HUGH HECLO

The Sixties’ False Dawn:
Awakenings, Movements, and
Postmodern Policy-making

Writing in 1978 about the 1960s, William McLoughlin saw America in
‘t(he midst of the fourth Great Awakening in our history.! Awakenings are

periods of cultural revitalization that begin in a general crisis of beliefs
and values and extend over a generation or so, during which time a
profound reorientation in beliefs and values takes place. Revivals alter the
lives of individuals; awakenings alter the world view of a whole people or
culture.”? To put it another way, awakenings are revelatory times when
large numbers of people anguish over and eventually search out new self-
understandings as individuals and as a society. They are like a convulsive
quickening in the cultural womb.

The Sixties surely appear to have had much in common with other
soul-questioning times of awakening in our history. Many individuals who
(l‘lad once seen themselves leading ordinary lives became caught up in

causes” that would retrospectively identify them as civil rights workers
student activists, feminists, war protestors, consumer advocates environ:
mentalists, and all the other labels the Sixties brought into ,vogue. A
society that was enjoying a complacent affluence became caught up in
what seemed inexplicable turmoil and self-criticism.

_Histcrically, people experiencing an awakening (often called New
Lights to distinguish them from the Old Lights of the status quo) em-
bgrked on journeys of personal liberation as well as political action. Their
visions of building a “redemptive community” united images of both
pfersonal and collective rebirth, dreams of a new self in a new society
living in wholeness and authenticity.? Thus out of feelings of cultural
confusion and purposelessness came quests that were at once spiritual and
political. Those awakened became aware that ultimate values were at
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stake, that something decisive was happening in their lives and their
society.*

McLoughlin appears correct. The 1960s—a plastic term reaching back-
ward to the mid-1950s and forward to the mid-1970s—did have the
historic lineaments of a “great awakening.”® And yet if the life cycle of
other awakenings had been followed, we should now, thirty years later, be
reaching the final productive stage when there is a generational turnover
of cultural controls. By now we should be settling down with transformed
and newly legitimized institutions in a coherent, revitalized, and self-
confident culture. Historigally, awakenings have produced results that are
“therapeutic and cathartic, not pathological. They restore our cultural
verve and our self-confidence. . . . Through awakenings a nation grows
in wisdom, in respect for itself, and into more harmonious relations.”

These are not words many people would use to describe the 1990s.
While most Americans remain optimistic about their personal prospects
and the American dream of individual opportunity, distrust and cynicism
with regard to their institutions and culture have reached massive propot-
tions. This appears especially true of the nation’s political institutions,
where confidence as measured by opinion surveys had declined steadily
and precipitously from the mid-1960s.7 Less quantifiable but perhaps no
less real is a widespread sense of deepening factionalism and mean-
spiritedness, a system of public affairs that alienates and sickens vast
numbers of Americans.® To ask what happened to the awakening of the
1960s is to inquire how public policy history is embedded in cultural
history.

Awakening in Modernity

However one dates the earlier three periods of intense cultural confusion
and the awakenings associated with them, this much seems clear: they
occurred in an America that was not yet a thoroughly “modern” society.
This was still true during the most recent upheaval—the third Great
Awakening that racked American society in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries. During these decades traditional understandings
were deeply shaken by discoveries in evolutionary science, by the poverty
and social unrest associated with urbanization and immigration, and by
industrial concentrations of private economic power reshaping the lives of
farmers and town-dwellers alike.

At the dawn of this century, however, the responses to these challenges
were still rooted in a predominately religious outlook on public life. To
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the horror of Pentecostals, Evangelicals, and other Old Light “fundamen-
talists,” the central body of American Protestants—the political and cul-
tural leadership of the country—engaged with and adjusted to these forces
for change.? Theistic evolutionists expounded the harmony of religion
and science, finding God’s omnipresent power evident in nature’s newly
discovered laws of development. The Social Question of poverty amid
industrial affluence activated a bewildering array of social-reform commit-
ments understood as applied Christianity—from systematized charity,
moral uplift and good government campaigns, to Social Gospelers in the
streets and founders of the young social sciences in the new research
universities. The New Lights of Liberal Protestantism dominated the early
years of a revitalization that would come to be known as the Progressive
impulse. In later years Christian and secular reformers, ministers and
social scientists, moralists and government reorganizers, would part com-
pany. But at least in the pre~World War I years, theirs were only minor
differences in the common project of bringing social practice into closer
alignment with what were believed to be transcendentally real ideals. In
the same people, the nation’s most cosmopolitan, scientifically, and philo-
sophically advanced thinking went hand in hand with the most religious
and spiritual public doctrines. For this “clerisy” of national public moral-
ists, standards of both personal virtue and social justice were seen to be
fixed by higher moral laws, not decided by what are today termed individ-
ual value judgments, ! The same thinking applied to Americans’ providen-
tial destiny in the world, to the foundations of their republican political
institutions, and to the ethic of free, responsible individuals pursuing a
maximum of personal opportunities.

Allin all, the cultural transformation of this Third Great Awakening was
still grounded in the widespread faith that there was a coherent moral order
spanning natural and supernatural spheres and commanding appropriate
behavior throughout public and private life. Although the seeds were surely
being sown, !! the country was not yet in the grip of modernity.

Mid-twentieth-century America was. Modernity refers here to those
characteristic ways of living and thinking associated with a technologi-
cally advanced, commercially-oriented society, a society that has gone
through the now familiar processes of industrialization and urbanization. 12
Everyday life becomes “structurally differentiated” into specialized spheres
of work and home, production and consumption, education and entertain-
ment, and so on. Densely layered social bonds in self-contained communi-
ties with well-fixed traditions are gradually supplanted. They are replaced

by transient, functionally separated relationships of isolated individuals in
fluid groupings whose antitraditionalist tolerance tends toward relativism.
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New impersonal “systems” of rational organizatiop and contr.af:t ?re s.elf"—
consciously designed to coordinate economic, social, ar}d po}mca lactl‘w—
ties. And most important for present purposes, modernity brings with 1tla
secularization of public life and thought. This d(:)es not mean that ?eop e
become personally less religious. The secularizat}on in view her;: refers tci
the relegation of religion to the distinctly private sphere o persona
beliefs and choice, a refuge of psychological peace ?x?d co.mmumtamla\.n
warmth with no widely accepted authority over Fhe utlhty—orle.nted p'ub ic
spheres of polity and economy. 13 With the coming of moderrflt'y,'sm?nce
and rational calculation gradually expel any transcendent dl}nmty ‘Eokrln
the natural and social world, what Max Weber famously described as “the
i ment of the world.” .
dlsgsctT: t196Os America exhibited all these.signs of modern1t‘37.to an
extent that would have seemed incomprehensxb}e to people on]gy i}xtz; or
seventy years earlier. Automobile transportatlon and lslufl?ur ar uroi_uz1
housing patterns, vast corporate organizations ancfl the fu 'owelrmg
mass consumer market, the development of massive educaao;lla systemds
as a separate sphere for youth—these were merely some oci; t e'outzx;irif
signs of the deeper forces of modernity. Sixty years earlier, e ukr;?ttlo: "
one prefers, indoctrination) in the godl;{ order of natur(ii li ouxgiver’
economy, and society had infused everything frorg first rela wer}s1 ;)d niver
sity curricula.'4 By the Sixties it was sec.ular science hmat 'el concer
stage, not least of all a triumphant behavioralism in the social s lences
that had much to say about the relation of processes to outcomes ar113 i e
at all to say about the moral worth of any particular o‘utcome. ey;t:ﬁ -
report to pollsters and church attendance rates, Amer}tlcans wer e
remarkably religious people in the 1950s. BLllt ’1,t was what rglalm? ol
gians themselves called a “secular Christianity” of private ({3 ie rc: side
the public arena.!> Religiosity was a person‘al matter, one od ma 13;1 selt
attributes in a socially fragmented and historically conc{(mone. vilor hat
was deconsecrated of sacred or ultimate signiﬁcance.' Mulltlcultureiyltsical
had not yet been affirmed. But the once robust s'ocu;aall turar’:ot tian !
reality of the Protestant ?stablisilllment wias 'bc:lci::);n:;\g ittle mo
rviving mood of morally neutral civility. ==
Va]gSl;eZisclll—centugy, the American public arena ca.med aclll 1ihe mtoi?;n
hallmarks of a rationalized sociopolitical order.l It dlsplaye.bt el‘ma" ni
form of what later leftist critics would call ‘cprporate li ere;hijm l.a
others would call “Cold War liberalism” or mteresF»group Ii ler{a 1sm:
What were some central characteristics of t.hat. pohcy—polcittca raft:rﬁ
work? Despite its many setbacks, the Progressive impulse l:.iab success Ciez
enshrined notions of nonpartisan expertise in newly erected bureaucra
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of the administrative state, corporate enterprises, and professional associa-
tions.!” The once threatening Social Question had been resolved into
something like an implicit social contract:!1 a middle-class welfare state of
social insurance for (mainly) male breadwinners, government-business
cooperation to stabilize employment, and rationalized management of an
ever-expanding consumer market. Chastened by their earlier experiences
with the Left and the threat of McCarthyism, liberals were Cold War and
social-reform “realists.” Public affairs was an arena for tough-minded,

analytic problem-solving, appropriately dominated by those with the nec-
essary expertise and presumably tough minds. Policy problems were dis-
crete issues where fact-finding, technical competence, and rational analy-
sis had everything to offer, and ideology was an unproductive distraction.

Descendants of a now thoroughly secularized Progressive impulse, mid-

century liberals were the elite vanguard of modernity.

This Cold War liberalism was never as consistent and monolithic as its
critics would later contend, but it did offer the central organizing principles
for a stable political society in the 1940s, 1950s, and early 1960s. It em-
braced the modern system of large-scale, hierarchical organizations in busi-
ness, labor, education, marketing, mainstream religious denomination-
alism, and government. It celebrated both the Realpolitik of pragmatic
group politics and the use of dispassionate reason for problem-solving.
Through public policy-making—a term increasingly in vogue—society
could be rationally understood and steered. Ideological debates about the
role of government or the meaning of social justice were considered a
distracting echo from an early industrializing era misguided by class conflict
and emotional bombast. The dominant view assumed a national govern-
ment that would be actively devoted to (1) assuring a favorable business
climate for the commercial culture of mass consumption, (2) projecting
overwhelming anticommunist force abroad, and (3) marshaling the exper-
tise to confront particular problems of domestic policy as these arose at
home. From time to time the mid-century consensus could be heard
mouthing the old sounds of transcendent idealism and providential excep-
tionalism, But the real voice was that of modernity speaking in the sooth-
ing, moderate tones of a consumer democracy.

As the 1950s turned into the 1960s, Cold War liberalism marched
onward in its policy-making work. Fiscal policy gradually evolved from
what had been generally perceived to be a “moral” issue of balancing the
budget to a political-technocratic management tool of economic sci-
ence.!? To deal with what were perceived to be pressing national prob-
lems, liberal reformers, policy experts, and mainstream interest groups
struggled over what was coming to be known as the “national agenda.”
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From this largely intramural activity within Washington political and
policy circles, federal policy initiatives were gestated for the 1960s.
Slowly, moderately, “nonideologically,” a liberal agenda emerged for new
national commitments to regional economic development, aid to educa-
tion, health insurance for the elderly, environmental protection, and
“moderate” civil rights legislation. To help implement this agenda, a
stream of tough-minded, Cold War “action intellectuals” followed John
Kennedy to Washington in 1960. With Lyndon Johnson the‘sFream be-
came a river of policy experts, task forces, and new ventures in fe'deral
domestic policy.20 While the overweening optimism about the capamty.of
experts for social engineering would soon fade, the forces. of rrllodermty
pressed onward in American politics and society. Mear'lwhlle, like a sec-
ond great tectonic plate surfacing and grating alopgsade, there came a
surge of personal discontent and social self-questioning that would consti-
tute the Great Awakening of the 1960s.

The Awakening as Movement Culture

It would be foolish to try to pinpoint a date when large numbers c.)f rr.ud-
century Americans began to lose faith in the prevailing norms, institu-
tions, and leadership authority of the liberal consensus. But cleatly som}f‘
thing happened. If an average American had been aslfed in 1955 what 1:1
or she thought about “the movement,” the only plausible referen‘ce wou
have been to the communist movement of recent McCarthyite farlne.
Asked the same question twenty years later in 1975, one’s.onlly plausnbl'e
answer would have to be “which movement: women’s, civil r1g31ts, envi-
ronmental, student, consumer, farm workers, gay rights . . . 7 Intellec-
tuals and reformers, whose job it is to be dissatisfied with the status quo,
were important in preparing the argumentative groundwc,)rk fozr1 th;z\se
movements, but they were not the Awakening upheaval itself.2! T ‘at
occurred only as large numbers of ordinary people felt profoundly dis-
tressed and disoriented by a sense of prevailing disorder. Y
In particular, youths coming of age in the 1960s were we.ll prime or
such distress, quite apart from the remarkable events of as§assmat1<.)n,. war,
and official deceit that would afflict their coming of age in the $1xt1es. If
only because of its sheer size, this generation commanded spec1.al atten-
tion as it moved from birth toward adulthood. As youth§ raised in a
culture of intense parenting and self-satisfied affluence, their age cohort
was possibly the first group of children in histqry to be tre}jltedb as a
separate, specially privileged part of the population. Many, but by no
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means all, were conditioned to expect much—and to demand much—
when the world did not live up to their expectations. As always, active
engagement would be a minority taste. The numbers who became directly
and indirectly involved “in the Sixties” were significant, but so too were
the numbers of young Americans opposed or indifferent. Something less
than a fifth of those under twenty in 1959 appear to have participated in
organized protests associated with the social causes of the Sixties, but no
doubt many others were affected by a faith-shaking cultural confusion. In
the years 1965-68 two to three percent of U.S. students considered
themselves “activists,” although 20 percent said they had participated in
at least one protest demonstration. Likewise we should recall that in 1968
Richard Nixon beat Hubert Humphrey by a 49 percent to 39 percent
margin among those under twenty-five, and in 1972, among eighteen- to
twenty-nine-year-old voters, George McGovern won by a 53 percent to
47 percent margin.??

As youths and other people searched for a transformative understanding
of themselves and their society, their searches often congealed to manifest
the Awakening as social movements—“organized, non-governmental ef-
forts of large numbers of people to attain significant social and personal
change.” More than anything else, it was this movement-referenced
yearning for personal and social rebirth, expressed through political ac-
tion and policy demands, that turned the mere decade of the 1960s into
the larger historic moment that would become known as the Sixties.

There is no opportunity here to examine the immense literature that
exists on social movements in general and on the movements of the
Sixties in particular.2 For present purposes it is the commonalities across
the Sixties movements that seem most important for understanding what
happened. The emergence of powerful new groups and movements are
signs that major social, economic, and cultural forces are not being accom-
modated by the existing institutional framework. They voice the disillu-
sionments of people perceiving themselves to be excluded and mar-
ginalized in a world that increasingly does not make sense to them.

As seems true of other historic awakenings, the tremors of cultural
confusion appeared as anxieties first registering with traditionalist forces.
Why should this be so? Perhaps because traditionalists believe they have
the materials at hand to offer authority and certainty to people growing
anxious about the future. The materials in question called people to the
revered, already-known ways of the past. Thus by the 1950s conservative
intellectuals were denouncing progressive education, the Welfare State,
and godless higher education; they decried the loss of ethical discipline,
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social hierarchy, and traditional religious faith in public and Private
spheres.25 At the same time, revivalism stirred at the mass level with the
new evangelical warnings led by Billy Graham, Fulton J. Sheen, and
Norman Vincent Peale, among others. Indeed, at the outset of the 19695
the general perception was one of a growing conservatism, not leftist
radicalism, across the country. Barry Goldwater’s 1960 book and message
were being warmly received on college campuses and elsewhere.26 All of
this would bear fruit in 1964 with Goldwater's nomination and the near
religious fervor with which his supporters rejected the nonideological
moderation of the Republican mainstream (itself a branch of what we are
calling Cold War liberalism). But by then the momentum was shifting
elsewhere, to movements of other marginalized Americans for whom
going back to traditional forms of authority was no answer at all, '

The archetypal movements of the 1960s defined themselves against,
attacked, and rejected not conservatives but the liberal consensus and' its
institutional structures. First among blacks and white liberals awa.kemng
to the civil rights cause, and then in widening circles, the New I',Lghts of
this awakening—who came to be called “activists”———pq;etved mtc.)lera-
ble gaps between the espoused norms and the lived rf-‘;altttes of the liberal
system. Looking back from the 1990s, former activ1sts. who defend a.nd
those who regret their actions both agree that it was basically the work_mg
arrangements of the entrenched liberal administrative state and society
that they were attacking.?’

For thz: early civil rig}gms activists, it was the liberal order of “_Irlodt?rate,”
go-slow accommodation to state-sanctioned racial segregatu?n in the
Democratically controlled South. For the student New Left it \fvas‘the
interlocking liberal hegemony of corporate capitalism, state ml'htansrn,
and antidemocratic bureaucratic structures of a consumerist society. Fgr
the emerging feminist movement the object of resistance was the domi-
nant institutional-cultural paradigm of male privilege and fem:ale ongreSv
sion, including, it turned out, within the New Left movement itself.28 For
environmentalists or consumer advocates, the offending system was an
unholy partnership of corporate power-holders pursuing profits with rec;c-
less abandon and captured bureaucracies failing to protect the pub' ic
interest. The list could be extended for pages. In all manner of awaken‘mg
activism, new struggles were deemed necessary to frec‘a pe.ople from iso-
lated, oppressed lives lived under the spell of coercive elites in a bureaucra-

i iety.?? .
tlzgléf;?:rzogf tﬁe liberal system (who vicissitudes of political .labelmg
would later rename as neoconservatives) eventually perceived, quite accu-
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rgtely, that they were living amid a massive groundswell of opposition to
virtually all forms of institutional authority. As one prominent spokesman
for the Old Light of the liberal establishment put it:

In one form or another, this challenge manifested itself in the family,
the university, the governmental bureaucracy, and the military ser-
vices. People no longer felt the same compulsion to obey those whom
they had previously considered superior to themselves in age, rank,
status, expettise, character or talents. . . . Authority based on hierar-
chy, expertise, and wealth all, obviously, ran counter to the demo-

cratic and egalitarian temper of the times, and during the 1960s, all
three came under heavy attack.30

Although each of the Sixties movements had its own history, they were
also interconnected, sometimes by overlapping memberships, but most
especially by activists’ mutual inspiration and critical mortifs. T,herefore as
reinforcing forces, the Sixties movements and their activists had a cumula-
tive impact well beyond any particular issue of the moment. The liberal
system’s gradualist, anti-idealistic acceptance of “things as they are” was
rejected in favor of a visionary and fundamental restructuring of society
Essentially there were three interrelated motifs. ‘

1. Liberation. The Sixties movements saw themselves as freedom strug-
g‘les. Rights to personal autonomy had to be reasserted against the oppres-
sions of the inherited order. To be truly free was to be able to find self-
fulfillment in one’s own way, to grow, find meaning, and express one's
true self. The movement, with its resources and arena for direct action
was the instrument for organizing against one’s own oppression to achievé
personal liberation. The liberation in question ranged from freedom de-
fined against the oppression of racial segregation to freedom from limits
on self-realization imposed by gender roles, consumerism, conventional
morality—anything restricting the “range of alternatives for identity.”!
From the stately Rosa Parks to counterculture dropouts at Woodstock
New Lights of all sorts awakened to their own power to overcome t:hei;
oppression.

2. Egdlitarian Inclusiveness. The Sixties movements shared the basal
presupposition that all people are to be equally included in society, since
all are ‘equal in their right to liberation. Thus despite their avant)—garde

pretensions, movement activists unknowingly restated the iron bond be-
tween 'l1beratior\ and equality captured by John Milton’s question three
centuries earlier: “. . . for inferior who is free?”2 The inherited, hierarchi-
cal pecking orders of race, gender, wealth, and political powe’r generally
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had to be supplanted by a community of equals where none would be
marginalized.

Again, different branches of movement culture had their own particu-
lar versions of this common theme. For civil rights activists the issue was
as plain as the equal inclusion promised but never delivered by the Consti-
tution’s Civil War amendments. The National Organization for Women's
founding statement held out the promise of “a fully equal partnership of
the sexes,” and the SDS’s well-known Port Huron statement ordained
that “human brotherhood must be willed as the more appropriate form of
social relations.™? Likewise, environmentalists and consumer advocates
insisted they spoke for all those excluded and left voiceless in the liberal
regime of interest-group politics and corporate-bureaucratic deal-making.
Not least of all, each movement within itself was seen as embodying the
ideal of a fraternal commonwealth (an expectation that led to much
discord about those movement leaders becoming “media stars”).

3. Participatory openness. If conditions of unfreedom are to be overcome
for a community of equals, it follows that the closed structures of establish-
ment power must be opened up so that all can share in the decisions
affecting their lives. Activists saw themselves as part of what would be
rermed later in another context as prodemocracy movements. The liber-
ated are not simply set free as individuals; they are empowered by virtue of
being thoroughly embedded in participatory political and economic
decision-making processes. In one sense this part of movement culture
simply reflected a democratic vision rooted in American experience, a
restatement of the Tocquevillian vision of large-spirited individualists
who become such by being actively engaged in deliberating and managing
their collective affairs.

Something more, however, was at work than good citizenship and
participatory democracy. Institutional structures had to be opened and
subjected to participatory scrutiny because they could not be trusted.
Their spurious and elitist claims to disinterested knowledge and benevo-
lent intentions created the conditions that made liberation necessary in
the first place. Whatever the movement in question, activists saw elites of
the “organized system” as self-serving establishments that had to be dis-
established, something that could happen only through open access to
decision-making processes. From university governance to the congres-
sional committee process, from administrative implementation of the law
to local zoning for trash dumps—all was to be opened to participatory
democracy. And since the authority of even reformed institutions could
not be trusted (given the ever-present tendency for oppression by the
modern managerial technocracy/racist culture/sexist paradigm and so on),
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it would have to be activists themselves who used democratized proce-
dures to pursue the just cause in question. Thus for many movement
activists the real aim was not participation, which could simply mean co-
optation by the process.’ The real aim was for your side, seen as the
people’s side, to win.,

These, or at least something like them, seem to have been the common
motifs of the awakened movement culture of the Sixties. For many of the
participants, the movements represented “free spaces” between purely
private lives and large-scale institutions.”> They were public environ-
ments of civil society where people voluntarily came together around
visions of a new self and a new society. They were identity-breeding
spaces in which people could create solidarity and break down the conven-
tional oppositions of public and private, individual and community. Un-
like conservatives’ view of voluntary “mediating structures” as protectors
of the social status quo, activists presented their movements as open,
evolving forces for generating fundamental democratic change to “get
back our country.”36

Reform Without Revitalization

The Awakening and associated movements of the Sixties helped to pro-
duce important changes in the policies, processes, and very tone of Ameri-
can politics. To inventory those changes would be to undertake a descrip-
tion, broadly speaking, of the contemporary American state and civil
society. However, it would be difficult to argue that the result of the
changes ushered in by the Sixties was any sense of self-confident renewal
or regained centeredness in American public life such as William
McLoughlin saw following other historic awakenings. There were reforms
in abundance, but a generation later, unlike the payoff of earlier upheav-
als, these seemed to add up to greater public distress and cultural confu-
sion rather than to catharsis and revitalization.

At base the problem was that allegiances to cultural and political tradi-
tions were being dissolved with no replacement in sight. While aggressively
and often successfully attacking the inherited moral authority of “the sys-
tem,” the New Lights had no coherent alternative to put in its place.?
Apart from the first phase of the civil rights mobilization, movement activ-
ists were thoroughly modern in their dismissal of a transcendent moral
order and cultural tradition against which to weigh one’s personal prefer-
ences and yearning for authenticity.38 This is not to say, obviously, that the
New Light reformers were lacking in idealism. Movement culture was
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awash with moral indignation against the injustices and hypocrisy of the
established system. As always, the gap between ideals and practice was
profoundly disturbing. But with consciences awakened and disturbed, the
question remained: What in the modern era could provide authoritative
standards for constructive revitalization? What was the source of authority
for the Truth claims made by the reformers?

As the 1960s progressed it became clear that any justifying warrant to
legitimate reform demands was entirely self-referential. Ideals and aspira-
tions prompting social action emerged out of the movement’s own analy-
sis and understanding of the liberation and change that was required. The
righteousness in play was quite literally self-righteousness, based not on
self-denying allegiance to a higher law but on personal conviction about
the correctness of one's analysis of the situation. Activists did not see
themselves awakening penitently to a revived version of the nation’s
religious tradition or the established truths of its culture. They awakened
to values and commitments they found personally fulfilling. To be free
was to be able to live out one's subjectivity as a growing, self-realizing
creator of meaning in one’s life. The relevant guiding authority was the
self-willed commitment to personal liberation and fulfillment in the
world. Correspondingly, the rupture with the past was simply a healthy
break with traditions of oppression. The long-standing national narrative
of America’s providential and benevolent moral mission in the world—a
grounding component of earlier awakenings—became widely regarded by
activists as little more than a conceit masking the country’s failures and
hypocracy.?’

Herein lay a crucial though generally unacknowledged passage out of
premodern and modern perspectives into what would increasingly become
a postmodern sensibility. The concept of “pretending” in a premaodern
worldview could be invested with positive connotations of making
believe—of claiming and behaving “as if” in order that the pretence
might serve as an aspiration leading to the real, as yet unseen, thing.*° To
the rationalistic modern perspective, pretending was an irrational, mislead-
ing escape inherently inferior to objective observation of the concrete,
empirical facts. In contrast to both these views, the evolving postmodern
sensibility attracted its audiences by showing the invariable falseness that
underlay pretending. Pretence is only the disguise for the real thing, the
system’s way of concealing what the movement’s critical powers had to
continually unmask if liberation were to occur. Unmasking, the revealing
of hidden agendas and unworthy motives of the powers that be, became a
leitmotiv of movement culture. Perceptive observers sympathetic to the
Sixties movements would later recognize that this rejection rather than
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engagement with normative tradition opened a dangerous gap between
activists and the bulk of ordinary Americans’ cultural understandings of
patriotism and religion. 41
Many activists of the various movements of the Sixties displayed deep
earnestness in the search for personal and social rebirth. But unlike pre-
modern awakenings, this restlessness did not recall America to a central
religious-historical understanding of itself based on transcendent truths.
Awakening in modernity called the nation to a plurality of authenticities.
It proclaimed fulfillment to be the promise of self-fulfillment, the good to
be What one freely chooses for one’s own without the hegemonic pressure
of . institutions. Disparate ecological, feminist, liberationist, and other
spiritualities took the place of what in an earlier time would indeed have
been a hegemonic (though highly denominationalized) Protestant revival-
ism. Now there was to be no broadly accepted, culturally-centering
worldview connected religion, politics, and social change. American plu-
ralism was to be truly pluralistic, with external authority rejected in favor
of each person’s right to satisfy his or her own perceived needs for fulfill-
ment. Historically, the revitalization produced by awakenings followed
upon repentence. The New Light of the Sixties suggested an inversion:
the self as aggrieved rather than repentent, a subject of history to be
glorified through liberation rather than surrendered under a higher law. It
was a secular version of what Dietrich Bonhoeffer called “cheap grace,”
the forgiving grace we bestow on ourselves. 2 With “sin” passé, self—blarr;e
was ?ut and system-blame was in. Postmodern sensibility would develop
‘a‘\:e?; l"e;\:]ir‘;te:jirszig te;?es?;? based on the conviction that there are no
In this regard, the culture of movement activists both reflected and
promoted trends in the larger society toward the celebration of personal
autonomy and a “what works for me” approach to de-institutionalized
:sltte‘l‘chments. Or as a character in the 1971 movie Harold and Maude put
it, * You can do what you want.” Fittingly enough, three popular theo-
19g1c31 books appeared virtually simultaneously at the outset of the Six-
ties, each expressing in its own way deep misgivings about this trend. H
Rlcbgrd Niebuhr's Radical Monotheism and Western Culture reasserted tht;,
traditional premise of Western religion in a single transcendent center of
value against which all subjectivity is to be judged. The Jesuit John
Cour.tney Murray in We Hold These Truths argued against a crumbling
public consensus regarding the fundamental principles of American soci-
ety based on God-given natural law. And at the same time Martin Mart
saw the 1950s growth of mere “interest” in religion as porténding the enzil
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of the long Protestant Pietist age initiated by the first Great Awakening
and the beginnings of a “post-Protestant” era of religious and nonreligious
pluralism.# Within three years their premonitions had been symbolically
confirmed in Supreme Court decisions banning mandatory prayer or devo-
tional Bible reading in public schools.

Thus the Awakening and social movements in the Sixties offered a
paradoxical invitation. Choices in life—from one’s personal identity to
forms of social interaction and organization—were to be vastly expanded
for all Americans, while the standards for making any given choice were
being thoroughly relativized. This in turn raised a difficult question: who
would have the moral, intellectual, political, or any other type of author-
ity to teach, much less enforce, codes of collective behavior? Movement
culture energized people to write, speak, and act out their beliefs in
liberation and social justice. But modernist New Lights no longer had a
theory of why anyone should listen to them.

For some in the movements, the personalized, self-referential basis of
awakened faith soon made it fairly easy to give up on sociopolitical action
and to concentrate on “doing one’s own thing” to get on in life. As one of
the founders of the student movement later described some in the New

Left:

A generation giddy about easy victories was too easily crushed by
defeats, too easily placated by private satisfactions. . . . The pre-
mium the movement placed on the glories and agonies of pure exis-
tential will ill-equipped many of us to slog away. %

This stands in striking contrast with the early civil rights movement’s
traditionalist faith in the transcendent strength available for eventual
victory. As the Reverend Martin Luther King Jr. put it in his letter from
the Birmingham jail: “. . . The opposition we face will surely fail. We
will win our freedom because the sacred heritage of our nation and the
eternal will of God are embodied in our echoing demands.™

As the Sixties wore on, some activists counted on the revolutionaty
intensity and militancy of their convictions to intimidate opponents.
Radical breakaway groups formed and re-formed on the student Left, in
feminist and environmental circles, and in the black community. Gener-
ally these groups soon faded away, either into the mists of counterculture
spontaneity and mind-trips or into the bomb smoke of vulgar Marxist

anarchism.
In their central thrust, however, the Sixties movements eventually
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sought to advance their claims by nonrevolutionary confrontations of
power with power, organization with counterorganization. What Harvey
Cox said in The Secular City in 1965 could be applied to any number of
other activists and causes: “The Negro revolt is not aimed at winning
friends but at winning freedom, not at interpersonal warmth but instity-
tional justice.” From routinized civil disobedience and protests to other,
more conventional forms of group organizing, the work at hand was not so
much to revitalize the nation’s self-understanding as directly to confrone
and defeat the oppressive forces of the opposition.

In many ways, the civil rights movement was the exemplary model for
other movements. Activists for a variety of causes were not only inspired
by its righteous confrontation with the forces of segregation but also were
educated by its grassroots mobilizing strategy and effective use of the
media to dramatize its case.8 But at a deeper level, the twists and turns in
the development of the civil rights movement after the mid-1950s re-
hearsed in miniature the developmental trend we have been sketching
from premodern awakenings to secular movements and policy lobbies.

Clearly the initial driving force in civil rights lay in black church
culture.4® For a people cut off from the rest of “mainstream” society, the
black church offered not only a rich institutional base of organizational,
financial, communication, and leadership resources. It also embodied a
vibrant spiritual and moral tradition harkening back to the nineteenth
century. With its empowering devotions and integrated community life,
the early crusade for what would become the civil rights legislation of
1964—65 bore a ditect family resemblance to the centuries’ earlier awaken-
ings of a biblical community uniting around this world as well as super-
natural hopes, a “yeaming to cross Jordan into freedom as well as to reach
heaven.” At the same time, the early thrust in civil rights was grounded
on faith in liberal institutions. It was the faith that, with appropriate
litigation and legislation produced by mobilized pressure on elected repre-
sentatives, racial progress would be assured.

By the mid-1960s the center of agitation had shifted. More radical
and secular critiques were prompted as many activists grew disillusioned
and frustrated by the resisting power of mainstream institutions.5! Al-
though small groups of self-described revolutionaries would develop, the
civil rights movement by the end of the 1960s was settling into more
permanently organized forms to promote and protect preferred policies
for racial justice. Martin Luther King Jr. would not live to see the
interracial social-democratic alliance he envisioned, but by 1968 he had

realized that civil rights had to take on a more organizational than
movement-style of politics:
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It was not necessary to build a widespread organization in order to
win legislative victories. . . . But corrective legislation requires orga-
nization to bring it to life. Laws only declare rights; they do not
deliver them. . . . We will have to build far-flung, workmanlike and
experienced organizations in the future if the legislation we create
and the agreements we forge are to be ably and zealously superin-
tended. Moreover, to move to higher levels of progress we will have
to emerge from crises with more than agreements and laws. We shall
have to have people tied together in a long-term relationship instead
of evanescent enthusiasts who lose their experience, spirit and unity
because they have no mechanism that directs them to new tasks.52

By the end of the 1960s what King saw coming for civil rights activists
was broadly true for other movements as well: moral fervor had to be
organized into modernity’s secular template for the public arena, that is,
into “mechanisms.” For those who chose to stay engaged in their causes,
and for others who joined, to be a movement activist increasingly meant
to have expert (if uncredentialed) knowledge about particular public is-
sues, to be organizationally sophisticated (not least in foundation fund-
raising and horizontal “networking” skills), and to understand the folk-
ways of orchestrating media attention for your policy agenda. But notice
too, participation in public deliberation was not simply a question of
interest-group inclusion——getting one’s voice heard. It was a strategic
matter of constructing, defending, and advancing the “issues” that infused
one's group identity against the designs of adversaries contesting for con-
trol of a social field. What some called the long march through the
institutions had begun.

We should pause, for it was easy to lose the larger implictions in the
ferment of the times. The social movements gaining force after mid-
century were not the work of preexisting solidaristic communities engaged
in a struggle against modernization. Movements took on the organiza-
tional logic of their times, and for more than one hundred years moder-
nity had been a developing environment that selected for (or privileged)
certain characteristics and not for others.’3 Street demonstration or in-
sider lobbying, it did not matter. Collective action, as King so well
explained, implied careful organization, strategic-instrumental calcula-
tion, and a permanent mobilization of resources along the rationalistic
lines of a managerial society. To this extent, one might say that interest-
group liberalism was reproducing itself in the oppositional movements to
interest-group liberalism.

And yet something central is missing if we think that the social move-
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ments of the Sixties simply crystallized into conventional meat-and-
potatoes interest groups. In general, the movements were not responses to
economic crises or material breakdowns in society. On the contrary,
everything about Cold War liberalism was proceeding too smoothly to suit
thousands of movement activists. The deep-running issue was, to put it
rather grandly, one of “meaning”—what people thought they were to
make of themselves, individually and as a society. In an era of secular
modernity, the raw materials of social life—identities, solidarities, and
meanings—could not be considered as givens; they were constructions to
be labored over and achieved by people increasingly aware of themselves
as the creators and contenders for power involved in these constructive
processes. Domains of social life once shielded by tradition and transcen-
dent fixities—from procreation to death and all the production of culture
in between—were unmasked and exposed to technocratic agendas of
control as well as alternative “democratic” projects to control the newly
opened domains. Thus the Sixties social movements would take on the
modern organizational logic of rational resource mobilization, but they
would also point toward a postmodern quest for the human design of
meaning and identity, which is to say, toward the contests of a reflexive
society self-consciously making itself. Historic awakenings had propelled
social reform out of the recovered energy of ancient creeds and truths,
“strong evaluations” whose validity was widely perceived to be outside a
person’s will or opinion.* The Sixties symbolized movement into a differ-
ent country.

Postmodern Policy-making

The Awakening of the Sixties created a central paradox. Institutional
authority was challenged throughout American society at the same time
as demands and expectations on government were multiplied. For a great
many activists, the federal government was part of the “establishment”
that had to be attacked. And yet it was also the resource that lay most
readily at hand to pursue the social reformations urged by the New Lights
movements.

The turn to public policy and to the national government in particular
was understandable, perhaps even inevitable, for several reasons. The
New Deal and World War II did much to raise general expectations about
the capacities of Washington to undertake major tasks of historic propot-
tions. Well before the 1960s began, the federal government had in fact
acquired powerful new administrative abilities to penetrate society, ex-
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tract resources, and sell its programs to the public.® Then too, it was
important that the Sixties movements almost invariably framed their
reform claims in terms of rights. Long-delayed civil rights for blacks be-
came the model for protesting the unprotected rights of other minorities,
of women, of workers in unsafe workplaces, of welfare recipients subject
to variable state rules, of consumers, of disadvantaged children, of every-
one plagued by dirty air and dirty water. The point is, a right could not
exist in one corner of America and not in another. Rights talk not only
invited, it virtually compelled the nationalization of public policy. This
was especially true given what the civil rights movement taught everyone
concerning the noncommitment of state governments to rights protec-
tion. Finally, policy activists’ turn to the federal government seemed to
answer the unanswerable question raised by a secularized awakening: In a
world of self-referential standards, what authority was there for establish-
ing codes of collective behavior?

National policy legislation and rule-making would by definition be the
supreme, authoritative law of the land. But the implicit theory behind so
much of the new civil rights, environmental, and other legislation pro-
moted by activists went well beyond that simple fact. After all, Progres-
sives in the earlier part of this century had also eventually turned to the
national government for major policy reforms, ranging from Temperance
to the New Deal's massive regional development plans. Progressives and
their descendants of the Liberal consensus demonstrated abided faith in
the benevolent power of large-scale, centrally rationalized organization,
of scientific and management expertise, of executive-led government in
the public interest. To be sure, America’s premodern institutional struc-
ture, particularly Congress and localist power centers, did not give Progres-
sives the full helping of rational organization they wanted, but the faith in
good government by good people remained alive into mid-century. Then
came the Sixties.

The paradox of policy expectations and institutional suspicion seemed
to yield an answer. Federal policy powers could be vigorously increased so
long as they were sufficiently distrusted and controlled by activists. Policy
activists working for women'’s rights, environmental protection, and all
the other causes might trust in each others’ goodwill within the move-
ment, but certainly not in that of government or anyone else outside the
movement. In part, of course, this reflected the long-standing American
doubts about any concentrations of power. But the ethos of these new
times went beyond residual mistrust to active distrust. The energetic use
of national policy for transforming American society had to be accompa-
nied by an equally vigorous suspicion of that power and whoever might
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exercise it. In ways large and small, experience had taught the hard
lessons of distrust to the Sixties generation of reformers. For civil rights
activists, that distrust grew out of the semilegal dodges and subterfuges
that had been used for decades by state and local governments to exclude
blacks from American public life. Mississippi’s once hopeful Freedom
Democratic Party delegates learned that when they were excluded from
the 1964 Democratic Party convention in Atlantic City. Others in the
1960s could point to the “credibility gap” produced by the public deceitful -
ness of national leaders, or by official efforts to subvert movement organi-
zations, or by cheap conspiracies between big business and government
regulators. These and many other particulars fed the generalized distrust
toward all institutional authority. To be a movement activist was to have
internalized this distrust and be part of the celebration of pluralistic per-
sonal liberation that lay at the heart of Sixties postmodernism. Anyone
espousing Progressive, liberal trust in government as a public servant or in
society's leaders as people of goodwill was ipso facto to be considered as
simply naive or, worse, “co-opted” (a favorite epithet of the time) by the
system. Progressive liberals had stressed the pragmatic, knowledge-based,
compromise-seeking character of public policy-making. Activists of the
Sixties movements taught Americans to see policy in terms of personal
and group causes, to see policy-making as enacted power games “all the
way down” (as deconstructionist language would later put it).

As the Awakening and social movements organized into various net-
works of activists and policy lobbies, the old faiths were clearly on the
wane. To be a reformer was to be pro-activist, but also in a certain sense to
be antigovernment. Federal policy held out both the prospect of social
reformation and the threat of bureaucratic subversion. Postmodern policy-
making meant that all assertions of a collective American interest or moral
purpose were not only disputable but suspect. Government responsibilities
were to be vastly expanded, while government autonomy had to be re-
stricted at every turn. Distrust required opening up policy-making to public
view and assuring access for formerly marginalized groups. Confidence in
administrative discretion, expertise, and professional independence had to
be replaced by continuous public scrutiny, hard-nosed advocacy, strict
timetables, and stringent standards for prosecuting the policy cause in
question. In one field of public affairs after another, policy-making became
a permanent campaign of competing activists warring over the carcass of
legitimate government power. What one perceptive participant-observer
has called “the thirty years’ wars” were under way.57

It is worth pausing over the oddity of what was happening. As Martha
Derthick shows so well in this volume, the range of policy responsibilities
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being pushed and pulled toward Washington was truly astonishing. No
less astonishing, these fundamental changes in federalism occurred with
little principled debate of any seriousness; federalism had become under-
stood largely as an intramural game of strategy defined in terms of cost-
shifting. At the same time, however, the Sixties set in motion a massive
public debate questioning and to a large extent undermining faith in the
familiar, simple national narratives of patriotism and American goodness.
Here was an ominous conjuncture of powerful trends, both nationaliza-
tion and de-nationalism racing along in parallel.

The impact of the Sixties on public policy was pervasive, profound but
also often indirect and therefore difficult to gauge. Actual changes typi-
cally depended on intermediary forces—politicians, bureaucrats, lobby-
ists, the media-—operating unmindful of a political environment and
policy culture that the movements were doing so much to shape. But the
monuments to postmodern policy making soon lay all around. A few
examples will have to suffice,

« Old line agencies once proud of their professionally insulated indepen-
dence became the targets of suspicion, attack, and extensive outside
supervision. The common theme in all recent administrative histories—
the Social Security Administration, the FBI, the IRS, the Atomic Energy
Commission, the Forest Service, and so on—is the withdrawal of defer-
ence for administrative expertise and the replacement of discretion with
instructions and hostile scrutiny.?8

+ A system of administrative law that once protected business from gov-
ernment encroachments was transformed into a surrogate political pro-
cess ensuring representation for advocacy groups throughout the admin-
istrative process. More generally, entire new regulatory regimes were
enacted through legislation and court decisions. The common characteris-
tics of these new policy regimes read like an engineer’s specifications of
the Sixties movements’ design requirements—liberation from inherited
institutional power, inclusiveness of the marginalized, openness to partici-
pation in the people’s interest. These common specifications have been:
(1) more specific statutory mandates to restrict regulators’ discretion, (2)
new legal procedures expanding access for proregulation advocacy groups
to agency decision-making; and (3) active use of the federal courts to
fortify advocacy groups and scrutinize agency decisions for “public inter-
est” outcomes.>?

« Just as political scientists of the new behavioral persuasion came to
understand the federal budget process in the early 1960s, it began disinte-
grating into what a quarter century later would be called “the new politics
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of the budgetary process.”® The closed world of budgeting by insti-
tutional process managers was transformed into an open politics of com-
peting groups in and outside Congress. Old assumptions that every sig-
nificant interest had representation and that one should judge budget
outcomes in terms of adherence to appropriate process were overturned.
“Minorities, consumers, women, environmentalists and many more en-
listed in the ‘pluralistic chorus’ . . . enlarging the scope of political con-
flict and adding to the burdens on the federal budget. . . . The newly
empowered did not stop with breaking in and changing some of the rules;
they kept their eyes on the prize which was, for all major groups, defined
in terms of policies and objectives . . . politics turned away from process
to outcomes. "8!

« Comparable tendencies have been at work in making and confirming
presidential appointments to the federal government. In a pre-Sixties era
of “inside politics,” institutionalized deference to presidential selections
may have allowed inoffensive mediocrity occasionally to suffice as a quali-
fication for high office. But it also shielded the appointment process from
public campaigns of outright political manipulation. Since the 1960s,
however, the new “outside politics” of confirmation finds coalitions of
groups and policy activists in opposing camps skillful at seizing any oppor-
tunity the more (and televised) personnel process offers. Media campaigns
to demonize policy opponents through negative imagery and distorted
information—"“borking”—have become standard practice. Again, out-
comes are what matter., For most participants the outcome of winning out
over one's policy enemies takes precedence over any higher values of
fairness in process or interpersonal decency. %

Such manifestations of postmodern policy-making could be extended at
length, adding up to something like a political history of our times. What
they all suggest is that following the Sixties Awakening we have been
bequeathed a policy system with at least four characteristic features.

1. Postmodern policy-making is radically pluralistic. The most obvious sign
is the proliferation of policy activists in groups of all shapes and sizes.
Various dynamics have been at work, Once-dormant existing groups be-
came energized on national policy issues (e.g., the Sierra Club, the Audu-
bon Society). New groups were formed as movement insurgency became
organized into policy lobbies (e.g., Friends of the Earth, Greenpeace,
congressional caucuses of all types). Liberation ideology encouraged break-
away groups to reconstitute themselves out of larger umbrella organiza-
tions (e.g., feminist groups out of the New Left, minority feminist groups
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out of the feminists). New federal policies encouraged the formation of
new client groups (e.g., state and local associations of Air Pollution
Program Controllers) as well as the splintering of existing group along
new lines of differential policy impacts (e.g., hospitals from doctors,
insurers from hospitals and doctors, big from little insurers). Coalitions
and networks of activists have formed and re-formed around particular
issues of the day, producing every incentive for threatened interests to
countermobilize. The result ranges from reorganized business lobbies “mo-
bilized against Ralph Nader”® to the unending domestic wars over affirma-
tive action, abortion, and all the rest. Pushing deeper to see all these
developments as a whole and in light of our historical reform tradition,
one can say that postmodern radical pluralism is radical precisely because
it offers no overarching norms or transcendent narrative to legitimate
action, only the secular purity of one's intentions in the policy struggle
itself.

2. Postmodern policy-making is rights-based group conflict. Clearly, rights
discourse in American politics is older than the Republic itself. The 1950s
mobilization of the civil rights movement was framed and fully comprehen-
sible within that powerful historical tradition. It was a tradition that con-
ceived rights as preexisting attributes of human worth and dignity that each
individual already possessed. This understanding of rights subtly changed
in the aftermath of the 1960s. It did so less as a matter of philosophical
argument and more as a growing convention of political dispute. Rights
took the center of the policy debate not so much as a priori endowments but
as unfulfilled entitlements for oppressed groups of people, to whom public
policy was to offer redress. Rights were identity-enhancing claims that had
to be actualized in the relations of one group against another through the
medium of governmental policy. Activists found a profusion of unrealized
rights for a host of group causes: women, the disabled, persons in polluted
environments, those without health insurance, schoolchildren in tax-poor
districts. But rights-based group contflict was ecumenical. From right to left
across the political spectrum, activists translated policy problems and dis-
agreements into a denial of rights demanding compensatory public-policy
actions to put things “right.” Thus those in taxpayer tevolts had more in
common with minority rights, women'’s rights, and all the other rights
advocates than they knew. The right of nonbelievers to a prayerless public
school environment was really a kindred spirit with Believers’ rights to have
Creationism taught as an alternative theory to evolution. On the economic
Left, government could be held responsible for the maldistribution of
wealth that courts should correct by finding a right to a minimum income;
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on the economic Right, government could be asked to actualize property
rights by compensating businesses and landowners for any noticeable loss in
potential property values produced by government regulation in the public
interest.% Rights-based policy debates have held a rhetorical attraction for
judges, activists, and politicians alike: policy claims can sound as if they are
based on principles of moral judgment without anyone having to agree on
“premodern” moral philosophies or theologies contending that there are
knowable principles of right and wrong, cultural agreement as to where
rights come from or how they are attached to responsibilities. 55

3. Postmodern policy-making is fundamentally confrontational. Policy claims
framed in terms of rights are not easily compromised. Adding to the poten-
tial acrimony is the Sixties’ legacy of distrust in institutional authority and
activists' identification with self-righteous policy causes. Policy disputesare
likely to begin with presumptions, not of good-faith bargaining in a search
for agreement, but of confrontation with adversaries who are hostile to
one’s cause. Thus even under fairly ideal conditions—when opposing
groups agree to drop their adversarial stance and to negotiate in an open,
cooperative manner—the results are fragile at best. Having to mobilize
members and contributions around threats to the cause, group leaders are
hypersensitive to negotiating anything that could appear as a sellout offen-
sive to any substantial portion of their membership. Moreover, one or two
groups (concerned with turf protection, ideological purity, membership
recruitment, and so on) can effectively veto agreements when others in the
larger coalition do not wish to alienate traditional allies.% In the end, it
appears that a great deal of postmodern policy-making is not really con-
cerned with “making policy” in the sense of finding a settled course of
public action that people can live with. It is aimed at crusading for a cause
by confronting power with power. Media-based policy debates on welfare
reform, affirmative action, abortion, crime, business deregulation, and
environmental crises are only the tip of the iceberg.

4. Postmodem policy-making is a multiplier of conflict. Despite the final
efforts of Martin Luther King Jr. as well as organizers in the New Left and
SNCC, the movements of the Sixties could never coalesce into a single
cross-race, cros§‘class party of the progressive left. Absent the coherence
E:;?::l:vlilg;i‘l:lzii fte};;c:;logh such a party, th'e'mu‘ltiplication‘of conflict

‘ : n and countermobilization of activists’ groups
and policy lobbies since the 1950s.
aniit i‘;ei :\thi)rllg;igsu:fe’b l}llcci)wiyer. %at was noted earlier about thle Iold
institutions aed ther procecgiﬁ u;g alpplxes more generally. When existing
sentation eomics tal rules are trusted anc'i the scope of repre-

red acceptable, conflict can be readily contained; this is
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because outcomes can be judged by adherence to process (what some
critics in the Sixties dubbed “procedural liberalism”). The enduring men-
tality of the Sixties has tended to reject this view of the world. Outcomes
and processes are to be judged by outcomes, that is, the budget results,
policies, and objectives one's group is fighting for. But as in budgeting, to
work smoothly, such outcome-based politics and thinking require “noth-
ing less than a theory stating what the government ought to do.”67 Lack-
ing such a widely accepted theory, we acquire instead a recipe for the
endless expansion of conflict. Paradoxically, as process becomes less val-
ued for its own sake, process becomes more important as a source of
interminable efforts and delays to achieve desired policy ends.

Since individuals can be grouped in any number of different ways to
claim redress for unfulfilled rights, and since few are likely to agree when,
if ever, equal rights are fully realized, the agenda for conflict is inherently
expansionist. In the end, the liberation quest for rights of the unencum-
bered self challenges all distinctions between public and private life. For
activists on the left, right, and middle of the political spectrum, the
personal is indeed the political. This in turn can mean only that every-
thing is political and a potential policy dispute before the nation, from the
shape of sidewalk curbs to sexual innuendo in the office. Posfmodem
policy-making presents the specter of a political society locked in a con-
tinuous Cold War with itself. And of course our own effort here to defme
the history of the 1960s is one part of that power struggle in the thirty

years' wars,

Recessional

The Awakening of the Sixties was transformative, for b.et_:ter or wprse: It
created an unprecedented openness of institutions to critical Qubhc‘ view
and correction. It established a presumption for an inclusive soc1a1.umo?:1 of
equals beyond anything ever attempted by a nation-state. It, natlli)r}a'\élzeld
policy-making on issues touching virtually every aspect of one’s <,ia1 ylife. It
drove a fundamental pluralism into the very heart of America’s narr'fltlvg
understanding of itself. And it soon energized political force§ Fhat claime
to speak for the “true America’s” religious and cultural traditions. )
At the same time, a dangerous dissociation among government, policy
politics, and the public was set in motion. Despite the forms of grelzf\ter
democratic openness in the system (in fact often becausle of the.m), EO icy-
making in the postmodern era revolves around con.tendmg' l?odles6g) F;ﬁtw
ists who are largely detached from the bulk of ordinary citizens. is is
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one thread that runs through our entire policy process broadly under-
stood, from the focus-group consultants’ framing of issues and the profes-
sional management of election campaigns to the details of the latest court
hearing on agency regulations. The gap between policy activists and what
have been called those with a commitment to everyday life is an equal-
opportunity destroyer of public confidence, applying to the right and left
of the political spectrum. It reflects something more than the familiar fact
that serious political activity is a minority taste. The dissociation is struc-
tured in a post-Sixties policy culture that has institutionalized the distrust
of institutions and their normative authority, whether in the public or
private sector. The faithful activists of both right and left carry the an-
tinomian banner.

For example, even on such a highly charged matter as the so-called
culture wars over the public schools, the vast bulk of Americans are not
preoccupied by concerns about multiculturalism and sex education. And
traditional Christian parents (i.e., regular churchgoers who consider
themselves born-again or biblical literalists) share most of the same con-
cerns and support the same solutions for the public schools as do other
Americans.9 On this and the host of other issues crowding the policy
agenda, activists confront each other and do battle over competing claims
to rights-victimhood, all sides claiming the moral right (and fund-raising
necessity) to demonize their policy opponents. Huge expectations are
invested in public-policy solutions to dire domestic problems, both by
those who would have government do more and by those who would have
it do much less, or nothing. But none of this adds up to a process or public
philosophy that could provide ordinary citizens with a sense of coherent
meaning to what is happening in their collective affairs. Everyday Ameri-
cans find their lives entangled in a regime of activist government and
activist antigovernment politics that they can little understand, much less
sense they are controlling.

By the mid-1990s the Sixties were regnant. The now-adult, divided,
radically pluralistic Sixties generation was takirig over the reins of power.
More than that, they were leading an inchoate debate on what political
vision of the world could have authority over the nation. In effect, the
search was on for a higher public moral order in a policy culture denying
there could be any such thing. Here was a situation ripe with possibilities
for demagoguery and for citizens’ mounting disgust with the politics to
which they were onlookers, Such are the perils of a basically religious
people awakening in modermity.

George Mason University
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