Leadership University Reprint

Reprinted f rom First Things: A Monthly Journal of Religion and Public Lif e¯ December 1992¯ Number 19

Books in Review

The Good Society

A Communitarian Lame nt

The Good Society . ByRobert N. Bellah, Richard Madsen,

William M. Sullivan, Ann Swidler, and Stephen M. Tipton.

Knopf. 333 pp. $25.

Reviewed by Stanley Hauerwas

The Good Societ yis a sequel to these authors’ celebrated book, Habits of the Heart . Habits was a cultural event˘an

"academic" book that became a best˘seller. It did so, I think, because the book gave voice to the dis˘ease manyfeel about their lives in today’s world. Robert Bellah and his coauthors helped people see howtheir private hurtsare often the result of publicl ydetermined harms.

In Habits of the Heart the authors focused on individualsin order to exhibit what theyregard as the corrosive individualism that is destroying our lives. The power of that book derived from interviews with people telling their stories and revealing their pains. The Good Society , in contrast, focuses on institutions and patterned ways of social life. Bellah et al. focus on government, education, and religion. This focus makes The Good Society a good deal less livel ythan Habits of the Heart precisel ybecause institutions are not so readilynarrated as areindividual lives.

The authors’ argument remains much the same asin Habits of the Heart . Noting that we live through institutions, they suggest that the institutionsthrough which we currentlylive are antithetical to our deepest moral commitments. They focus on particular individualsin government, education, and religion in an attempt to make their contentions concrete. The argument of The Good Society is that

Americans are people determined bya Lockean political culture˘that is, one which emphasizes individual freedom and pursuit of individual influence˘yet we are determined bya most un˘Lockean economyand government. We have the illusion we can control our fate through individual economic opportunity, but we are in fact controlled bythe ver yinstitutions that allegedlymade our "freedom" possibl e. The institutionsthrough which we sought freedom have ironicallybecome our fate.

Bellah and his colleagues contend that theLockean ideal of the autonomous individual was originallyembedded in a complex moral ecol ogythat included the familyand the church on the one hand, and on theother a vigorous public sphere in which economic initiative was expected to engender public spirit. In the eighteenth centurythis synthesis produced a societ ythat still operated on a humanly intelligible scale. At that timewe still had the possibilityof creating a politics of cultivation, a politics that would engender community, but over time we have instead developed a politics of exploitation. We have devel oped, that is, a world in which individual accumulation, measured in monetaryterms, became disengaged from other social goods and as a result hasbecome an all˘consuming passion.

Accordingly, institutions had to be created to secure cooperation between people who shared nothing in common except thepresumption that we ought to pursue our own interests.

The Authors provide manyexamples of the sense of helplessness generated among individuals in a bureaucraticallyformed world. Government isincreasingly shaped bycriteria of efficiencyestablished bythegreat high priest of that value, themodern social scientist. It seldom occurs to those so trained that theremight be social goods other than what is calculable. Thusan economist at the

Environmental Protection Agency, when asked "What about the theorythat human life is priceless?" answered, "We have no data to support that."

Government presumablyby and for thepeople ends up a government byexperts because a government formed by people as excessi vel yindividualistic as contemporary

Americans are would seem to be ungovernable. We areleft each appealing to this right or that right with no wa yto resolve conflicts bet ween competing rights. Indeed rights language is more an indication of our problem than a path to its solution.

Bellah and his coauthorswrite asavowed communitarians.

Theyare communitarians, that is, "if philosophical liberals are those who believe that all our problems can be solved by autonomous individuals, a market econom y, and a procedural state, whereas communitariansbelieve that more substantive ethical identities and a more active participation in a democratic polityare necessaryfor the functioning of anydecent societ y." Like the social gospelers at the beginning of this century, Bellah and hiscolleagues call for the democratization of our econom y. Theydesire not simply a better distribution of income, but, like the Catholic

Bishops, theywant as well an increase in participation of ever yone in a healthyeconom y. Theywant, in short, the creation of a genuine publicsphere.

The authorsresist the suggestion that this call for a greater sense of communityand public participation isidealistic.

Drawing on Walter Lippmann and John Dewey, theyargue that we still possess rich resources for thereconstitution of our lives socially. Theypoint out that we are in fact increasinglybound together in interdependent forms of life, facing common problems that requirecommon solutions.

Moreover, we shareas Americans, despite our differences, overlapping cultural traditions that can be a rich resource for the articulation of a common good.

The Good Society endswith an appeal for a democracyof attention rather than distraction. The authors rightlyargue that most current politics is designed to distract us by creating seductive fantasies. To have a politics of attention, theysuggest, we need people who can attend to the concrete needs of families and neighborhoods, of schools, museums, and other formsof cultural life. Such people must learn to enjoythe difference of others as enhancing their own lives.

It is tempting to dismiss thiscall for a democracyof attention asa nostalgic retreat to a nineteenth˘century, small˘town, WASP America. That is clearlynot what the authors want, but in the absence of concrete proposals by them it ishard to see what their sense of democracyreally entails. Mycriticism isnot that Bellah and his colleagues are utopian, but that theyare not nearlyutopian enough; or, to use terms I prefer, the problem is not that theyare insufficientlyrealist but that theyare insufficientlyradical.

What theymiss in calling for a democracyof attention is that our problem isnot that democracyhas not worked, but rather that it has and itsresultsare less than good. The authors note that a just social syst em is impossible without people being just, but theydo not see the problem of where in thissociet ythe training of people to be good and just might happen. I suspect theycannot press that question because theyremain so determinedlycommitted to the

American democratic "experiment." Like their social gospel forebears, theysimplycannot envision the possibilitythat

America is not an exceptional societ y.

Nowhere isthis seen more clearlythan in their account of religion in America. Bellah and his colleagues praise religion because theynote that religious groups, unlike other groups in our societ y, are concerned not onlywith the common good of the nation but also with the common good of all human beings. So religion becomes good for America because it makes Americans concerned about other nations and people. "Religion" is thusunderstood and justified in functional terms. The idea that people might have convictions correlative to their worship of God that would create a deep tension between that worship and America is not considered.

There is much to admire about Bellah and hisassociates, not the least of which is their willingness to writetogether.

Indeed, it should be emphasized that theyexhibit in thevery production of this book the kind of communitarian spirit theyso desire for the rest of us. That isan extraordinary witness in itself.

Yet I find this book deepl ydissatisfying. Manywill read it as a sustained attack on our social and political institutions, but I fear it is far too conventional. Little of the analysis provided of American history, politics, or educational and religious institutions is newor interesting. To their credit, the authorsdo provide thick descriptions of perennial problems in American political culture, but even then they do little to help usget beyond the false alternatives of individualism and communitarianism. In an odd waythey fail to see that that veryposing of the problem is produced bythe liberal political presuppositions theycriticize.

Theyignore entirelythe more interesting question, raised again byrecent events in Eastern Europe, concerning the ver yviabilityof the boundaries of modern nation˘states.

Theyquote the agrarian poet philosopher Wendell Berry approvingly, but theyfail to followthrough on Berry’s radical challenge to the nation/state aswe knowit. Had they done so theywould have written a much more interesting and compelling book.

StanleyHauerwas is a member of the Editorial Board of

First Things and Professor of Theological Ethics at the

DivinitySchool of Duke University.

Copyright © 1992 by FIRST THINGS.

Copyright/Reproduction Limitations

This data file is the sole property of Leadership University. It may not be altered or editedinany way. It may be reproduced only inits entirety f or circulation as "f reeware," without charge. All reproductions of this data file must contain the copyright notice (i.e., "Copyright © 1998 by First Things") and this Copyright/Reproduction Limitations notice.

This data file may not beused without the permission of Leadership University f or resale or the enhancement of any other product sold.

FIRST THINGS

156 Fifth Avenue, Suite 400

NewYork, NY 10010

Phone: (212) 627-1985

Email:ft@firstthings.com

W eb: http://www.f irstthings.com

Leadership University

3440 Sojourn Driv e, Suit 200

Carrollton, TX 75006

Phone: (972) 713-7130

Fax: (972) 713-7670

Email: lu@leaderu.com

W eb: http://www.leaderu.com