 2012 Republican primaries, however, this controversy largely faded from view. In 2014, the owners of the property announced their intention to turn the site into an Islamic museum, and today they are free to develop it largely unmolested. The broader Islam wars are still being fought, however. In fact, they have intensified, with Republicans vying for the 2016 presidential nomination stirring up the specter of creeping Shariah law in the United States and Islamophobia becoming, according to some, the new “acceptable racism.”31

If we look at this battle over Islam through the lens of the culture wars cycle, it is fair to predict that this, too, shall pass. Cultural conservatives will likely continue to rage over the threats posed by Islam to the American way of life, but eventually the Muslim population will become large enough, the American principle of liberty will resound loudly enough, and Muslims will be included in the American family alongside Protestants, Catholics, and Mormons. How can we be confident this is how the Islam wars will likely play out? Because we have been here before. Because Catholics and Mormons ran a similar gantlet. Because even Thomas Jefferson, one of the nation’s preeminent founding fathers, found himself banished from the American family by conservatives anxious about the terrors of unfaithful France storming American shores.
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The Jefferson Wars


MOST OF US LIVE in our own world rather than the world that brought it into being, so we tend to assume that our problems are unprecedented. The rage on the right that descended over the United States upon Barack Obama’s 2009 inauguration—the analogies to Nazism and socialism, the questioning of the president’s citizenship, the insistence that he was a Muslim (“Islamapologist-in-Chief”)—seemed to many on the left to be wholly new.1 But American politics has always been infused with the animal spirits of morality and religion, which when mixed have created a volatile cocktail: an absolutist politics of good and evil in which anxiety is palpable, compromise is elusive, and the metaphors are martial—culture as war. For this sort of politics, nothing tops the presidential elections of 1796 and 1800, when political feuds led to fisticuffs and founding fathers denounced one another as enemies of the state.

Here, just years after the founding, we see the culture wars cycle start to spin. Conservatives in John Adams’s Federalist Party attacked Thomas Jefferson’s religion. Jeffersonians in the Democratic-Republican Party—the liberals in this fight—counterattacked. According to the Constitution, there can be no religious test for the presidency. But can voters impose one? Is the United States a religiously plural nation with a godless Constitution? Or is it a Christian nation under the watchful eye of the Endower of unalienable rights? But the questions in this culture war were not confined to theology (or theocracy). They concerned as well the passing away of a society of white, Protestant, New England men—a hierarchical society rooted in colonial Puritanism, held together by a culture of deference, supported by clerical and business elites, and governed by the wise, the virtuous, and the wealthy. The cultural commitments of this society, in which free citizens turned out to vote on Election Day only to agree to be governed by their betters, included “pride of race, distrust of money-getting men, fears of ‘leveling,’ and suspicion of aliens.”2 Preserving these values was the Federalists’ lost cause.

The American Revolution had let loose a torrent of egalitarianism and diversity. The Jeffersonians tapped into that centrifugal force, directing its expansive energies into party politics. The Federalists, defenders of a waning centripetal order (an ancien régime of their own), were determined to hold this torrent back—to stanch rule by “the worthless, the dishonest, the rapacious, the vile, the merciless and the ungodly.”3 Jefferson they saw as a Jacobin from the South, the standard-bearer of a foreign culture of impiety, vice, and guttersnipe party politics.

As they fought over competing visions of their new republic—as they struggled to determine what America was to become—Federalists and Jeffersonians debated not only who should be included in the American family but also who should lead it. Those who cast their ballots in the elections of 1796 and 1800 would not settle these questions for all time, but they would decide that even heretics like Jefferson could be patriots. In fact, they could be president.

Patriot King

DURING THE AMERICAN Revolution, colonists had come together to oppose England’s King George III, whom they accused in their Declaration of Independence of “a long train of abuses . . . scarcely paralleled in the most barbarous ages.” When that war was over—after Paul Revere had concluded his midnight ride, and the minutemen were done firing on the redcoats at Lexington and Concord, and town criers had read every word of the Declaration aloud, and the ink on the Treaty of Paris had dried, and the tea floating in Boston Harbor had been eaten by fish who were then eaten by free citizens—Americans united under a different man. The general who had crossed the Delaware and endured that horrible winter at Valley Forge was revered as president when representatives of “we the people” gathered in Philadelphia in the summer of 1787 to craft a Constitution in order to form “a more perfect union.”

This union would never be perfect, of course, and the vexed compromises that attended the drafting of the Constitution—between federal and state power, between a more aristocratic Senate and a more democratic House, between slaveholding and antislavery states, and between proponents and opponents of established religion—by no means buried the differences. In fact, they were the seeds of bitter partisan fruit to come. Nonetheless, in its early years the United States largely lived up to its motto: e pluribus unum (“out of many, one”). And the magician behind that sleight of hand was the Great Unifier, George Washington.

This “Patriot King” won the presidency by acclamation in 1788 and 1792, but long before and after his eight-year reign, he was the father among the founders, a symbol of the unity of the states and the unifying icon of the nation that would come to grace its capital city with his name.4 America’s patriarch did more than symbolize national unity, however. He labored to foster moderation and civility in his own cabinet and beyond. Jefferson and Alexander Hamilton—the two great thinkers serving under Washington—were, according to Jefferson, “daily pitted in the cabinet like two cocks.”5 They fought about such matters as a national bank and the French Revolution, and about the ideas—liberty, equality, republicanism—that were coming to define America. In an August 23, 1792, letter to Jefferson, Washington begged for “charity for the opinions and acts of one another in governmental matters.”6 Three days later, in a letter to Hamilton, he pleaded for a “middle course”—for “mutual forbearances and temporising yieldings on all sides.” “Without these,” Washington wrote, “I do not see how the Reins of Government are to be managed, or how the Union of the States can be much longer preserved.”7

Washington did manage to hold the union together, but his vision of a politics of civility and moderation, free of “party animosities,”8 proved to be quixotic as the nation split for the first time into a political Left (the Jeffersonians) and a political Right (the Federalists). Historians disagree on the temperature of the partisanship that flared up during Washington’s second term, but nearly all resort to metaphors of combustion to describe, as one put it, “the partisan fires that blazed like a raging inferno” through much of the 1790s.9

The French Revolution, which saw the storming of the Bastille in 1789 and the guillotining of Louis XVI and Marie Antoinette in 1793, stoked that inferno, as partisans of British-loving Federalists, on the one hand, and French-loving Jeffersonians, on the other, worked the bellows from both sides. But domestic crises also roiled the nation. Washington’s decision to meet the antitax resistance movement known as the Whiskey Rebellion with force—he led a militia of nearly thirteen thousand men (larger than the army he commanded in the Revolution) into western Pennsylvania in 1794—and then to denounce the rebels as “incendiaries of public peace and order,”10 cheered Federalists keen on a strong federal government. But this show of force angered Democratic-Republicans ever wary of centralized military and economic power.

After deciding not to seek a third presidential term, Washington published a farewell address on September 19, 1796. Solemnly warning “against the baneful effects of the spirit of party,” he described the emergent party system as the “worst enemy” of government and factionalism as a sort of hell: a “fire not to be quenched,” in his paraphrase of the Gospel of Mark (9:44-48). Of the spirit of party, he wrote:


It serves always to distract the public councils and enfeeble the public administration. It agitates the community with ill-founded jealousies and false alarms, kindles the animosity of one part against another, foments occasionally riot and insurrection. It opens the door to foreign influence and corruption, which finds a facilitated access to the government itself through the channels of party passions.



Long before Washington had retired to Mount Vernon, however, efforts to “discourage and restrain” the “mischiefs of the spirit of party” had failed.11 As the refined Deism of the founding period gave way to evangelical enthusiasm, the unquenchable fire of partisan politics burst into flames during the election of 1796, and during the election of 1800 those flames threatened to consume the nation. The political battle between Federalists on the right and Democratic-Republicans on the left turned into a cosmic battle between God and the devil, and America’s first culture war was on.

Election of 1796

IN BOTH OF these pivotal elections—1796 and 1800—the principals were John Adams, who had served as vice president under Washington, and Thomas Jefferson, who had been Washington’s secretary of state. The parties were Adams’s Federalists, who had run the country from the start, and Jefferson’s Democratic-Republicans, who drew their strength from an odd combination of religious minorities (Baptists and Methodists) and nascent Democratic-Republican societies committed to citizen liberty. The elephant in the room was the French Revolution, which had produced, first, a Reign of Terror that had left tens of thousands dead and, later, a dechristianization campaign that sought to break the chain of memory between the French people and their Roman Catholic past by seizing church lands, forcing priests and nuns to marry, and rechristening the Notre-Dame Cathedral the Temple of Reason. The French Revolution also produced modern Anglo-American conservatism, classically articulated in Edmund Burke’s Reflections on the Revolution in France (1790). In the United States, events in France alarmed Federalists and inspired a Gothic literature that would resurface in later fights over Catholicism, Mormonism, and slavery. In this case, conservatives prophesied streets of blood, fields of corpses, and guillotined heads if their ordered culture of deference were displaced by the Jeffersonians’ anarchic culture of radical egalitarianism. Jefferson was according to the Federalists the gateway drug to this “terrorism,” and to the unbelief that had made it all possible. According to many Democratic-Republicans, however, it was Adams who was opening the “sluices of terrorism”—by supplanting liberty and democracy with aristocracy and monarchy.12

America’s first culture war would eventually extend to a battle on the House floor (instigated by a shot of tobacco spit to the eye) between a Connecticut Federalist brandishing a hickory cane and a Vermont Democratic-Republican wielding fireplace tongs; a deadly pistol duel between a former secretary of the treasury and a sitting vice president; and all manner of rumors, lies, and conspiracy theories. It would be aided and abetted by increased political activity and an expanding public square, which saw the nation’s newspapers swell from under one hundred to well over two hundred during the 1790s.

Virtually all of these newspapers were unapologetically partisan, “delighting and indulging in all manner of abusive, extravagant, witty, hyperbolic, outrageous, obscene, and ad hominem attacks.”13 The discourse that energized this expanding public square sounded more like Bill O’Reilly on FOX News in the 2010s than Edward Murrow on CBS in the 1950s. (The Federalist Gazette of the United States called Jeffersonians “the very refuse and filth of society” while the Democratic-Republican Philadelphia Aurora judged Adams “blind, bald, crippled, toothless.”14) It spread via its own sort of web, which extended in this case to popular pamphlets and not-so-private letters (the blogs of the day), all circulating through close to one thousand post offices (up from only seventy-five at the start of the 1790s).15 In these media, everyone was spinning for one cause or another. “Public discussions” in this era, Jefferson later observed, “were conducted by the parties with animosity, a bitterness, and an indecency, which had never been exceeded.”16 Or as Niles’ Weekly Register put it, “They called us ‘jacobins’—we called them ‘tories’—they called us ‘Frenchmen’ and we called them ‘Englishmen’; and, with the use of these repulsive terms, we could not come together, in peace, on any public occasion.”17

Even Washington came under not-so-friendly fire. “If ever a nation was debauched by a man, the American nation has been debauched by Washington; if ever a nation was deceived by a man, the American nation has been deceived by Washington,” editor Benjamin Franklin Bache wrote in his Aurora shortly before Washington’s retirement.18 After Washington stepped down, Bache added that “every heart in unison with the freedom and happiness of the people, ought to beat high with exultation that the name of Washington from this day ceases to give a currency to political iniquity, and to legalize corruption.”19 Such invective earned Bache a beating, both literally and otherwise. Federalist journalist William Cobbett called him “a liar; a fallen wretch; a vessel formed for reprobation” before concluding that “therefore we should always treat him as we would a TURK, a JEW, a JACOBIN or a DOG.”20 Bache was also physically attacked, both in his offices and in the Philadelphia streets. He was later arrested for “libeling the President & the Executive Government, in a manner tending to excite sedition.”21 He died of yellow fever while awaiting trial.

The election of 1796, America’s first real presidential race, pitted Adams and Thomas Pinckney of the Federalists against Jefferson and Aaron Burr of the Democratic-Republicans. Adams and Jefferson were once close friends, and as was customary at the time, neither campaigned. Jefferson sequestered himself at his Monticello estate in Virginia; Adams stayed close to home near Boston, Massachusetts. So neither delivered any stump speeches or kissed any babies. Their partisans pulled no punches, however, and thought nothing of hitting below the belt. The future of America was at stake, and the two parties had opposing visions.

Led by Hamilton, who would later find his way onto the ten-dollar bill, the Federalists backed a strong national bank, a strong executive branch, a strong judiciary, and a strong Senate. Though they agreed not to use federal power to support any Protestant denomination, they supported state religious establishments, such as Episcopalianism in South Carolina and Congregationalism in Connecticut. In disputes between England and France, they sided with England, and they mistrusted all who trusted godless France. Elitists at heart, they feared mob rule and believed in government by the best and the brightest. Their key words were “security,” “order,” and “stability,” and they believed that deference to the well born, well bred, well read, and well wed was essential to each. Federalists blasted their opponents as France-loving anarchists willing and eager to sacrifice social order on the altar of liberty. So they recoiled when Jefferson responded to an antitax revolt in Massachusetts called Shays’s Rebellion by writing (to John Adams’s wife, Abigail), “I like a little revolution now and then.”22 The Federalists also presented themselves as the anti-party party, anxious, like Washington, about “the mischiefs of the spirit of party.” But that was just their way of playing partisan politics—an effort to disqualify Jeffersonians on procedural grounds before the fighting began.

Unlike the Federalists, who were popular with New England merchants, the Jeffersonians were popular with Southern farmers. They favored agriculture over industry and commerce. They preached low taxes, limited government, and popular sovereignty. They opposed a national bank. If the Federalists feared the tyranny of the people, Jeffersonians feared the tyranny of government (though, it should be noted, their emphasis on majority rule extended only to white males with property). Jeffersonians read the controversial Jay Treaty, negotiated in 1794 with England by Supreme Court Chief Justice John Jay, as a betrayal of the Declaration of Independence—proof positive of the Federalists’ secret passion for monarchy and aristocracy. Their key word was “liberty,” which in their view could be secured only by representative government, states’ rights, and separation of the federal government from church life. According to Jefferson, Federalists were Tories in disguise—“an Anglican, monarchical and aristocratical party” consisting of “timid men who prefer the calm of despotism to the boisterous sea of liberty.”23

In retrospect, the gap between these two parties seems to have been bridgeable. Yes, they called on different strains of American identity, with Federalists tapping into Massachusetts Bay Colony governor John Winthrop’s call in his Arbella sermon for organic order and Jeffersonians stressing “the sacred cause of liberty.”24 They disagreed on foreign policy, religion’s role in political life, the right size of the federal government, and the proper burden of taxation. Still, they might have found room for compromise. They might have seen in the election of 1796 different interpretations of shared ideals rather than a black-and-white battle between good and evil. The individual liberty so prized by Jeffersonians and the social order coveted by Federalists are plainly needs of all modern societies. And both parties understood that the Constitution secured some mix of states’ rights and federal power. So they were arguing over the recipe, not the ingredients. Nonetheless, each side was quick to see its opponents as agents of foreign powers, traitors to the nation, and betrayers of Revolution and Constitution alike. In this way, they led the United States into its first and most florid culture war.

Today Jefferson’s face adorns Mount Rushmore alongside Washington, Lincoln, and Theodore Roosevelt. He is lauded for inventing the nation (as the principal author of the Declaration of Independence) and then reinventing it (via the Louisiana Purchase, which set the country on its march to the Pacific). Yet even in 1796 he had enjoyed a long and distinguished career in public service. In fact, his credentials—delegate to the Continental Congress, governor of Virginia, envoy to France, secretary of state—were surpassed only by Washington himself.

Nonetheless, Federalists attacked him as un-American. An unmanly coward and a woolly intellectual, Jefferson had turned tail in Monticello in 1781 rather than face British invaders, they argued. His talents were largely literary and scientific, and his thoughts ran to abstract philosophy, not pragmatic politics. Federalists also attacked Jefferson as a traitor, a stealth abolitionist, a cheat in business, an erstwhile dictator, and a spendthrift who ran up massive personal debts. They even blamed him for the bitterness of the new party politics, on the theory that the Federalists were the only party the United States needed or could endure. South Carolina Federalist Robert Goodloe Harper called Jefferson “a weak, wavering, indecisive character,” fit, perhaps, “to be a professor in a College, President of a Philosophical Society, or even Secretary of State; but certainly not the first magistrate of a great nation.”25

The lowest blows concerned Jefferson’s faith. Federalists read his call for national church–state separation—his disestablishmentarianism—as a fig leaf over his alleged atheism. He was, after all, a friend of Thomas Paine, that “filthy little atheist” (Theodore Roosevelt’s words) who had described the religions of the world as “human inventions, set up to terrify and enslave mankind, and monopolize power and profit.”26 Federalists were committed to preserving a uniform and hierarchical social order, which rested on a culture of deference. So their attacks on Jefferson’s faith were not just attacks on heresy. They were defenses of clerical elites.

This fight for Federalist culture was made urgent by the terrors of the French Revolution, which illustrated to many conservatives what happened when a society gave up on God and deference. To be an American, in their view, was to oppose the godlessness and “leveling” of the French Revolution. By this measure, Jefferson was no American. “We are not Frenchmen,” wrote a critic from Connecticut, “and until the Atheistical Philosophy of a certain great Virginian shall become the fashion (which God in his mercy forbid) we shall never be.”27

When the vitriol gave way to voting, Adams won 71 electoral votes to Jefferson’s 68. According to historian Jeffrey Pasley, this election established two key precedents:


It set the geographic pattern of New England competing with the South at the two extremes of American politics with the geographically intermediate states deciding between them. It established the basic ideological dynamic of a democratic, rights-spreading American “left” arranged against a conservative, social order–protecting “right,” each with its own competing model of leadership.28



Today New England is associated with the Left and the South with the Right, but in 1796 these roles were reversed: New England (where Jefferson won zero electoral votes) was the homeland of the Federalists, and the South (where Adams garnered only two votes) was the homeland of the Democratic-Republicans.

Washington’s Apotheosis

TWO YEARS AFTER this 1796 election, Rev. Timothy Dwight, Yale’s president and a staunch Federalist, was still preaching a politics of fear and anxiety. Should the “enemies of Christ” (the Democratic-Republicans) ever come to power, he prophesied, America could well see the end of both religion and family:


We may see the Bible cast into a bonfire, . . . our children, either wheedled or terrified, uniting in the mob, chanting mockeries against God . . . our wives and daughters the victims of legal prostitution; soberly dishonoured; speciously polluted; the outcasts of delicacy and virtue, and the lothing of God and man.29



That same year, Jefferson, in a letter to his daughter Martha, lamented the “rancorous passions” of even women in Philadelphia: “Politics and party hatreds destroy the happiness of every being here.”30 Virginia’s Patrick Henry, in his last public speech, delivered in March 1799, tried (in vain) to cool this partisan fever. “United we stand, divided we fall,” he said
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