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STAT")NS SINCE THE 1970s, American society has pravided espe- U.s. poLimces /
cially fertile grounc for the growth of the Chnistian BOUTERITIE,

right and its influence on both political and caltural
O F T H E disceurse. In Station+ of the Cross political theorist Paul RELIGION

Apostolidis shows how a critical component of this

movement’s popular culture—ecvangelical conservative
CROSS radio—interacts with the current U.S. political scono-

my. By examining in particular James Dobson’s enor-

mously influential program, Focus on the Familv—its
messages, politics, and effects—Apostolidis reveals the complex nature of
contemporary conservative religious culture.

Public idcology and institutional tendencies clash, the author aigues, in the
restructuring of the welfare state, the financing of the electoral system, and
the backlash against women and minorities. These frictions are nowhere more
apparent than on Christian right radio. Reinvigorating the intellectual tradi-
tion of the Frankfurt School, Apostolidis shows how ideas derived from early
critical theory—in particular that of Theodor W. Adorno—can illuminate the
political and social dynamics of this aspect of contemporary American cul-
ture. He uses and reworks Adorno’s theories to interpret the nationally broad-
cast Focus on the Family, revealing how the cultural discourse of the Chris-
tian right resonates with recent structural transformations in the American
political economy. Apostolidis shows that the antidote to the Christian right’s
marriage of religious and market fundamentalism lies not in a reinvocation
of liberal fundamentals, but rather depends on a patient cultivatian of the af-
finities between religion’s utopian impulses and radical, democratic challenges
to the present political-cconomic order.

“Paul Apostolidis’s excellent study Stations of the Cross: Adorno and Chris-
tian Right Radio provides one of the sharpest analyses yet to appear of the
Christian right and its media politics. The book is also an important contri-
bution to critical theory, applying and reconstructing T. W. Adornc’s approach
to cultural criticismn. Focusing on James Debson’s Focus on the Family, Apos-
tolidis skillfully dissects the program’s messages, politics, and effects, pro-
ducing a first-rate study of contemporary conservative religious culture.”
—Doucras KeLLNER, UCLA

“Apostolidis’s application of dialectical criticism to the evangelical radio pro-
gram Focus on the Family is theoretically innovative and politically daring.
Reading Christian conservatism as cultural critique, he discerns in its narra-
tive structures the same utopian desire for ethical autonomy that animates
‘left’ criticisms of our post-Fordist social order. No apologist for the New
Right but a democratic provocateur, Apostolidis challenges progressives to
set aside their secular disdain for evangelicalism and consider how its power-
ful cultural idiom might provide intellectual and political radical.sm with a
new voice.”—Li1sa DiscH, University of Minnesota, Twin Cities
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Introduction

*

“Will He or Won’t He!”

On September 21, 1995, the ABC news magazine program Day One fea-
tured a story on radio personality James Dobson. Dobson was then and
remains one of the most enduring and powerful leaders of the Christian
right in the United States. A psychologist and popular author, Dobson has
been the head of Focus on the Family (Focus), a leading media organiza-
tion of the Christian right, since its founding in 1977. Focus saturates
the airwaves of evangelical radio with Dobson’s interview and news pro-
grams and publishes a vast array of books, magazines, and videotapes
covering issues from child discipline to welfare reform. Nevertheless, the
mainstream media have paid little attention to Dobson over the years, in
contrast to its coverage of leaders who have more directly attempted to
heighten the Christian right’s influence in the spheres of electoral politics
and legislation, especially Pat Robertson and Ralph Reed.

On this particular day in 1995, the mainstream media had been drawn
to Dobson because of his rhetorical interventions in the blossoming cam-
paign for the Republican presidential nomination. Day One offered a gen-
eral profile of Dobson’s efforts at Focus on the Family, although the main
angle was clearly the possibility of Dobson’s entering the fray as either
a kingmaker or a candidate. Dobson had spoken out publicly against
the inclusive, “big tent” strategy advocated by Republican National Com-
mittee chairman Haley Barbour. Opposing compromise on “moral is-
sues,” especially abortion, Dobson had dedicated two days on his na-
tionally broadcast and extremely popular radio program Focus on the
Family to publicizing a speech by hard-right candidate Alan Keyes. But



would Dobson attempt to channel his towering popularity and authority
among evangelicals into a presidential bid of his own? So mused the asc
program.!

Eventually, of course, it became clear that Dobson was not interested in
running. A less sensationalist and more measured article on Focus in the
New York Times, which had appeared a few months earlier, had been
closer to the mark in assessing the politics of Dobson and his organiza-
tion. The article noted that Dobson'’s “voice is clearly heard these days in
Washington,” then continued: “Despite [Dobson’s] political talk, Focus is
a largely nonpolitical organization, and it has attracted many people who
admire Dr. Dobson’s views on marriage, bringing up children, and a host
of other family issues.”2 Focus, the Times seemed to conclude, in concert
with the organization’s own self-presentation, was primarily concerned
with matters pertaining to faith and family, and only occasionally with
affairs of politics. Neither the Times story nor the Day One segment was
succeeded by a follow-up report. To the ordinary consumer of the mass
media in 1995 who happened to see either of these pieces, Focus on the
Family would likely have sparked interest only by offering a moment of
controversy in an otherwise dull election. As the Times intoned and aBc
implied, Focus had little truck with things political.

Three years later, in 1998, Dobson’s name surfaced once again in the
mainstream media. As in 1995, Focus’s leader drew the attention of major
news organizations by striking out against cor leaders whom he consid-
ered too quick to abandon moral imperatives on crucial matters of policy.
This time, Dobson’s target was the Republican Congress. Dobson warned
that if federal lawmakers did not speedily pass measures requiring paren-
tal consent for abortion, defunding Planned Parenthood, and abolishing
the National Endowment for the Arts, he would use every means at his
disposal to urge evangelical conservatives to boycott the 1998 elections or
to support third-party candidates. To U.S. News and World Report, which
ran a cover story on Dobson in May of that year, Dobson’s challenge
heralded a “major shift in the attitudes of the Christian right toward poli-
tics” and the “crumbling” of the Republican coalition.?

Dobson’s threats to “go nuclear” against cop leaders in the fall of 1998
never materialized. Indeed, just a few days after the publication of the U.S.
News story major newspapers reported that Dobson had “sounded concili-
atory” following meetings with House leaders. “ ‘I believe the leadership
of the Republican Party was listening,’ Dobson said,” in reference to his
proposals for action on “bills to repeal the ‘'marriage penalty’ tax, abolish
the National Endowment for the Arts, and ban certain late-term abor-
tions.”* Perhaps Dobson had thrown down the gauntlet to influence the
location of the political middle ground as the 1998 (and 2000) elections
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approached, by staking out a “purist” space on the far right. Perhaps, too,
his remarks and their predictable casting in the media as examples of
a confrontational, no-quarter Christian conservatism were intended to
camouflage the extent to which Dobson and other Christian right leaders
were actually operating very much within the boundaries of the political
mainstream. After all, Dobson’s policy demands tracked closely the items
listed in the Christian Coalition’s 199§ Contract with the American Fam-
ily, a document that relied on focus groups and polls to fashion an agenda
with broad public appeal. Following the 1996 elections, moreover, and
notwithstanding the mixed successes of Christian right-supported can-
didates at the ballot box, the movement emerged with a stronger insti-
tutional base than ever within Republican party committees from the
precinct to the national levels and with a new crop of political action com-
mittees (PAcs) giving it unprecedented leverage in campaign finance.’
Whatever the purpose of Dobson’s 1998 actions, however, by the late
1990s major news organizations were beginning to take notice of Dobson
more frequently. And this seemed to be happening because, in the words
of the New York Times, Dobson had begun articulating an “overtly politi-
cal message” with increasing intensity, intentionality, and publicity.6

Culture, Power, Ideology, and the New Right

This book analyzes the politics of Christian right culture by studying
Dobson’s radio program Focus on the Family. Ironically, despite the epi-
sodic flurries of excitement about Dobson’s preelection defiance of Re-
publican leaders during the 1990s, the media have probably overlooked
the points of greatest political impact by Dobson and Focus on the Family.
Focus is a major producer of Christian right culture—of organized, com-
mercialized, mediatized evangelical conservatism. To understand Focus’s
contribution to the reshaping of the American political landscape at the
close of the twentieth century, it is important to assess Focus’s “overt”
participation in legislative processes, voter mobilization, and party orga-
nizations. But it is also necessary to confront thornier questions concern-
ing the politics of Focus’s cultural offerings as such. Such questions, how-
ever, seem inarticulable within the constraints of the ordinary public
discourse deployed by news agencies like the Times, ABc, and U.S. News.
For the mainstream media, as their interrogations of Dobson illustrate,
culture appears to have political significance only when its agents pub-
licly involve themselves in the institutional and discursive channels of
governmental action and partisan competition.

This journalistic “common sense” presupposes a specific conception of
power along with a particular understanding of ideology. Both of these
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concepts require critical scrutiny. Here, power is a result of observable
contests between individuals or groups of individuals, in which it is al-
ways at least technically (though sometimes not practically) possible to
identify winners and losers. The former are held to enjoy power to the
extent that they impose their will on the actions of the latter.” From this
perspective, “ideology” refers to dimensions of both the ends and means of
such struggles for power. In terms of ends, (an”) ideology is usually un-
derstood simply as a policy agenda: the goal of political power contests is
considered to be the installment of one faction’s policy concerns as the
agenda of the whole. The Christian right’s ideology would thus consist of
a familiar list of policy prescriptions, including a legal ban on abortion,
the reinstitution of vocal prayer in public schools, tax reductions, and the
denial of civil rights protection for gays and lesbians. The power of the
movement, in turn, could be measured by assessing the extent to which
these policy stands had been incorporated into the platforms of major
party candidates and into public law.

Similar though substantially more sophisticated assumptions regarding
power and ideology infuse most social-scientific accounts of the Christian
right and other social movements. Since the Christian right’s inception as
a national force in the late 1970s, a continually growing body of empirical
research has analyzed the factors leading to the movement’s initial mobili-
zation and subsequent rejuvenations, the nature of its successes and fail-
ures, and the reasons behind its victories and defeats. Explaining the move-
ment’s coalescence and activation has provoked interesting controversies.
Scholars have described the movement'’s early mobilization as rooted vari-
ouslyinareaction to left-liberal social movements, especially the student,
anti-Vietnam War, women’s, and gay liberation movements; class resent-
ment directed at the “New Class” of knowledge professionals; federal
policy changes and court decisions that unsettled previous norms regard-
ing church-state relations, in particular altering the tax rules for religious
schools and prohibiting prayer and Bible reading in public schools; the
long-term growth of evangelicals’ affluence in the postwar era, making
possible the vast spread of evangelical churches and “parachurch” organi-
zations such as radio and television broadcasting systems; and deliberate
efforts by secular neoconservative political leaders to forge “fusionist”
coalitions among “moral traditionalists” and anti—welfare state free mar-
keteers, centering rhetorically on anticommunism and emerging in full
bloom with the Reagan-Bush ‘80 coalition.! Thus in the vocabulary of
empirical social movement theory, some analysts have emphasized the
Christian right’s cultivation of political resources while others have fo-
cused on its advantageous responses to structures of political opportun-
ities; still others have charted the movement’s engagement in a “political
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process” incorporating these other activities while also involving changes
in participants’ sense of political efficacy.?

There has been a more limited divergence of views concerning the Chris-
tianright’s achievements over the past quarter century. By and large, social
scientists have taken a dim view of the hype over the movement in the left
and mainstream media. They have emphasized that the movement has not
gained any major victories in national policy (comparable, say, to the
Nineteenth Amendment or the Civil Rights Act of 1964).1° Furthermore,
the Christian right’s record at the state and local levels has been uneven
and liable to setbacks, notwithstanding the prodigious reenergizing of the
movement that occurred with the late-’8os/early-’9os reorientation to the
grassroots—witness the judicial overturning of Colorado’s Amendment 2,
the only state ballot initiative precluding civil rights protection for gays
and lesbians to have passed during the high tide of these campaigns in the
early to mid-199os.!! Virtually all agree, finally, that the movement con-
tinues to face the problem of facilitating cooperation between confronta-
tion- and compromise-oriented factions, with the direct action, antiabor-
tion group Operation Rescue and Christian Coalition epitomizing the
former and latter, respectively. This difficulty has intensified with the
end of the cold war, the corresponding decline in utility of anticommu-
nism as a unifying concern, and the endurance of legislative impasses on
most components of even the supposedly accommodationist Contract
with the American Family.!?

These scholars’ chastening of alarmists who lament the approaching
takeover of the government by religious “extremists” is salutary, to a
degree. However, their nearly ubiquitous emphasis on the debilitating
effects of the movement’s internal tensions and repetitious predictions of
the movement’s imminent centripetal breakup are somewhat misleading.
We should question the assumption of social scientists and journalists
alike that a major policy triumph for the Christian right can by definition
only involve those “moral” issues, like abortion, school prayer, and homo-
sexuality, that are the movement’s most distinctive and widely publicized
concerns. Simply because an issue bridges the demands of secular and
religious conservatives does not automatically disqualify it as an indica-
tor of Christian right strength. The Christian right contributed vital sup-
port at mass and elite levels alike to the Reaganites’ “counterinsurgency”
efforts in Latin America, the Bush administration’s war on Iraq, and the
bipartisan elimination of aid to the poor that culminated (at least tempo-
rarily) in Bill Clinton’s signing of the Republican bill to abolish the federal
entitlement to financial assistance for poor women and children.!3 More
generally, tension within a movement may not always be a source of
weakness. Instead, as Sara Diamond argues, internal diversity—even con-
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tentious or acrimonious diversity—can be a sign of maturity, strength, and
flexibility: “A political movement is successful to the extent that it can
accommodate many different types of organizations, so that activists of
different dispositions can find useful outlets for their talents.” !4

In addition, social movement analysis need not limit itself to assessing
the Christian right’s political power solely in terms of its capacities to in-
fluence public policy and elections. Diamond suggests a broader concep-
tion of movement power when she calls attention to the new right’s role
in forging ”consent” to established class relations through “educational
and cultural institutions, such as churches, schools and the mass media.”
She points out, moreover, that the class valences of new right culture can
be complex and perhaps contradictory. For although these institutions
"are strongly influenced by society’s dominant economic elites . . . they
also partially reflect and serve the interests of other classes.”!s Such a
view contrasts markedly with the more common approach that (1) mea-
sures the Christian right’s power in terms of the numbers of activists it
has mobilized, dollars it has raised, bills it has helped pass, and candi-
dates it has assisted in electing; and {2) understands the movement’s ideol-
ogy in terms of a one-dimensional continuum running from “confron-
tational” to ”“compromise-oriented,” and as a uniform, self-consistent
“thing” that adherents somehow possess, just as they might own an anti-
abortion bumper sticker expressing “their” ideology.

Understanding the politics of Christian right culture in nonreductive,
more nuanced terms comprises the central task of this book. This project
begins by assuming that culture can be politically consequential even
when it does not directly address public policy issues or align itself with
specific party leaders. The notion that culture’s intrinsic qualities—the
narrative forms employed by a religious tradition, the internal logic of a
philosophical system, or the formal-aesthetic qualities of an artistic move-
ment—can encode and emanate dynamics of social power was classically
formulated in Marx’s critique of religion. To be sure, Marx drew attention
toreligion’s strategic cooperation with capital to attain “political” goals in
the conventional sense. For example, he denounced the “conspiracy of the
Church with monopoly capital” to facilitate the passage of laws hostile to
the working class, such as those that closed down public-houses on Sun-
days.!s But for Marx, the political significance of religion in general was
much more far-reaching: “This state and this society produce religion,
which is an inverted consciousness of the world, because they are an
inverted world. . . . Religious suffering is at one and the same time the
expression of real suffering and a protest against real suffering. Religion is
the sigh of the oppressed creature, the heart of a heartless world and the
soul of soulless conditions. It is the opium of the people.”!” Religion has
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power, for Marx, inasmuch as it epitomizes the worker’s misrecognition of
her objective misery. Religion reflects this situation—though in an "in-
verted” fashion—in its very essence, for instance in the yearning for an
afterlife of peace and fulfillment. And religion reproduces oppression, by
tranquilizing any stirrings of critical consciousness. Culture thus appears
as a realm of power—and, more specifically, a domain where the political
rule of the bourgeoisie is legitimated—without there needing to be an
"gvert” or direct connection to party or policy. Here, ideology operates in
religion’s cultivation of the inchoate sense that it would be futile to chal-
lenge structural power relations and that capitalist relations and bour-
geois law are natural and God-given, rather than functioning (only) in the
conscious and deliberate formulation of programs for reform or reaction.
Nevertheless, in this passage from Marx, culture is clearly neither simply
ideological nor exclusively a field of domination. For even religion, which
for Marx was idealism in its quintessential form, is not merely a way to
mask the true sources of misery but also ”a protest against real suffering.”
This implies that a radical approach to religion does not merely dismiss it
as a pack of capitalist lies, but tries to convert its protestative strength into
different modes of historically concrete expression. In sum, using the
example of religion, Marx shows that culture has political significance in
three distinctive ways, at once reflecting, reproducing, and contesting
power.

Marx’s provocation to consider the politics of culture as a complex array
of disparate and potentially contradictory effects provides a general orien-
tation for this study of Focus on the Family. The organized, mediatized
culture of the Christian right is most emphatically political, as this book
demonstrates. It is political, not just because it provides a regular soapbox
for the leaders of the movement’s electoral and legislative projects. Nor is
it political simply because it prepares the psychological ground for new
right activists by inculcating horror at abortion, disgust at homosexuality,
fear of adolescent sex, and a range of other issue-related dispositions (as
well as, often, specific positions). Certainly, there is an instrumental rela-
tionship between Focus on the Family and the Christian Coalition or the
Family Research Council (Frc), the leading arms of the Christian right
in electoral, party, and legislative affairs. Focus generates networks of
secondary associations (extending both family and church ties), patterns
of everyday living (involving above all a receptivity to particular media
styles and sources), and general social attitudes (such as those mentioned
above), which facilitate attempts by the Coalition and the Frc to organize
their constituencies on behalf of very conservative Republican candidates
and proposals. In point of fact, the consumers of Focus’s products have
been regimented into mailing lists for lobbying and fundraising by the Frc
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for the benefit of Republican causes.!8 Yet Focus’s cultural products are
also political in themselves, and they are political in ways that are more
complex and ambiguous than one might imagine from most accounts of
the movement in the major media and the annals of social science. In
short, the political significance of Christian right organized culture lies
not only in its strategic relationship to new right political activism but
also in its expression, reinforcement, and contestation of contemporary,
social-structural relations of power.

The New Conservatism and Cultural Theory

If the mainstream media and social science literature on the Christian
right have mostly declined to address the politics of conservative culture
in other than instrumentalizing and subordinating terms, the same can-
not be said of all academic writing on the new right. The political pur-
chase of conservative culture has received central attention in some nota-
ble recent accounts of the rise of the new right in the United States and
abroad. As one might expect, given the dominant intellectual currents of
the past few decades, these studies have drawn more heavily on Foucault
(or “post-Marxist” writings influenced by Foucault along with Lacan and
Derrida) than on Marx in mapping the circulation of power through cul-
tural passages, although they have also adapted Gramsci’s concern with
cultural politics. Stuart Hall, for example, has analyzed the new right in
Great Britain as a hegemonic project to enable certain ways of making
political sense of “everyday experience” in an era of social, economic, and
national crisis:

.. . Thatcherism discovered a powerful means of translating eco-
nomic doctrine into the language of experience, moral imperative and
common sense, thus providing a ‘philosophy’ in the broader sense—
an alternative ethic to that of the ‘caring society’. . . . The essence of
the British people was identified with self-reliance and personal re-
sponsibility, as against the image of the over-taxed individual, ener-
vated by welfare-state ‘coddling’, his or her moral fibre irrevocably
sapped by ‘state handouts’. . . . [Thatcherism] began to be spoken in
the mid-1970s—and, in its turn, to ‘speak’—to define—the crisis: what
it was and how to get out of it. The crisis has begun to be ‘lived’ in
its terms. This is a new kind of taken-for-grantedness; a reactionary
common sense, harnessed to the practices and solutions of the radical
right and the class forces it now aspires to represent.!®

Hall shows how the British new right anchored its political power in a
reconstructed sense of national identity. This identity was forged not sim-
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ply through official political discourse, such as public statements by Mar-
garet Thatcher, but more specifically through the conjuncture of such
rhetoric with more local and informal levels of experience and knowl-
edge. In particular, Hall contends, ordinary frustrations like passing time
“in the waiting-rooms of an overburdened National Health Service” or
changing daily routines in response to growing crime rates furnished the
experiential, cultural context that lent validity to Thatcherite discourse.2
The basic point here is that the cultural realm of everyday life is a terrain
where political struggle is inevitably waged, rather than being merely
auxiliary to politics.

Lauren Berlant has taken a complementary approach to charting the
generation of a new notion of citizenship by the new right, among other
cultural-political forces, in the United States. The antiabortion move-
ment, in particular, has been effective not just in gaining legal reforms and
influencing elections but also—perhaps more profoundly—in reconstitut-
ing the “conditions of American citizenship,” the “aggregate meaning of
nature, identity, and the body in the construction of American nation-
ality.”?! From a critical study of representations of pregnancy, the fetus,
and abortion in magazines and films, Berlant educes the emergence of an
image/concept of the citizen whose chief characteristic is its “fetality.”
Like the fetus, whose stereotypical image is endlessly reproduced in popu-
lar culture as it floats innocently within the womb, unaware that at any
moment it might be destroyed, the “fetal” citizen is defined by her ever-
present vulnerability to victimization. The logic of “fetal” citizenship has
particularly unfortunate consequences for women, according to Berlant,
because it facilitates their treatment as perpetually endangered objects of
protection (rather than autonomous agents) in a host of policy and legal
areas, most vividly in efforts to regulate pornography.>? Like Hall, Berlant
thus demonstrates that the political efficacy of the new right can be un-
derstood only in a very constricted sense if it brackets out the movement’s
cultural energies—for her, the labor of shaping and “embodying” identi-
ties, particularly those of gendered and sexual subjects.

Scholarly attention to the politics of Christian right culture specifically
is limited but growing. Linda Kintz has traced the relocation of emotional
investment “directly and intensively into the sacred site of the family” by
and in evangelical conservative books, videos, and public events. For
Kintz, evangelical sex manuals and Promise Keepers rallies do not just
furnish cultural preconditions or stimuli for (supposedly more distinc-
tively) political phenomena like the Christian Coalition’s lobbying efforts
and recruitment by the U.S. Taxpayers Party. Rather, electoral activism
and the enjoyment of cultural commodities and spectacles are interwoven
in a contiguity of practices that collectively generate the “affective” com-
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mitment or “passion” that, for Kintz, is the basic substance of politics.?
More recently, Kintz has coedited a volume (with Julia Lesage) attempting
to link her postmodernist take on the Christian right, along with several
other pieces similarly attuned to cultural theory, to empirical, social-
scientific analyses of the movement.?*

These engagements with new right social movements, interventions
that highlight the significance of culture for conceptualizing the move-
ment’s political power, model several analytical precepts incorporated in
this book. Above all, like the works mentioned above, this account of
Christian right culture presupposes that a cultural phenomenon’s politi-
cal meaning is never wholly determined by its intrinsic features, although
a close and thorough examination of these characteristics is indispensable
to a successful critique. Rather, the high political stakes of cultural pro-
duction—and cultural criticism—come to the fore when we analyze the
place of cultural objects within structures of social power and fields of
struggle. The politics of Promise Keepers become evident in some re-
spects, for example, when its representations of masculinity are shown
to carry antifeminist assumptions and traces of the Protestant-capitalist
ethic. But a more complete picture of Promise Keepers’ politics emerges,
with significant implications for any plan of opposition to the organiza-
tion, when we consider Promise Keepers’ relationship to the historical
moment of its emergence. This moment may be fruitfully characterized
in terms of multiple and varying conceptions of power—perhaps as an era
of crisis in gender identities, or as a period of intensifying class conflict.
The key point in general, however, is that the political consequences of
culture can be drawn especially vigorously when the theorist forges con-
nections between a given cultural object and a historically elaborated
domain that transcends the boundaries of the object itself.

In addition, this book draws lessons from these other studies by examin-
ing new right culture microscopically and, in a sense, sympathetically. If
the goal here is to identify Christian right culture’s entanglement with the
operations of social power, then it is vital to assume an interpretative posi-
tion near enough to specific cultural phenomena to sense their complex
interactions with historical conditions. And it is equally crucial not to
prejudge the ethical and cognitive sensibilities at work in these phenom-
ena, as many critics of the Christian right do. Those who are not adherents
or supporters of the movement can come to understand the reasons for its
power all the more vividly the more they allow themselves a spontaneous
response to the movement’s appeals to widely shared hopes, fears, and
experiences. This is precisely what Hall is getting at when he stresses
that the embrace of Thatcherism constituted a “rational” and "ethical”
response by British workers and other citizens, because Thatcherism
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translatedinto discourse the everyday annoyances and profound hardships
of life under a self-contradictory social-democratic program. Similarly,
Kintz urges her readers to try to hear Christian right rhetoric, or imagine
listening to it, from the positions of a great many women today who “are
destroyed by anxiety, as they question whether they are good enough and
as they try to find their identity in accomplishments, paychecks, and
titles,” all the while feeling “deep, profound, inarticulable worries about
children” and therefore responding to a discourse that “addresses them as
mothers.”25 As both Hall and Kintz argue, an approach that listens closely
and with some measure of earnest sympathy to Christian right culture
gains the ability to identify the experiential elements within these cul-
tural phenomena that do not necessarily or exclusively have to be articu-
lated to the new conservatism, but can be affirmed and addressed in more
radical venues.

This study is particularly concerned with the relationship between
Christian right culture and certain broadly shared experiences of the post-
Fordist political economy: the increasing exclusivity and declining quality
of health care and other social services, the undermining of democratic
accountability in elections and the public sphere, and the long backlash
against movements to empower women, minorities, and children. The
analysis of the radio program Focus on the Family here shows not only that
certain elements of conservative culture can be turned to alternative pur-
poses, but moreover that Christian right culture, at least in one of its most
influential forms, already is in conflict with the social conditions it legiti-
mates. Focus on the Family at once expresses, reproduces, and protests
against these post-Fordist experiences, according to its very constitution.

The Dialectics of Culture: Reconsidering Adorno

Despite the affinities of this study with the projects in cultural and politi-
cal theory discussed above, the perspective here also differs from them.
Above all, it stands apart in laying greater stress on the abiding autonomy
of cultural phenomena from social power relations. This notion might at
first seem to conflict with my criticism of approaches assigning a supple-
mental, subordinate, or auxiliary role to culture in relation to the politi-
cal, and my insistence on the political significance and efficacy of cultural
phenomena. It also goes against the grain of much contemporary work in
cultural studies and political theory for which Foucault and Gramsci pro-
vide intellectual beacons, as they do for Berlant and Hall. Yet the idea that
cultural phenomena can be in some sense autonomous of social power
relations is central to the dialectical sensibility that guides this book, a
sensibility that this study in turn attempts to refine into a productive
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method for the critical analysis of the present-day Christian right and
contemporary popular culture in general.

Dialectics is conceptualized in this study as a methodological frame-
work for interpreting the politics of culture in a way that keeps cultural
criticism open to the following nearly paradoxical possibility. On the one
hand, social power relations inundate any given cultural object, shaping
its significance through and through. They wholly undermine culture’s
usual claim to provide a critical perspective lying ”outside” society, just as
they belie the assumption that the politics of the Christian right or any
other social movement can be adequately understood through approaches
that relegate the movement’s cultural aspects to a subaltern role. On the
other hand, the cultural object may momentarily transcend its entangle-
ment in social power relations and raise a genuine protest against power.
It is the insistence on the latter point that distinguishes this study from
Foucauldian and Gramscian approaches to the critical analysis of culture.

Without a doubt, the politics of culture come to life when we view
culture in a way influenced by Foucault: as a plurality of modes in which
power circulates, of networks that always already involve discourses and
institutions of law and capital in combination with those organizing plea-
sure, faith, and morality, in which the latter are radically indistinguish-
able from the former—since all, quite simply, are paths in which power is
produced, moves, and operates. In turn, cultural studies has yielded pro-
found insight into the new right in the United States and Britain by inter-
preting popular culture with the aid of Gramsci’s theory of how “hege-
monic” struggles function to elicit broad consent to historically specific
conceptions of nationality.26 Critical analysis gains something addition-
ally important, however, when it considers cultural experiences and ob-
jects not only as thoroughly enmeshed in “disciplinary” mechanisms and
“hegemonic” contestations but also as different and apart from these
power dynamics, if only in the most transient and embattled moments.
The critical theory of Theodor W. Adorno can aid us in elucidating this
distinctively dialectical relationship of culture to social power.

The first two chapters explore Adorno’s theories of cultural criticism,
mass culture, and right-wing politics in some detail in order to clarify the
important contribution that Adorno makes to my critique of a core ele-
ment of Christian right culture today. Adorno is famous—to some, in-
famous—for having classically articulated the theory that “mass culture”
in late-capitalist society is definitively shaped by processes of commodi-
fication and marketing and is therefore entirely ideological, in the sense of
fostering a conformist subjectivity and an authoritarian social and politi-
cal order. Such was the gist of the essay on the “culture industry” that
Adorno wrote with Max Horkheimer as part of Dialectic of Enlightenment
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(1944). Portions of chapters 1 and 2 provide a critique of this essay, and
my own approach to Focus on the Family depends more centrally on other
aspects of Adorno’s theory. Still, Adorno’s extreme pessimism regarding
mass culture’s potentialities was partly justified insofar as the theory of
“state capitalism” on which it was based provided an accurate account of
capitalist society in the mid-twentieth century. This theory, developed by
Adorno and his colleagues at the Frankfurt Institut fiir Sozialforschung (In-
stitute for Social Research), emphasized the centralization of planning au-
thority with respect to production and consumption in large corporations
and swelling states and the accompanying constriction of the domains for
autonomous, individual action. Adorno and Horkheimer’s theory of the
culture industry, in turn, demonstrated the increasing envelopment of
cultural experiences within these processes.

The advancing ensnarement of culture in the service of corporate profits
was of world-historical consequence for Adorno because of the revolution-
ary potential he attributed to aesthetic experience, and also because of his
distinctive conception of cultural radicalism. In sharp contrast to Gram-
sci, who viewed the synthesis of an “intellectual and moral unity” as a
vital element of the “party spirit” on which the success of any hegemonic
or counterhegemonic struggle relied, Adorno argued that the emancipa-
tory energy of culture could only be released in cultural experiences that
offered critical distance from all forms of instrumentalist thought and
action—including party-building on the left.2” For Adorno, “instrumental
reason” comprised the “spirit of capitalism” in its advanced-industrial
epoch. Under late capitalism, that is, the subject was on the verge of
completely forfeiting the ability to reflect critically on socioethical ends,
as consciousness and behavior tended to become oriented exclusively to-
ward the solution of technical problems, or questions of means. For cul-
tural experience to afford the subject any sort of break with these histori-
cally specific conditions of domination, the cultural object had to retain at
least a residue of “nonidentity” with all instrumentalist processes, even
though it was inevitably composed according to socichistorical necessity.
From an Adornian perspective, then, the progressive or liberatory aspect of
the cultural objectlies not in its positive contribution to a reconciliation of
social contradictions assumed to be already existent, at least in a germinal
sense (for instance, in the “state spirit” of the counterhegemonic party of
the working class), but rather in its assertion of the hope for reconciliation
in the face of actual, persistent domination. This critical capacity of cul-
ture is resolutely utopian, in the sense that it envisions a radical restruc-
turing of society as a whole. But it is also determinedly negative, in that it
does not explicitly define the nature of utopia but rather is content tolet a
dim sense of the utopian emanate from the aporias generated by culture’s
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manifestation of social contradictions. Discerning culture’s utopian nega-
tivity, in turn, hinges on an interpretive approach to culture that at least
initially grants the cultural object’s claim to be something that transcends
or is autonomous of political and economic instrumentalisms. It was pre-
cisely this autonomous character of culture that Adorno considered to be
absent from the products of the culture industry.

The culture industry theory is still of some use in interpreting the poli-
tics of Christian right media culture today, since the techniques of cultural
mass production characteristic of the Fordist era, which formed the histor-
ical context for this theory’s formulation, have hardly disappeared. How-
ever, there were problems with this theory even in the period of its origina-
tion, when it seems to have most aptly described the political economy of
Hollywood, radio, and other elements of the culture industry. These diffi-
culties stemmed above all, as the first chapter argues, from the fact that
Adorno carried out very few protracted and detailed examinations of indi-
vidual artifacts of mass culture. Ironically, this made Adorno’s theory of
the culture industry vulnerable to his own critique of vulgar Marxism: that
social theory uninformed by the sympathetic, microscopic, dialectical
critique of culture in its specific manifestations loses its capacity to be
critically self-reflective and begins to take its truths for granted as abso-
lutes, because it lacks exposure to culture’s negative-utopian resources.
Nevertheless, Adorno took a significant (if hesitant) step toward this kind
of dialectical critique when he analyzed Depression-era Christian right
radio in the United States in “The Psychological Technique of Martin
Luther Thomas’ Radio Addresses” (1943). A critical retrospective of this
traditionally overlooked text within Adorno’s oeuvre thus occupies the
second chapter of this book, setting the stage for the subsequent analysis of
Focus on the Family.

The central argument of the first part of this book is that Adorno’s theory
of dialectical cultural criticism offers a potentially more lasting legacy for
analyzing the politics of culture under late capitalism than does the theory
of the culture industry. The method that Adorno named social physi-
ognomy sought to discern the presence of society’s contradictions in the
self-contradictory composition of the cultural object. For Adorno, as long
as society remained riven by antagonisms rooted in political-economic
domination, no cultural object could ever be created in a way that was
genuinely harmonious—for culture always reflected and reproduced social
conditions. It was primarily in the analysis of "high”-cultural phenomena
such as Arnold Schoenberg’s atonal string quartets, Samuel Beckett’s enig-
matic drama Endgame, and Seren Kierkegaard’s paradoxical contortions
in Either/Or that Adorno deployed and honed his critical method, not in
his more perfunctory and less individualized reflections on movies, re-

14 Stations of the Cross




corded popular music, and television. Nonetheless, no inherent features
of social physiognomy preclude its application to cultural objects that
Adorno would have called “mass-cultural”—as long as one recognizes, as
Adorno did not, that mass-cultural phenomena can have an internal coher-
ence, that they can strive to attain an aesthetic wholeness and a continuity
with a distinctive historical tradition. These pivotal qualities make it
possible to interpret the ruptures preventing this ( cherence from fully
being realized as contradictions within a whole, as opposed to mere breaks
within an object that itself is no more than a conglomerate of instrumental
effects. Viewing elements of highly commercialized and widely distrib-
uted culture in this way can shed light on their ideological tendencies,
beyond those stemming from the employment of standardized produc-
tion, stereotypical construction, and scientifically managed distribution
and promotion. In addition, by following Adorno’s lead in taking seri-
ously—though by no means accepting at face value—the claims even of
mass-cultural objects to constitute an autonomous realm apart from poli-
tics and economics, theory can bring attention to the unexpectedly radical
political sensibilities that such objects sometimes carry with them—even
the products circulated by the Christian right’s culture industries.

Christian Right Narratives and Post-Fordism

Rather than moving directly to an explanation of how Adorno’s theory
informs my specific interpretation of Focus on the Family, 1 want to clar-
ify this relationship by describing briefly the path I took in developing my
reading of Dobson’s program. My hope here is to give the reader a sense of
how certain concepts I adapted from Adorno—above all, aesthetic struc-
ture, contradiction, and dialectics—came by degrees to seem capable of
offering analytical leverage with respect to the phenomenon. I do this to
underscore an important point: my method of examining Focus on the
Family has not been lifted in mature form from Adorno’s texts, but instead
has evolved through my sustained engagement with Dobson’s broadcasts.
(In corollary fashion, this encounter with Christian right radio has been
essential to the formulation and refinement of my critique of Adorno.)
Proceeding in this way requires a temporary shift out of the dense, theo-
retical discourse pursued in the previous sections. Although this modula-
tion might be slightly jarring to some readers, it allows me to convey how
my critical approach has been elaborated more authentically than if I were
to omit mention of this developmental process.

The material analyzed in this study is taken from roughly eighty half-
hour broadcasts of Focus on the Family aired in the mid-1990s. These
broadcasts cover a broad range of subjects: “family” concerns, most promi-
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nently child discipline and marital vitality; public policy issues, in both
the domestic and international arenas; health problems, both mental and
physical; financial matters, personal and societal alike; and questions of
religious faith.28 In monitoring Dobson’s program, I gradually came to the
conclusion that what binds many of the individual shows together, more
than topical simila-ities, are shared patterns in the ways the featured
issues are addressed It became clear to me, first, that narrative or story-
telling constitutes a central mode of communication in these broadcasts.
For example, a broadcast series on homosexuality examined in more detail
below does not simply offer an objectivistic argument that gay men are
“deviant” or that gay and lesbian politics are undermining the nation.
Instead, Focus on the Family makes these points by having a “formerly
gay” man and his therapist tell Dobson their stories of working together
and bringing the client into a new, heterosexual “lifestyle.”

Second, I began to see that often a unified narrative is conveyed by
multiple and varied stories told in different shows. In each of these more
pervasive narrative “undertows,” various radio personalities on the shows
who fit a particular mold fill in the features of a distinctive main figure, a
unique character-type. Thus the individual stories of the therapist in this
episode on homosexuality, the psychiatrists who discuss “false memories”
of child abuse in another broadcast, and Dobson himself perform the con-
tinuous retelling of a single, broader narrative. This more general narra-
tive, a narrative centering on the experiences of a compassionate, profes-
sional caregiver, along with the other two narratives examined in the
chapters to follow, largely constitute the foundational aesthetic structures
of the program. Moreover, these are distinctively evangelical-Christian
narratives: narratives of salvation through compassion, humility, and for-
giveness. Retold in ways that attempt to reconcile them to very contempo-
rary experiences, they nonetheless establish a new phase in a historically
continuous, religious tradition.

Finally, every one of these narrative figures is deeply rent by internal
inconsistencies. To be sure, the casual, intimate, reflective conversations
between Dobson and his guests unfailingly convey the impression of nar-
rative coherence. Listening carefully to these broadcasts, however, I was
repeatedly struck by the manifest contradictions between the basic as-
pects of each character-type. For instance, the figure of the evangelical
professional represented by Dobson and others at first seems a model of
universal compassion, ethical self-determination, and scientific-practical
expertise. Ultimately, however, the “compassionate professional” reneges
on each of these promises, refusing to extend compassion to certain kinds
of people, abandoning autonomous ethical decision making for heterono-
mous obedience to a system of cosmic order, and offering the solace of a
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new identity {(membership within the pure community) in place of con-
crete, healing aid. Similar, constitutional contradictions characterize each
of the other two narrative figures discussed in the chapters ahead, the
“humble leader” and the “forgiving victim.”

Of course, the narrative form as such lends coherence to each character-
type, as personal stories of trial and triumph commence, unfold, and at-
tain closure. At least an appearance of aesthetic harmony thus emanates
from Focus’s narratives—the appearance, that is, of a reconciliation of the
two conflicting halves of the narrative figure’s persona. Yet this narrative
coherence remains, at bottom, both forced and false. Deep tensions be-
tween the two faces of each character-type boil just below the surface of
each figure’s harmonious countenance.

Foucauldian/postmodernist and Gramscian forms of critique join
hands, unexpectedly, with empirical social science in interpreting the
meaning of the ruptures in Christian right culture with reference to politi-
cal strategy. For many social scientists, the discontinuities I discern with-
in the narrative structures of Focus on the Family would be taken as
evidence of the movement’s constant battle to keep the peace among
those who yearn for confrontation and others who favor compromise with
the less “ideologically” pure of the right and center. Gramscian analysis,
in turn, would respond to these discursive breaches by searching out the
class-structural or intranational tensions of which Christian right culture
is the “lived experience,” an experience that results from intentional hege-
monic practices of intellectuals and popular elements from specific social
groups. Thus the contradictions within Focus's figure of the “compassion-
ate professional” might be seen as resulting from the class-heterogeneity
of a major faction of the Christian right, represented vividly though not
exclusively by Focus and its constituents, in which segments of the pro-
fessional strata exert intellectual leadership for a mass base whose mem-
bership, although predominantly middle and upper middle class, also in-
cludes working-class constituents.

Meanwhile, some postmodernist theorists would stress that Christian
right culture’s incoherencies may counterintuitively help “discipline”
Americans in a Foucauldian sense by causing power to circulate ever
more productively and intensively through new right institutions and dis-
courses. Meryem Ersoz, for example, notes that the radio stations trans-
mitting Focus on the Family typically use “a pastiche of programming
devices borrowed from a variety of adult contemporary stations and re-
inscribed within [a] conservative Christian political and religious con-
text.”2? The incorporation of secular styles, such as signature themes that
copy “rock-music format stations” and objectivistic news reporting that
mimics the major networks, might seem to undercut religious-traditional
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messages that demonize the “liberal” media and rock’s celebration of sex-
ual pleasure—just as the invocation of expert-scientific knowledge by Fo-
cus’s “compassionate professional” appears to contradict fundamentalist
denunciations of humanism and scientific skepticism. Yet precisely these
jagged edges can be seen as constituting new pathways of power that
enable the desires and knowledge-modes conventionally associated with
secular media and entertainment forms to find expression in evangelical-
conservative contexts, thereby strengthening the “effects of truth” of the
latter.

Foucauldian/postmodernist, Gramscian, and positivist perspectives
thus suggest distinct interpretations of the narrative contradictions within
Focus on the Family. Nonetheless, they maintain an important common-
ality by approaching these inconsistencies as manifestations of the strate-
gic dynamics of the Christian right. A similar emphasis on strategy would
most likely guide Foucauldian and Gramscian analyses of the disparities
between the twenty-one broadcasts chosen for detailed analysis below and
theremaining shows among the seventy-eight total broadcasts selected for
the study that only partially exhibit the characteristics of one of the three
major narratives discussed in chapters 3-5.3° Foucauldian critics would
likely interpret these variations on the narrative structures of Focus on the
Family as evidence that Focus’s discourse has emerged through “genealog-
ical” processes characterized by discontinuities and capricious deploy-
ments of power-knowledge rather than a more unified, developmental
unfolding.3! From a Gramscian perspective, these disjunctures between (as
well as within) the various editions of Focus on the Family might well
appear as signs of the clashes or uneasy alliances between distinct hege-
monic forces, such as the Christian right, the libertarian movement, and
the corporate interests involved in the new right coalition.

In contrast to such efforts to unveil Focus on the Family’s claim to be
religious culture as political strategy, [ propose that we take the reformula-
tion of religious narratives in Focus on the Family seriously as a coherent,
tradition-bound religious phenomenon, at least initially. We might engage
the possibility, that is, that Dobson’s program is in fact saturated not only
with strategy but also with theology; and that this theological sensibility
does not exhaust its political vitality inasmuch as it is “theocratic,” cloak-
ing authoritarian power in holy vestments, but also endows Focus on the
Family with a dialectical claim to autonomy from political and economic
instrumentalisms. By virtue of this autonomous moment, Focus on the
Family can be seen as retaining a weak but abiding negative-utopian fer-
ment. I do not mean that simply because Focus on the Family calls on
Christian traditions, it keeps alive a set of positive, theologically rooted
values on the basis of which to criticize social injustice. Rather, Focus’s
necessarily unsuccessful attempt to rearticulate a coherent narrative of
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religious salvation, in a society rent by antagonisms but still sporting
the pretense of harmony, negatively illuminates those antagonisms and
thereby preserves the hope of their radical, historical transcendence.

More specifically, the contradictions in Focus’s narrative figures ex-
press, reinforce, and negatively protest against an assortment of contra-
dictions of post-Fordism. As chapter 3 demonstrates, Focus’s figure of
the compassionate professional reflects the dissonance of an increasingly
exclusive and ethically barren ”system” of health care and social ser-
vices with the legitimating rhetoric of communitarianism propounded by
the Clinton administration along with many corporations. This rhetoric
mounts as older, Fordist structures that ensured a more universal pro-
vision of human services become increasingly wobbly, necessitating a
search for an ideological mooring for the post-Fordist state and economy
that moves beyond Reaganite liberal productivism. The narrative of the
“humble leader,” analyzed in the fourth chapter, reproduces the conflict
between post-Fordist electoral institutions, in which politicians’ demo-
cratic accountability has been compromised to an unprecedented extent
by the capitalization of campaigns and the media, and the aura of re-
vitalized populism that leaders like Bill Clinton and Newt Gingrich have
cultivated through their use of innovative media styles and techniques.
Chapter 5 deciphers Focus’s figure of the “forgiving victim” as expressing
the declining power of women, minorities, and children in post-Fordist
society, while efforts to roll back the gains of feminism and the civil rights
movement advertise themselves as fulfilling rather than subverting the
social justice claims raised by the radical movements of the 1950s—1970s.

In these ways, narrative structures of Focus on the Family reflect and
reproduce the political-economic conditions of post-Fordism. By virtue of
their ultimate failures as coherent stories of salvation, however, these
narratives furthermore contain a negative-utopian wish that these social
contradictions might one day be overcome. Perceiving this dialectical
relationship of a major component of Christian right culture to the post-
Fordist social totality furnishes social theory with vital, self-critical ener-
gies. Attentiveness to the dialectics of culture can help prevent the reifi-
cation of “the right” and evangelicalism as monolithic forces, as the pure
enemy that must be conquered, rather than as sources (albeit counter-
intuitive and spare ones) of radical energies. At the same time, this ap-
proach also preserves a perspective that hopes for broad social transforma-
tion, not just the microscopic, capillary instantiations of resistance that
Foucault invites us to desire. And it finds grounds for this hope in the
observation that it is sheltered and maintained not only among weary
veterans of “the Movement” but, startlingly, also in the most unlikely
corners of American culture.

Critique alone, of course, can no more transform the negative-utopian
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moments of Focus on the Family into institutional changes than can
these radio broadcasts themselves. Thus the practical implications of this
study demand reflection in their own right, and this is undertaken in the
concluding chapter. The contemporary United States presents an ideo-
logical and institutional environment in which the public philosophy of
liberalism holds sway. Not surprisingly, given this context, critical re-
sponses to evangelical conservatism from influential interest groups, re-
ligious institutions, and academia have generally grounded their claims
on liberal premises. They have thus emphasized the movement’s sub-
version of the principles of free speech, religious disestablishment, tol-
eration, and “instrumentalist” governance dissociated from substantive
moral considerations.??

My analysis of Focus on the Family, it turns out, does indeed speak to
one of the central concerns of liberalism: the value of protecting and en-
couraging autonomous individuality. That is, each of the three narrative
figures analyzed expresses a wish for the actualization of a certain kind
of individual autonomy—the cultivation of an empowered subject capable
of “governing” itself in matters of ethical judgment and political citizen-
ship. The dominant liberal discourse, however, lacks sufficient concep-
tual space to comprehend the clear message of this study of Focus on the
Family: that the Christian right cannot be successfully resisted on the
basis of concern for rights and liberties alone. Rather, the liberal project
must be joined to an explicit challenge to the structural transformations
in the political economy described here, because these changes are under-
mining the autonomous individuality that lies at the core of the liberal
vision. It must furthermore enjoin a commitment to nurturing ethical
sensibilities, looking beyond the Christian right’s illiberal desire to inject
private morality into public policy, in the awareness that despite all its
talk of “values” the Christian right ultimately proffers a politics of disillu-
sioned anti-ethics insofar as it cynically rejects the notion of the individ-
ual’s moral autonomy. Again, liberalism is predicated on this very notion
and cannot survive its historical hollowing-out.

Finally, however, political practice must avoid treating culture in exclu-
sively instrumental terms. Activists need to take stock of the dessicated
condition of liberal-left popular culture and respond to Christian right pop
culture by creating new narratives of social transformation. A major con-
clusion of this study, explored in the final chapter, is that Christian idioms
themselves can provide fruitful grounds for generating such narratives,
enabling the articulation of critical theory’s claims within the political
struggles of specific, historically situated communities. Those who at-
tempt to forge these links of solidarity by generating new and politically
consequential narratives, however, must bear in mind Adorno’s insight
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that it is precisely the cultural object’s autonomy from the instrumental
purposes of specific social or political groups that safeguards the protesta-
tive dimension of its political power. At the same time, acknowledging
this autonomous character of the object enables the creator and critic of
culture alike to perceive moments in the object’s construction that can
properly be termed utopian. The utopia of which these moments allow a
passing glimpse is neither the positive articulation of a state of total re-
demption nor the negative gesture toward such a condition that was a
constant motif in Adorno’s writings. Instead, as the analysis ahead shows,
the utopian moment within Christian right popular culture presents itself
as an anticipation of a radical unsettling of given social and political rela-
tions—a sense of the simultaneous presence, absence, and imminence of a
condition in which alienated groups would at least begin to recognize
their common experiences and concerns. In more concrete terms, listen-
ing carefully to Focus on the Family yields the unlikely experience that
shared ground exists among Dobson’s listeners and, for example, welfare
rights advocates, or campaign finance reform activists, or nonviolent re-
sisters of racism. Were such flashes of the utopian in Christian right popu-
lar culture to be given more acute, consistent, and self-conscious expres-
sion in alternative cultural forms, entrenched dichotomies between ”left”
and "right” might not so strongly inhibit attempts to build a broad, demo-
cratic-populist resistance to the new market-based, political-economic
fundamentalism.

“Turning Hearts toward Home”: A Brief History of Focus on the Family

Entertaining thoughts like these can only be done in good conscience,
however, with eyes open to the everyday struggles faced by progressive
activists who confront the new right in all of its organizational, financial,
and technological might. Focus on the Family has received far less atten-
tion from scholars and journalists than the other major institutions of the
Christian right, especially the Moral Majority, the Christian Coalition,
and Pat Robertson’s television empire. Nevertheless, as researchers are
beginning to discover, Focus exercises enormous influence both within
and beyond the evangelical conservative subculture.

As anyone who even occasionally pushes the search button on her or
his car radio knows well—whether listening to am or ¥m, and whether
traveling in cities, suburbs, or rural areas—evangelical conservative radio
is hardly a thing of the past, despite the more spectacular and better-
documented expansion of televangelism from the 1950s through today. In
1994, the leading evangelical magazine Christianity Today reported that
”Christian radio” had “mushroomed to the extent that it is now the third
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most common format on the dial, behind country and adult contempo-
rary.”® As of 1997, there were between twelve hundred and sixteen hun-
dred stations with a “Christian” format in the United States, accounting
for roughly one-tenth of all radio stations in the nation, with over two-
thirds of these stations being for-profit enterprises.3* In the world of evan-
gelical radio broadcasting, no organization has made a larger impact than
Focus on the Family. Christianity Today has dubbed Focus’s president and
founder, James Dobson, “the undisputed king of Christian radio.”% In
1995, Focus on the Family was the third most listened-to radio show in the
country, after the Rush Limbaugh and Paul Harvey programs.3¢ An esti-
mated 20.6 million people listen to evangelical radio programming at least
once a week—and 4 million listeners heed cohost Mike Trout’s call to
“turn our hearts toward home” with Focus on the Family every day.’ In
the United States, the thirty-minute show is transmitted almost fourteen
thousand times per week on about fifteen hundred stations, or nearly all of
the stations with “Christian” formats.38

Focus on the Family was founded in 1977, when James Dobson opened a
small office in Arcadia, California, to support his weekly radio broadcasts
on family-related issues such as disciplining children and maintaining a
healthy marriage.® The son of a preacher in the Protestant fundamental-
ist Church of the Nazarene, Dobson claims to have been able to pray
before he could talk and to have felt God’s calling from as early as age
three, when he toddled up to the altar in response to his father’s Sunday
morning exhortation that the unsaved offer their lives to Jesus.*° Dobson
chose not to enter the ministry, however, feeling beckoned instead to
pursue a career in psychology. During the 1960s, Dobson received his
Ph.D. in Educational Psychology from the University of Southern Califor-
nia and earned credentials in school psychology, school psychometrics,
and junior high school and elementary school teaching, as well as state
licenses in psychology and marriage, family, and child counseling. Dob-
son worked as a teacher, counselor, and psychometrist in public schools
while attending graduate school. He also coauthored six articles that were
published in professional journals, including two in the New England
Journal of Medicine.*!

Dobson became a public figure in 1970 when his first popular book,
Dare to Discipline, was put out by Tyndale House Publishers, an evangeli-
cal press located in the evangelical heartland of Wheaton, Illinois. Dare to
Discipline faulted “permissive” child-rearing practices for the “cataclys-
mic social upheaval” of the late sixties in which “the young” had declared
war on “authority in all its forms” and generated worldwide “chaos, vio-
lence, and insecurity.”*2 An obvious though not explicit rebuttal to popu-
lar parenting expert Benjamin Spock, who had become not only a leading
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critic of some traditional child-rearing practices but also a vocal opponent
of the Vietnam War, Dobson stressed the need to apply physical punish-
ment to children whose conductreflected “willful, haughty disobedience”
and directly challenged the parent’s (usually the mother’s) authority.*3
Although Dobson has been unfairly caricatured as an advocate of child
abuse by some opponents, his language in Dare to Discipline tended to de-
humanize disobedient children, seemed sometimes disconcertingly en-
thusiastic about the application of pain to such children, and in general
undermined its initial contextualization of discipline within a “frame-
work” of parental love by ultimately figuring discipline and respect for
parental authority as the foundation of love.** Dare to Discipline thus
embodied significant tensions between moments of hopeful idealism and
stronger currents of repressive authoritarianism—tensions that, as we
shall see, have continued to pervade Dobson’s communications projects
with Focus on the Family. Moreover, in drawing parallels between disobe-
dient children and radical students, endorsing parents’ use of incentives to
stimulate acquisitive behavior by children, and construing parental, polit-
ical, and divine authority as a unified structure of order, Dobson forged a
template in 1970 for the fusion of “traditional family values,” economic
neoliberalism, and political authoritarianism that would shortly there-
after catalyze the new right’s conquest of national power. Finally, Dare
to Discipline’s reception foreshadowed the congenial relationship that
would soon develop between the new Christian right and the Republican
party: besides becoming a popular best-seller (selling three million copies),
the book was “specially bound and placed in the White House library” in
1972.%5

After concluding his graduate study, Dobson worked on the Attending
Staff of Children’s Hospital in Los Angeles and then began teaching at the
USC School of Medicine as an associate clinical professor of pediatrics.
However, the popularity of Dare to Discipline and two subsequent popular
books on child-rearing and marital relations launched Dobson on a parallel
career as a public speaker and writer. In the mid-1970s, Dobson resigned
from Children’s Hospital to pursue more vigorously such enterprises as
conducting seminars on family issues, producing a video series based on
these seminars, and carrying out his new radio broadcasting project. For-
matted as a talk show spotlighting professional voices, Focus on the Fam-
ily provided a break from most of the other fare on evangelical radio, which
was dominated at that time by preachers (“pulpit thumpers,” in the words
of an advertising consultant quoted in Dobson’s biography). The program
was soon expanded from a weekly to a daily broadcast and in 1981 was
lengthened from a fifteen-minute program to its current half-hour dura-
tion.*¢ Meanwhile, Dobson’s video series, also titled Focus on the Family,
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opened up uncharted territory in Christian right visual culture. This series
inaugurated the production of an innovative type of Christian right prod-
uct: the “talking-head”-style recording of “the professional lecturer spe-
cializing in Christian lifestyle issues.” Dobson’s videos were wildly suc-
cessful. They generated a new industry trend, as “Dobson clones” soon
rushed into the market, and enabled unprecedented modes of penetration
into everyday life by Christian right media.4’

Since 1980, Focus’s staff has grown from twelve to over thirteen hun-
dred employees. Its headquarters expanded from a small group of offices in
Arcadia, California, to a thirteen-acre site in Pomona, California, in 1987.
Just four years later, Focus moved to its current facilities: a forty-seven-
acre corporate campus with three buildings and a zip code of its own in
Colorado Springs, Colorado, home to the largest concentration of Chris-
tian right organizations in the country.® Focus’s fifty-two “ministries”
today go far beyond radio broadcasting, ranging from book publishing to
professional counseling, from direct mail to video production, from maga-
zine publication to an academic program for college undergraduates, and
from a "corporate library” outreach project to conferences for physicians
and attorneys.* Focus has established affiliates in Canada, Europe, Rus-
sia, Australia, and South Africa, and international versions of Focus on
the Family reach as many as 550 million listeners throughout the world—
in several languages besides English—with a particularly high density of
broadcasting in Central and South America. The program is carried abroad
not only by the U.S. Armed Forces Radio Network but also by a number of
“foreign state radio networks,” including “the two major radio networks
in Russia.” Focus’s broadcasts are among the five most popular radio pro-
grams in Zimbabwe, and it was reported in 1998 that ”500 state-owned
radio stations in China [were] about to begin the Focus broadcast.”° Accu-
mulated primarily through individual contributions, Focus’s annual oper-
ating budget topped $100 million in 1994 and continues to increase. The
budget more than doubled between 1990 and 1994 and by the mid-1990s
was over five times the size of the Christian Coalition’s budget and more
than half as large as that of Robertson’s for-profit media corporation Inter-
national Family Entertainment (1fe}, which owns the Family Channel (for-
merly the Christian Broadcasting Network, or cBn).5! Nonetheless, Focus
remains strictly a not-for-profit institution. Focus’s employees respond to
ten thousand letters from constituents every day, mail copies of Dobson’s
monthly letter to 2.1 million people, and receive two hundred thousand
visitors per year at Focus’s Colorado Springs “Welcome Center.”52

Notwithstanding this massive financial growth and operational diver-
sification, the radio personality of James Dobson still stands at the heart
of Focus on the Family as the primary symbol of the organization’s unity
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and purpose. The fortunate visitor who arrives on a day in which Dobson
is in the studio, as I did when I journeyed to Colorado Springs in early
1996, is usually welcomed to watch and listen to the recording of Focus on
the Family from a special gallery separated from the taping area by large
glass windows.5* The decor of the broadcast studio makes a visual state-
ment that accords with the stylistic tenor of the conversation between
Dobson and his guests. Flanked by dark, wood-toned shelves of books
and lush green plants, the discussants generate the air of a relaxed and
informal—yet serious, learned, and occasionally impassioned—exchange
of thoughts among respected professionals. Dobson clearly possesses a
charisma that enables him to inspire devotion and admiration in his con-
stituents, as fully 75 percent of Focus’s constituents report having lis-
tened regularly to Focus on the Family for five years or more.5 An impos-
ing physical presence because of his unusual height, Dobson, at sixty
years of age, has the aura of an earnest, kind, and wise elder who retains
much youthful vigor and possesses confidence in his own moral author-
ity. Moreover, judging from his popularity among the millions of evangeli-
cals who think well of him but have never seen him in the flesh, Dobson
seems to have a gift for projecting these qualities over the radio.

In the wake of the cynicism spawned by the televangelists’ scandals and
Pat Robertson'’s having sullied himself with the dirt of political ambition,
Dobson has come to represent a voice of integrity to most conservative
evangelicals. He also seems to speak for (and to) a socioeconomically com-
fortable or even privileged constituency (and many who at least aspire to
such status), despite his homespun anecdotes and periodic references to
the lean years he and his wife Shirley experienced as a young couple. This
is borne out by the available demographic information about Focus’s sup-
porters, whom the New York Times described as “suburban,” “middle- and
upper-middle-class people”: about half have four-year college or graduate
degrees and 8o percent have some college education; the “vast majority”
are married with two or more children.55 Ultimately, however, Dobson’s
traditional and almost complete avoidance of the medium of television
has been instrumental to his image as the one conservative evangelical
leader with class and a clear conscience. By shaping his media identity
almost solely through the use of radio in a television age, Dobson appears
at once both less manipulative and more authentically conservative than
other prominent figures of evangelical conservatism .56

Thus, though Dobson does not hesitate to use stereotyped images of
socioeconomic and cultural humility to his advantage, he and his constitu-
ency undermine, at least to a degree, the common perception of evangeli-
cals as poorly educated, low to lower middle class, mainly rural folk. Focus
represents a major arm of the Christian right whose cooperation with
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antitax groups and other conservative organizations prioritizing economic
issues has been facilitated by the fact that, sociologically, Dobson and
many of his constituents are among those who have benefited from the
types of economic growth characteristic of the transition to post-Fordism.
These evangelicals are hardly the working-class dupes of manipulative
elites, engaged in a cultural politics running counter to their (immediate
and narrowly construed) economic interests. Instead, they tend to be bene-
ficiaries rather than victims of the “growing social subsidization of the
new middle strata through ongoing degradation of job creation and erosion
of mass Fordist consumer norms.”5”

Accordingly, Focus has been adept at harnessing the political technolo-
gies developed and perfected by the countermobilization of the middle
and upper classes against the poor, minorities, and women in the conser-
vative resurgence of the 1970s-1990s.58 Focus’s metamorphosis into a
powerful force within electoral and public policy-making institutions
has paralleled that of the Christian right more broadly. Initially, during
the 1980 presidential campaign and then during the Reagan years, the
focus was on the national level and depended heavily on the publicly
visible interventions of prominent individuals—in the movement as a
whole, Jerry Falwell; for Focus, Dobson himself. Dobson served on an
advisory committee to the Carter administration’s ill-fated White House
Conference on Families, at which Christian right participants made na-
tional headlines by staging a walk-out in response to what they viewed as
the scuttling of their concerns by the conference leaders. Of no little
significance in securing this role for Dobson was the fact that “he an-
nounced on his radio show that he would like to be [included in the
committee] and thousands of listeners called the White House.”% This
incident typified the style of the early Christian right (although it has by
no means been abandoned by the current movement): a rapid response by
mass audiences to the exhortations of a national media spokesperson,
bringing pressure to bear inside the Washington, D.C., beltway. And it
previewed the growing significance of talk radio as a tool of new-right
political mobilization, which would reach new heights in the 1990s.

Dobson subsequently served on several advisory committees under the
Reagan administration: the National Advisory Commission to the office
of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention (1982-84); the Citizens
Advisory Panel for Tax Reform, which he cochaired ({1984-87); the Attor-
ney General’s Commission on Pornography (1985-86); the United States
Army’s Family Initiative, which he eventually chaired (1986-88); the
Attorney General’s Advisory Board on Missing and Exploited Children
(1987); and the Secretary of Health and Human Services’ Panel on Teen
Pregnancy Prevention. The Bush administration did not offer Dobson any

26 Stations of the Cross



similar appointments, but Focus’s official biography of Dobson states that
Dobson “consulted with President George Bush on family related mat-
ters.” Senator Bob Dole named Dobson to the Commission on Child and
Family Welfare convened by Senate Republicans in December 1994.5°

In the late 1980s, as Dobson was becoming increasingly known in the
nation’s capital, Focus’s organizational commitment to public-policy in-
tervention intensified. Although Focus remained officially nonpartisan
and uninvolved in fundraising or other election-oriented activities, in 1988
Dobson’s group purchased the Family Research Council and soon remod-
eled it into one of the country’s foremost evangelical conservative lobby-
ing organizations. Gary Bauer, for eight years a high-level official in the
Reagan administration, directed the rrc from its founding until 1999. Over
the past several years, spokespersons from the rrc have been increasingly
heard in the mainstream media offering conservative soundbites on cur-
rent issues. However, reporters rarely note the organization’s link to Focus,
upon which the Frc is no longer dependent financially but with which the
ERC continues to coordinate activities extensively. Dobson himself has
described the rrc as “the lobbying/research arm of Focus on the Family.”¢!

In addition, Focus devotes approximately 5 percent of its own annual
budget to public policy-related activities. This amounts to several mil-
lion dollars that support a surprisingly extensive range of functions, since
sophisticated communications technologies allow a relatively small staff
to maintain a wide array of contacts. In 1996, Focus’s computerized fax
system had been programmed to transmit op-ed pieces written in Colo-
rado Springs to about 130 editors of major newspapers around the country,
as part of a recent effort to cultivate relationships with media profes-
sionals. Sitting in front of cubicle walls adorned with signed personal
photographs taken with President Ronald Reagan and Lieutenant Colonel
Oliver North, Public Policy Information Manager Caia Mockaitis told me
that she furnished material to the mainstream media without waiting to
be asked first, knowing that effective political maneuvering means sup-
plying the terms according to which issues are debated.s Other staff
members working in or with the policy department compiled and sent out
information packets on fifty-eight different issues, as well as nineteen
academic studies called “social research briefs” and “youth culture re-
ports.”%3 Focus’s news reporting and commentary program, Family News
in Focus, was being aired over nineteen thousand times per week in the
United States and Canada on more than sixteen hundred radio facilities.®
And though the circulation of Focus’s policy magazine Citizen had re-
cently fallen to 108,000 from its 1992 peak of about 300,000, Focus had
expanded its cybernetic communication with constituents through the
World Wide Web.55
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Focus also has promoted the formation of semi-autonomous organiza-
tions to conduct lobbying and public information activities at the state
level. This project was initiated in 1989, the same year that Pat Robertson
and Ralph Reed founded the Christian Coalition in the wake of Robert-
son’s movement-reenergizing 1988 campaign for the presidency. Thus,
once again, Focus steered a course typical of the Christian right’s develop-
ment as a whole, in this case by shifting the locus of recruitment and
activism closer to the grassroots. “Family policy councils” (rpcs), as Focus
calls them, existed by 1996 in at least thirty-two states (Focus does not
provide the exact figure), with especially active rrcs located in California,
Colorado, Texas, Michigan, Pennsylvania, North Carolina, South Car-
olina, and Virginia, and with New York and New Jersey being the only
large states in which no rrcs had been founded.$é Like Bauer and other rrc
representatives, spokespersons for the rrcs who are quoted in media re-
ports are rarely if ever linked to Focus. Officially, Focus simply “stands
willing to assist and serve the FPCs” in the areas of “board development,”
“strategic planning,” “fund development,” and "“issue strategy support,”
and only provides consultation on these activities if invited to do so by a
self-starting group in a given state.’” In practice, Focus’s coordination of
the founding and operations of Frcs may well be quite a bit more pro- -
active, as a series of community-based events sponsored by Focus in the
early 1990s suggested.®8

Focus helped generate mass constituencies for the rpcs by running a
program of “Community Impact Seminars” (ciss) throughout the nation
from 1992 to 1995. Usually hosted by an rrc, these daylong events fea-
tured two Focus representatives who provided mostly monologic presen-
tations on an assortment of general themes ranging from the philosophical
to the practical, from the decline of Western culture through the influence
of secular humanism to “a model for church action.”® Seminar partici-
pants received a packet of materials with a complete conference curricu-
lum, along with complementary copies of several additional information
sources, including Citizen magazine, a programming schedule for Family
News in Focus, several FrRc “Community Impact Bulletins,” and the rrc’s
newsletter “Washington Watch.” The packet also referred attendees to
a variety of other media and information outlets, offering promotional
materials for the sponsoring Frc and subscription forms for “Washington
Watch” and Focus’s fax service, “Family Issues Alert.” The ciss thus
vividly illustrated the Christian right’s signature adroitness at using its
media and public events to promote additional media, thereby energizing
a vast network of communications with a panoply of interface sites.”

At the same time, the two ciss I observed evinced a strikingly peculiar
disregard for the exigencies of current combat in the spheres of elections
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and public policy. The presentations and curricula for the ciss changed
negligibly in style and substance over the several years and multiple loca-
tions in which Focus conducted the program. A sprinkling of locally reso-
nant humor was virtually the only difference between the two 1994 ciss
that [ attended. This was remarkable, since the first took place in Kenne-
wick, Washington, the day after a statewide initiative to prevent the statu-
tory guarantee of civil rights for gays and lesbians had failed to gain the
requisite number of signatures for inclusion on the 1994 general election
ballot. The second, in turn, was held in a suburb of Rochester, New York,
barely a month after the Republican party had gained control of Congress
for the first time in generations. Neither the Kennewick nor the Rochester
ciss remotely resembled a serious debriefing among committed activists
to evalute political victories or defeats and plan future actions accordingly,
in contrast to the organizing conferences sponsored by the Christian Coa-
lition (one of which I observed in Syracuse, New York, in the fall of 1995).7!
Although the seminar urged attendees to engage in community activism
through church-based “community impact committees,” there was no
coordinated effort to establish such agencies or to link them into a highly
efficient vehicle for lobbying and getting out the vote.”? Instead, these
committees seemed conceived more along the lines of a high-school ath-
letics booster club or volunteer-based meals-on-wheels program.

How can these apparent lapses of strategic acumen be explained? It is
certainly reasonable to consider Focus’s silence regarding current events
that were doubtless of extreme interest to most seminar participants as
part of a more grand movement strategy, according to which, to para-
phrase Diamond, different actors and organizations take responsibility for
separate tasks in line with their distinct strengths and interests. For Dia-
mond, the ciss contributed an intellectual, reflective dimension to the
movement that the Christian Coalition’s tactical seminars naturally pre-
cluded. According to the movement’s “division of labor,” that is, Focus
has taken charge of blending “activist training with more subtle cultural
programming aimed at a potentially broader audience” than the Coali-
tion’s membership.”® The media and information links generated through
the conference packet, in turn, facilitate the mutual nourishment of the
different wings of the movement.

Yet the puzzling reticence of Focus’s seminar leaders concerning the
headline developments in the movement’s conquest of electoral and
policy-making influence can, I believe, be interpreted in another way. For
it is emblematic of the fact that neither Focus’s nor the Christian right’s
political power and significance is entirely a function of deliberate strat-
egy and instrumentalist action—notwithstanding the financially well-
heeled, geographically extensive, and technically sophisticated apparatus
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for such action that Focus and other movement organizations have gradu-
ally built since the 1970s. The politics of Focus on the Family are also very
much a matter of silences, of aporias, of spaces between contradictory
narrative strands that gesture mutely toward the chasms that mark the
growing divisions between the secure and the exploited in America today.
This book investigates these disjunctures in which the politics of Chris-
tian right culture in the post-Fordist era are produced, search for their
valences with—and their defiances of—the forces that are propelling this
country toward an increasingly antagonistic future.,
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Adorno on Mass Culture and Cultural Criticism

*

Baby with the bath water.— Among the motifs of cultural criticism one of the most
long-established and central is that of the lie: that culture creates the illusion of a
society worthy of human beings which does not exist; that it conceals the material
conditions upon which everything human arises, and that, comforting and sooth-
ing, it serves to nourish the bad economic determinacy of existence. . .. This is
the notion of culture as ideology. . . . But precisely this notion, like all expostula-
tion about lies, has a suspicious tendency to become itself ideology.—Theodor W.
Adorno, Minima Moralia, 1944

Marx famously concluded his Theses on Feuerbach by declaring: “The
philosophers have only interpreted the world, in various ways; the point
is to change it.”! Many Marxian theorists over the past century have
received this injunction as a warning against theory becoming so preoccu-
pied with the analysis of culture that it loses touch with concrete efforts
to revolutionize society. This suspicious predisposition toward cultural
critique has been further bolstered by the example Marx himself seems to
have set, as he moved from the critique of Hegelian philosophy to the
critical analysis of political economy.

Adorno’s distinctive position among twentieth-century Marxist theo-
rists stems largely from his steadfast repudiation of this predisposition
and his ardent defense of cultural criticism as a valid and necessary task
for Marxist theory. To be sure, various forms of cultural critique have fea-
tured prominently in the writings of Adorno’s Frankfurt School colleagues
{(notably Max Horkheimer, Herbert Marcuse, and Jiirgen Habermas) and
other thinkers from outside this tradition (especially Antonio Gramsci
and Raymond Williams). But Adorno’s texts are unusual in the intensity
and centrality that the exhortation toward cultural criticism assumes



within them. For Adorno, it was both intellectually axiomatic and histor-
ically imperative to recognize that theory which dismissed intellectual
and artistic phenomena as “mere ideology”—that is, as essentially just
instruments for perpetuating class domination—was itself ideological.
Aspiring to critical insight into society meant resisting the delusion that
abstract, social-theoretical categories provided all the knowledge of their
objects that was needed to penetrate ideology. Instead, Adorno argued,
under late capitalism critical thinking hinged on subjectivity preserving a
critical, yet also empathetic and spontaneous, experience of the cultural
object. For Adorno, engaging cultural phenomena in this way could gener-
ate both self-critical theory and transformative praxis, in an era when the
petrifying instrumentalization of thought not only permeated bourgeois
social relations but moreover threatened socialist politics from within.
The major portion of this book is devoted to locating the position of
Focus on the Family within the contemporary structure of U.S. society and
to extracting lessons from this endeavor for critical social theory today.
Adorno’s method of cultural criticism systematically informs this ac-
count of Christian right radio. Before delving into the details of James
Dobson’s program, therefore, it is first necessary to explain the method
of dialectical criticism (or “social physiognomy”), as Adorno conceived of
it. We shall also explore the specific historical experiences, along with
the distinctive social-theoretical conceptualizations of these experiences
(above all, the theories of state capitalism and the culture industry), in
relation to which this method was initially formulated. Why did Adorno
consider cultural criticism so crucial for Marxian theory? What was this
intellectual practice supposed to reveal about the cultural object? In what
sense, for Adorno, were the object’s relations to the social totality and to
social theory “dialectical,” and how were these “dialectical” relationships
associated with transformative politics? Why was “mass culture” almost
entirely hostile torevolutionary theory and practice, in Adorno’s view, and
what aspects or possibilities of “mass culture” did this view exclude?
These questions furnish the guiding concerns of this chapter. In the next
chapter, I glean important lessons for a critique of the contemporary Chris-
tian right from Adorno’s own study of fundamentalist radio in the Depres-
sion era. Chapter 2 then confronts the issue of how changing historical
conditions, specifically the transition to post-Fordism, should influence
the development of a method of cultural analysis that preserves vital in-
sights from Adorno but is also appropriate to the current social situation.

Social Physiognomy and Culture’s Utopian Negativity

Adorno did not characteristically engage in straightforward and system-
atic reflection on theoretical and philosophical methods in his writings.
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Instead, the greater part of his written work focuses directly on cultural
phenomena—above all, modern music and philosophy—making an im-
plicit argument for dialectical criticism by demonstrating its interpretive
power rather than describing a method step-by-step and building a logical
case for it. Negative Dialectics {1966), the last major work that Adorno
completed, did indeed concentrate on issues of philosophical method and
presents the closest approximation to a formal program of dialectical
thought that can be found among Adorno’s writings. Yet the method of
negative dialectics had taken shape over many years and in many dif-
ferent documents, some of which openly addressed matters of critical
methodology. Crucial elements of this approach were already foremost in
Adorno’s mind in his 1931 inaugural lecture, “The Actuality of Philoso-
phy.”2 The essay “Cultural Criticism and Society” {1955) offers a par-
ticularly vivid and concise argument for Adorno’s distinctive mode of
dialectical reflection on culture. This short piece provides a suitable point
of departure for several reasons: the essay’s reflections are rigorously and
explicitly methodological yet unencumbered by the creeping formalism
that at times besets Negative Dialectics; it manifests one of Adorno’s
boldest attempts to set himself apart from other Marxists; and it articu-
lates Adorno’s method of dialectical criticism in the context of historico-
critical reflections on mass culture.

In “Culture Criticism and Society,” Adorno argues that the very con-
cept of “culture” as an intellectual realm distinct from and ideally untar-
nished by the realm of material necessity is ideological. Rather, he writes,
“all culture takes part in society’s guilty coherence; it ekes out its exis-
tence only by virtue of injustice already perpetrated in the sphere of pro-
duction, much as does commerce.” For Adorno, this injustice is specif-
ically “the radical division of mental and physical labor,” from which
culture itself originates. Thus the “traditional” cultural criticism that
responds to the rise of “consumer culture” by denouncing “the entangle-
ment of culture in commerce,” though it claims to be “criticism of ideol-
ogy,” is itself “ideology.” Such cultural criticism, Adorno contends, im-
plicitly sanctions the division of mental and physical labor by asserting
culture’s essential difference from the sphere of physical necessity.3

However, Adorno contends further that although cultural criticism per-
petuates a deception by overlooking the fundamental complicity of cul-
ture with domination, a more demystifying critique must still insist on
the autonomy of culture rather than unequivocally opposing this notion.
For culture “draws its strength” (Krdfte) from its independence from that
which is necessary at a given historical moment for socioeconomic pro-
duction and reproduction, even if this independence is not absolute.
Adorno defines this ”strength” as “the preservation of an image of exis-
tence pointing beyond the compulsion which stands behind all labor.”# In
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other words, culture has the potential to contribute to the radical transfor-
mation of society, insofar as it maintains an aspect that is both negative
and utopian in relation to sociohistorical conditions.

Adorno asserts that Marxist social theory cannot do without this
negative-utopian “ferment,” for this is the “very truth” of culture. And he
directly attacks “dialectical theory which shows itself to be uninterested
in culture as a mere epiphenomenon” of the economic “base” and which
treats cultural objects simply as tools either to bolster or to subvert class
rule.® Such “economism” not only fails to recognize the autonomous pro-
test that culture may lodge against power, but moreover signals that its
epistemological basis for criticism is suspect. According to Adorno, criti-
cal subjectivity can only emerge on the basis of a “spontaneous relation to
the object”—an “experience of the object” prior to theoretical understand-
ing and therefore providing mind with the capacity to call its own con-
cepts into question.® This notion of spontaneous experience stands at the
very core of Adorno’s theory of critical thought. It suggests an empirical
sensibility, in the sense that it connotes a direct encounter with the object
that is not mediated by theoretical lenses—that is, a prior conception of
the object’s meaning in relation to other objects or to society. This experi-
ence, however, is decidedly not “empirical” in the (positivist) sense that it
examines the object in order to formulate generalizations about abstract
categories of which the object will ultimately be seen as an exemplar. Nor
does Adorno here join hands with existentialism and fundamental ontol-
ogy, which he detested because of their presupposition that full knowl-
edge of the object was attainable without the mediating rigors of dialecti-
cal thought.” Rather, Adorno’s idea of the spontaneous “experience of the
object” reflects the Hegelian underpinnings of his thought, inasmuch as
it presupposes that critical subjectivity can neither generate itself from
within the architecture of its own conceptual labyrinths nor spring up
fully formed on the basis of unmediated contact with “being” (like Athena
emerging from the head of Zeus), but becomes actual only when a subject
enters into an immediate relation with an object outside itself and then
raises this “true” experience to self-consciousness, thereby exposing the
poverty of its concept of the object. Adorno crucially differs from Hegel as
well, however, because he denies that the subject ever actually “finds
itself” in its object and contends that the subject’s sense of identity with
the object is not the ground of freedom but rather the seed of domination.
In Negative Dialectics, Adorno argues that thought can only extricate
itself from its propensity toward a form of thinking that is in league with
domination by granting “precedence to the object.”8 That is, thought
must ground its self-reflection in an experience of the object that recog-
nizes that the object is distinct from the subject {and thus from the sub-
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ject’s concept of the object, which Hegel’s idealism, social-scientific posi-
tivism, and existentialism’s “jargon of authenticity” all alike forget) and
“loves” the object without forgetting that distinctness.®

Adorno contends in “Cultural Criticism and Society” that much cul-
tural analysis performed in the name of dialectical materialism shuns
precisely this kind of experience and thereby develops ”an affinity to bar-
barism.”!0 He allows that the characteristically “ambivalent attitude of
social theory toward cultural criticism” is justified, acknowledging that
“the hypostasis of culture” makes culture both a distraction from and a
“complement to horror.”!! In other words, Adorno insists that cultural
criticism must not become an end in itself, for such “enthrallment in the
cultural object” is simply a reversion to “idealism”—that is, to the instal-
lation of mind as the ultimate reality and the consequent mystification of
material oppression.!? Adorno thus by no means advocates dispensing
with the project of analyzing culture from a standpoint that transcends
culture so as to determine “the role of ideology in social conflicts.”13 But
to abandon cultural criticism altogether on the grounds that all culture is
“superstructure,” Adorno argues, amounts to “idealism” in a different
guise, since theory here subsumes cultural objects under an abstract cate-
gory of theory’s own devising and absolutizes thought by erroneously
identifying the object with that abstraction. To Adorno, this theoretical
move betrays a contempt for precisely that experience of the object that
alone would enable thought to achieve critical self-reflection. Adorno
hesitates to say that social theory that considers cultural criticism irrele-
vant must necessarily become the slave of domination. He insists, how-
ever, that “no theory, not even that which is true, is safe from perversion
into delusion once it has renounced a spontaneous relation to the object,”
and he repeatedly draws attention to the coexistence of an economistic
attitude toward culture with totalitarian rule in the Soviet Union.!4

As an alternative to both traditional cultural criticism and vulgar Marx-
ist economism, Adorno proposes a method of dialectical criticism that he
names “social physiognomy.” Although refusing to formalize this method,
Adorno etches out its contours in his distinctive, deliberately antisystem-
atic mode of writing in “Cultural Criticism and Society.” This critical
procedure grounds itself in a spontaneous ”experience of the object” by
taking “immanent criticism” as its starting point. “Immanent criticism”
involves the reflection on the theorist’s spontaneous perception of the
object’s immediate appearance in light of an analysis of the object’s struc-
tural composition.

Through immanent criticism, the theorist analyzes the object’s struc-
tural form in terms of the relationship between the general idea, which
the object is meant to express, and the particular elements (or “moments,”
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or materials), which have been combined so as to give that idea concrete
expression. For traditional cultural criticism, the knowledge of the object
gained through such an analysis (that is, its success or failure in fulfilling
historically developed principles of aesthetic form) would constitute an
end in itself. “The threshold of dialectical over cultural criticism, how-
ever,” writes Adorno, “is crossed when the former intensifies the latter
until the concept of culture itself is at once fulfilled, negated, and tran-
scended” (bis zur Aufhebung des Begriffs der Kultur selber).)s Social
physiognomy accomplishes this Aufhebung or transcendence of cultural
criticism, which both completes and cancels the latter, by interpreting the
results of immanent criticism in relation to social theory. Adorno argues
that the character of the relationship between the general and the particu-
lar within the object’s structure unintentionally but inevitably bears the
traces of social power relations. It follows that no complete reconciliation
of the general and the particular within the object’s form is possible as long
as social contradictions remain unresolved. Counterintuitively, then, the
object’s “truth-content” does not lie in its positive achievement of the
formal task that the artist sets for herself, but instead in its inability to
complete this endeavor: “The moment in the work of art which enables it
to transcend reality . . . does not consist in the harmony achieved, of the
dubious unity of form and content, the internal and the external, the
individual and society, but rather in those features in which discrepancy
appears, in the necessary failure of the passionate striving toward iden-
tity.”16 Inasmuch as the object’s “failure” is “necessary,” then, the theorist
can decipher the object’s formal deficiencies as the gaps subsisting be-
tween the general idea of society as a reconciled community of human
beings and society’s actual existence as a historical totality fraught with
antagonism. Social physiognomy thus means “naming what the consis-
tency and inconsistency of the work in itself expresses of the constitution
of the existent. . .. Where it comes across inadequacy it . . . seeks to derive
it from the irreconcilability of the object’s moments. It pursues the logic of
the object’s aporias, the insolubility located in the task itself. In such
antinomies it perceives those of society.”!”

Adorno’s procedure of immanent criticism thus presupposes a carefully
formulated hermeneutical approach to the cultural object. It moreover
appears to assume a particular kind of object, a work of art constructed in
conscious relation to a historically situated style or formal tradition that
defines the prerequisites for attaining a certain sort of “harmony.” In short,
by virtue of its very conceptualization social physiognomy seems pre-
disposed toward the analysis of those cultural phenomena furthest re-
moved from the domain of commodities and mass consumption. Yet, for
Adorno, commodification as such does not preclude the object’s capacity
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to internalize and express social contradictions, or even to preserve a small
stock of negative-utopian “strength.” Indeed, Adorno argues that at least
under the conditions of classic, liberal capitalism, commodification posi-
tively endows the object with a critical truth-content.

As a commodity, the cultural object emanates the appearance of par-
ticularity and uniqueness, and seems capable of satisfying the idiosyn-
cratic desire of the consumer. At the same time, it appears as the fruit of a
naturalized social order that transcends the subject, harmonizing and en-
suring the fulfillment of all subjects’ desires. In fact, however, the com-
modity’s purchase confirms its universal fungibility with all other objects
within the exchange process, realizing the object’s constitution for the
sake of exchange value rather than use value while both legitimating and
obscuring the exploitative social relations according to which the object
was actually produced. Nevertheless, Adorno argues, the commodity’s
reified appearance is not simply an illusion but moreover the promise of
fulfilled life—that is, life in which the social and the individual are utterly
reconciled. Adorno thus writes the following in an essay on Thorstein
Veblen published contemporaneously with “Cultural Criticism and So-
ciety”: “Commodity fetishes are not merely the projection of opaque hu-
man relations onto the world of things. They are also the chimerical de-
ities which represent something not entirely absorbed in the exchange
process, even while they themselves arise from the primacy of this pro-
cess.”!8 Hence, precisely as commodities, cultural objects are endowed
with utopian “strength,” whether or not they enter into society as ele-
ments of an esoteric cultural realm that claims autonomy from the pro-
cesses of production and social class relations.

Nevertheless, for Adorno, it is not solely by virtue of the object’s
commodity-character that it possesses the capacity to express the con-
tradictions of society as well as the hope that they might be overcome.
Adorno argues that works of art can make their inherent protest against
social contradictions explicit by bringing to the surface their own es-
sentially conflicted character and thereby the contradictory constitution
of society: “Immanent criticism calls successful not so much the work
which reconciles objective contradictions in the illusion of harmony, but
much more so that which expresses the idea of harmony negatively by
engraving the contradictions, pure and uncompromised, in its innermost
structure.”!® Thus in Adorno’s view, cultural objects can express their
promise of fulfilled life to a greater or lesser extent through their formal
constitution. The object can subvert the ideological character of its own
claim to autonomy and freedom, vis-a-vis the heteronomous imperatives
of socioeconomic necessity, if its structural composition thematizes con-
tradictions rather than glossing over them.
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Adorno’s exhortation that cultural criticism practice the dialectical as-
kesis of social physiognomy is not grounded merely in an abstract logic of
philosophical aesthetics, however. Rather, Adorno’s method and his criti-
cal judgments alike have their foundation in a theory of late capitalism,
even as his cultural criticism seeks to raise this theory to a higher level of
self-reflectivity. It is to Adorno’s theory of society that we must therefore
now turn.

State Capitalism and the Culture Industry

In historical and critical accounts of the Frankfurt School, Adorno tends
to acquire the reputation for having been a lousy intellectual collaborator
with more empirically oriented scholars. Martin Jay describes the bumpy
relations that characterized Adorno’s associations with Robert Lazarsfeld
and others involved in the Princeton Radio Research Project around 1940,
whose empiricist perspective Adorno could never quite bring himself to
respect (at least, not until much later in his life}.2° Similarly, Rolf Wiggers-
haus emphasizes Adorno’s role in allowing the Institute for Social Re-
search’s commitment to the interdisciplinary mingling of philosophy,
cultural criticism, and empirical research to dwindle during the period
of emigration.”! Axel Honneth’s distress at “the peculiar irrelevance of
empirical sociological questions for [Adorno’s| late work” complements
these judgments.?? Yet Adorno was an active member of the Institute
during its most fertile years as an experiment in interdisciplinary social
research (from about 1932 until roughly 1942). As a consequence, his
cultural criticism bears the unmistakable imprint of his exposure to the
political economy of his colleagues, especially Horkheimer and Friedrich
Pollock. Indeed, without the element of social theory borrowed from oth-
ers, Adorno’s social physiognomy could not have achieved its dialectical
interpretation of culture.

Pollock’s 1941 essay, “State Capitalism: Its Possibilities and Limita-
tions,” decisively influenced both Adorno and Horkheimer. Pollock ar-
gues that a new “model” of capitalist society has taken shape in the
mid-twentieth century, a political-economic structure that is most fully
realized in the “totalitarian” countries but also clearly ascendant in “dem-
ocratic” nations such as the United States. For Pollock, “state capitalism”
supersedes the arrangements of turn-of-the-century monopoly capital-
ism, even though the latter has prepared the ground for the former. The
central characteristic of state capitalism is the fact that the market has
been “deposed from its controlling function” and replaced by the planning
apparatus of the state. Even though some market or “pseudo-market”
institutions remain in operation, they serve as instruments for correcting
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administrative errors (e.g., an overestimate of the demand for a certain
commodity) rather than as the “last guarantee for the reproduction of
economic life.” According to Pollock, this tectonic shift of institutional
power has in turn transformed social relations. Whereas under private
capitalism “all social relations are mediated by the market,” with the
advent of state capitalism “men meet each other as commander or com-
manded,” and the “profit motive is superseded by the power motive.”
Pollock contends that both the “concentration of economic activity in
giant enterprises” and the “principle of command and obedience” have
been achieved to a great extent in the context of monopoly capitalism.
Nonetheless, for Pollock, the elevation of the state to its new role as the
directing agency of the economy “changes the character of the whole
historic period.”23

Let us postpone for the moment the question of this theory’s empirical
validity as an account of mid-twentieth-century late capitalism. Instead,
we shall first focus on the foreboding consequences that Adorno draws
from this analysis for his own cultural interventions. In the increasing
subordination of the market economy to centralized political adminis-
tration in Europe and North America, Adorno recognizes the structural
source of culture’s neutralization as a revolutionary force. Stripped of its
ability to mediate the relationship between society and the individual, and
transmuted instead into a mere conduit of direct domination, the cultural
commodity loses precisely that aspect which enabled it (under liberal
capitalism) to gesture toward reconciled life: its paradoxically both decep-
tive and truthful surface-appearance, its claim to be something other than
the symbol and concrete result of exploitation. For Adorno, these social
circumstances make extremely urgent the struggle to rescue culture’s
utopian “strength” by identifying elements of culture that still make this
claim. The conditions of state capitalism thus certify the demand for
social physiognomy as a critical-interpretative practice, since this method
prises the object’s appearance of reconciliation from its constitutional self-
contradictoriness. Historical conditions furthermore predispose Adorno’s
critique toward seeking radical cultural residues in the fine arts rather
than in consumer culture, since it is precisely the extinguishing of cul-
ture’s ideological claim to be autonomous from socioeconomic necessity
that Adorno discerns in the coordinated planning of culture as the “lei-
sure” economy by the culture industry.

Although Pollock had noted the growth of the leisure industry as a
prominent feature of state capitalism in general, it remained for Adorno
and Horkheimer to develop a full-fledged theory of the culture industry, a
task famously carried out in Dialectic of Enlightenment.2* The main em-
pirical reference point for this theory is the United States, where the new
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state-capitalist form had attained only an immature realization in com-
parison to the other industrialized countries. Nonetheless, Adorno and
Horkheimer argue that the American culture industry is state-capitalist in
its tendencies, if not in its actual administration. They note, first, that the
aesthetics of mass politics are already largely derived from the patterns
established by the entertainment industry: ”Films, radio and magazines
make up a system which is uniform as a whole and in every part. Even the
aesthetic manifestations of political opposites resemble one another in
singing the praises of the system’s steely rhythm.”25 In addition, the cul-
ture industry has spawned the technologies that have proven vital to Naz-
ism (that is, full-blown, totalitarian state capitalism), above all radio
broadcasting. Radio enables the Fiihrer’s voice to ”penetrate everywhere,”
and “the immanent tendency of radio is to make the human word . . .
absolute.”26 The public opinion management techniques developed by the
great entertainment corporations, moreover, furnish the propaganda ma-
chinery of the fascist state and accustom the population to its mundane
employment.

Above all, however, the culture industry anticipates fully formed state
capitalism because it supplants market institutions with the structures of
a command economy. Thus the indispensability of advertising leads to
the concentration of economic power, first in an oligopoly of giant private
firms and ultimately in the state:

Only those who can continuously pay the exorbitant rates charged by
the advertising agencies, foremost of which are the radio networks
themselves; that is, only those who are already owned by financial
and industrial capital, or are coopted by capital’s decisions, can enter
the pseudo-market as sellers. The costs of advertising, which even-
tually flow back into the pockets of the combines, spare these entities
the trouble of competition with disagreeable, subordinate outsiders.
They guarantee that decisive power will remain with these interests,
not unlike those decisions of economic councils by which the estab-
lishment and conduct of business operations are controlled in the
totalitarian state.?”

The reign of advertising over culture furthermore installs what Pollock
refers to as the “principle of command and obedience” as the main mode
of social relations, for it deprives the masses of any meaningful choice
over the culture they consume even while fostering the illusion that the
industry is the humble servant of democratic tastes:

The constitution of the public, which ostensibly and actually favors
the system of the culture industry, is a part of the system and not an
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excuse for it. . . . The consumers are the workers and employees, the
farmers and petite bourgeois. Capitalist production so confines them,
body and soul, that they fall victim without resistance to what is
offered them. . . . [The public] demands Mickey Rooney over the
tragic Garbo and Donald Duck over Betty Boop. The industry obeys
the vote which it has itself evoked.2®

On the other hand, the culture industry markets its products as emblems
of particularized lifestyles, and not simply as the demands of the major-
ity—for instance, by generating pseudocompetition between ”“the Chry-
sler and General Motors series” or between A and B films.”? Neverthe-
less, this pseudodifferentiation of products only serves to incorporate all
individuals more effectively into the system of cultural consumption,
since the competition is fictional, itself the product of advertising. In
turn, the role adopted in the consumption of culture binds the consumer
ever more forcefully to her role in the production process, because the
rituals of leisure merely rehearse those of work:

Under late capitalism, amusement is the prolongation of labor. It is
sought after by anyone who wants to evade the mechanized labor
process, in order to be able to cope with it again. At the same time,
however, mechanization has such power over the one who seeks lei-
sure and the happiness therein—it so fundamentally determines the
manufacture of amusement commodities—that the individual can
experience nothing more than the after-images of the labor process
itself. The ostensible content is merely a faded foreground; what sinks
in is the automated sequence of standardized operations. The labor
process in the factory and office can be evaded only through the ap-
proximation to it in leisure time.3°

Thus the culture industry complements the transformation of the pro-
duction process, such that the ”principle of command and obedience”
comes to overlay the whole spectrum of social relations. For Adorno and
Horkheimer, in sum, the culture industry represents the partial comple-
tion of a teleological process of political-economic development culmi-
nating in totalitarian state capitalism: "The ruthless unity of the culture
industry testifies to what draws nigh in politics.”3!

But if this process is teleological, is it also inevitable? Such a conception
would be starkly incompatible with the authors’ lifelong rejection of a
mechanistic theory of history. Yet in Dialectic of Enlightenment, it is hard
to avoid the sense that Adorno and Horkheimer have given up hope that
the forces driving industrialized societies toward totalitarian state capital-
ism can be vanquished. For here, the essential, cultural impetus to revolu-
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tionary praxis seems to be thoroughly precluded by the culture industry. In
asituation where “the free market is coming to an end,” the cultural object
becomes ”a paradoxical commodity. It is so completely subject to the law
of exchange that it is no longer exchanged; it is so blindly enthralled in use
that it can no longer be used.”32 In other words: (1) the termination of
competitive market relations tends to eliminate the exchange-value mo-
ment of the cultural commodity, even as it extends the rule of commodity
fetishism over greater psychic and social territories than ever before. Thus
Adorno frequently refers to the totalization of the “exchange society,”
where absolute “interchangeability” becomes the guiding characteristic of
subject-object and human social relations alike. At the same time, how-
ever, the exchange process itself loses its previously spontaneous quality
and thereby ceases to exercise the decisive, socially mediating function
that it had possessed prior to late capitalism. (2) The culture industry
furthermore obliterates the moment of use value that the cultural com-
modity had preserved under liberal capitalism, in terms of both the ob-
ject’s capacity to manifest a wish for the reconciliation of the social and the
individual and its ability to satisfy the consumer’s material desires. Re-
garding the latter, Adorno and Horkheimer argue that the culture indus-
try’s products never even begin to provide the fulfillment they pledge.
Instead, they stimulate desires and then order the individual to make
herself satisfied with the desires themselves:

The culture industry perpetually cheats its consumers of what it per-
petually promises. The promissory note which it draws on pleasure,
with its plots and layouts, is endlessly prolonged; the spectacle actu-
ally consists in only the promise itself, which spitefully intimates
that the real point will never be reached, that the guest should find
satisfaction in reading the menu. . . . [Culture] merges with advertis-
ing . . . as its product incessantly reduces to a mere promise the
enjoyment which it promises as a commodity, it ultimately collapses
into advertising, which it needs because it cannot be enjoyed.3

The public all the more voraciously and anxiously consumes the products
of the culture industry, in other words, precisely because the latter offer
no real satisfaction, and precisely to the degree that these products shrilly
insist on the enjoyment they will provide. When the mass-cultural object
guarantees fulfillment, however, it identifies satisfaction not only with
its own consumption but moreover with the smooth functioning of the
apparatus that makes the pledge in the first place. Thus Adorno and Hork-
heimer write: “Under monopoly, all mass culture is identical, and its
skeleton, its artificial and abstract framework, begins to show through. ...
Movies and radio need no longer pretend to be art. They use the truth that
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they are just business as ideology, which is supposed to justify the rubbish
they deliberately produce.”3* According to Adorno and Horkheimer, that
is, the mass-cultural object no longer claims any autonomy from the de-
mands of socioeconomic necessity. Quite to the contrary, it triumphantly
invokes the latter—its economic success, as measured by ratings and
ticket sales—as the fountain of its legitimacy. Thus with the advent of the
culture industry, culture’s ideological function becomes just as paradoxi-
cal as does its commodity-form: the object’s appearance refers to no uto-
pian condition to which the status quo aspires, but instead simply an-
nounces the facticity of the existing social totality and the imperative of
conformity to its norms. Ideology in the classic (Marxist) sense thereby
ironically ceases to exist at the very moment when culture’s ideological
function becomes all-consuming. Or as Adorno puts it in ”“Cultural Crit-
icism and Society”: “Today, ideology means society as appearance. . . . If
ideology is defined as socially necessary appearance, then the ideology
today is real society itself in so far as its integral power and inescapability,
its overwhelming existence-in-itself, surrogates the meaning which that
existence has exterminated.”35 In short, then, the end of the mediation of
culture by market mechanisms deprives the cultural commodity of its
element of use value, in both the sense of the anticipation of the utopian
condition and the gratification of actual desires. Cultural commodities
thereby relinquish the liberatory potential that previously accrued to
them precisely as commodities.

Adorno and Horkheimer clinch their case against the culture industry,
finally, by arguing that the mass-cultural object’s formal composition (that
is, its internal constitution as well as its surface-appearance) makes it
structurally incapable of negativity. For just as business considerations
alone determine the object’s surface-appearance, its claim concerning its
own identity, so likewise the imperatives of the bottom line exercise total
sway over the object’s inner composition. For Adorno and Horkheimer, the
mass-cultural object acquires its constitution exclusively through stereo-
typical design, standardized production, mechanical reproduction, and
planned distribution. The engineers of the culture industry thus dispense
altogether with the problematic of formally constructing a “work,” which
has been the traditional task of artistic creation, and which involves striv-
ing for the reconciliation of the object’s general idea with its particular
elements:

The development of the culture industry has led to the predominance
of the effect, the obvious touch, and the technical detail over the
work itself. . . . [But] [t]hough concerned exclusively with effects, [the
culture industry] crushes their insubordination and subjugates them
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to the formula, which replaces the work. The same fate is inflicted on
whole and parts alike. The whole stands inexorably opposed to the
details, bearing no relation to them. . . . The whole and the particular
carry the same features; there is no antithesis and no connection.
Their prearranged harmony is a mockery of what had to be striven
after in the great bourgeois works of art.3¢

Since the typical object produced by the culture industry contains no gen-
uine, aesthetic tension between whole and parts to begin with, the possi-
bility of the object negating a facile resolution of such a contradiction is
precluded—and thus, so is the possibility of socially revolutionary culture.

Cultural Radicalism and Modern Music

Where, then, does Adorno locate the seedbed of cultural radicalism? Given
the dissolution of aesthetic form in the culture industry, radical culture
can only be found among those objects that uncompromisingly resist their
appropriation and redeployment by the culture industry. Moreover, dia-
lectical criticism alone is capable of demonstrating the object’s reflection
of historical conditions in a way that neither hypostatizes social theory as
scientific truth nor overlooks the negative-utopian capacities of the ob-
ject. Despite the bleakness of Dialectic of Enlightenment, Adorno thus
does not surrender the hope for revolutionary culture entirely. Neverthe-
less, he sees this hope as beleaguered and forced into a deeply defensive
position by the cultural dynamics of late capitalism.

The music of Arnold Schoenberg and Adorno’s critique of Schoenberg in
Philosophy of Modern Music (1948) offer paradigmatic instances of radi-
cal culture and dialectical cultural criticism, respectively, from Adorno’s
point of view. For Adorno, Schoenberg represents the quintessence of aes-
thetic radicalism, which is perforce a radical posture in relation to society.
Whereas the culture industry dispenses with aesthetic form altogether,
Schoenberg recognizes that music’s “truth” is inseparable from its capac-
ity to handle self-consciously its place within a historical tradition of
artistic creation. The rules of Schoenberg’s twelve-tone compositional
technique are thus “configurations of the historical force in the material”
inasmuch as they respond to the evolution of musical form during the
modern era, from the “classicism” of Mozart through Beethoven, Roman-
ticism, and finally Wagner.3” Since the formal problems of musical com-
position express social antagonisms, in turn, Schoenberg’s solution attains
political status as a cultural response to the stages of modern, capitalist
society.

Adorno sees in Beethoven the historically unprecedented emergence of
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"autonomous aesthetic subjectivity, which strives to organize the work
freely from within itself.” Whereas previous composers had allowed con-
ventions of form to determine the work’s composition, with Beethoven
“the development (Durchfiihrung)—subjective reflection upon the theme
which decides the fate of the theme—becomes the focal point of the entire
form.”38 Social physiognomy reveals that this moment in musical history
reflects the heroic, revolutionary stage of bourgeois individualism in West-
ern society, beyond inaugurating a new era in musical composition as
such.3 Late Romanticism and Expressionism, by contrast, reflect the de-
cay of autonomous subjectivity in society at large through their hyposta-
tization of “the dream of subjectivity,” the foregrounding of “outbursts”
that are liberated from stylistic conventions but also cut off from any
developmental relation to the thematic material. As Adorno puts it suc-
cinctly, “society becomes manifest” in the ”isolation” of Expressionism'’s
“absolute subject.”4® In Wagner, finally, this irresponsible subjectivism
degenerates into a “nominalism of musical language,” an arbitrary deploy-
ment of "leitmotiv and programmatic content” that stands in for a genu-
ine, critical engagement with the historical tendencies of musical “lan-
guage.”4! The social physiognomy of Wagnerian opera is thus fascist, not
simply because Wagner famously supplied Hitler with mythological con-
tent for the National Socialist imaginary but rather because of the struc-
ture of the music itself, wherein subjectivity assumes a stance of blind
domination of the musical material.#2

By contrast, Adorno argues that Schoenberg self-consciously and criti-
cally draws the consequences of music’s historical trajectory. Schoenberg
sees that the dialectical counterpart of musical “nominalism,” of the pre-
tended omnipotence of subjectivity vis-a-vis historical objectivity as crys-
tallized in aesthetic form, is the aesthetic subject’s virtual liquidation.
With the advent of the twelve-tone system, “the subject dominates music
through the rationality of the system, only in order to succumb to the
rational system itself.”#3 In twelve-tone composition, ”. . . every single
tone is transparently determined by the construction of the whole work,
[and thus] the difference between the essential and the coincidental dis-
appears. . . . There is no longer any unessential transition between the es-
sential moments, between the ‘themes’; consequently, there are no longer
themes at all and, in the strictest sense, not even a ‘development’” (Ent-
wicklung).* Sociohistorically, in turn, this banishing of autonomous sub-
jectivity from the musical composition expresses the dialectic of enlight-
enment in society as a whole, in which the advance of instrumental reason
leads to the subject’s (self-Jenslavement to the forces of late-capitalist
domination. Schoenberg’s position is authentically radical, for Adorno,
because it refuses to perpetuate the myth that autonomous subjectivity
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any longer exists. Schoenberg’s music thereby rejects collaboration in the
cultural legitimation of the social order as a peaceful community of free
individuals—in contrast, Adorno contends, to Stravinsky’s ideological at-
tempt to engineer a “restoration” of the autonomous aesthetic subject
(and, of course, contrary to the culture industry as well).*5

The irony in Adorno’s stance is patent and deliberate. Fidelity to the
promise of a reconciled society of critical subjects can only be guaranteed
by renouncing the “development” of the work, the labor by which the
subject mediates the relation between whole and parts such that the whole
is freely developed into something different than its inherent tenden-
cies would “fatalistically” yield of themselves. Thus, Schoenberg’s string
quartets and Paramount Pictures’ blockbusters alike manifest in their
structures the virtual extinction of critical reason under late capitalism.
But Schoenberg does this in an historically attuned, self-conscious and
evidently negative manner, and thereby preserves a genuinely utopian
hope. This hope, moreover, looks forward (negatively) not only to a recon-
ciliation among human beings but also to a transformed relationship be-
tween subject and object, between humanity and nature. For in yet a
further irony, Adorno contends that only music which most stubbornly
refuses any easy enjoyment by the individual confronted with its enig-
matic sound-textures has the power to denounce the antiseptic cleansing
of culture in general of all but the last traces of use value.

Quualifying the Theory of the Culture Industry

The central argument of this book is that the organized culture of the
Christian right today can be interpreted, through a variation of social
physiognomy, as expressing negative-utopian truths about the contem-
porary social order. Obviously, the theoretical perspective that informs
this project has traveled some distance from Adorno. It presupposes that
Adorno’s culture industry theory leads us to miss crucial, potentially radi-
cal aspects of mass-cultural phenomena—even those associated with the
political right wing. Such an opinion is common enough today, given the
enthusiasm with which cultural studies theorists have embraced the criti-
cal analysis of “popular culture” in search of its emancipatory moments. It
often escapes notice, however, that Adorno’s own theory provides compel-
ling terms according to which the intellectual deficits of the culture in-
dustry theory should have been anticipated by Adorno himself. Specifi-
cally, the central problem with the theory of the culture industry lies in
the fact that this theory was not made self-reflective through the dialecti-
cal criticism of specific, mass-cultural objects. Instead, Adorno let his
approach to mass culture be guided by an a priori understanding of the
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operations of state capitalism and the function therein of industrialized
cultural production.

Before elaborating this criticism, it is important to point out that
Adorno’s hostility to mass culture is often exaggerated by his critics, espe-
cially within cultural studies.* The chapter on the culture industry in
Dialectic of Enlightenment represents mass-cultural phenomena in the
bleakest light. It is also Adorno’s most widely read intervention concern-
ing mass culture and is usually taken as definitive of his position on the
issue of mass culture’s critical capacities.#” Yet in other texts, especially
certain essays that were not written (as was Dialectic of Enlightenment)
in the situation of extreme anxiety and despair provoked by World War II
and the horrors of fascism, Adorno leaves open the possibility that some
mass-cultural phenomena might preserve moments of utopian negativity.
The essays “Die Form der Schallplatte” (The form of the phonograph rec-
ord) (1934), “Prolog zum Fernsehen” (Prologue to television) (1953}, “Cul-
ture Industry Reconsidered” (1963), “Free Time” (1969), and “Transparen-
cies on Film” (1967} all in various ways take up in earnest the problematic
of how mass-cultural phenomena might have an immanent construction
that would grant them negative-utopian capabilities.48

It has been argued, furthermore, that Adorno did on occasion employ
social physiognomy to analyze mass culture. Susan Buck-Morss contends
that Adorno’s 1936 article on jazz "used a dialectical method of immanent
criticism to interpret the sociohistorical truth of the phenomenon which
Adorno later called ‘social physiognomics.’ ”4° Buck-Morss describes how
Adorno here discerned the modern schema of the individual’s relation-
ship to society “within the musical material itself”:

In the improvisational “breaks” of jazz music which pretend to be
individualistic, hence progressive, Adorno saw the image of archaic
ritual. The musical alteration of verse and refrain, the solo breaks
followed by thematic repetition, paralleled the primitive dancer per-
forming for the collective, and this in turn was an image of the rela-
tionship between the individual and society in which the former,
powerless, made a “sacrifice to the collective.”50

To Adorno, Buck-Morss writes, the “images of the archaic” evoked by jazz
showed “not that jazz music was authentically primitive” but rather that
"precisely as commodity, precisely in those elements which determined
it as a phenomenon of mass culture, it possessed qualities which bore the
name of the primitive.”5! The pseudo-individualistic features of the mu-
sic making it appear to be new and eccentric so as to enhance its attrac-
tiveness to consumers, in other words, constituted the music as an image
of the archaic. Dialectical analysis of the phenomenon, in turn, inter-
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preted this recapitulation of the archaic within the phenomenon’s struc-
ture as an image of the growing powerlessness of the modern individual.
For Buck-Morss, “Uber Jazz” thus shows plainly that “far from belittling
mass culture, Adorno took it extremely seriously, applying to its phe-
nomena the same sophisticated analytical method, the same intellectual
spleen, which he used in interpreting Husserl, Kierkegaard, and Stravin-
sky.”52 Buck-Morss demonstrates that Adorno approachesjazzin the 1936
essay with a dialectical sensibility, and thus forces a reevaluation of ear-
lier accounts that Adorno had “emphatically reject[ed] any kind of purely
aesthetic analysis of jazz in favor of psychosocial critique.”5? She also
soundly refutes those who accuse Adorno of dismissing mass culture as
“low-brow” or holding it in contempt out of personal snobbery against
persons with less education or a lower class standing than his own, em-
phasizing that Adorno consistently leveled his critique at the form of the
object rather than the sociological characteristics of the audience.>

Nonetheless, Buck-Morss’s defense of Adorno is too generous. To the
extent that Adorno does not deem it necessary to study individual jazz
performances or performers in the 1936 essay, but rather applies his criti-
cisms to the “genre” (Gattung) as a whole, he cannot be said to approach
jazz with an equal seriousness to that which animates his analyses of
modern music and philosophy.5s In this sense (though not in the sense
which she intends), Buck-Morss is correct to say that the first “analysis of
jazz provided a model for all Adorno’s later critiques of mass culture,”
inasmuch as Adorno’s subsequent studies of radio, film, and television
almost never devote concentrated attention to particular broadcasts or
movies but instead analyze each mass-cultural mode as a whole.5¢ In other
words, in these later studies, as in the 1936 essay on jazz, Adorno consis-
tently holds his criticism aloof from a genuinely spontaneous experience
of the mass-cultural object, and in doing so he short-circuits the entire
process of dialectical analysis.

Consequently, Adorno’s interpretation of jazz in the 1936 essay (as well
as in its 1955 successor, “Perennial Fashion—Jazz") remains driven unre-
flectively by his (then embryonic) theory of mass culture, and both the
theory and the analysis itself thereby suffer. Adorno’s judgments that jazz
is “a commodity in the strict sense,” that “the genre is dominated by
function and not by an autonomous law of form,” and that the individu-
alistic features of jazz are “exclusively determined in accordance with
stereotype” are in later writings generalized to apply to mass culture in
toto.5” Just as Adorno finds nothing reminiscent of the artistic “work” in
the musical structure of jazz—no thoughtful and purposive relationship of
general idea and particular elements that might have been different from
that which the music possessed by virtue of its standardized production—
so does he subsequently deny that the products of the culture industry
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possess any trace of utopian negativity. Thus, “Uber Jazz” does not so
much testify to Adorno’s willingness to see fruitful ground for immanent
criticism in mass-cultural phenomena as provide an initial indication of
the narrow scope of Adorno’s approach to mass culture.

If the theory of the culture industry was deprived of self-reflectivity by
Adorno’s abstention from the dialectical criticism of mass-cultural ob-
jects, then in turn the same problem redounded to the more general theory
of state capitalism. Almost certainly, this theory erred by elevating the
structure of war-mobilized fascism to the status of a general model that all
industrialized nations were bound sooner or later to approximate. Even in
the early 1940s, Pollock’s theory was criticized by others associated with
the Institute who argued that the private-monopolistic branch of the in-
dustrialized economy still possessed structurally decisive power.5® More
recent writings by James O’Connor and Claus Offe have advanced more
nuanced accounts of the distribution of power among the monopoly, com-
petitive, and state sectors of the economy under late capitalism.5® In addi-
tion, the theory of state capitalism underestimated the degree of state
intervention in the liberal-capitalist economy.®°

Beyond these challenges to Pollock’s political economy, however, legiti-
mate questions have been raised concerning Adorno’s assumption that
cultural mediation of the relationship between the social totality and the
individual under liberal capitalism was exclusively carried out by the
market, and thus was definitively bound up with the fate of the cultural
commodity. For Axel Honneth, the single-minded focus on “the end of
mediation” by the market blinded Adorno to

the places of social communication that lie outside [the market]—the
institutions of the bourgeois public sphere, the proletarian coopera-
tive enterprise, or the plebian subculture, all of which delay the path
of capitalist industrialization—as well as the interest organizations
directed toward it, in which social groups attempt to realize their
economic interests. . . . Adorno is driven to the disquieting conclusion
of a totally administered society, since his analysis of the structural
changesin capitalism is guided from the outset by an extremely reduc-
tionistic conception of the internal social relations of capitalism. . . .
This view of capitalist society, hardened into a one-dimensional pic-
ture, lets fade out of view the deeper dimensions of those pre-state
domains of action in which normative convictions and cultural self-
interpretations, as well as the purposive-rational deliberations of indi-
viduals, become socially effective.5!

According to Honneth, that is, the conclusion that culture no longer medi-
ates between the individual and society under late capitalism, but rather is
merely a tool of the collective’s direct domination of the individual, only
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makes sense if one ignores the existence of diverse realms of cultural
interaction under liberal capitalism that were primarily organized neither
by markets nor by states. Honneth proposes that the remedy for this blind-
ness on Adorno’s part would have been more energetic cooperation with
colleagues engaged in empirical social research, and he has a point, al-
though the proposition that any cultural realm lies definitively “outside”
an area where it is vulnerable to the shaping influences of economic life
surely needs to be questioned just as strenuously as Adorno’s vision of the
complete and undifferentiated saturation of all culture with the logic of
exchange value (or, in the “administered society,” with the logic of “com-
mand and obedience”). Adorno’s own writings, however, suggest an addi-
tional means for rescuing his theory of the culture industry, as well as the
theory of state capitalism, from intellectual petrification: a more focused
and dialectical analysis of specific, mass-cultural phenomena.

But must the near total absence of such analyses from Adorno’s writ-
ings—precluded, it would seem, by the totalizing bleakness of the culture
industry theory—be judged merely as a failure, whether by this we mean
a failure to realize the Institute’s promise of interdisciplinary social re-
search or to follow through the logic of Adorno’s own injunction that
cultural criticism never waver from its “intransigence toward all reifica-
tion”? A critical account of Adorno’s theory of the culture industry would
not be complete without a discussion of the premeditated aim that in-
forms (without entirely excusing) Adorno’s evocation of the specter of the
totalized world in general and “absolute reification” in the realm of cul-
ture specifically: the sense that this rhetorical motif harbored a kernel of
inspiration toward transformative social praxis.

Catastrophe, Moral Recognition, and Praxis

In exploring the reason why Adorno did not treat mass culture with more
analytical seriousness, we must first recall that his repeated invocation of
the “administrated world” served to provide a historical imperative for the
critical-methodological turn to social physiognomy. Still, it might then
seem especially questionable that Adorno would paint the historical situ-
ation in such unsubtle tones, since presumably the firmer the historical
grounds for his theoretical innovation were, the more compelling his argu-
ment on behalf of the latter would have been. Had Adorno attempted to
render historical conditions in an exact and precisely qualified manner,
however, he would have risked subverting the logic of his own critique of
positivism. This critique denied the possibility that thought could render
exact representations of social conditions by recognizing that thought
inevitably subsumes certain “nonidentical” features of its object under its
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own abstract concepts.62 In “Cultural Criticism and Society,” Adorno ap-
pears to have dealt with this problem by deliberately providing conflicting
images of the socichistorical situation. The juxtaposition of these discor-
dant images motions toward the “true” representation of historical condi-
tions while indicating that this truth cannot be stated outright. For exam-
ple, Adorno seems to give up entirely on the possibility of critical thought
and autonomous culture when he writes: “The sinister, integrated society
of today no longer tolerates even those relatively independent, distinct
moments which the theory of the causal dependence of superstructure on
base once supposed.”® No sooner does Adorno write these totalizing and
doom-filled words, however, than he equivocates on them: “In the open-
air prison which the world is becoming, it is no longer important to know
what depends on what, such is the extent to which everything is one.”$4
Adorno thus generates an ambiguity: is the world “becoming” an “open-
air prison,” or has it already become totally “integrated” such that the
fusion of society and ideology have left thought no potentially critical
breathing space? Adorno simply lets the contradiction persist, shunning
any conclusive resolution. By provoking this ambivalence concerning the
very possibility of autonomous culture and dialectical criticism, Adorno
escapes the concept-reifying consequences that would have followed from
any claim to possess definitive knowledge of the historical situation.

More importantly, this ambivalence allows Adorno to elude the fetish-
ization of dialectical criticism as either an end in itself or the sole key
to social transformation. In this sense, Adorno’s exaggerated depictions
of the late-modern peril of critical subjectivity and autonomous culture
ought not to be read as literal, constative assertions, but rather as rhetori-
cal devices gesturing toward something beyond critical thought as such,
which he sensed was necessary for radical change. Adorno hints at the
necessity of political praxis in the 1955 essay:

Immanent criticism holds in evidence the fact that all mind (Geist)
has always been under a spell. On its own it is incapable of the resolu-
tion ({Aufhebung) of contradictions toward which it labors. Even the
most radical reflection of the mind on its own failures is limited by
the fact that it remains only reflection, without altering the existence
to which its failure bears witness. Hence immanent criticism cannot
take comfort in its own idea.®5

The concluding lines of the same essay echo these thoughts: “The more
total society becomes, the greater the reification of the mind and the more
paradoxical its effort to escape reification on its own. . . . Absolute reifica-
tion . . . is now preparing to renounce mind entirely. Critical thought
[Geist] cannot be equal to this challenge as long as it confines itself to self-
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satisfied contemplation.”%¢ Indirectly—negatively—Adorno invokes a
sense of precisely that which his extreme version of thought’s late-modern
predicament prohibits him from stating directly: the indispensability of
transformative social practice.

At the same time, however, Adorno’s apocalyptic ruminations play an
important and justifiable role in the polemical aspect of his theory not
only because they gesture toward something which they are not, but also
in themselves. With his references to the “sinister, integrated society” for
which there are “no more ideologies” but “only advertisements,” Adorno
invites the reader to gaze momentarily into the abyss. But this gaze need
not remain transfixed on despair, and Adorno himself does not leave it so.
Instead, such temporary confrontation with disaster can evoke the shock-
ing recognition of just how deplorable circumstances are and may yet be-
come, along with the irresistible desire to denounce those circumstances,
without which no radical praxis can even commence. Adorno’s handling
of the symbol and event of “Auschwitz” functions in precisely this man-
ner. In “Cultural Criticism and Society,” Adorno renders the famous lines:
“To write poetry after Auschwitz is barbaric. And this corrodes even the
knowledge of why it has become impossible to write poetry today.”¢” For
Adorno, “Auschwitz” is the apotheosis of the antidivine. Much as, for the
Christian, the incarnation of God in Jesus simultaneously realizes the
kingdom of God and expresses the expectation of a transcendent reality
not yet realized—so, for Adorno, the historical experience of the concen-
tration camps at once actualizes “absolute negativity” and signals that the
engulfment of the world in seamless negativity is approaching.s® In “Cul-
tural Criticism and Society,” as well as eventually in Negative Dialectics,
Adornoinstalls ”“Auschwitz” as both the primary symbol and the concrete
reality of the late-modern historical situation, where thought is at the
same time both increasingly and actually incapable of wriggling free from
social domination (and thus of producing poetry that could do anything
other than ideologically justify suffering). Adorno’s vision of the world as
a concentration camp, simultaneously in anticipation and in actuality,
need not be understood as merely a lament over critical thought’s dire
incapacitation. Instead, Adorno’s glances at the worst imaginable—or the
unimaginably horrific—state of things generate moments of moral recog-
nition, in which the most profound sadness kindles the greatest determi-
nation to engage in transformative action.

To return to the question of Adorno’s one-dimensional characterization
of mass culture, then, Adorno mobilizes the monolithic image of the
culture industry as part of a rhetorical strategy to ignite ethical commit-
ment and to invite political practice. This explains to some degree his
abstention from a more careful and individualized treatment of mass-

s2 Stations of the Cross



cultural phenomena. Nevertheless, this strategy exacts a significant cost
in the consequent hypostatization of the notion of “mass culture” and the
failure to bring the theory of the culture industry to a higher level of self-
reflectivity. This interruption of dialectics in cultural criticism, in turn,
makes Adorno’s vision of praxis at best inchoate, at worst confused. On
the one hand, the argument above counsels that Adorno not be taken too
literally when he writes that “the unideological thought is that which
does not permit itself to be reduced to ‘operational terms.’ ”¢® Carried to
its logical extreme, this injunction would of course preclude any praxis at
all, and this does not seem to be what Adorno intends. On the other hand,
since Adorno strenuously insists on the integrality of culture to revolu-
tionary praxis, and given his judgment that negative-utopian cultural resi-
dues survive only in the arcane and ascetic rigors of high-modernist music
and art, it is extremely difficult to see how any coherent, mass-based
movement of praxis could be possible. For such a movement obviously
would have to depend to some degree on the critical energies within a
more collectively accessible culture.

Thus although Adorno does not give up on praxis entirely, contrary to
the claims of many of his critics, his theory gravitates toward the ques-
tionable conclusion that collective, transformative action has become
historically impossible, at least at the particular juncture of late-capitalist
development reached in the mid-twentieth century.” This tendency is
implicit in Adorno’s treatment of mass culture, however much this aspect
of his theory also preserves the hope of radical praxis. It becomes explicit,
moreover, when Adorno endorses a politics of nonconformism, a highly
individualist refusal to cooperate with society’s expectations. In Minima
Moralia, for example, Adorno speculates:

In the face of the totalitarian unison which directly proclaims the
eradication of difference as its purpose, even part of the liberating
social force may have temporarily withdrawn into the sphere of the
individual. If critical theory lingers there, it is not only with a bad
conscience. . . . For the intellectual, inviolable isolation is now the
only way of showing some measure of solidarity. All collaboration, all
the human worth of social mixing and participation, merely masks
the tacit acceptance of inhumanity. . . . [Nevertheless,] [t]he detached
observer remains as entangled [in domination] as the active partici-
pant; the only advantage of the former is the insight into this en-
tanglement and the happiness at the infinitesimal freedom that lies in
knowledge as such.”!

To be sure, the embrace of isolation and nonconformity as a way to vouch-
safe fidelity to the value of solidarity resonated deeply with basic con-
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ditions of late capitalist society in the 1940s and 1950s. Even if the ulti-
mate specter of fascism had not been realized in the United States, the
midcentury compromise among capital, labor, and the state did seem
to block most major routes to radical transformation. In certain other
respects, however, Adorno’s “melancholy” vision of praxis was out of
touch with historical circumstances. It ignored the extent to which the
causes of groups excluded from the wartime and postwar social compact,
particularly African Americans, women, and people in ”“Third World”
countries, cried out for affirmative solidarity. It furthermore evinced no
sense of the possibility that this sociohistorical formation might even-
tually fall prey to its own contradictions, creating new prospects for crit-
ical culture and transformative political practice alike.”? Perhaps, had
Adorno devoted more attention to the structural contradictions—rather
than just the instrumentalities—within specific mass-cultural phenom-
ena, he might have found a more prominent place for social contradic-
tions within his social theory and for collective action within his theory
of praxis.

We must not lose sight here, however, of Adorno’s signature insight that
in the formulation of praxis no complete harmony between theory and
political practice can or indeed should be desired. For theory, to Adorno, is
charged with the task of actualizing and preserving within human experi-
ence the notion of a life where objects and subjects are recognized and
valued as things ”in and for themselves” (an und fiir sich), without being
attached to any purpose outside themselves—the notion, that is, of the
utopian condition. A completely coherent resolution of the conflicting
demands for practical change, on the one hand, and for the experiential
sustaining of this utopian idea, on the other hand, is not to be anticipated
under any historical circumstances short of utopia’s realization. The at-
tempt to theorize as though such a resolution were possible thus should be
resisted today with as much vigor as Adorno showed. Nevertheless, the
fact that theory’s efficacy in bringing about this sort of experience gives it a
share in praxis that transcends critical reflection does not justify the fur-
ther conclusion that theory as such, even so conceptualized, can ever
wholly suffice as praxis.

Cultural Criticism and the Right

Although Adorno tended to be frustratingly elliptical and sparse in his
remarks concerning radical politics and culture, he took a much more
active interest in the political culture of the right. This was thoroughly
in character, of course, given the fundamentally negative orientation of
Adorno’s theory. Adorno thus did not ”“gaze into the abyss” in a poetic
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sense alone. To the contrary, the critical analysis of fascism became a
major area of substantive research for Adorno, especially during the 1940s.
Naturally, Adorno left the examination of fascist political and economic
organization per se to others, concentrating instead on the elements of
fascist culture, above all the style and techniques of fascist oratory and the
indirect manifestations of fascism in the individual personality.” More-
over, because Adorno completed the bulk of his work on fascism while
living in the United States and on the basis of research directed at Ameri-
can phenomena, his writings inevitably emphasized implicit rather than
explicit expressions of fascism. In short, Adorno’s critique of fascism was
intertwined to a great extent with his cultural criticism and, in particular,
with his work on the culture industry.

Exploring fascism as a cultural presence in the United States meant that
sooner or later Adorno was bound to confront a distinctively American
feature of right-wing political culture: its interweaving with Protestant
fundamentalism. More specifically, this project brought Adorno face-to-
face with a right-wing fundamentalism that had risen from the tomb of
public ridicule {(where it had been cast by the Scopes “monkey” trial in the
1920s) to become a powerful new force in the mass medium of radio. As
the next chapter shows, just as Adorno discerned anticipations of fascism
when he examined the culture industry, so likewise did he see the iron
hand of the culture industry at work when he contemplated political
phenomena of the right such as the radio broadcasts of the fundamentalist
preacher Martin Luther Thomas.

Before drawing conclusive lessons from Adorno for the analysis of the
contemporary Christian right, then, it makes sense to take a closer look at
Adorno’s own critique of the Christian right in his day. Adorno pointsus in
a direction that has been too little pursued by contemporary theorists and
social scientists: the analysis of Christian conservatism as mass culture.
Nevertheless, as the discussion in the preceding pages indicates, the se-
rious limitations of Adorno’s analysis of mass culture must be recognized
if his theory is to inform productively our interpretation of Christian right
mass culture today. Above all, we must consider the possibility that the
products of the Christian right’s culture industry are more than simply the
instruments of power, regardless of these facts: (1) that they are subject to
many of the same market-subordinating processes utilized by the main-
stream culture industry; and (2} that their own character as commodities is
thus as ambiguous as that of the mainstream culture industry’s products.
Instead, the former just might display that “necessary failure of the pas-
sionate striving toward identity” that, when analyzed dialectically, yields
at least traces of utopian negativity. Adorno himself moves a step along
this path in his critique of Martin Luther Thomas’s radio addresses, in-
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asmuch as he uncharacteristically devotes sustained attention to a singu-
lar mass-cultural object, doing precisely what he avoids in his criticism of
jazz as a genre. In turn, the analysis of Focus on the Family’s radio shows
occupying the latter portion of this book follows this path all the way
through to its unlikely intellectual and political conclusions.
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2

Adorno’s Critique of Christian Right Radio

in the New Deal Era

*

I believe that the day of denominations is practically a thing of the past. I mean
there will be no further advancement along the lines of the denominations. I refer
to Baptists, Congregationalists, Presbyterians, but listen, there is a great advance-
ment today of a vital Christianity, and it is coming primarily as a result of the
radio.—Martin Luther Thomas, 1935

It may well be the secret of fascist propaganda that it simply takes men for what they
are: the true children of today’s standardized mass culture.—~Theodor W. Adorno,
“Freudian Theory and the Pattern of Fascist Propaganda,” 1951

Specters of Hegel: Radio and the Right

Adorno’s writings on mass culture were fundamentally shaped by his
experiences in the United States, where he lived from 1938 to 1948. The
essay on the culture industry in Dialectic of Enlightenment was written
while Adorno and Horkheimer lived in Los Angeles, near the geographic
and institutional heart of the American entertainment business—Holly-
wood. Yet the theory of the culture industry was not intended as an ex-
ercise in cultural anthropology, but rather as a study of one manifestation
of a historical spirit that Adorno considered to be worldwide in breadth.
For Adorno and Horkheimer, this spirit of “instrumental reason” defined
not only mass culture in the United States but also the administrated
cultures of the Third Reich and Stalin’s Soviet Union. This world spirit
was actualized, they maintained, in the technological and administrative
rationalities mobilized by Paramount Pictures, Nazism, and Stalinism
alike.

In particular, for Adorno and Horkheimer, the medium of radio con-




stitutes a concrete point of affinity between Hitler’s totalitarian state
capitalism and the anticipatory version of state capitalism in the Ameri-
can culture industry:

Chesterfieldis merely the nation’s cigarette, but the radio is the mega-
phone of the nation. In dragging cultural products wholly into the
sphere of commodities, radio utterly renounces bringing its own cul-
tural products to people as commodities. In America it collects no fees
from the public. Radio thereby acquires the deceptive form of dis-
interested, impartial authority which suits Fascism admirably. The
radio becomes the universal mouthpiece of the Fiihrer: his voice rises
from the street loudspeakers, blending with the howling of sirens
announcing panic—from which modern propaganda can scarcely be
distinguished anyway. The National Socialists themselves knew that
the wireless gave concrete form to their cause, just as the printing
press did to the Reformation. The metaphysical charisma of the Fiih-
rer invented by the sociology of religion has finally turned out to be no
more than the omnipresence of his radio speeches, which demonia-
cally parodies the omnipresence of the divine spirit. The gigantic fact
that the speech penetrates everywhere replaces its content, just as the
benefaction of the Toscanini broadcast takes the place of its content,
the symphony. No listener can grasp their true connection, while the
Fihrer’s speech is lies anyway. The immanent tendency of radio is to
make the human word, the false commandment, absolute. ... One day
the edict of production, the specific advertisement (whose actuality is
presently concealed by the pretense of choice) can turn into the open
command of the Fiihrer.!

Fascistic impulses, Adorno and Horkheimer thus argue, are inherent in
the very technological structure of radio broadcasting, which can invade
even the most private spaces, never ceases its activity, and permits no
reply by the audience.2 Moreover, radio fundamentally alters the aesthetic
structure of cultural forms transmitted over the airwaves, a point to which
the authors merely allude here but which Adorno develops more fully in
several contemporaneous essays on the radio broadcasting of classical
music. For Adorno, radio transforms the delicate “interrelationship of
unity and manifoldness” at the musical core of the symphony into the
monotonous repetition of well-known themes and plugs for famous con-
ductors. (This aesthetic transmutation, in turn, stems from technological
factors, such as radio’s flattening of “coloristic differentiation” in sym-
phonic sound and the ability of the listener to avoid being caught up in the
music’s totality by turning the radio on or off at will.}3 By thus “merging
with advertising,” the radio symphony is deprived of its aesthetic integ-
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rity, its mission of achieving a compositional reconciliation of the general
and the particular. And, as Adorno’s theory of social physiognomy sug-
gests, it is thereby divested of its power to inspire the public to “criticiz[e]
social realities,” a power contingent on the symphony’s demonstration of
its inevitable failure to fulfill this mission.*

For Adorno and Horkheimer, finally, radio’s relative independence from
the market makes it an even more potent agent of thought’s reification
than other mass-cultural forms such as movies. “Radio, the progressive
latecomer of mass culture,” they write, “draws all the consequences at
present denied the film by its pseudo-market.” As the previous chapter
has explained, these “consequences” are the elimination of the competi-
tive market through the expansion of a monopolistically and, eventually,
state-planned economy; and, as a result, the paradoxically simultaneous
omnipresence and negation of the commodity-form, along with its so-
cially mediating moments of exchange value and use value. To Adorno
and Horkheimer, radio broadcasting thus epitomizes the culture indus-
try’s parodic realization of the world spirit of freedom theorized by Hegel:
it actualizes a unity of thought and social practice in which pure domina-
tion is established, and it reveals more than any other cultural phenome-
non that even the relatively immature state capitalism of the United
States is barely a step away from the totalitarianism of Nazi Germany.

Adorno, however, did not limit his exploration of the growth of fascism
in the United States to these speculative extrapolations from the theory of
the culture industry. He also analyzed the deployment of radio broadcast-
ing to cultivate a substantively fascist political movement in his 1943
study, “The Psychological Technique of Martin Luther Thomas’ Radio
Addresses,” as well as in several related essays.® As we shall see, Adorno’s
critique of right-wing radio in the United States drew productively on his
cultural theory, providing an instructive example of how political right-
ism might be critically analyzed as a cultural phenomenon characteristic
of late capitalism. More precisely, his critique retains its provocative edge
today chiefly on account of its suggestive failures, although to an extent
also by virtue of its genuine accomplishments.

In the Thomas study, Adorno devoted sustained and detailed attention
to the immanent particularities of Thomas’s radio addresses that was
highly uncharacteristic of his predominant approach to mass culture. In
doing so, he took an unmistakable step in the direction of social physiog-
nomy. Here Adorno did not merely speculate in general terms that certain
practices of production (such as montage) might favor the emergence of
negative potentialities within mass culture, as he did in the essay “Trans-
parencies on Film,” for example. Nor did he simply confront right-wing
radio as a genre, as he did with jazz. Instead, he engaged a specific object
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of mass culture with unusual regard for its singularity and complexity,
and derived insights into socioeconomic conditions from the object’s dis-
tinctive contours. Let us recall from chapter 1 that although dialectical
criticism for Adorno presupposed both immanent (or aesthetic) and tran-
scendent (or social-theoretic) moments, theory had to begin by granting
"precedence to the object,” for thought could only resist its own reification
by drawing ”strength” from the negative potentiality harbored within the
object.” This is exactly what Adorno did in the Thomas study, at least
initially. He would thus seem to have affirmed here in practice rather than
in the abstract that mass-cultural phenomena could be aesthetically con-
stituted with an integrity beyond the contrived unity forced on them by
the culture industry, and thus with the capacity to express and inspire so-
cial transformation. The Thomas study ultimately did not follow through
on this promise, as I demonstrate below. Nevertheless, the study offers
evidence of a different order than scholars have heretofore presented that
Adorno did on notable occasions stretch the intellectual horizons of his
theory of mass culture.8

At the same time, the study provides an expanded basis for reaffirming
the continuing productiveness of the theory of the culture industry for the
contemporary analysis of mass culture, in particular Christian right mass
culture. As I show below, Adorno appears to have accomplished a signifi-
cant amount of groundwork for the theory of the culture industry through
his critique of Thomas's radio broadcasts. This makes the study interest-
ing for intellectual-historical reasons.® However, there are also political
considerations that make the specific function of the culture industry
theory within the Thomas study worth reexamining today. In the study,
Adorno drew attention to the marriage of American Christian conserva-
tism and mass culture in its earliest years and analyzed the Christian right
as mass culture. By using elements of the culture industry theory to ana-
lyze Christian right radio, the Thomas study thus raises the possibility
that mobilizing a similar intellectual framework today could shed new,
critical light on phenomena that, by fusing the avid exploitation of the
industrial techniques catalogued by Horkheimer and Adorno with the
outright declaration of a “cultural war” on modern values, have taken
the dialectic of enlightenment to a newly explicit extreme (in America, at
any rate). The following discussion thus provides a prelude to those por-
tions of subsequent chapters that analyze contemporary Christian right
radio as “culture industry” in Adorno’s specific sense.

Nonetheless, critical analysis of the Christian right today must navi-
gate beyond the instrumentalist assumption that the broadcasts and pub-
lications of Christian conservatives are simply the product-lines of an
expanding subsidiary of the corporate cultural machinery. To steer criti-
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cism of Christian conservative mass culture solely according to the com-
pass supplied by the theory of the culture industry is to exclude from the
outset the possibility that these phenomena may not seamlessly breed
cynicism and disillusionment, but sometimes (if only negatively) nourish
their audiences’ most utopian hopes. Failing to consider these instances,
in turn, obviates any possibility that progressives and Christian conserva-
tives might ever find common ground and form populist coalitions that
could unsettle entrenched structures of political and economic power.
This brings us back to the necessity of the mode of critique toward which
the Thomas study beckons us: immanent criticism of the mass-cultural
object, dialecticized through social physiognomy, which both deciphers
the ”secret code” according to which the object expresses and reproduces
social domination and recognizes the object’s “enigmatic” and utopian
denunciations of injustice.!® In the penultimate section of this chapter I
speculatively construe a social physiognomy of Thomas’s rhetoric that
might have emerged had Adorno engaged in a full-fledged immanent criti-
cism of this phenomenon. I then summarize the principles, admonitions,
and sensibilities that my own critique of Christian right mass culture
excavates from Adorno’s texts.

Before moving into a detailed discussion of the Thomas study, how-
ever, we should note the study’s thematic and institutional proximity to
two other works: The Authoritarian Personality (1950), by Theodor W.
Adorno, Else Frenkel-Brunswik, Daniel J. Levinson, and R. Nevitt San-
ford; and Prophets of Deceit: A Study of the Techniques of the American
Agitator (1949), by Leo Lowenthal and Norbert Guterman. All three writ-
ings were originally conceived as contributions to the American Jewish
Committee’s (AJC) project on anti-Semitism, which was both a mainstay
of financial support and the primary locus of collaborative research for
Adorno and other members of the Institute for Social Research during the
1940s. The Authoritarian Personality is today the best-known product of
this massive research undertaking. According to the original plan of the
project, however, the empirical study of protofascist personality traits,
the analysis of which became the content of The Authoritarian Person-
ality, was to represent only a fractional component of a much broader
endeavor. In particular, to complement the analysis of subjective atti-
tudes, Adorno, Lowenthal, and Paul Massing carried out separate studies
of the radio broadcasts of three right-wing preachers—of protofascist ide-
ology, in other words, as an objective social phenomenon.!' The Thomas
study was one of these exercises. The ajc had planned for these studies to
lead to “the publication of a popular handbook, with sketches, which
would help to expose the tricks used by fascist agitators and so disarm
them and immunize the public against them.”12 Like many other compo-
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nents of the overall project, however, this handbook never emerged in
print. Instead, Prophets of Deceit was published in 1949 as ”"a scholarly
version of the planned popular handbook.”13

Adorno never prepared the Thomas study for publication, and the piece
therefore escaped the severe discipline of editing by which Adorno usually
constrained himself. Although some parts of the Thomas study present a
relatively coherent argument, the sprawling, 130-page text as a whole is
plagued by incomplete thoughts and methodological inconsistencies. In
light of the effort required merely to plod through this unruly document;
considering, in addition, the difficulty of disentangling and evaluating the
divergent strands of argument wound together throughout the text; and in
view of the inconsequentiality of its object in conventional political terms
{major historical accounts of the American right wing and anti-Semitism
in the United States do not even mention Thomas or his movement), it is
understandable that the Thomas study has hitherto received little atten-
tion from scholars. That is unfortunate, however, because in certain re-
spects this study is both politically more radical and theoretically more
sophisticated than either of the two published texts that the ajc’s project
finally yielded.

Prophets of Deceit and the Snare of Idealism

Prophets of Deceit follows a conventional mode of Marxist ideology-
critique. Lowenthal and Guterman assume that cultural phenomena can
be analyzed as vehicles for the inculcation of class-based ideology and
thus as functional assets to the maintenance of capitalist domination. In
pursuing this form of ideology-critique, the theorists continue in the ana-
lytical mode characteristic of Lowenthal’s earlier writings for the Insti-
tute. For example, in an article for the Zeitschrift fiir Sozialforschung
Lowenthal analyzes the reception of Dostoyevsky among the German
petite bourgeoisie in the years preceding World War 1. He argues that
Dostoyevsky’s popularity with members of this social class was due to the
author’s offer of a spiritualist and nationalist “consolation” that absolved
the individual from confronting social problems on the levels of politics
and economics.!4

The core thesis of Prophets of Deceit, in turn, is that Christian right-
wing “agitation” prevents audience members from responding to their
“social dissatisfaction” rationally—that is, by attempting to “trace” their
feelings to ”"a clearly definable cause.”!5 According to Lowenthal and
Guterman, a ”social malaise” has readied the psychological turf for the
Christian right’s incursions among large portions of the population. This
malaise involves the suspicion that mysterious social powers are per-
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petrating a “hoax” on the majority of the people and depriving them of soci-
ety’s fruits; a “sense of helplessness and passivity”; a “general premonition
of disasters to come”; and a deep “disillusionment” and cynicism regarding
society’s “values and ideals.”!6 The important point, however, is that this
psychological malady has “objective causes” in “social reality”:

This malaise reflects the stresses imposed on the individual by the
profound transformations taking place in our economic and social
structure—the replacement of the class of small independent produc-
ers by gigantic industrial bureaucracies, the decay of the patriarchal
family, the breakdown of primary personal ties between individuals
in an increasingly mechanized world, the compartmentalization and
atomization of group life, and the substitution of mass culture for
traditional patterns.!”

Lowenthal and Guterman contend that while the malaise is initially only
“a psychological symptom of an oppressive situation,” it can ultimately
prevent the transformation of that situation if the agitator manipulates it
so that it “veils and distorts” objective reality:

The agitator does not try to diagnose the relationship of this symp-
tom to the underlying social situation. Instead he tricks his audience
into accepting the very situation that produced its malaise. Under the
guise of a protest against the oppressive situation, the agitator binds
his audience to it. Since this pseudo-protest never produces a genuine
solution, it merely leads the audience to seek permanent relief from a
permanent predicament by means of irrational outbursts. The agita-
tor does not create the malaise, but he aggravates and fixates it be-
cause he bars the path to overcoming it.!®

To Lowenthal and Guterman, then, Christian right agitation is a form of
sophisticated trickery leading the public away from rational insight into
historically rooted oppression and toward a state of emotionally over-
wrought and despairing obsession with its own suffering.

Prophets of Deceit precisely catalogues the techniques used by the agi-
tator to promote irrationalism in his audience. For each technique or
“theme,” the authors detail both the relationship to the malaise and the
psychopolitical effects of the agitator’s words. For example, they analyze
the agitator’s habit of “simultaneously damning and praising the accepted
ideologies” of the social and political mainstream. This technique, they
argue, aggravates listeners’ “disillusionment with ideals, values and in-
stitutions” yet inhibits serious opposition to the mainstream by offering
no concrete alternatives.!® Likewise, the agitator’s constant suggestions
that catastrophe is imminent enervate the audience’s diffuse sense of anx-
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iety. At the same time, they “relieve the individual of responsibility for
struggling with his problems” by never actually identifying the agents of
the impending “doom,” and encourage the listener to yield to the author-
ity of “the available spiritual elite” out of fear.20 Perhaps the most potent
device in the agitator’s arsenal is the construction of enemy-figures. Ac-
cording to Lowenthal and Guterman, these foes facilitate the agitator’s
delicate balance of provoking and suppressing the bile of his audience. For
instance, the agitator rails against bureaucrats for usurping the people’s
power and despoiling public resources for personal gain. He thereby sug-
gests that “representative government in this country is a sham.” Never-
theless, he stops short of explicitly condemning the “basic structure” of
political life, and the counterweight of his “eulogy of established insti-
tutions” ensures that his listeners maintain a posture of “respect for au-
thority” and political passivity.2! For Lowenthal and Guterman, the Jew
emerges as the enemy-figure into which all variations (including bureau-
crats, communists, bankers, and immigrants) are condensed, and as the
“resting place” for the audience’s “accumulated resentment.”22

Lowenthal and Guterman stress that for the agitator, the audience’s
“aroused fury is to be kept in a kind of indefinite suspension, a perpetual
and never fulfilled threat.”

The verbal fury of the agitator is only a rehearsal for real fury. . . . it
would be erroneous to infer that he preaches free and wild joy in
aggression. For with every gesture that urges his audience to indulge
in violence, he reminds his followers, no matter how indirectly, that
their aggression involves the forbidden, that they are still weak and
can free themselves from the enemy’s tyranny only by submitting
unconditionally to his leadership. In the anticipated hunt, the fol-
lowers can expect no spoils: they must be satisfied with the mere
hunt itself. . . . The agitator’s gift to his audience—his permission to
indulge in violence—is a Trojan horse. . . . All that remains is the
immediate condition of constantly renewed excitement and terror.2

In the end, the theorists conclude, the only satisfaction the agitator allows
the audience is that of indulging in its own feelings of anger at being the
“dupes” of shadowy powers. The agitator kindles fury and resentment as
ends in themselves, rather than as catalysts to rational reform or revolu-
tion. Moreover, he “condition[s| the audience to authoritarian discipline”
by ironically positioning it as merely the “inverted reflection” of the furi-
ous enemy forces. In the absence of a powerful fascist political movement,
this means submission to the political and economic status quo that has
caused the audience’s malaise.?* However, Lowenthal and Guterman also
view Christian right agitation in the 1940s as a nascent form of fascism
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that could one day envelop American society—as Max Horkheimer puts it
in the introduction, as a ”latent” but very real “threat against democ-
racy.”25 Given certain “historical circumstances,” above all “social and
economic” crises that might intensify and broaden the malaise and open
up new points of influence for agitation, fascism on a mass scale could
develop in the United States. In the meantime, however, the agitator’s
manipulation of his audience’s discontent still exercises a significant so-
cial effect, inasmuch as it “functions objectively to perpetuate the condi-
tions which give rise to that discontent.”2¢

Prophets of Deceit provides a painstakingly careful and precise exposi-
tion of the substantive characteristics of Christian right ideology in this
era. As the subsequent discussion of Focus on the Family shows, more-
over, Lowenthal and Guterman’s astute explication of the predominant
themes of midcentury Christian right oratory remains salient today. The
present-day Christian right, too, directs its wrath toward enemy-figures
simultaneously ridiculed as impotent and feared as omnipotent (above all,
as chapter 3 discusses, gays and feminists). And contemporary Christian
right media reiterate historic patterns by blending reverence for tradi-
tional American institutions (especially the Constitution and the impera-
tive of national security, as we shall see in chapter 4) with wildly alarmist
talk of total societal collapse.

Nevertheless, methodological problems at the core of Prophets of Deceit
sharply constrain its usefulness for a contemporary analysis of the Chris-
tian right. As rich and elaborate as the authors’ presentation of the ideo-
logical material is, the linkages between this material and the social theory
that is supposed to unlock its meaning are frustratingly shaky. The theo-
rists do not even systematically relate most of the agitational “themes”
to the concept of the malaise, which we must remember is not itself
the decisive aspect of the historical situation for the ideology-critique
but only “reflects” the determining socioeconomic forces. To be sure,
the interpretations of these “themes” often recall elements of the malaise.
For instance, the theorists argue that the figure of the plutocrat plays on
the audience’s sense of its “exclusion” from the enjoyment of “forbidden
fruit.”2” But here the theorists do not explain how the plutocrat’s particular
characteristics—as a financier rather than an industrialist, as an enemy
from a bygone era rather than a present-day threat, as somehow both a
communist and a banker, and as a Jew—resonate with this aspect of the
malaise, much less with specific socioeconomic circumstances. Finely
differentiated though the authors’ “microscopic” observations of the exact
details of the figure of the plutocrat and the Jew in Christian right ideology
are, they remain largely imprisoned under the magnifying lens.2

The disconnect between social theory and the object of cultural-
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ideological analysis in Prophets of Deceit can be traced to the authors’
unrefined and economistic Marxism. Since the authors’ descriptions of
the agitational themes are not well integrated with their social theory, the
connections between theoretical speculation and ideological material ul-
timately depend by default on the authors’ general classification of the
methods of agitation as strategic “irrationalism.” The Christian right agi-
tator’s “irrationalism” is in turn defined largely through its contrast with
an ideal type that Lowenthal and Guterman label “the reformer/revo-
lutionary.” Whereas the former appeals to his audience’s irrational urges,
the theorists claim, the latter attempts “to define the nature of discontent
by means of rational concepts” and leads individuals to an undistorted
awareness of objective circumstances with the clinical comportment of
the “competent doctor.” This blunt dichotomy between “irrational” fas-
cism and “rational” radicalism obviously presupposes a rigid distinction
between ideology and scientific truth, in which the former proceeds from
the stifling or perversion of rational faculties while the latter results from
unfettered reason. This begs the question of how the critical standpoint of
Prophets of Deceit is grounded epistemologically, a question to which
Lowenthal and Guterman provide no answer. Since they do not problema-
tize the foundations of their knowledge of society, the theorists display
precisely that “hybris of the mind” which Adorno insightfully criticizes
as contrary to a philosophically rigorous historical materialism. From an
Adornian perspective, that is, the Marxism of Prophets of Deceit aban-
dons dialectics, reverts to idealism, and thereby betrays itself by ascribing
an a priori truth to theoretical assumptions and renouncing the need for
theory to become self-reflective through thought’s “spontaneous relation
to the object.”

The irony here is that Prophets of Deceit overflows with remarkable,
spontaneous insights into the minute twists and turns of Christian right
ideology in this period. But these insights remain within the realm of what
Adorno would have called “immanent” criticism, because the theorists do
not show specifically how these ideological minutiae reproduce the social
totality or how social theory might be reinvigorated by virtue of their
labors. Above all (and this heightens the irony), even though the authors
thoroughly document the incessant contradictions within the agitational
material, there is no sense here that cultural contradictions reflect social
contradictions, and thus that even protofascist culture might harbor a
negative-utopian potency. Instead, the substantive relationship between
culture and society is construed in wholly instrumental terms. And this is
of a piece with the authors’ methodological instrumentalism, their me-
chanical application of Marxist social theory and Freudian psychology to
the ideological material.
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Adorno’s contributions to the ajc’s project on anti-Semitism predict-
ably exhibited more acutely dialectical sensitivities than did those of his
colleagues. In the case of The Authoritarian Personality, a collaborative
endeavor between Adorno and several less dialectically minded scholars,
this made for some interesting inconsistencies in the final product. Never-
theless, as we shall see, neither in this work nor in the Thomas study did
Adorno himself entirely escape the dialectical paralysis that besets Proph-
ets of Deceit.

Traces of Dialectics in The Authoritarian Personality

The Authoritarian Personality analyzes fascism by focusing on the “con-
sumer” rather than the “production of propaganda,” unlike Prophets of
Deceit and the Thomas study.?? Nevertheless, particularly in those as-
pects of the study where Adorno exercised the greatest influence, The
Authoritarian Personality exhibits more than superficial similarities to
these other two writings in its theoretical sensibilities. Above all, the
parts written by Adorno emphasize the imperative to interpret individual-
level psychological phenomena with reference to the social totality, just
as “Cultural Criticism and Society” lays this same burden on the critique
of culture by calling for social physiognomy. However, this move ulti-
mately does not make The Authoritarian Personality sufficiently dialecti-
cal in Adorno’s strong sense—that is, such that the analysis of the particu-
lar phenomenon enables social theory to become self-reflective.

The Authoritarian Personality seeks to generate a highly specific ac-
count of the relationship between fascist ideology and individual person-
ality structures. The authors begin with the axiom that “anti-Semitism is
based more largely upon factors in the subject and in his total situation
than upon actual characteristics of Jews.”3° They also presuppose that the
scientific study of personality structures offers a vital “safeguard against
the inclination to attribute persistent trends in the individual to some-
thing ‘innate’ or ‘basic’ or ‘racial’ within him,” a tendency highly charac-
teristic of Nazi propaganda.?! The cornerstone of the study is its develop-
ment of a list of variables that the authors dub the “F-scale” and that
comprises a finely-tuned set of personality traits indicating a psychologi-
cal “susceptibility” to fascist propaganda. The study uses this scale in
surveys of a large number of respondents, but also probes beneath the
plane of quantitative data by conducting more detailed “qualitative” or
“clinical” interpretations of some of the interview material.

At the outset of the book, the four authors of The Authoritarian Person-
ality make it clear that they do not mean to ascribe to personality struc-
ture the exclusive or decisive capacity to determine whether or not an
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individual adheres to fascist ideology. Instead, they claim more cautiously
that “one place to look for determinants of anti-Semitic opinions and
attitudes is within the persons who express them.” In turn, the authors
collectively disavow making any effort “to account for the existence of
anti-Semitic ideas in our society,” even while acknowledging that the
domains of psychology, sociology, and history “can be separated only ar-
tificially.”32 Thus the jointly written introduction creates the sense that
the analysts are deliberately restricting their focus for the sake of depth
and clarity, although they are aware that any complete explanation of the
origins of fascism must include the examination of nonpsychological data,
such as an individual’s “membership in social groups”: “The soundest
approach, it would seem, is to consider that in the determination of ideol-
ogy, as in the determination of any behavior, there is a situational factor
and a personality factor, and that a careful weighing of the role of each will
yield the most accurate prediction.”33

No little tension subsists between the chapters written individually by
Adorno and the positivistic assumptions of this introductory material,
including above all the latter’s mechanical notion of causation and predic-
tive aspirations. Nor, indeed, does Adorno seem to feel bound by the
authors’ collective refusal to speak directly of the social forces that spawn
anti-Semitism. To the contrary, Adorno initially echoes the parsimonious
piety of the introduction, only to negate it in the very next line:

The data discussed so far permit at least the assumption that person-
ality could be regarded as one determinant of ideology.

Yet it is just the area with which we are now concerned [political
and economic ideas] that most strongly forbids any simple reduction
to terms of personality. ... on a deeper level, probably for all ideologi-
cal issues, there appears to be at work another determinant which, in
numerous issues, blurs the distinction between high and low scorers
and refuses to be stated unequivocally in terms of personality. This
determinant may be called our general cultural climate, and particu-
larly the ideological influence upon people of most media for mould-
ing public opinion. If our cultural climate has been standardized un-
der the impact of social control and technological concentration to an
extent never known before, we may expect that the thinking habits of
individuals reflect this standardization as well as the dynamics of
their own personalities.34

Whereas the authors collectively only claim to interpret an individual’s
“political, economic, and social convictions” as “an expression of deep-
lying trends in his personality,” Adorno breaks ranks and reads the inter-
view transcriptions as expressions of social forces, in particular the spread
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of the culture industry’s reifying effects. Together, the authors concede
that whether or not anti-Semitic propaganda actually proliferate depends
“primarily upon the situation of the most powerful economic interests,
upon whether they, by conscious design or not, make use of this device for
maintaining their dominant status.”3 On his own, by contrast, Adorno
discerns within the study’s psychological data the imprint of a social
totality determined by monopolistic forces of production and tending to-
ward totalitarian state capitalism. Moreover, Adorno gives the clear im-
pression that the study expresses social truths not only in its positive
conclusions but also by virtue of its ultimate failure, or negativity: for
precisely the inevitable breakdown of the basic “distinction between high
and low scorers” evokes the truth about society’s brokenness.

Adorno thus repeatedly deciphers specific characteristics of respon-
dents’ statements regarding prejudice, politics, economics, and religion as
manifestations of various aspects of the social totality. For example, he
interprets certain respondents’ anti-Semitism as a reaction to economic
“monopolization,” in the context of which the Jew comes to represent the
“misfit bourgeois” who refuses to embrace the conformity and depen-
dence mandated by the new corporate order. For others, anti-Semitism
functions as a form of displaced resentment against subjugation to the
"technological rationality” that is the guiding principle of monopoly busi-
ness and the administrative state alike, and in the context of which the
Jew’s purported “clannishness” seems to retain vestiges of the intimate
familialism destroyed by modern capitalism.36 Likewise, the phenome-
non of “pseudoconservatism,” or maintaining fidelity to traditional eco-
nomic values while embracing an ethnocentrist authoritarianism that
undermines the American tradition of political and economic liberalism,
is for Adorno the product of “objective social conditions” rather than
simply an underdeveloped ego. Pseudoconservatism reflects “those de-
velopmental tendencies of our society which point into [sic] the direction
of some more or less fascist, state capitalist organization.”% Additionally,
the respondents’ “disposition to view religion as a means instead of an
end,” as a “cultural good” to be chosen from a selection of worldviews
“after the pattern of choosing a particularly well advertised commodity”
and then “consumed,” witnesses to the “neutralization” of religion that
accompanies its redefinition in the course of modernity as a “leisure”
activity and its consequent recomposition as an "“agency of social confor-
mity”—its reconstitution, that is, in the image of the culture industry.38

Adorno’s approach to the psychological data gathered for the study of
the authoritarian personality is thus fundamentally more dialectical than
that of his colleagues inasmuch as it locates the meanings of particulari-
ties in the data in their relations to the social whole. And in precisely this
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way, Adorno’s handling of the data here surpasses Lowenthal and Guter-
man’s interpretations of the agitational material in Prophets of Deceit.
Nevertheless, this alone does not make Adorno’s comments in The Au-
thoritarian Personality dialectical in the strong sense set forth in other
writings of his such as “Cultural Criticism and Society.” For Adorno’s
dialectical mediations of the interview material do not go so far as to yield
any self-reflectivity of the social theory he employs. Instead, the ideologi-
cal investments of the respondents are simply interpreted as reflections of
broad social forces—period. This short-circuiting of dialectics thus hypos-
tatizes the theory of state capitalism and the culture industry.

One key symptom of the dialectical shortfall in even those sections of
The Authoritarian Personality penned by Adorno is the mechanism with
which Adorno often incorporates psychoanalytical theory within his in-
terpretation of the data. For instance, Adorno contends that anti-Semitism
operates as a regressive wish-fulfillment for the individual who longs to
understand society’s “laws” but finds them to be impenetrable and is
therefore overwhelmed by “alienation”:

The opaqueness of the present political and economic situation for
the average person provides an ideal opportunity for retrogression to
the infantile level of stereotypy and personalization. The political
rationalizations used by the uninformed and confused are compul-
sive revivals of irrational mechanisms never overcome during the
individual’s growth. This seems to be one of the main links between
opinions and psychological determinants.*

Here, psychoanalytic categories enable Adorno to conceptualize the con-
crete mechanisms through which social tendencies become translated
into individual attitudes. The resulting interpretation is certainly plausi-
ble, but it is too pat; and it seems likely that in his more rigorously dialecti-
cal moments Adorno himself would have tried to complicate the picture,
perhaps by drawing attention to the contradictions within personality
structures rather than simply mapping their smooth operation according
to the requisites of power. This alternative approach would have perhaps
allowed fissures in the social totality to emerge by shedding light on the
inconsistencies within personality structures, thereby sketching a “social
physiognomy” of the authoritarian personality that could have unleashed
the latter’s negative-utopian potential. Instead, Adorno makes the com-
plicity of high scorers on the F-scale with totalitarian state-capitalist ten-
dencies monolithic, positing their “desire for an unjust state of affairs in
which the exchange of equivalents has been replaced by distribution ac-
cording to unmediated and irrational power relationships.” With this,
moreover, Adorno wades into intellectually hazardous waters (behind
Lowenthal and Guterman) by seeming to embrace a reductionist dichot-

70 Stations of the Cross



omy between fascist “irrationalism” and rational radicalism. For Adorno,
in short, the authoritarian personality is the “microcosmic image of the
totalitarian state at which he aims.” But this image apparently possesses
no negative-dialectical fortitude that might allow the analysis of it to
render original insight into the structure of society.*0

Frankfurt School historian Martin Jay contends that the radical-political
deficit of The Authoritarian Personality stems from the fact that this
study of individual psychology was sundered from the more evidently
Marxist, social-theoretical account of anti-Semitism in Dialectic of En-
lightenment.*! There is more social theory in Adorno’s sections of The
Authoritarian Personality than Jay allows, however. A deeper root of the
study’s insufficient radicalism than its severance from Adorno’s more
seminal work is its unwillingness to carry through the theorist’s most
stringent program of dialectics. Precisely this problem also surfaces in
Adorno’s own examination of anti-Semitism from the perspective of its
“production” (as opposed to its “consumption”) in the Thomas study.

Dialectics Defused: Adorno’s Study of
Martin Luther Thomas

One need look no further than the opening passages of the Thomas study
and Prophets of Deceit to recognize in the former the distinctive impact of
Adorno’s concern that cultural criticism proceed dialectically, by energiz-
ing a “force-field” between social theory and a spontaneous “experience of
the object.” Lowenthal and Guterman start with a three-page “quotation”
from their agitational material—actually, a composite made up of excerpts
from the speeches of several different agitators. This curious prologue has
the effect of mystifying the relationship of theory to the material. On the
one hand, the material is not mediated by theory, since it is presented in a
lengthy manner and is followed not by interpretation but by general, con-
textualizing statements about the “steady audiences” the agitators attract
even though they have failed to win mass followings.* On the other hand,
the agitational material is thoroughly mediated by virtue of its artificial
construction. Since the authors do not make their theoretical perspective
explicit and self-reflective, however, the overall impact of this introduc-
tory quotation is merely impressionistic: its bombastic content is little
more than an attention-getter. Lowenthal and Guterman then abruptly
shift into the classical style of empirical, social-scientific writing: after
constructing a preliminary typology of political activists and forms of
political rhetoric, they state their hypothesis and then launch into a de-
tailed examination of the agitators’ tactics, offering evidence to validate
their argument.

Adorno, by contrast, begins from an analytical position that avoids both
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the suppression of theory and the complete immersion in the object that
is implicit in his colleagues’ composite citation. Yet Adorno also remains
nearer to the object, when mediating his perception of the object through
theory, than do Lowenthal and Guterman. The opening sentence of the
Thomas study identifies, apparently at random, a particular feature of
Thomas's radio addresses: “The fascist leader characteristically indulges
in loquacious statements about himself.” Adorno goes on to speculate on
the historical, social-psychological circumstances that the agitator’s “per-
sonalism” reflects:

The detachment from personal relationships involved in any objec-
tive discussion presupposes an intellectual freedom and strength
which hardly exists within the masses today. Moreover, the “cold-
ness” inherent in objective argumentation intensifies the feeling of
despair, isolation, and loneliness under which virtually each individ-
ual today suffers—a feeling from which he longs to escape when lis-
tening to any kind of public oratory. This situation has been grasped
by the fascists. Their talk is personal. Not only does it refer to the
most immediate interests of his listeners, but also it encompasses the
sphere of privacy of the speaker himself who seems to take his lis-
teners into his confidence and to bridge the gap between person and
person.*?

Adorno then proposes additional reasons for the agitator’s personalistic
“attitude,” thereby linking his diagnosis of individuals’ emotional experi-
ences of “despair, isolation and loneliness” to a broader conception of
social conditions: “The more impersonal our order becomes, the more
important personality becomes as an ideology. The more the individual is
reduced to a mere cog, the more the idea of the uniqueness of the individ-
ual, his autonomy and importance, has to be stressed as a compensation
for his actual weakness.”# Finally, Adorno speculates on the precise psy-
chological dynamics by which the agitator influences his listeners: “Since
this [compensatory activity] cannot be done with each of the listeners
individually or only in a rather general and abstract manner, it is done
vicariously by the leader. It can even be said that part of the secret of
totalitarian leadership is that the leader presents the image of an autono-
mous personality actually denied his followers.”*

Two crucial distinctions differentiate Adorno’s procedure from that of
Lowenthal and Guterman. First, as his immediate and critical engagement
with the agitational material suggests, Adorno does not structure his study
as the linear unfolding of a unified, deductively construed, causal scheme,
as do Lowenthal and Guterman. Rather than constructing his analysis as
the confirmation of an abstract hypothesis through the appraisal of con-
crete phenomena as exemplary evidence, Adorno composes his study as a
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series of discrete interventions that analyze distinct features of Thomas'’s
speeches one by one, according to each one’s unique structure. (Precisely
this deliberate detotalization of the causal framework and monadological
contemplation of individual interviews, in turn, characterizes Adorno’s
contribution to The Authoritarian Personality.)Second, within each inter-
vention, Adorno does not begin on the level of theory and then move on to
contemplate the object’s characteristics, but instead proceeds in the in-
verse fashion (again, just as he does in The Authoritarian Personality). In
both the general form and specific procedure of the Thomas study, then,
Adorno prioritizes his own “spontaneous relation to the object,” a position
that his colleagues’ ideology-critique declines by prioritizing a theory of
society.

A few additional examples illustrate the operation and provocative con-
sequences of Adorno’s method in the Thomas study.*¢ Each of Adorno’s
critical interventions in the study follows a series of steps similar to that
which characterizes his interpretation of Thomas’s ”personalistic” rhet-
oric. In each case, Adorno articulates (1) the description of the speech-
phenomenon he identifies; (2) the social-psychological conditions that
this phenomenon indicates exist; (3} the socioeconomic circumstances
from which these conditions spring; and (4) the personality-based psycho-
logical mechanism by which Thomas’s speech-device exerts certain ef-
fects on the individual. In short, Adorno’s critique decodes the surface-
appearance of the material, deriving from it a speculative formulation of
the relationship between the individual subject and the social totality.

Like Lowenthal and Guterman, Adorno pinpoints the agitator’s “emo-
tionalism” as a key object of analysis. Adorno names Thomas’s derision of
stoic “self-control” and encouragement of tears and wild rage the ”’emo-
tional release’ device.” This speech-device suggests to Adorno that “peo-
ple want to ‘give in,’ to cease to be individuals in the traditional sense of a
self-sustaining and self-controlled unity.” Adorno theorizes that people
desire to relinquish their psychological coherence as individuals simply
“because they must,” because of changes in the socioeconomic structure.
The postbourgeois, monopolistic structure of the economy, Adorno ar-
gues, no longer rewards the “emotional self-control” that was the neces-
sary “attitude of the independent individual of the liberal era of free com-
petition.” Instead, this new, advanced-capitalist structure demands that
people yield to its overwhelming, economically proletarianizing and psy-
chologically disintegrating forces. According to Adorno, Thomas’s prod-
dings toward “emotional release” convey to the audience that the safety of
conformity sanctions their rebellion against traditional social taboos,
thereby inciting them to irresponsible and even violent behavior in their
ego-impoverished state.4’

This sounds very much like the notion, set forth in Prophets of Deceit,

Adorno’s Critique of Christian Right Radio 73



that the agitator prescribes and models “irrational outbursts” for psychic
“relief” from the traumas instigated by advanced capitalism’s dysfunc-
tions. The key differences here, however, are as follows: (1) Adorno does
not elevate the motif of “emotionalism” to an abstract, categorial dimen-
sion of Thomas’s rhetoric as a whole, but contemplates it in its concrete-
ness as a singular feature of these broadcasts; and (2) Adorno’s representa-
tion of social conditions springs monadologically from this “spontaneous
relation to the object” in its specificity, rather than foregrounding the
interpretation of the agitational material in toto. By dint of these critical
gymnastics, Adorno’s handling of Thomas’s speeches accords with his
insistence that theory can only participate in social liberation if it allows
“precedence” to its object, heeding the object’s claim to be approached
empathetically as something existing both in and for itself rather than
always already subsuming the object under thought’s categories.

Another example of Adorno’s procedure is his analysis of what he calls
the ” ‘great little man’ device.” Adorno notes that Thomas portrays him-
self not only as a strong leader but also as a humble person who is on
“equal footing with those whom he addresses,” and incessantly “plays the
beggar” by referring to his “financial worries.” This rhetorical device un-
intentionally reveals “the universal feeling of insecurity of the masses in
the present economic phase,” in which the individual cannot see “himself
as the master of his economic fate any longer” but instead feels “himself”
to be “the object of huge blind economic forces working upon him.”*8
These forces, Adorno argues, actually can reduce the individual to abject
poverty at their whim. Adorno speculates that Thomas’s begging provides
relief from the fear of sudden impoverishment through a psychological
mechanism of identification: “[Thomas] takes it upon himself psychologi-
cally to do the begging himself, to undergo psychologically the very same
humiliation of which his follower is afraid, and thus to ‘redeem’ him
symbolically of the shame of being a beggar by assuming this function
vicariously and hallowing it, as it were.”* Adorno thus contends that
Thomas’s " ‘great little man’ device” has the effect of encouraging listen-
ers to accept with humility their actual position of social powerlessness.

For Adorno, however, the psychological mechanism of identification
cuts two ways. Adorno notes that Thomas frequently employs the “ ‘fait
accompli’ technique,” which “consists of presenting an issue as one that
previously has been decided.” Moving to the level of social psychology,
Adorno speculates that this rhetorical device betrays the longing among
members of Thomas’s audience, who feel themselves to be socially impo-
tent, to identify with something strong. Since individuals feel helpless to
determine their lives by their own “free will,” in an era marked by the
“dwindling of economic free enterprise and initiative,” this desire for iden-
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tification with strength finds its object in society itself—that is, in the
given state of affairs that the social totality irresistibly produces. Not only
the structural tendencies of the economy but moreover the institutional-
ization and daily barrage of commodity advertising, in Adorno’s view,
promote a “bandwagon” mentality and a crudely majoritarian disposition.
Satisfaction of the general urge “to accept and even to adore the existent,”
Adorno argues, results on an individual level in the “transformation of the
feeling of one’s impotence into a feeling of strength.”50

The speculations about socioeconomic and social-psychological cir-
cumstances that Adorno derives from his analysis of Thomas’s rhetorical
techniques illuminate various aspects of a society where socioeconomic
power has been concentrated in the hands of the few, leaving the many
with profound feelings of helplessness and insecurity. With each inter-
vention, Adorno moves his critique beyond the spontaneous relation to
the object from which it begins, into a transcendent position vis-a-vis
the object that comprehends both society and the object as the products
of historical power relations. He thus generates dialectical representa-
tions of Thomas’s remarks, insofar as he first exposes the formative in-
fluences of social conditions on specific features of the addresses, and
then shifts attention to these features’ nurture of psychological traits per-
petuating those conditions. Adorno thereby demonstrates how Thomas'’s
radio speeches reflect sociohistorical circumstances, as do the defining
traits of the authoritarian personality. But he also shows that Thomas’s
radio addresses reproduce these circumstances through their effects on
subjectivity—that is, by generating authoritarian dispositions on the psy-
chological level.

Like The Authoritarian Personality, however, the Thomas study ulti-
mately fails to carry dialectics through to a sufficient degree. Superfi-
cially, opposite difficulties appear to beset these two texts. If in the former
Adorno represents the object of critique (the authoritarian personality) as
having an exaggerated coherence, in the latter he exerts too little effort to
conceptualize the structure of Thomas’s rhetoric as a whole. The implica-
tion is the same in both cases, however: neither text furnishes an imma-
nent criticism of the cultural object that might serve as the basis for un-
veiling that object’s social physiognomy. In the Thomas study, Adorno’s
strategy of examining each component of Thomas’s rhetoric as a self-
contained “device” or “trick” simply does not amount to immanent criti-
cism of the material. Such analysis would have conceptualized the ele-
ments of Thomas’s radio commentary in terms of their relations to one
another within a complex whole and teased out any moments of incon-
gruity, disjuncture, or antagonism that might have spoiled the harmony of
those relations. Then, these immanent, binding and unbinding dynamics
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could have been interpreted as expressing the dynamics of social domina-
tion, leading social theory toward self-reflectivity by unleashing the ob-
ject’s negative-utopian force. Without being anchored in immanent criti-
cism, however, Adorno’s speculations regarding the historical conditions
expressed in the object’s features seem arbitrary, even as they receive
thereby the aura of absolute, scientific truth.

In other words, in the Thomas study dialectical criticism makes a
false start. Without any effort to articulate the internal constitution of
Thomas’s rhetoric—that is, without immanent criticism in its full sense—
the spontaneous experience of the object yields no critical reflection on
the theory of the social order. In turn, the study’s blindness to the mo-
ments of disorder within the object’s composition precludes any original
insight into the contradictions of the social totality. Instead of generating
a dialectical force field between object and concept, Adorno produces a
unidirectional flow of critical energy from concept to object, thereby laps-
ing into the same idealist tendency that hampers The Authoritarian Per-
sonality and Prophets of Deceit.

The Thomas Study and the Theory of
the Culture Industry

Despite this structural fault in the Thomas study, it does have something
of importance to contribute to the critical analysis of the contemporary
Christian right. The study’s value in this regard lies both in its gesture,
however incomplete, toward immanent criticism of the mass-cultural
object and in its use of the culture industry theory to analyze right-wing
political culture. Unfortunately, these two achievements seem to have
worked at cross-purposes to one another.

It is worthwhile to ask why Adorno dispensed with the immanent criti-
cism of Thomas’s broadcasts, when he had so carefully defined their con-
stitutive elements and so imaginatively reflected on them. A plausible
answer emerges if we consider two distinct but related undercurrents of
the text. These are, first, the similarities that Adorno repeatedly draws
between aspects of Thomas’s speeches and features of mass-cultural phe-
nomena in general; and second, Adorno’s consideration of the political
and religious ideas expressed in Thomas’s rhetoric only in terms of their
value as “devices” of manipulation.

Apart from the pulpit, Thomas’s main medium of communication was
radio. As we have seen, Dialectic of Enlightenment declared radio to be
the incarnation par excellence of the pallid world spirit of instrumental
reason defining administrated mass culture in the United States and Nazi
Germany alike. In the Thomas study, in turn, Adorno mobilizes and re-
fines the concepts developed to analyze the culture industry, which he
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understood as implicitly fascist, in order to interpret fascism in a more
explicit though still germinal form. The fact that Thomas relied on radio
broadcasting to disseminate his message made it all the more natural that
Adorno would do this. For Adorno, however, casting Thomas’s radio com-
mentary as a creature of the culture industry meant dismissing from the
outset the possibility of submitting it to a thoroughgoing immanent criti-
cism, much less sketching its social physiognomy with any substantial
degree of coherence.

The debt owed by the Thomas study to the developing theory of the
culture industry is readily apparent when one reads the study with Dia-
lectic of Enlightenment in mind. To the extent that the analysis possesses
a unifying thread at all, that thread is constituted by Adorno’s analysis of
Thomas as a purveyor of mass culture. “Thomas is an advertising expert in
a highly specialized field, that of the transformation of religious bigotry
into political and racial hatred.”5! To Adorno, Thomas’s radio addresses
“are largely to be interpreted as advertising for the nonpublic, esoteric ac-
tivities” of “the nucleus of his followers” who attend Thomas'’s church and
belong to his political organization.52

Sometimes Adorno explicitly compares Thomas'’s speech-devices to the
tactics of commercial advertising. Thus, for Adorno, the “fait accompli
device” not only expresses the growing prevalence of the “bandwagon”
mentality as a social-psychological disposition (which the culture indus-
try has helped create), but moreover is directly “borrowed from commer-
cial advertising” as a promotional technique.® Likewise, Adorno views
Thomas’s frequent assertions “that the situation is desperate and has
reached a peak of crisis, that some change must be made immediately” as
incorporating a “common pattern of advertising: ‘This offer holds good
only for a few days.’ ”5* True, Adorno immediately adds that this interpre-
tation “scratches only the surface of the phenomenon,” and ultimately lo-
cates the reason for Thomas’s employment of the “last hour” device in the
“objective situation” of Thomas's listeners, who are probably “deeply dis-
contented and also even destitute.”55 Nonetheless, it remains the case that
Adorno analyzes Thomas’s action itself as a form of advertising that ma-
nipulates the attitudes stemming from consumers’ “objective situation.”

Many of Adorno’s interpretations of Thomas'’s techniques introduce
ideas that would eventually become core themes of the chapter on the
culture industry in Dialectic of Enlightenment. Of Thomas’s propensity
to make emotional “confessions” regarding his personal weaknesses, for
example, Adorno writes:

This is a universal feature in present-day mass culture. It is catered to
by the gossip columns of certain newspapers, the inside stories told to
innumerable listeners over the radio, or the magazines that promise
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‘true stories.’ . . . it is a function of the attitude of snooping, deep-
rooted in the unconscious psychological process which longs for the
gratification of catching a glimpse of one’s neighbor’s private life—an
attitude closely akin to fascism.56

A year later, in Dialectic of Enlightenment, Adorno and Horkheimer
would articulate a similar point in more social theoretical, more philo-
sophical, and less psychoanalytic terms:

Inwardness, the subjectively restricted form of truth, was always
more at the mercy of the outwardly powerful than they imagined.
The culture industry turns it into an open lie. It is now experienced as
the mere twaddle which is acceptable in religious bestsellers, psycho-
logical films, and women'’s serials as an embarrassingly agreeable gar-
nish, so that genuine human emotion in real life can be all the more
reliably controlled.5”

Similarly, Adorno argues that Thomas’s “emotional release device” stimu-
lates “noreal pleasure or joy, but only the release of the feeling of one’s own
unhappiness and the achievement of aretrogressive gratification out of the
submergence of the self into the community. In short, the emotional re-
lease presented by fascism is a mere substitute for the fulfillment of de-
sires.”® This insight reappears later, woven into the more intricate argu-
ment that the culture industry extinguishes not only critical reflection on
cultural objects but moreover the spontaneous enjoyment of them:

The culture industry perpetually cheats its consumers of what it per-
petually promises. . . . The culture industry does not sublimate, but
rather represses. . . . In the culture industry, jovial denial takes the
place of the pain present in ecstasy, as in asceticism. The supreme law
is that they shall not satisfy their desires at any price, and in precisely
this must they find laughing satisfaction. In every product of the
culture industry, the permanent denial imposed by civilization is
once again unmistakably demonstrated and inflicted on its victims.5¢

Adorno furthermore notes that Thomas bestows a “fetish character” on
the term leader by constantly referring to leadership as though it were a
good initself. In doing so, Adorno contends, Thomas adapts to his own pur-
poses the modus operandi of the advertising industry: ”Incessant and om-
nipresent repetition which is planned rationally but blunts the conscious
discrimination of the prospective consumers.”® These remarks prefigure
Adorno and Horkheimer’s later reflections on the culture industry’s mobi-
lization of “the power of monotony” to convince people that they must
accept the entertainment which the industry provides for them.$! Finally,
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Adorno observes that Thomas exhorts his public to give up on its foolish
“utopian” hopes, to “be practical,” and to take advantage of the “deal” he
offers: inclusion in the movement to save America from ruin by the New
Dealers, at the price of just a small donation.62 The notion that Thomas’s
practical and thrifty affect is ideological contains in embryo the subse-
quent argument that the culture industry uses the diffident claim of being
"just business” ideologically, to justify the utter subservience of its prod-
ucts to the status quo and their consequent lack of a utopian element.63

Inasmuch as religion is a part of Thomas’s rhetoric, in turn, for Adorno
it is present merely as an emotional and “associational background” that
Thomas shrewdly calls up to heighten the effectiveness of his “advertis-
ing” scheme. Adorno describes a number of Thomas'’s speech-devices as
dependent on “secularizations of religious stimuli which he still expects
to operate within his listeners.”%* Adorno elaborates: “The ‘fait accompli’
technique is reminiscent of the Protestant doctrine of predestination; the
‘last hour’ device, of the apocalyptic mood of certain sects; the dogmatic
dichotomy between ‘those evil forces’ and ‘the forces of God,’ of Chris-
tian dualism; the exaltation of the humble folk, of the Sermon on the
Mount.”85 Adorno devotes one of the four sections of the study to examin-
ing Thomas’s use of “the religious medium.”¢¢ This section identifies a
number of additional techniques whereby Thomas turns attitudes, be-
liefs, and theological motifs associated with Protestant fundamentalism
to his advantage. Aside from those mentioned above, these predisposi-
tions include the audience’s receptiveness to theatrical sermonizing and
belief that “hysterical” speech and behavior, such as “speaking with [sic]
tongues,” may be a sign of spiritual inspiration. Thomas knowingly plays
on these religious associations, Adorno argues, to legitimize his bombas-
tic emotionalism.” Likewise, Adorno contends, Thomas makes his anti-
Semitism acceptable by denouncing “the Pharisees” (for Adorno, a code
for Jewish intellectuals) and interpreting the crucifixion as a sign that the
nation’s salvation demands the literal “shedding of blood” {to Adorno,
"“the pogrom”).6¢ Thomas also invokes the notion of fidelity to the “faith
of our fathers” to evoke enthusiasm for an “aggressive nativism” and his
own “paternalistic authority” as a leader.s® Thus, for Adorno, Thomas'’s
“principal appeal” and “trademark” as an agitator is the “use of religion
for fascist purposes and the perversion of religion into an instrument of
hate-propaganda.”70

Adorno’s cataloguing of Thomas’s tactics for twisting religious ideas
and feelings toward fascist ends is highly specific and generally plausible.
Yet the claim that religion only assumes a role within Thomas’s radio
addresses by virtue of its disintegration, or as an amorphous jumble of
isolated impulses, is an assumption that Adorno does not critically evalu-
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ate. Undoubtedly, this notion originates in the sociological thesis of reli-
gion's “neutralization” that Adorno outlines in The Authoritarian Per-
sonality. But it agrees all too comfortably with Adorno’s general approach
to Thomas’s broadcasting as a phenomenon of the culture industry—a
cultural form, that is, lacking any compositional structure that could
be analyzed in terms of its formal contradictions and negative-utopian
powers.”! For if any element of Thomas's rhetoric were to serve as a source
of contradiction to the fascist dynamics that Adorno discerns, it would
likely be the religious element. By insisting that religion functions within
the speeches merely as a hodge-podge of inchoate affects that Thomas
manipulates at will, like a “shrewd mass-psychologist” or “advertising”
technician, Adorno conveniently evades the need to probe the structure
of the addresses further to see whether their religious substance partici-
pates in structural tensions that in turn could illuminate further these
addresses’ dialectical relationship to social-structural contradictions.

In fact, by dwelling here on Thomas'’s personal ingenuity, ambition, and
agency, the Thomas study misses one of the central insights of the culture
industry theory: that the dominating apparatus operates as a system rather
than being determined by the subjective motives and machinations of
individual managers. Moreover, in the Thomas study Adorno seems con-
tent with the simplistic claim that the audience listens to Thomas and
subscribes to his newspaper because it is deceived, or because its judgment
is clouded by emotion. He offers no hint of the more subtle insight in
Dialectic of Enlightenment that consumers paradoxically consent to be
deceived (or seduced) by the culture industry, buying up its goods and
imitating its stars “even though they see through them.””? The Thomas
study is at its weakest at points where Adorno’s retreat toward an appar-
ently naive rationalism is most baldly exposed, particularly in his occa-
sional calls for “counterpropaganda” to combat Thomas’s influences. For
example, Adorno flatly asserts: “Counterpropaganda should point out as
concretely as possible in every case the distortions of democratic ideas
which take place in the name of democracy. The proof of such distortions
would be one of the most effective weapons for defending democracy.””?
Such unnuanced appeals to a rationalistic common sense are so out of
character for Adorno that they can only be plausibly interpreted as testi-
monies to the work’s unfinished nature and/or halfhearted concessions to
the liberal political goals of the larger project on anti-Semitism to which
the Thomas study originally belonged—as did The Authoritarian Person-
ality, which displays a similar dichotomy between the rational and the
irrational.

Regardless of these inauspicious moments, however, the coupling of
reliance on (and development of) the critique of the culture industry witha
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clear gesture toward social physiognomy stands as the central tension of
the Thomas study. Adorno turned to the theory of the culture industry as a
primary source of analytic concepts for the Thomas study, and perhaps
also used Thomas’s broadcasts as experimental material with which to
continue refining that theory. Even as he did so, however, he ventured
beyond the theory’s boundaries. In the context of Adorno’s oeuvre as a
whole the Thomas study comprises a rare moment in which Adorno as--
sumed an uncharacteristically “spontaneous relation” to an object of mass
culture, thereby raising the prospect of analyzing that object’s dialecti-
cal relationship to sociohistorical conditions. It is the intimation of an
ambivalence regarding the potentially negative-utopian character of mass-
cultural phenomena within the actual practice of criticism vis-a-vis a
particular object that distinguishes the Thomas study from other writings
of Adorno thatregister this ambivalence in a more abstract or hypothetical
fashion. And it is this glint of possibility that makes the Thomas study
instructive for a critique of Christian right radio today.

Thomas Reconsidered: Narrative Contradictions
and the New Deal

But is the assumption that Thomas’s radio addresses can, in fact, be ana-
lyzed through social physiognomy justified? What if Thomas’s broadcasts
really were nothing other than instruments of power—built with tech-
niques borrowed here from Hitler, there from Madison Avenue—to ma-
nipulate the minds of resentful fundamentalists? What would an imma-
nent criticism of these speeches look like, and in what sense can they be
shown to have had a dialectical relationship—in the strongest, negative-
utopian sense—to the social totality in which they were transmitted?

Adorno’s many lengthy quotations of Thomas offer a sizeable amount of
material to work with in forming hypothetical and very provisional an-
swers to these questions. Rereading these fragments indicates that Adorno
may well have missed a dimension of aesthetic wholeness and integrality
in Thomas’s rhetoric, as well as a way in which Thomas addresses himself
to a historically distinctive cultural tradition. These aspects of Thomas’s
broadcasts stem from their narrative qualities. These narrative features do
not give rise to a constitutional tension between a “general idea” and
“particular elements,” as, for example, Adorno locates in Beethoven’s sym-
phonies.” Nevertheless, Thomas’s speeches are indeed structured in a
fundamentally self-contradictory manner, inasmuch as they are organized
according to two major and antagonistic narrative frames.

One of these narratives is utopian and triumphant: it is a version of the
narrative of the Christian “crusade” to win souls for God and to establish
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God'’s reign through earthly intermediaries. Thomas describes his ”cru-
sade” as a great movement of ordinary people to aid Christ in inaugurating
the kingdom of God on earth. This movement ostensibly unites its partici-
pants in a harmonious and nondiscriminatory celebration of their com-
mon purpose, regardless of the participant’s gender, “class,” or “race.”’s
According to Thomas, ultimate fulfillment both spiritually and mate-
rially awaits all who generously contribute their resources and efforts to
the cause.”® Nonetheless, this corporate endeavor preserves and vitally
depends on the individual integrity of every member and affirms that the
personal experience of truth is essential to collective “revival.””” Thomas
exhorts his listeners to have the courage to speak their minds and to
believe in themselves.”® In short, he preaches a rejuvenation of individual
sinew and communal spirit alike for those who commit themselves to his
cause.

Thomas undermines this narrative of hope and inclusion, however,
with a different account of his “crusade” that emphasizes impending ca-
tastrophe and urges listeners to defend themselves against the enemies of
the Lord. In part, this counterposed narrative looks forward apprehen-
sively to the onset of another “great world war” that will likely be even
more destructive than the previous war.” In addition, Thomas warns,
Americans face the “imminent peril” of a communist putsch that is al-
ready all but accomplished because of the machinations of traitors in the
government and banking system.%¢ Indeed, the end of the world itself ap-
proaches, with the reign of “the Antichrist” in the Soviet Union, the mili-
tarization of Europe and Asia, and the portentously increasing frequency
of natural disasters such as earthquakes.®! At this “tremendous hour,”
when “storms” of every kind threaten the very foundations of creation,
Thomas counsels genuine patriots to reinvigorate the lifeline connecting
them to their origins as a people.®2 Citizens must “guard the freedom that
our forefathers have given to us,” reestablishing America as a “Christian
nation” by undergoing a national repentance.8? Such repentance means re-
storing fidelity to “God and his righteous law” and resisting all idolatrous
faith in ”legislative enactments to regulate man’s conduct”—especially
laws providing for “the dole,” which deprive individuals of “the joy of
working,” "pauperize millions of people in this country of ours,” and give
"free money” to the “millions of people in this country who don’t want to
work and who would not accept a position if they had that opportunity.”s4
It also means purging from the national body those ”devilish” and ”evil
forces” that threaten “Western,” ”Anglo Saxon,” and ”Christian civiliza-
tion.”85 Finally, it means taking up arms in ”the firing line” and being
willing to die (and kill) to “defend . .. this great institution.”86

How might the friction between the divergent strands within Thomas’s
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narrative of the Christian crusade, so incompatible in both tone and sub-
stance, be dialectically deciphered as a figuration of social conflict? The
Great Depression and the New Deal suggest themselves as obvious em-
pirical reference points for a social physiognomy of these radio broadcasts.
And indeed, the tension between utopian-triumphant and catastrophic-
defensive narrative moments in Thomas’s rhetoric expresses a fundamen-
tal tension within American society during the early New Deal. At the
time of these broadcasts, the economically stabilizing effects of the Social
Security Act of 1935 had not yet begun to be felt. Meanwhile, “the early
work programs such as the Civilian Conservation Corps and the Works
Progress Administration were interim measures designed to occupy work-
ers until a viable labor market was restored.”8” The New Dealers had
billed their agenda as a crusade to provide unprecedented guarantees that
all citizens would be included in the distribution of society’s economic
fruits, and thus had redefined the American social contract by incorporat-
ing into it a new and utopian notion of the welfare state. But despite the
vigor and optimism of Roosevelt’s first hundred days, the first major com-
ponents of the New Deal instituted a “patchwork welfare state” that “did
not emerge from a coherent social vision,” did not succeed in stimulating
sufficient growth to allay fears that the economy would never recover, left
millions out of work and destitute, and initiated a long-standing pattern of
program administration that stigmatized the needy rather than respond-
ing to their need as a societally generated condition.®

In sum, the mid-1930s witnessed the ambiguous coexistence of an offi-
cial ideology of utopian mission with a concrete set of elite responses to
economic and political crisis that were defensive, discriminatory, and
incrementalist. Thomas’s radio addresses, in turn, expressed this social
tension within their narrative structure through the undermining of the
hopeful and forward-looking element by the catastrophic and backward-
gazing element. Moreover, the speeches arguably fostered acquiescence to
the culmination of the New Deal’s utopian aspirations in defensive mea-
sures by virtue of that same narrative structure, in which the call to
realize a transcendent sense of community was represented as congruent
with the call to arms defending the tradition of authentic patriots against
stigmatized outsider figures. Thomas’s radio addresses certainly did noth-
ing to make explicit their own constitutive contradictions, and thereby
those of society. That is, they offered no sense that there might be social,
structural impediments to the realization of a genuinely coherent vision
of a “crusade for Christ.” They thus remained fundamentally reactionary
phenomena--but for different reasons than Adorno’s own interpretation
of them would lead us to suspect.

What is more, by taking seriously the claim of the agitator’s speeches to
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be something other than they are—that is, to be an invocation of the good:
society rather than merely an ad campaign stressing the necessity and
inevitability of authoritarian policies—we can at last feel the fleeting jolt
of this cultural phenomenon’s radical potentiality. The latter accrued to it
in the same measure that its structural self-negation belied America’s
claim in the early New Deal period to be a harmonious society. This
negative-utopian moment, in turn, might conceivably have helped ener-
gize a critical rethinking of social theory and practice among a Depression-
era American left that failed to appreciate the signs of an emerging and
unprecedented solidarity in the U.S. working class. While Thomas ranted
over the airwaves, America witnessed an era of general strikes in major
cities and “massive violent confrontations between labor and capital.”
The period of the mid-1930s has been referred to as “the highwater mark
of the class struggle in modern American history.” Instead of disintegrat-
ing into a morass of factional feuding, disorganization in the face of re-
pression by capital and the state, and gravitation toward the Democratic
party—and far from retreating into the hermitage of lonely nonconform-
ism erected by Adorno—the left might have responded to historical cir-
cumstances with a utopian crusade of its own.®®

From the New Deal to Post-Fordism

This book seeks to define the relationship of the contemporary Christian
right to the post-Fordist political economy. It formulates the significance
of the new Christian right with respect to those social conditions that
have supplanted the Fordist regime of accumulation, regulation, and labor
organization that defused and postponed the class struggle of the early
twentieth century. The writings discussed in this chapter supply three
clear and different models for carrying out this task. The Thomas study
throws light on the outlines of yet a fourth approach.

Following Lowenthal and Guterman, we might consider analyzing the
new Christian right as a vehicle for disseminating ruling-class ideology,
a mechanism that works by provoking “irrationalism” and resentment
among evangelical conservatives. Although the dubious distinction be-
tween “rational” and “irrational” politics would be an unfortunate inheri-
tance from Prophets of Deceit, there is still an element of truth in the
claims of those who, like Frances Fox Piven, see the new Christian right’s
ascendancy since the mid-1970s as “the rise of irrational politics”:

When people are blocked from dealing with the problems of liveli-
hood, community, respect, and security through politics, they be-
come more susceptible to fundamentalist appeals. When institutional
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reforms seem impossible, frustrated publics are more likely to re-
spond to calls for a politics of individual moral rejuvenation, typically
coupled with calls to mobilize against some vulnerable group.®°

Piven argues that the scapegoating of welfare recipients signals “the fail-
ure of political leaders, Democrats and Republicans alike, to articulate
rational solutions to the economic hardships and insecurities that domi-
nate the popular mood.”®! Blaming the mythical “welfare queen” sub-
stitutes for policies that would redress the actual causes of widely experi-
enced economic decline in the United States: the recent and successful
onslaught against labor and restructuring of the state by organized capital.
To an extent, Piven is right. But must we assume that either Christian
right culture or evangelical conservatives themselves are uniformly ”irra-
tional” in their responses to social conditions? Might not their relation-
ship to the social totality be a good deal more complicated than Piven
allows?

Alternatively, we could follow the lead of Adorno et al. in The Authori-
tarian Personality and approach evangelical conservatism as a psycho-
logical malady that bears the mark of historical conditions. Randall Bal-
mer moves toward such a view when he characterizes the “reliance on
rigid, legalistic morality” and other key aspects of contemporary evan-
gelicalism as a form of “sustained adolescence”:

No stage of life is more prone to hero worship than adolescence. An
adolescent is strongly influenced by group conformity and the expec-
tations of other people; it’s a stage in which self-consciousnessis at its
height. I see the evangelicals’ penchant for gazing inward to assess
their own spirituality as a heightened form of self-consciousness,”
[one unusually reflective evangelical preacher] said. “They’re con-
stantly comparing themselves to the standards of spiritual behavior
they’ve established and asking ‘How am I doing?’ and ‘Am I good
enough?’ and ‘How do I appear to others?’” Spiritual appearances are
very important to evangelicals, just as an adolescent spends a lot of
time in front of the mirror.

Adolescence is also a period of rebellion, a search for individuality,
identifying yourself in opposition to authority—feeling on the one
hand that you have to submit to authority and on the other hand chaf-
ing under it and wishing you could be your own boss. "My instinct is
that evangelicals don’t love God very much, that they relate to God
the way a child or an adolescent relates to an authority figure.”2

The vocabulary here is not Freudian, but the methodological implication
of this argument closely parallels that of Adorno and his colleagues: that
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evangelical conservatives tend to display a distinctive personality type,
and a distinctly regressive one at that. Of course, the Adornian moment
missing from Balmer’s musings is the relation of the individual person-
ality structure to the structure of society, such that the prolonged adoles-
cence of evangelical conservatives would become a figure for retrogressive
social tendencies. Still, Balmer’s account provides a step in this direction.
But Balmer’s own record of his experiences with widely varying elements
of the American evangelical subculture testifies to the reality that these
believers cannot be easily pigeonholed with regard to their creeds, moral
values, politics, or personalities. And even if a specific personality struc-
ture were characteristic of most adherents of the Christian right, might it
not exhibit contradictions problematizing the assumption that its politi-
cal disposition would always favor right-wing authoritarianism?

The Thomas study poses the possibility of charting the Christian right’s
relationship to post-Fordism along the lines demarcated by the theory of
the culture industry. At the same time, the Thomas study hints at the
prospect of interpreting Christian right media culture with the assistance
of social physiognomy, seeking contradictions within the cultural object
that express the contradictions of the social totality and perhaps contest
the latter as well. Alone among the various approaches summarized here,
such a critique offers the hope of enabling social theory to become self-
reflective or, to put it in Adorno’s terms, of igniting negative-dialectical
thinking.

Changing sociohistorical conditions since the World War Il and postwar
eras, however, may have altered the terms on which Adorno’s theory can
be appropriated for the criticism of Christian right culture today. The
theory of the culture industry was intended to describe the fate of culture
within a historically specific political-economic system. Under Fordist
conditions (1) open class conflict was prevented by state planning and
administration, labor’s disavowal of radicalism, and capital’s guarantee of
high wages and stable employment; (2) the labor process was organized in
ways oriented toward the mass production of standardized commodities,
including especially the linking of wages to precisely defined tasks and
seniority, the application of Taylorist principles by management, and the
strict segregation of mental (or skilled) and physical (or semiskilled) labor;
(3) economic growth was predicated on high demand for consumer dur-
ables among the general population in the most industrialized countries,
organized as stable and predictable markets for mass quantities of stan-
dardized commodities; (4) capital underwent a phase of material expan-
sion (or an epoch of “continuous change” requiring extensive investment
in fixed capital goods), as opposed to a finance-led expansion (or a period of
“discontinuous change” when investment is concentrated in money capi-
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tal); (5) the U.S. political, economic, and military hegemony in the West,
and eventually the cold war balance of power globally, minimized inter-
national economic competition and ensured relative political stability
worldwide.?3 Adorno and Horkheimer’s thesis was that these rigidities of
mass production, mass consumption, “administrated” class struggle, cap-
ital investment, and international order were to a great extent secured by
the planning, regimentation, and standardization of culture. In turn, so-
cial physiognomy as a method of cultural criticism received its commis-
sion from these same social conditions, inasmuch as they replaced the
competitive market’s mediation of culture with administrated culture
and thereby divested cultural objects of their claims to autonomy.

Given the dramatic changes in political-economic life since the early
1970s, can a historical basis still be identified on which a redeployment
and rethinking of social physiognomy and the culture industry theory
today make sense? Let us briefly review these changes. (1) The fiscal and
legitimation crises of states, capital’s decreasing profitability and organiza-
tional restructuring, the steadily diminishing power of unions, and declin-
ing wages and job security have yielded newly antagonistic and polarized
class relations. (2} Taylorist production methods and specifically defined
job roles have given way to “flexible specialization” among more privi-
leged workers and more brutal forms of exploitation among the less well
situated. (3) Policies for stimulating broad demand for consumer durables
have been succeeded by corporate “niche marketing” of specialized com-
modities and the intensified targeting of state subsidies to middle- and
upper-class constituencies. (4) The world economy has entered into a new
phase of financial expansion, nullifying many commitments to economic
stability and security associated with the prior material expansion. (5) All
of the above trends have been magnified by a more competitive interna-
tional economy and the new obscurity of global political relations.®* What,
then, are the implications of these political-economic shifts for cultural
criticism that hopes to retrieve something of present value from Adorno?

The answer hinges on whether the transition to post-Fordism mitigates
or aggravates the danger that culture is losing its claim to autonomy from
political and economic necessity. And on this issue, no conclusive or
unequivocal judgment is possible at the moment. On the one hand, we
might reasonably have some confidence that the freedom of culture from
“administration” will increase, given (1) the state’s steps toward the de-
regulation of industry, the reduction of welfare state services, and, in the
United States, the defunding of the arts and public broadcasting; (2} the
resurgence of “free market” ideology among major party leaders and in
public opinion; (3) the evident lack of fit between an old model of cultural
tastes oriented toward a limited number of stereotyped images and goods
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and a post-Fordist economy that depends on greater eclecticism and multi-
culturalism in consumption habits; (4} the failure thus far of efforts to
bring into being modes of international regulation functionally compara-
ble to those exercised by individual nation-states and the United States
during the Fordist era. On the other hand, the following considerations
lead to the opposite conclusion: that the autonomy of culture is at least
as precarious under post-Fordism as under previous Fordist conditions.
(1) Although the state’s form of cooperation with capital is being renegoti-
ated, the state is not necessarily being disempowered in absolute terms,
as the continued exorbitant levels of military expenditure and the expan-
sion of police and prison institutions illustrate. (2} Ideological neoliber-
alism and neoconservatism have been accompanied not by a return to
nineteenth-century conditions of capitalist competition but rather by an
unprecedented concentration of capital through mergers and acquisitions,
notably in the cultural industries. (3} Planning for more specialized and
volatile markets is still planning, and with the tremendous growth of the
advertising industry it is arguable that scientific marketing has become
more influential than ever before. (4) The high premium that “flexible
accumulation” strategies place on information has led to a situation in
which “capitalism is becoming ever more tightly organized through dis-
persal, geographical mobility, and flexible responses in labour markets,
labour processes, and consumer markets.” In particular, the acceleration
of international financial trading to ever more breathless paces has gone
hand in hand with “the emergence of greatly enhanced powers of financial
co-ordination,” even if such coordination depends less now than previ-
ously on state power.s

Thus there is as much or more reason to fear that culture’s instrumental-
ization marches on under post-Fordism just as it did in the Fordist era, even
if its step is timed to a more eccentric drumbeat. This means that elements
of the theory of the culture industry might still illuminate domination-
reinforcing aspects of Christian right culture today, just as it aided Adorno
in his interpretation of Martin Luther Thomas’s radio addresses, even
though the broad thesis that the culture industry’s mass production of
consciousness ensures compliance with mass production in the labor pro-
cess no longer has as much currency asit did a half century ago. In addition,
the culture industry theory maintains its interest and applicability to the
degree that Fordist structures of production, consumption, regulation, and
accumulation remain in effect despite the far-reaching changes described
above. And there is indeed much agreement among political economists
that Fordist practices continue to shape life in certain key domains of the
domestic and international economy, such as the military industries.%¢

More importantly, the current political economy provides plenty of
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impetus for the mission to rescue culture’s negative-utopianism from the
confines of instrumentalist control, in the spirit of Adorno’s social physi-
ognomy. Now, as before, only culture that preserves a claim to autonomy
from political and economic necessity has the potential to lend a self-
critical capacity to social theory. And now, perhaps even more than be-
fore, structural developments in the social totality threaten the cultural
object’s disingenuous yet emancipatory protestation of its worth in and
for itself.

As the above sketch of a dialectical criticism of Martin Luther Thomas’s
radio addresses suggests, however, how social physiognomy conceptual-
izes the contradictions in the cultural object and in society may need to
change in light of the peculiarities of its object. The main issue here is the
precise nature of the hermeneutic guiding immanent criticism. Where
does one look to find the formal structure of a Christian right radio pro-
gram, a structure not reducible to a mélange of techniques adapted from
the culture industry at large? If formal composition implies confrontation
with a process by which culture undergoes historical development (as
Schoenberg, for example, grappled with the evolution of modern music),
then where does Christian right radio face history and what specific his-
torical trajectory does it encounter?

Answers to these questions cannot be found through any a priori logic.
They require the sustained study of specific phenomena within Christian
right organized culture. Still, the experimental social physiognomy of
Thomas’s rhetoric above suggests that the solution might have something
important to do with religious narrative. Perhaps Adorno greatly exagger-
ated when he dismissed religion as mere garnish on the “administrated
world,” a trick of the light deployed by manipulative admen. Maybe, today
as in Thomas's era, religious narrative instead furnishes the core themes,
rhythms, and character types that give Christian right media phenomena
qualities of aesthetic wholeness, integrality, and historical groundedness.
And perhaps religious narrative secures these objects’ claims to auton-
omy and thereby enables their reflection and reproduction—and negative-
utopian contestation—of the contradictions of post-Fordism.
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Christian Professionals and the Fraying

Fabric of Health and Human Services

*

No one is forgotten; everywhere there are neighbors and welfare workers, Dr. Gil-
lespies and parlor philosophers whose hearts are in the right place and who, by their
kind, person-to-person intervention, make curable individual cases out of socially-
perpetuated miseries—so long as there is no obstacle in the personal depravity of
the unfortunate. . . . By emphasizing the “heart of gold,” society confesses to the
suffering it has created. —Max Horkheimer and Theodor W. Adorno, Dialectic of
Enlightenment, 1944

The collapse of the Fordist compact among capital, labor, and the state has
rendered the future of the American welfare state highly indeterminate.
The return of the Democrats to executive power in the 1990s did not bring
a reversal of the cutbacks and reorganizations initiated in the Reagan-
Bush years. To the contrary, in a policy move that symbolized the struc-
tural changes underway, the Clinton administration ended the federal
entitlement to financial assistance for poor families with dependent chil-
dren that had been in place since 193 5. And despite widespread discontent
with a wasteful, costly, and inequitable health care system, the state’s
attempts to achieve reforms in this area have yielded only the most mar-
ginal adjustments. The call to replace statist solutions to poverty and
other social problems with citizens’ voluntary efforts, a leading theme
under the Reagan, Bush, and Clinton administrations alike, further indi-
cates that the imperatives imposed by post-Fordism have shaped recent
public policy in ways that transcend partisan differences.

Although the state’s commitment to social welfare programs has grown
increasingly tenuous, a new sort of welfarism has emerged in a place where
we might not expect to see it: in certain quarters of the Christian right.



Evangelical churches have traditionally been less oriented toward social
mission than Catholic and mainline Protestant churches, in part because
of their more individualist theologies and norms.! Yet with the help of
publicity provided by leading Christian right media institutions like Focus
on the Family, a new crop of programs and services aimed at meeting
human needs has sprung up within the evangelical subculture. Scholars
and the media have devoted much attention to the Christian right’s mobi-
lization of electoral and lobbying groups, including most prominently the
Moral Majority and the Christian Coalition. But they have largely missed
the simultaneous proliferation of Christian right agencies “ministering”
to people in various unfortunate circumstances.

Focus on the Family has advanced many of these efforts through the
nationwide distribution of its radio broadcasts, publications, and video-
tapes as well as a call-in counseling and referral service. From the topo-
logical height of its headquarters near Pikes Peak, Colorado, Focus acts as
a national (indeed, global) force of steering and coordination for an in-
creasingly dense network of local agencies spread over much of the coun-
try. Focus'’s founder and president James Dobson emblematizes this quasi-
welfarist face of the Christian right. Dobson conveys the public persona of
a compassionate, evangelical professional: he appears to be motivated by
Christ’s example of universal love; to draw on specialized training, thus
providing effective aid in a modern society; and to exercise leadership
within a vast and growing community of people of goodwill dedicated to
helping those in need. The daily radio talk show by which Dobson is best
known to millions of ordinary people, Focus on the Family, features a
steady stream of guests who present themselves in similar ways.

The above quotation from Dialectic of Enlightenment points toward
the possibility that testimonies and exhibitions of compassionate profes-
sionalism on Focus on the Family may not be simply, or at all, benign
demonstrations of Christian good-neighborism. Adorno and Horkheim-
er's point is that the culture industry reifies historically rooted (and there-
fore avoidable) suffering, making it seem to be simultaneously a natural
and inevitable feature of human existence and a condition that is thor-
oughly regulated and controlled by society. The stereotype of the “heart of
gold” in the culture industry, they maintain, is cut from the same histori-
cal cloth as the burgeoning apparatus of scientific “human resource” man-
agement in corporate personnel departments, and of the welfare state.
State capitalism itself thus comes to appear as an immutable order of
things, and the ideology of person-to-person goodwill serves to justify the
liquidation of authentic individuality and the perpetuation of suffering.

The welfare state is in decline today, but personnel management cer-
tainly is not—indeed, it is one occupation that has demonstrated con-
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tinued expansion with the onset of post-Fordism, partly to facilitate the
#adjustments” demanded by new systems of “flexible specialization” and
diminished job security. Nor, in turn, has the stereotypical figure of the
"heart of gold” vanished from U.S. media culture. If anything, television
and radio abound as never before with this stereotype, with the explosion
of talk shows in the 1990s. Recent trends in political advertising, too,
have made this type more central than ever in the mainstream media.
Ronald Reagan was highly popular even among many who disagreed with
his policies because, the common refrain went, at least his “heart was in
the right place.” As Lawrence Grossberg argues, Reagan connected with
voters more because he seemed to care deeply about certain things than
because citizens shared his substantive commitments.2 And Bill Clinton
has fashioned the quivering lip and empathetic tear into a major motif of
his image, a motif highlighted when that image was refunctioned in the
best-seller and movie versions of Primary Colors.?

Given this wider context, it is arguable that Focus on the Family’s
propagation of the “heart of gold” in the personae of Dobson and his guests
ideologically supports post-Fordism in the manner suggested by the cul-
ture industry theory. If “neighbors and welfare workers” are energized as
never before to help their fellows, then isn’t it obvious that those who
suffer are either bound to be taken care of or are so depraved as to be beyond
hope of assistance? And if the evidence is all around that individuals’ and
local communities’ efforts to reach out to people in need are bearing abun-
dant fruit, then why not simply accept the neo-individualist and commu-
nitarian paeans to “flex-spec,” along with the blunt pronouncements that
welfare state programs “just don’t work”? Such would be the intrepid logic
of Christian right radio qua culture industry. As culture industry—through
the manipulative dissemination of stereotyped figures geared toward the
implantation of an acquiescent and critically dull conformism—Focus on
the Family ensures the obedience of the people to their new masters. The
latter are no longer the postwar “experts” of social planning, now dis-
credited along with Aid to Families with Dependent Children and pro-
posals for universal health care, but rather the wizards of global finance
and the prophets of corporate downsizing.

This analysis contains a basic element of truth. For all its much-
publicized outrage against the Disney corporation and other strongholds
of mainstream commercial culture, the Christian right’s media culture
stylistically often resembles the latter quite closely. And as Adorno and
Horkheimer point out, features of style can bear the most fundamentally
decisive mechanisms of ideology. Focus on the Family clearly exercises
an instrumental function within the Christian right as a social movement
by explicitly promoting certain leaders, activities, and policy positions.
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Adorno and Horkheimer help us see the program’s instrumentality to the
political economy more generally.

But what if we were to consider seriously the claim of Focus on the Fam-
ily to stand apart from the necessities involved in the self-reproduction of
the social totality (and, more narrowly, the mobilization of the Christian
right)—to take it seriously, that is, not with the goal of evaluating the
subjective intentions of Dobson and his fellows but rather in anticipation
that this claim might in part define the program’s historical significance?
Dobson and his guests present themselves as agents of transformation,
liberation, and renewal for society and individuals alike. They do this by
invoking several versions of a traditional narrative living at the very core of
American evangelical Protestantism: the narrative of personal salvation.
Moreover, their communication in and through this narrative addresses
two problems that the narrative has frequently attempted to solve: the
status of the individual’s spiritual and ethical autonomy with respect to
her salvation, and the relationship between individual salvation and the
redemption of society. In other words, by speaking with the terms fur-
nished by the evangelical salvation narrative, Dobson and other spokesper-
sons on Focus on the Family establish the program as part of a historical
tradition. They thereby endow the broadcasts with a distinctive form that
is both historically rooted and characterized by a structural wholeness
and integrality. Precisely these features make it conceivable that a social
physiognomy of the program could be developed, in a manner analogous to
the procedure advanced by Adorno. By conceptualizing the narrative con-
tradictions of Focus on the Family as structurally related “antinomies” of
“the object’s moments” rather than as discrete tools within a kit of “de-
vices” for psychological and political control, dialectical criticism might
show that the program expresses certain contradictions in the social total-
ity. The constitutive tensions of Focus on the Family might even reserve
a small stock of negative-utopian energy, enabling them not only to re-
flect but also (weakly) to contest social antagonisms. Radical cultural and
political activists should not be indifferent to this ingredient, however
minor, in Christian right culture. So suggests the reasoning of Adorno’s
theory of social physiognomy, and so counsels the closer examination of
Focus on the Family’s figure of the compassionate professional.

Boosting the “Slow Learner”

Dobson first achieved a national reputation as a specialist in the psychol-
ogy of child development. One standard format of Focus on the Family has
Dobson simply expound on a particular topic in child psychology over the
course of several broadcasts, uninterrupted except for the occasional inter-
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jections of cohost Mike Trout.4 Dobson has produced series of this sort on
marriage (“Love Must Be Tough”), child discipline (“Dare to Discipline”},
and assorted issues faced by parents (“Parenting Isn’t for Cowards”). Even
though the most recently produced shows are more likely to experiment
with diverse formats, Focus periodically reruns episodes from these and
other series. Dobson’s public persona as a compassionate, Christian pro-
fessional—the very embodiment of the “heart of gold”—comes through
with particular clarity in these shows. It is thus useful to begin with some
examples from them in formulating a sense of the characteristic features
and narrative elements at play in the composition of this figure, which
ultimately proves to be far more complex than any mere stereotype.

Introducing a three-broadcast series on “human intelligence,” Dobson
announces that he and Trout will pay special attention to “the classic
underachiever,” “the intellectually disabled child,” and “raising your
child’s 1Q.”% While Trout commences the discussion in an objectivistic
vein, explaining that the program deals with “questions such as ‘How do
we think?’ or ‘What facilitates learning?’“ Dobson immediately modu-
lates the tone of the broadcast by adding what sounds like a moral com-
mitment to helping the less fortunate. This initial interchange sets a pat-
tern that is repeated throughout the broadcast series. Trout’s comments
periodically create opportunities for Dobson to contrast his own apprecia-
tion and compassion for “underachievers’ ” needs to society’s devaluation
and ridicule of them. For instance, Trout ashamedly admits that “as a
parent, I suppose I could be accused of comparing my children to other
children at various times” and adds that “one of the areas where all par-
ents are guilty of comparison is intelligence and how well their children
learn.”s In effect, this statement and others like it function as cues for
Dobson to reiterate his concern for children of average and below-average
intelligence, as measured by conventional means like 1q tests, and to
denounce the “elitism which holds that bright kids are worthy and valu-
able and slow learners or ordinary children are less valuable.””

The cumulative effect of such comments is to generate the sense that
Dobson’s love for the unfortunate knows no limits, that he holds dear
those whom the world despises in a way that seems intentionally to fol-
low the example of Christ as depicted in the Gospels. Dobson’s patience
and compassion seem especially vivid when he describes his internship at
Pacific State Hospital for “mentally retarded” children. Dobson recalls
being mobbed by a frenzy of love-starved children on entering the hospital
each day:

There would be 30 or 40 or 50 children who were 8 years of age, and I
would step onto that ward and here they would come, just screaming
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“Daddy! Daddy! Daddy!” and press me from all sides, until they would
nearly knock me down. Because in many cases the parents who have
handicapped children like this feel so guilty about it that they some-
times don’t visit them as often as they ought to and those children are
starved for emotional support. And as I say, I developed a real soft spot
in my heart for youngsters who go through this difficulty.?

To the evangelical listener who is well schooled in the Bible, these re-
marks are bound to bring to mind the image of Jesus surrounded and
“pressed from all sides” by the sick and lame who clamor for his healing
touch. Trout responds by musing: “One of the greatest examples of uncon-
ditional love can be seen in the expressions of a mentally retarded child.”
But it is clearly Dobson himself whom the conversation most pointedly
paints as the bearer of Christlike, “unconditional love,” and whose com-
passion for the hospital’s wards is not diminished in the least by their
incessant and unfulfillable demands on him.

In contrast to Jesus, however, Dobson’s fervor for helping others is com-
plemented by scientific expertise and professional status. Dobson sprin-
kles his remarks with medical jargon, conveying his thorough knowledge
of neurology. At Trout’s behest, Dobson relates his involvement in a study
by “15 major medical centers” of phenylketonuria, a metabolic disorder
that can cause brain damage, and describes the physiological etiology of
the disease in minute detail. Dobson and Trout also take up the topic of
memory several times during the series, and this gives Dobson several
occasions to demonstrate the breadth and complementarity of his studies
in physical anatomy and psychology. For instance, he explains that mem-
ory is formed when “information” is “coded” onto the end of a neuron,
telling that cell “when to fire and when not to fire.” Memory “blocking”
occurs when an individual lacks sufficient “confidence and emotional
security”: “emotional stress . . . changes the chemistry in that little gap
called a synapse between the cells, and the spark is unable to jump the gap.
In order for the brain to work properly, it’s a matter of timing.”® Dobson
seems well versed in the professional literature of medicine and psychol-
ogy. He explicitly bases his advice for the parents of “slow learners” on the
results of the “Harvard pre-school study,” a 1965-1975 research project
that Dobson claims identified “the environmental factors that seem to cor-
relate most with future intellectual ability” for children. Reviewing each
of the six factors that the study regards as decisive influences on the devel-
opment of children’s intelligence, Dobson emphasizes Harvard scholars’
confirmation of the vital importance of mothering. This leads him into a
diatribe against feminists: by valorizing women’s employment, he claims,
feminists foolishly ignore children’s scientifically demonstrated needs for
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constant maternal care. They also fail to see that traditional “mother love”
is something that “God built into” the mother-child relationship: “You
can...see the wisdom of Scripture in the findings” from the Harvard study,
Dobson declares.! The key point here, though, is that Dobson does not
rely only on a moral-religious argument about what is right or wrong to
justify his support for traditional motherhood. Instead, he disputes the
research employed by feminist scholars and insists that “the data are clear”
regarding the impossibility of adequately substituting for constant mater-
nal care—"those are the facts, Mike,” he concludes.!! Dobson thus em-
bodies a figure of Christian compassion in which the elements of Christ-
like love and professional-scientific expertise are of equal significance.

What we see here are the basic outlines of a distinctive narrative regard-
ing the demonstration of Christian compassion. Focus builds on the bibli-
cal narrative of Jesus’ supreme selflessness and awe-inspiring concern for
others, a narrative developed through parables like that of the Good Sa-
maritan and stories of Jesus’ work among the poor, ill, and outcast. And
inasmuch as these biblical stories are meant to illustrate the path of salva-
tion, Focus’s narrative likewise takes on the character of a redemption
narrative. But Focus’s story modulates the traditional material by incor-
porating the sense that scientific expertise and professional position are, or
can be, integral to Christian compassion and salvation. This narrative not
only defines what Christian compassion is but does so in a way that
discloses the proper relationship between personal salvation and the his-
torical development of society. For it implies that the crucial sources
of social power and knowledge in modernity harmonize perfectly with
the Christian life. It moreover posits the coherence of socialization and
achievement according to modern, scientific-professional norms with the
ethical autonomy of the individual believer who perceives biblical exam-
ples of compassion and resolves to “go and do likewise.”

But while Focus’s narrative of the compassionate professional attempts
to hold together these different pieces without any rupture or inconsis-
tency, tensions among them eventually surface. Dobson'’s representation
of personal salvation, societal redemption, and divine command as a flaw-
lessly cohesive whole ultimately belies the insinuation that Dobson ex-
emplifies a love from which none are excluded. For it becomes clear dur-
ing the broadcast series that certain people are indeed situated beyond
what appears to be the legitimate purview of compassion, and that the
compassionate professional’s extension of service has more to do with the
maintenance of boundaries than the concrete ministry to human needs.
Meanwhile, the ethical autonomy that seems fundamental to Dobson’s
self-presentation as a compassionate professional gradually dissolves.

When Dobson discusses memory, for example, anatomical traits, social
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conventions, and God’s intentions combine to constitute a seamless to-
tality that tolerates compassion only within its sharply defined limits. As
we have seen, Dobson’s explication of the physiology of memory leads
him into a discussion that affirms “mother love” as a norm that is both
validated by scientific research and mandated by divine law. Dobson con-
cludes these remarks by insisting ominously that “you can’t go messing
with that without creating some major problems for that individual child
and for the culture. . . . that is the way the system was designed, and guess
who designed it!”!2 The sense here is that people fall into two binarily
opposed groups: one either fits into or is rejected by the “system.” And
indeed, the rejection of those who do not meet the “system’s” require-
ments is total. First of all, it is spiritual: Dobson implies that the child
whose brain receives insufficient or improper “stimulation” (meaning in-
adequate mothering) may well be sentenced to eternal damnation. Recall-
ing a research project showing that all experiences are “locked” into the
brain’s anatomy and can be fully remembered when proper stimuli are
applied to the brain, Dobson concludes:

When the Bible says that we're accountable for every idle word, every
thought and deed and so on, that it’s all written down—it’s written in
your brain as well as in heaven, and nothing is ever really lost. That’s
why it’s so important that we do pay attention to experiences that a
child has—not that you can eliminate every difficult moment, and he
even profits from some of those, but he may look like he isn’t aware
that they’re going on—believe me, he’s not only aware of it but it's
being stored there, and it will have some influence on him.'?

When Dobson refers to the inscription of words and deeds “in heaven” and
to individuals’ “accountability” for those words and deeds, he suggests that
children whose mothers do not properly care for them are more susceptible
toimmorality and thus condemnation by God. Dobson thus welds biology,
society, and the unseen realm into a single chain of order: disruption of
“normal” physiological processes through transgression against cultural
tradition ultimately leads to spiritual evil and divine retribution.!4

The seamlessness of this unified order, moreover, makes it logically
necessary that the ostracism of those who contradict the principles of
order not be delayed until the afterlife but manifest itself in this life as
well. This logical necessity explains the significance of a number of key
interludes in Dobson’s narrative, in which Dobson characterizes individ-
uals whose life experiences are at odds with those that are supposed to
follow from the smooth functioning of the cosmic order. Each anecdote
involves the representation of children whose intellectual capacities are
physiologically damaged and whose mothers do not care for them suffi-
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ciently. In every case, the image of the child that the tale evokes has a
repulsive quality that sharply undercuts the story’s compassionate tone.
Ultimately, these anecdotes do not so much provoke compassion for the
victim as confirm that the individual is doomed to remain an “outsider”
in relation to the “system” of physical, social, and spiritual order.

Notwithstanding Dobson’s professed “soft spot” for developmentally
disabled children, his description of the “screaming” mobs who repeat-
edly nearly knocked him to the floor of Pacific State Hospital depicts
these children in an unsympathetic and threatening manner. The “uncon-
ditional love” that Trout attributes to them seems out of control and
dangerous. Undertones of Trout’s remark, furthermore, convey that these
children are fundamentally not like other people. Dobson criticizes par-
ents who do not visit their institutionalized children, but it seems none-
theless that these children’s separation from their parents is inevitable—
perhaps even necessary for the parents’ own protection.

Along with the developmentally disabled, the poor are cast as “out-
siders” and stranded beyond the boundaries of the compassionate pro-
fessional’s quasi-mechanical cosmic order. Noting that proper mental
stimulation in early childhood activates “enzyme systems” that cannot
be “turned on” beyond a certain age, Dobson continues:

This is believed to be at least part of the reason that children raised in
a very impoverished environment, perhaps a ghetto setting where
children are not stimulated—they may not be talked to very much,
and not held very much, and not exposed to a lot of adult conversa-
tion, and so their brains don’t have that kind of stimulation—those
youngsters, it is believed, will forevermore be different, will be less
capable than they might have been for having gone through that flat
time, that unstimulating time, during this critical period.'s

The interchange that immediately follows identifies “ghetto” children as
“different” from “normal” children by linking the former with “mentally
retarded” children, whose “otherness” Dobson has already established:

Trout: You wrote about this a number of years ago in your first pub-
lished book, a graduate textbook that perhaps most of our listeners
aren’t aware of. Has much changed since then?

Dobson: That book was called The Mentally Retarded Child and His
Family.'s

Like the developmentally disabled, moreover, “environmentally disabled”
children are “different” in a menacing way that counteracts the implica-
tion that these children deserve compassion. Dobson’s prior reference to
a psychology experiment studying the effects of sensory deprivation on
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brain activity has already alerted the listener to the effects of insufficient
mental stimulation:

The brain starts to unravel under these circumstances. They begin to
hallucinate, they see pink elephants and bananas with eyes and ears
on it, they see weird things. They not only think weird things but
they see them, you begin to actually hallucinate, you begin to see and
hear things that do not exist. . . . the mind will generate input one way
or the other. If it doesn’t come from the outside, it’ll resort to its own
resources.!’

Dobson’s listeners know from other broadcasts that “ghetto” children
have plenty of “outside resources” to help them “hallucinate” besides
their spontaneous imaginings. Here, Dobson inspires fear of “ghetto” chil-
dren by suggesting that they use drugs to fill the void left by irresponsible
mothers, which means having criminal and antisocial tendencies (again,
in the context of other editions of Focus on the Family).’8 For Dobson,
“ghetto” children thus are prone to live in a world isolated from everything
that really “exists,” and the supposed fact that these individuals are both
spatially and intellectually unreachable seriously compromises Dobson’s
message of sympathy.

The most distressing anecdote in this broadcast series concerns a girl
whose parents “severely abused” and neglected her for the first thirteen
years of her life. According to Dobson, the parents imprisoned their daugh-
terin a “back room” of their house, often forcing her to sleep tied down and
sitting on a toilet. Dobson describes his work with this girl after she was
discovered and brought to Children’s Hospital:

Well, it was very hard for that child, even at 13 or 14 years of age, to
make up for that lost time. She may have had a normal brain, a nor-
mal potential for intellectual functioning, at birth. But by the time
we found her, she couldn’t accept love, she couldn’t give love—but
there were also certain concepts that seemed to be totally beyond her.
I haven’t heard about the follow-up, I haven’t heard what’s happened
to her since then—one of the staff members took her into his home
and actually either adopted her or made her very much a part of his
family—but he talked about the gap that was there intellectually, that
you just couldn’t get past.!?

Dobson uses this anecdote to demonstrate the validity of the Harvard
study’s conclusion that healthy intellectual development requires that
children be given “free access to the living areas of the home.” The story
fails to do this convincingly, however, because it presents a case of such
extreme divergence from the imputed norm. Ultimately, the story func-

Christian Professionals 99




tions less as a compelling confirmation of Dobson’s scientific theory than
as a means of evoking a sense of the radical alterity and horror of the world
of “outsiders” in relation to the unified, cosmic system of order. Dobson’s
remarks gesture once more toward compassion when he praises his fellow
staff member for treating the child warmly. Nevertheless, Dobson has
already established that such compassion will have no effect on the girl,
who is capable of neither offering nor receiving love. Dobson’s comment
on her debilitation in this emotional and spiritual sense seems out of
place in the context of the cause-and-effect relation he posits between
“free access” to living spaces and intellectual development. Yet this com-
ment is perhaps the most important element of the story, because it com-
pletes the totalized contrast between the physical, social, and spiritual
characteristics of the godly cosmic order and the features of this order’s
demonic counterworld where the abused child is condemned to remain
even after her mistreatment ends.

Even those who are classified as insiders according to this cosmic
schema, however, do not receive the benefits promised by the compas-
sionate professional. Dobson simultaneously offers and withholds genu-
ine assistance. Dobson and Trout periodically remind the listener that the
series addresses “raising your child’s IQ.” In fact, however, Dobson never
recommends how to improve children’s intelligence but rather describes
how to prevent children’s failure to reach a genetically (and divinely) des-
tined level of intelligence. Moreover, Dobson ultimately dismisses the
Harvard study’s conclusions as superfluous, saying that his advice really
comes down to the simple mandate to “do what God intended,” which
means for women to fulfill the role of the traditional mother.20 To be sure,
Dobson’s fetishlike invocation of Harvard, along with his pointed review
of his own publication record and experience as a medical educator, serve
to legitimate his own and other professionals’ positions within the sys-
tem of godly authority. Nevertheless, for insiders and outsiders alike, the
intervention of the compassionate professional on Focus on the Family
anchors the addressee’s relationship to the monolithic structure of natu-
ral, social, and spiritual authority, rather than furnishing the promised,
concrete aid.

Focus’s narrative of the compassionate professional thus profoundly
contradicts itself. On the one hand, Dobson offers an example of salvation
through the extension of limitless, effective, and freely given compassion
to all who need it, especially those who need it most. On the other hand,
the related images of the screaming developmentally disabled child, the
hallucinating ghetto kid, and the loveless abuse victim congeal into the
appalling visage of a being that simply cannot fit into the natural-social-
divine continuum. And this forsaken entity seems inevitably to be the off-
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spring of women who abandon the responsibilities of traditional mother-
hood. The universal, wondrous compassion of Christ gives way to the
segregation of outsiders from insiders according to a family’s acceptance or
rejection of this fundamentalist value. Indeed, as a whole, this alternative
countenance of the compassionate professional might usefully be termed a
“fundamentalist” aspect, for it displays not only the substantive patri-
archalism of American Protestant fundamentalism but moreover the lat-
ter’s binarizing tendencies in matters of identity and belief.2! In confor-
mity with these tendencies, in turn, the subject of salvation abandons
ethical autonomy and takes up the task of policing the universal order, of
continually reinforcing this order’s boundaries and reestablishing insider
and outsider identities.

The main point here is not to pass judgment on the genuineness of
Focus on the Family’s offer of compassionate aid to its listeners. Clearly,
Dobson’s self-presentation as the consummate Christian good neighbor is
not to be taken merely at face value. Yet appreciating the features of this
aspect of Focus’s compassionate professional, and acknowledging its abid-
ing contradiction with this figure’s other, more foreboding, fundamental-
ist countenance, are vital to understanding the basic narrative form active
in the broadcasts. In turn, grasping this narrative form yields the prospect
of discerning the social physiognomy of the series, as Adorno’s theory
suggests: that is, of reading the narrative contradictions of Dobson’s broad-
casts as reflecting, reinforcing, and possibly contesting socichistorical
contradictions. (Again, note the difference between this way of interpret-
ing the politics of Focus on the Family and the route suggested by the
culture industry theory, which would direct attention primarily to the
apparatus of production and distribution while treating the program’s con-
tent simply as an assemblage of advertising gimmicks.) Before moving
into this dialectical mode, however, let us fill out the immanent criticism
of the phenomenon by examining several additional episodes of Focus on
the Family. For here we are dealing with a narrative that provides the
basic, formal structure for a great many of Focus’s broadcasts, a refrain
that makes each one intelligible in much the same way regardless of differ-
ences in subject matter, rather than a story that is told just once.

Fighting “False Memory Syndrome”

Regular listeners to Focus on the Family understand well that despite
Dobson’s unique status as a cultural leader, the show’s host remains just
one of many compassionate, Christian professionals in the evangelical
subculture. Indeed, Focus on the Family actively cultivates the sense that
Dobson and his guests belong to a broad-based, community-spirited move-

Christian Professionals 101



ment of people spreading healing care throughout society. Participation in
the beloved community thus frequently complements the elements of
ethical autonomy and universal compassion in the most immediately
apparent, the most spontaneously perceptible salvation narrative in epi-
sodes of Focus on the Family that feature the compassionate professional.

Each of these aspects of the compassionate professional’s salvation nar-
rative appears in the broadcast series on “false memory syndrome.” For
these editions of Focus on the Family, evangelical psychologists Paul
Meier, Paul Simpson, and David Gatewood join Dobson in the studio.
Dobson begins by defining “false memory syndrome”:

This is a kind of general category of problems that are related to a
person, perhaps with the help of a therapist or a psychologist or psy-
chiatrist, who may have been [sic] so-called “regressed” to an earlier
time of life; and they remember abuse, they remember murder, they
remember terrible things that happened in their early childhood that
they feel they have forgotten, they have repressed. And then, with the
help of this therapist, it all comes out—then, of course, what next?
Well, you go accuse the people that you think did those terrible things
and you can imagine the shock, you can imagine the pain and the
sorrow and the grief and the embarrassment that goes with that cir-
cumstance, when those parents or those others didn’t really do it/

This discussion among Dobson and his guests takes the form of a muck-
raking exposure of psychologists who employ “regression therapy,” an
ostensibly fraudulent technique that leads patients to think they remem-
ber real, traumatic events when in fact these “memories” have only arisen
because of the therapist’s suggestive remarks. Although the speakers note
that actual cases of child sexual abuse and satanic “ritual abuse” do occur,
they express particular concern for families that have been traumatized by
“false accusations” stemming from “false memories.” Meier propounds
the benefits of “insight-oriented therapy,” or therapy that operates wholly
“on a conscious level” and only deals with memories that are “specific”
and “verifiable” as opposed to vague recollections for which no evidence
can be marshaled. They discuss several examples of families in which
daughters have wrongfully accused their parents of satanic “ritual abuse”
or incest. And Dobson bemoans “the pain and the sorrow and the grief”
these parents feel—experiences, he notes, that are generally ignored in a
culture where it is assumed that “everybody is a victim.” Dobson empha-
sizes that Focus has spent many months preparing this broadcast series to
ensure that the “facts” were presented in an accurate, objective manner:
“We waited six months or longer to do this program, because I didn’t want
to give an excuse to those who have abused their children. I didn’t want to
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not hear those who had been abused and make them feel like we're saying,
‘you’re lying.’ But there’s another side to it, and that’s that there’s another
victim, the adult who's been accused of horrible things they didn’t do.”23
Dobson and his guests thus cast their remarks on “false memory syn-
drome” as an effort to provide balance, moderation, and solid information
in a public discussion dominated, Simpson claims, by the self-serving
political agendas of ”a very radical feminist element,” a broad “new age”
contingent, and regrettably even some “conservative caring Christians”
who are obsessed with satanic cults. Together, they contend, these strange
bedfellows have allowed “regression therapists” to escape accountability
for their manipulative and harmful practices.?*

Like their host, Meier, Simpson, and Gatewood present themselves as
compassionate Christians with professional, scientific credentials. Dob-
son and his guests premise their discussion on a moral commitment to
exposing and redressing the plight of a group of “victims” whose hardships
go unnoticed by society. These individuals above all include parents who
have been unjustly accused of abusing their children, as well as children
who have fallen under the sway of “regressionism” propagated by quack
psychologists. Still, the speakers stress that their concern also extends to
children who have actually been abused. As in Dobson’s solo series on
children’s intelligence, moreover, Christian compassion is not just a com-
mitment of the heart but also a matter of professional intervention. Dob-
son explicitly fuses these two elements of the narrative:

Mike, we researched this subject for months before we did this broad-
cast because we didn’t want to make one of the two mistakes. We
didn’t want to make the mistake of telling people who had been
abused that it never happened, because in many cases it has. But we
also did not want to endorse the false memory syndrome when that
has occurred. So that is a delicate balance. I think people will see that
there is a motive of compassion here, as we deal with this subject.2s

For Dobson, compassion and the search for an objective, comprehensive,
and scientific account of the problem imply one another. As Meier putsit,
the panelists approach “false memory syndrome” by “reporting it fac-
tually, the way it really is,” and explicitly call on their professional knowl-
edge and experience to authorize their judgments. Meier, for example,
argues that when “regression therapists” use hypnosis to help clients re-
cover supposed memories from early childhood, they merely reactivate
the “fantasies” typical of infancy. These “fantasies” are a characteristic of
personality development, he claims, that child psychology has firmly es-
tablished.?¢ Simpson cites research that “has very consistently shown”
that people are more likely to remember than to repress traumatic events,

Christian Professionals 103




and dismisses the notion of “traumatic amnesia” as “on the fringe of what
we're doing, in terms of accepted knowledge of modeling of memory.”*’
Simpson and Gatewood furthermore show that their professional exper-
tise extends beyond psychology per se when the former cites the “litiga-
tion rate of former clients now suing their therapists for implanting false
memories” while the latter notes the amount of damages assigned in a
highly publicized case won by the plaintiffs.?® In addition, Dobson adver-
tises his guests’ professional credentials in psychiatry, psychology, and
social work.?®

In this series as in the episodes on child intellectual development, then,
Focus’s narrative of the compassionate professional displays its charac-
teristic combination of biblically evocative, Christlike love for the unfor-
tunate with the professional status and knowledge needed to make caring
intervention count in the modern world. Again, modern apparatuses of
power and knowledge place no obstacles in the road to salvation, but
instead accelerate the believer’s race toward heaven. Personal salvation,
the subject’s ethical autonomy, and the science-driven trajectory of mod-
ern social history seem wholly compatible with one another. In addition,
the series on “false memory syndrome” augments this redemption narra-
tive with the notion that salvation through compassionate professional-
ism involves joining a community-based effort to bring healing to those
who need it. Rooting out “false memory syndrome” and comforting those
who have suffered its traumatic effects is not just the job of trained special-
ists. Rather, the panelists stress, it is a collective endeavor in which ordi-
nary people can participate in many ways. The latter can do this through
spreading awareness of the phenomenon in their church communities and
families. They can also help publicize and attend the educational semi-
nars offered around the country by Meier and Simpson’s organization,
Project Middle Ground, which seems to embody the spirit of local activ-
ism involving professionals and nonprofessionals alike generated by the
panelists’ enthusiastic remarks.3°

Once again, however, the strain on the narrative structure produced by
internal tensions ultimately becomes apparent. The universal scope of the
panelists’ compassion contracts as once more the narrative reorients com-
passion exclusively toward those allowed within the borders of a cosmic
order of physiological, social, and spiritual health. Dobson and his guests
give the impression that “false memories” of abuse are much more com-
mon than “true memories” of abuse, without even superficially discuss-
ing the known circumstances of actual abuse. What is more, they suggest
that those who believe their recollections of abuse to be true suffer from
deep-seated psychological and physiological abnormalities. According to
Gatewood, the latest “research” shows that having a “fantasy-prone per-
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sonality” accounts for most cases of “false memory syndrome.”3! This
psychological condition, in turn, has a biological basis. For the panelists,
proper functioning of the memory means the precise and accurate re-
trieval of information stored in the brain as a result of empirically verifi-
able experiences. Since it is simply natural, as well as ordained by social
convention and divine decree, that parents love their children, logic forces
the conclusion that real memories will prevent family discord by causing
children to recollect the loving care their parents have given them and to
honor their parents accordingly.3? Those whose memories suggest other-
wise thus come under suspicion of being not only physiologically unwell
but moreover agents of social disintegration and spiritual strife. In a word,
they become the “other” to the unified system of cosmic order, and this
directly contradicts the element of universal compassion in the narrative.

Paralleling the discussion of child intelligence, in this series a set of
anecdotes positions children who voice memories of abuse radically out-
side the cosmic system. The speakers persistently link memories of child
abuse with putatively absurd visions like stumbling on neighbors per-
forming satanic rituals, being abducted by aliens from outer space, and
reliving experiences inside the womb.3 Tales ranging from the unsettling
to the horrifying punctuate the discussion. Simpson tells the following
story about “a beautiful Christian couple in their mid-fifties”:

Their Christian daughter went into therapy and was able to remem-
ber her mother being a high satanic priestess; that as a family, for a
couple decades, they sacrificed animals on the backyard barbecue;
that a pizza boy came to the door and that he was murdered by that
family, and that they barbecued him on the grill and ate him. And the
police department investigated all of it; they were reported; this fam-
ily is being devastated—four grandchildren that the mom, the grand-
mother in this case, hasn’t been able to see—and the police depart-
ment found there are no missing pizza boys during this year that this
was alleged to have happened, and yet the daughter still believes her
images, and this family is left devastated. And as I go across the
country doing the seminars and working with families, you hear
these stories over and over and over again.3*

Dobson and his guests then briefly dispute the extent to which sensa-
tionalistic rumors exaggerate the actual number of satanic cult sacrifices;
Meier counters Simpson with the story of an actual, cultic sacrifice of a
baby. Skepticism prevails, by the force of Dobson’s citations of FBr statis-
tics showing that virtually no ”satanic cult activity” exists, along with
Simpson’s reminder that the medieval witch burnings were eventually
exposed as a plot of “the accuser of the brethren [Satan]. . . to hit us within
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the body” (that is, “the body of Christ,” meaning the community of the
saved).? But the point is that in dismissing “satanic cult activity” as the
concoction of disturbed minds, Dobson and Simpson assign the same
status to individuals’ claims to have suffered child abuse. For the discus-
sion of satanism leads directly back to a conversation about “false” mem-
ories of child abuse:

Dobson: David, talk about the people who call and write Focus on the
Family from the perspective of false memory syndrome.

Gatewood: Maybe I could just read a letter that we got. This is from a
constituent that says: “Five years ago, my daughter had marital diffi-
culties. She sought counseling and underwent hypnosis—and then
began the nightmare. The evening of the hypnosis, she telephoned me
from another street to tell me she had been sexually abused by her
father. She called her father with the same information. I was shocked
and found it very hard to believe. Her father denied the abuse cate-
gorically. Throughout this period, she blamed me for not defending
her, protecting her from his assaults. It was the heartbreak of my life. I
found that unless [ agreed with the therapist and kept my mouth shut,
they were not willing to do any dialogue. It was very difficult for us.”
Dobson: Well, you can imagine the pain of being accused in that way,
if you were absolutely innocent and you’d raised that child in love
and had given yourself.36

By creating an analogy on the formal level of the narrative between fan-
tasies of flaming delivery boys and accusations of incest, Dobson and his
guests lump the victims’ accusations together within the realm of the
absurd. Suspicion dislodges compassion as one individual who recalls
child abuse and another who remembers cannibalism are jointly defined
as possessed by Satan, as instruments of the Enemy of the believer, the
family, the Church, the nation, and God. Only the individual’s unequivo-
cal renunciation of such accusations as the fruit of evil dementia can bring
about assimilation to the cosmic “system” and eligibility for healing com-
passion. Meanwhile, just as the £B1 has established the truth of satanism’s
limited appeal, so does the compassionate professional assume the role of
policing the boundaries of the truths regarding insider and outsider identi-
ties generated by the godly, fundamentalist order.

As the ethical autonomy and universal compassion of the Christian
professional evaporate, so does the tangible quality of the assistance he
offers. The speakers’ advice simply reaffirms evangelical “fundamentals”
regarding children’s duty to obey and honor their parents. And the orga-
nized, community-based efforts of these psychologists and others like
them to combat “false memory syndrome” are ultimately focused on this
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basic end. Despite Project Middle Ground'’s aura of professionalism, the
group's intervention strategies seem to come down to a few ordinary re-
minders about living the Christian life. For parents, Meier says, this means
finding comfort in remembering that Jesus “know(s] what it’s like to be
accused and to be not guilty.” For the accusers, Simpson adds, it means
“retracting” false claims and seeking “restoration” into parental favor.
Simpson recommends that syndrome-afflicted daughters and their fathers
undergo a ritual of “restoration” in which the father literally “speaks his
blessing over to the daughter.”3” Thus substantive, professional care is de-
nied even to those who “recognize” their errors. Instead, the therapies ad-
vocated reconfirm the identity of the cosmic order from the point of view
of the insider, legitimate the authority of the credentialed professional
within that order’s social dimension, and instruct insiders on how to dem-
onstrate ritually their loyalty to established norms—here, the norms of
patriarchy. At the same time, Project Middle Ground, which at first seems
like one sturdy shoot in a garden of civic efforts to create a more inclusive
community, turns out to be an agent to keep weeds from sprouting up
within the pure community.

Offering “Hope for the Homosexual”

Dobson’s broadcast series on “curing” homosexuality furnishes another
instructive example of the contradictions that rend Focus’s narrative of
the compassionate professional. “Compassion” is not the first word that
springs to mind when one thinks of Christian right attitudes toward gays
and lesbians. Yet as antigay politics escalated in the 1990s, so likewise did
the rhetoric of compassion for gays and lesbians in the Christian right
media become more widespread. It is certainly a prominent theme in
Focus's series on therapeutic treatment for homosexual desire, broadcast
on Focus on the Family in April 1994.

At the start of this three-part series, Dobson’s featured guest, psycholo-
gist Joseph Nicolosi, announces his intention to provide “encouraging”
advice for people whom Dobson claims “are struggling with this problem”
but “are not being encouraged.” Dobson elaborates: “Mike, can you imag-
ine the tragedy of, say, a fourteen-year-old young man who has these
inclinations and feelings, and his parents are concerned about it and they
send him to a therapist, and the therapist says, ‘you need to give to [sic]
these inclinations, your problem is that you’re homophobic, we need to
help you get over your attitude toward homosexuality—not to deal with
the root cause of it!”38 Dobson and Nicolosi demonstrate their motivation
to help those who feel “trapped” in their “homosexual lifestyle” by the
way they relate to another guest in the studio: “Allen Smith,” a client of
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Nicolosi’s who testifies pseudonymously to his personal battle against
“unwanted homosexual feelings” and to the healing power of Nicolosi’s
therapy. Superficially, the broadcast series seems to focus on “Smith’s”
personal story of successfully overcoming “sin,” a “witness” to redemp-
tion of the sort that has been characteristic of American evangelicalism
since the revivals of the early nineteenth century.®® It soon becomes clear,
however, that in the main narrative at work here “Smith” plays a minor
role in comparison to Dobson and Nicolosi. That is, the narration and
renewed demonstration of Dobson’s and Nicolosi’s performance of Chris-
tian service occupies the major part of the series’ airtime, displacing
”Smith” from the central subject-position of the narrative that he at first
appears to occupy. Thus, for instance, when “Smith” presents himself as
having “turned to” homosexuality because of his emotional vulnerabil-
ities, this gives Dobson (who has prompted this confession in the first
place) the chance to display his sensitivity:

Dobson: When you were younger, when you were five, six, seven, did
you have any idea that you were kind of drifting in that direction?
“Smith”: No, but I was somewhat effeminate, and I remember that;
and I remember being made fun of, and I remember other boys os-
tracizing me. So that was always a hurt—it still sometimes is a hurt.
Dobson: Sure it is, it’s always difficult to be ridiculed as a child.+°

Dobson in turn lauds Nicolosi’s abundant concern for the unfortunate:
“What I appreciate about you, Joe,” he remarks, “is that you do have a
great deal of compassion for people who are in that situation.”*! As in the
other series, then, the biblically based narrative wherein showing com-
passion to the needy leads to salvation clearly resounds here.

Moreover, the subject of this redemption narrative again displays the ap-
parently complementary aspects of caritas and professional, scientific ex-
pertise. Dobson emphasizes “Dr.” Nicolosi’s “great deal of background and
experience” in the psychology of same-sex desire, noting Nicolosi’s posi-
tion as “Clinical Director of the Thomas Aquinas Psychological Clinic in
Encino, California,” and promoting Nicolosi’s two books.#? In turn, Nico-
losi portrays himself as a renegade truth-teller within the health profes-
sions, which he claims have fallen under the sway of gay activists’ self-
interested political machinations. Nicolosi and Dobson speak out against
“the gay agenda” not just by declaring its “values” profane but also by
branding its empirical claims as politically opportunistic pseudoscience:

Nicolosi: It is a campaign, it’s a political campaign, and I think a lot of
people don’t realize that in the last few years, the three major studies
that have come out—so-called scientific studies that show homo-
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sexuality to be biologically based, were done by three gay activists. So
the scientists themselves are gay and politically active in their gay
agenda. When you look closely at these studies, you see that there is
nothing substantial there, there is nothing conclusive.

Dobson: One of ‘em, as I understand, that was done on cadavers
showing differences in brain structure, was done on patients who
died of aps!

Nicolosi: Of course! There were many flaws with that, including the
fact that Simon LeVay had to guess at some of the brains—he didn’t
know if some of them were gay or straight, so he took a guess. And
one interviewer said to him, “well, what if you guessed wrong?” And
he said, “but what if I guessed right?”

Dobson: (chuckling contemptuously) Ugh, that’s science?

Nicolosi: {laughing) That’s science!

Dobson: And yet it made the papers all over the country.

Nicolosi: Front pages, absolutely.

Dobson: You know, just from a genetic perspective, when genetic
material is not passed on to the next generation because you don’t
reproduce, we all know what happens to it.

Nicolosi: It dies out.

Dobson: It’s eliminated from the gene pool, so if you have a fewer
number of homosexuals reproducing than the heterosexual commu-
nity, which is a pretty fair hypothesis at least, you would gradually
eliminate those genes from the gene pool.*?

Debunking the arguments of “gay” scientists by exposing their ostensibly
fraudulent methods and pointing out imputed gaps in their logic, Dobson
and Nicolosi establish their own scientific-professional credibility. Nico-
losi augments his own authority in this regard by displaying his confi-
dent grasp of the jargon of psychotherapy. He contends that homoerotic
tendencies arise through childhood experiences of “the triadic relation-
ship,” defined as “the sensitive boy; the overinvolved, possessive, domi-
neering, controlling mother; and the distant, detached, or hostile father.”
Under these family-systemic conditions, a boy becomes “alienated—un-
identified, so to speak—-from his own masculinity” because of his inabil-
ity to experience “masculine bonding with his father.” Homosexuality
results, Nicolosi claims, when “those unmet needs become eroticized.”
But “homoerotic attractions” can subside when the individual “gets his
other emotional needs met” through successful, masculine relationships.
The “information” and “techniques” offered by Nicolosi and other thera-
pists who view homosexuality as a “developmental disorder,” in particu-
lar “identification” with the therapist as a “male role model” or “father
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figure,“ help put clients on the road to forming “healthy” relationships
with other men and obtaining relief from their same-sex desires.*

The series on “curing” homosexuality thus fosters the clear impression
that Nicolosi and Dobson not only are motivated by the best of intentions
but are moreover equipped with the expertise to make good on their prom-
ises of healing. Of additional and vital importance, however, is the fact
that the listener to this edition of Focus on the Family comes away with
the optimistic sense that the leaders she has heard are part of a broad-
based, organized, and communal response to pressing human needs. That
is, the broadcast series does not simply extol the virtues of the compas-
sionate professional as an individual. It also contextualizes this testimony
within the celebration of alarger, cooperative mobilization of resources to
provide assistance to those who urgently require it. The series thus culmi-
nates in an excited discussion of the fact that an increasing number of
“support services” for “recovering homosexuals” exist on the local level.
These services involve a nationwide “network” of psychiatrists and psy-
chologists like Nicolosi, the National Association for the Research and
Therapy of Homosexuality. In addition, Nicolosi describes an, “ex-gay
ministry network” of support groups run by and for individuals who have
been through the kind of therapy these professionals offer. Professionals,
therapy veterans, and ordinary people concerned about helping “homo-
sexuals who want to change” all contribute, finally, to a multitude of
evangelical “ex-gay ministries” such as Exodus International and Trans-
formation Ministries.

Perhaps most importantly, the broadcast series does not merely adver-
tise that these projects exist, but moreover suggests that the taping of the
series has itself ignited this sort of community-based, helping resolve. For
in the last part of the broadcast, Dobson and Nicolosi field questions from
an enthusiastic fifty- to seventy-five-person studio audience, all of which
revolve around the theme of what individuals and church communities
can do to “reach out” in a “compassionate” way to “homosexuals.”*5 In
general, then, the proffer of healing aid to “homosexuals” acquires a halo
of not only loving hospitality and medical legitimacy but also commu-
nitarian politics. Far from struggling alone against the societal powers
that be, the compassionate professional labors alongside others who share
a practical commitment to building the good community.

In short, then, in the series on “curing” homosexuality the compassion-
ate professional again seems inspired by an autonomous and unqualified
compassion for all, able to provide specialized and effective care, and de-
voted to a cooperative mission of cultivating civic concern. He represents
the mobilization of resources by the caring community to aid its unfortu-
nate members in a manner preserving both individual moral integrity and
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technical rationality. The way of redemption illuminated by this narra-
tive thus precisely parallels that indicated in the other broadcast series.
Yet once again the most spontaneously apparent “face” of the compas-
sionate professional tendentially gives way to a colder, harder counte-
nance. First, the claim of Christlike, all-inclusive compassion is belied by
the narrative figure’s willingness—even duty—to stigmatize and ostracize
outsiders whom he considers undeserving of succor. The latter propensity
becomes evident when Dobson and Nicolosi sharply distinguish between
the “homosexual” who deserves their support and the “gay” who does not:

Nicolosi: To me, the difference between the nongay homosexual or
[sic] the militant gay is a difference of values. . . . The gay person will
say, “this is who I am, I like it, and if anybody has a problem with it
it’s their problem.” My clients are heterosexually identified in their
value system. They cannot identify with the gay culture—it’s too
radical for them—so their feelings are homosexual, but their value
system is heterosexual, and so there’s a clash between values and
sexuality.

Dobson: And the Church simply must understand that distinction,
because in its revulsion for the activists who are out there trying to
change society, and have to resist that [sic], but they must not lose
their compassion for the individual, who is caught there—people like
“Allen.”

The psychologists then entrench a sense of “revulsion” for those who are
gay and proud by positioning “the militant gay” beyond the pale of a cosmic
unity of psychological and physiological wellness, social harmony, and
moral-religious rectitude. “Smith” emphasizes the “stresses” and “anx-
iety” that accompany being gay. Dobson describes the “gay” person as
someone who spends “all day long, every day, concentrating on sex.”
Nicolosi definitively classifies the “gay” “condition” as abnormal: “The
high promiscuity and the number of sexual contacts that gay men engage
in—and not only that but the kinds of sexual behaviors they get involved
in, which would be rather repulsive to most of us—tells us that there’s
something pathological about the condition.”#¢ The imputed “pathology”
of the “gay” is not simply emotional and behavioral but all-encompassing
for that individual. It is physiological, most centrally because being “gay,”
for Dobson and Nicolosi, implies being infected with Hiv as well as threat-
ening others with infection. Dobson bemoans the “recruitment” of vulner-
able teenagers by “gays” through “aips hotlines that try to capture these
kids and have ‘em call, and they get ‘em into that [gay pornographic]
material and just kind of entice them.” The “gay” pathology is further-
more social, to Dobson and Nicolosi, in that “gays” emerge from severely
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troubled families (in particular, families with sexual abuse) and then act
out their distress by waging subversive politics. They thus become “fully
identified with” their pathology in a way that links the intimate self to
public conduct. The touted compassiori of Focus’s narrative figure thus
stops short of extending to those whom Focus itself portrays as especially
wounded and unfortunate individuals. Instead, Dobson and Nicolosi in-
cite feelings of “revulsion” at the outsider (whom they describe literally as
“out there”).#’ Finally, according to Nicolosi, the pathological status of
“gays” is spiritual. Denouncing churches that “buy into the gay agenda and
believe that there are gay Christians,” Nicolosi declares:

The Christian view is a heterosexual view. There’s no such thing as a
gay Christian, that is a contradiction in terms. We were born to be
heterosexual, we were born to be drawn to the opposite sex, and that’s
the foundation; and our relationship to Jesus is a masculine relation-
ship, it’s one more male in our life. . . . I believe that “gay” and “Chris-
tian” is a contradiction in terms. It’s a philosophy; it leads to a gay
anthropology, which is to say that some of us are just born this way,
and that is totally against the natural law and biblical teachings.4®

Focus’s compassionate professionals thus weave a seamless fabric in which
nature, social convention, and scriptural truth blend together to form the
basis for “identifying” and distinguishing outsiders and insiders.4

Does not the figure of the recuperable “homosexual,” however, blur
these lines of distinction between the godly interior and the satanic exte-
rior? Ultimately not, since “Smith” claims that Nicolosi’s therapy has
“cured” him of all feelings of sexual attraction to men, rid him of fascina-
tion for “the gay lifestyle,” enabled him to experience “the big zing” of
desire for women (and to guffaw about it with Dobson), and given him
hope that one day he will marry and start a “Christian” family.5 In other
words, for Dobson and Nicolosi, “homosexuals” can and should assume
an imputedly normal identity. They can do this if, and only if, they place
themselves under the authority and discipline of an appropriate therapist/
father-figure and strive to erase all traces of being “homosexual” {not to
mention “gay”) from their identities, both internally and externally. For
Dobson, the “homosexual” who consents to this “treatment” is then “in
exactly the same situation . . . as the unmarried heterosexual” who feels
tempted to abandon her or his commitment to abstinence, but who can
overcome her or his lust through obedience to scriptural law.5! In the
meantime, the broadcast series implies, “homosexuals” within “the
Church” should stay as invisible as possible. Colonizing and refunction-
ing queer rhetoric about coming out, Dobson declares: “This is a secret
population. See, we hear about the gays all the time, but this other popula-
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tion of individuals, they just want to take care of their problem and blend
into the woodwork and just get on with their life.”52 Even while he draws
attention to this “secret population,” however, Dobson clearly intends for
it to remain closeted, as his metaphor about vanishing “into the wood-
work” and his repeated, emphatic statements that it is best for “Smith”
not to disclose his real name demonstrate.

For the insiders as well as the outsiders, then, the compassionate profes-
sional’s invocation of the scientific, social, and spiritual order of the cos-
mos furnishes an identity made from whole cloth. Moreover, those toward
whom the narrative figure’s compassion is supposedly directed receive
little else besides that identity. The caregiver’s promise of scientifically
substantive, professional aid goes unfulfilled (as it inevitably must, of
course, given that their diagnoses and prescriptions comprise the real
pseudoscience here). According to “Smith’s” and Nicolosi’s descriptions,
the decisive component of the therapy seems to have been the latter’s ad-
monitions tostop “whining” and to meet the “challenges” of playing sports
and dating women. Nicolosi does appear to have helped “Smith” acknowl-
edge his genuine feelings of dissatisfaction in his relationship with his
father. However, Nicolosi himself does not seem to see this process of
becoming self-aware as integral to the main dynamic of “Smith’s” “heal-
ing.” Instead, the latter hinges on “Smith’s” learning how tolose gracefully
in athletic competition while developing his skills so that he can even-
tually become a winner and form “healthy” masculine friendships with his
male teammates. Finally, “Smith” establishes his “cured” condition by
conveying his newfound ability to exert power over women:

“Smith”: I myself had some female supervisors who were feminists,
and who did not like any sort of assertion on my part, or just basically
standing up for my own rights, And it was great in therapy because
Dr. Nicolosi would say, “now, no, you don't back down, you're a man,
you have the right to politely assert yourself, to protect your own
rights.”

Dobson: He was teaching you how a man thinks and behaves.
“Smith”: Exactly.3

Ultimately, the main “therapy” Nicolosi offers is the dogmatic insistence
that “Smith” conform to a traditional, fundamentalist masculinity defined
by athletic prowess, willful assertiveness, and dominance over women.
In sum, the figure of the compassionate professional that takes shape
within Focus’s series on homosexuality ultimately offers little in the way
of either compassion or professional care. The narrative foresees the liqui-
dation rather than the fulfillment of autonomous ethical decision, as the
figure’s goodwill toward all is superseded by his embrace of the duty to
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police the boundaries of a cosmic system of physical, social, and spiritual
truth. With this suspension of the Christian ethic, the revival of inclusive
community spirit proclaimed by the narrative is revealed as the exclusion-
ary attempt to maintain the body of the elect in its pure and sanitized state.
Finally, the compassionate professional not only strands outsiders within
a realm of radical alterity, beyond the reach of compassionate engage-
ment, but even cheats insiders by substituting the stabilization of order-
maintaining identities for the provision of the promised practical aid.

Interlude: On the Politics of Focus’s Compassionate Professional

Considering these three broadcast series together, it is plain to see that
Focus on the Family’s cultural mission is thoroughly instrumental to the
Christian right’s public policy goals. The episodes considered above both
kindle and comprise politicocultural attitudes that are homophobic, anti-
feminist, and disempowering of children. Focus thus generates favorable
dispositions among target populations for organizations like the Christian
Coalition, which attempt to direct patriarchal and antigay sentiments
toward support for specific public policies, candidates, and party organiza-
tions. For example, Dobson’s and Nicolosi’s vitriol against gays belongs to
a more general strategy pursued by the Christian right to demonize gays
and lesbians, who have served as powerful negative symbols in the move-
ment’s drive to mobilize a traditionalist constituency behind neoconser-
vative reforms. In this respect, Focus’s broadcast series is simply one of a
great many publications, products, and public statements by the move-
ment that carry out politically opportunistic scapegoating, such as ”The
Gay Agenda” videos produced by the Lambda Report. The politics of Focus
on the Family thus materialize in campaigns to pass state ballot initia-
tives depriving gays and lesbians of their civil rights, protests against the
National Endowment for the Arts for funding homoerotic photography,
and the passage of federal legislation defining marriage as exclusively an
act between one man and one woman.

Adorno reminds us, however, that the politics of a cultural phenome-
non need not be conceived of in purely instrumental terms. Indeed, by
analyzing culture simply as a trove of devices to accomplish predeter-
mined goals, cultural criticism apes the gestures of domination inasmuch
as it "thus gives official approval to that tendency of the bourgeois con-
sciousness to degrade all intellectual formulations to a simple function,
an object which can be substituted for some other object, or—in the final
analysis—an article of consumption.” Above all, such an approach pre-
cludes from the outset any possibility of finding a negative-utopian mo-
ment in the cultural object, of seeing this object not as a “mere exponent
of society” but rather as “a ferment for [social] change.”5
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At the beginning of this chapter, we saw how elements of Adorno’s
culture industry theory evoke a sense of Focus on the Family’s utility not
only to the Christian right movement but moreover to the post-Fordist
social totality. In turn, in the unfolding of Focus’s narrative of salvation
through compassionate professionalism—that is, with the “immanent
criticism” of the narrative, which recognizes the program’s claim to au-
tonomy from political and economic necessity—we now have a basis for a
more dialectical interpretation of the program. The contradictions within
the narrative can now be juxtaposed to resonant contradictions in the
social totality. This may fortify our sense of the ideological character of
Dobson’s broadcasts while also bringing to light any capacities they pos-
sess to protest social antagonisms and to make social theory more self-
reflective, as the preceding two chapters suggest.

The centrality of the figure of the compassionate professional within
the narrative structure of Focus on the Family indicates that the politics of
the program have much to do with current historical conditions governing
the provision of professional care for the needy in society at large. That is,
not only the strategic realities of Christian right movement politics in the
nineties define the political thrust of Focus on the Family. The constitu-
tive contradictions within the program’s narrative structure imply that
the shows featuring the compassionate professional might ironically, if
only negatively, harbor a utopian wish for the transformation of the very
social circumstances that the new right has helped create, specifically in
the areas of health care and social services.

Health Care in the Compassionless Society

The Continuing Crisis and Managed Care. When the Clinton administra-
tion took office in 1993, broad agreement existed in the United States that
the country’s health care system was in crisis. The rhetoric of the Clinton-
Gore 1992 campaign had helped accelerate momentum for reform, and
after several false starts on other issues the administration trained its
sights on health care reform as a major policy initiative. Although the
right did not support Clinton’s call for greater government regulation of
the health industry, even archconservatives like Senator Phil Gramm ac-
knowledged that some public response to the health system’s problems
was needed and proposed their own grand renovations (in Gramm’s case, a
voucher program). By the end of the 1990s, however, most political and
media leaders no longer spoke with such urgency and alarm about the
failing health care apparatus. Following the election of Republican Con-
gresses and the reorientation of the administration toward less divisive
policy matters, fundamental health care reform dropped out of the na-
tional policy agenda, leaving only a few marginal reform efforts in its place.
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Nevertheless, the health care crisis itself remains very much a reality.
The dysfunctionality of health care in the United States is commonly
understood with reference to two central, long-term problems: skyrocket-
ing costs and diminishing access to insurance coverage and care. Private
households’ expenditures for health services and supplies increased from
$23.7 billion to $247 billion (or by over 1,000 percent) between 1965 and
1991. Private businesses’ expenditures of this nature rose from $6 billion
to $205.4 billion (or by nearly 3,500 percent) during the same period;
public expenditures for health services and supplies grew from $7.9 bil-
lion to $254.5 billion (or by over 3,000 percent).5s Public spending on
health care continued to expand by nearly 10 percent each year from 1989
to 1996.%6

The rapidly rising health expenditures of employers and the increasing
overcapacity among providers have driven the structural shift in the health
industry from fee-for-service provision toward what is known as “managed
care.” In theory, managed care yields “more emphasis on prevention, less
use of high-cost new technologies, and price reduction in the cost of health
care services due to large group buyers of health care.” Heightened compe-
tition for consumers among insurance companies and providers stimu-
lates the reduction of costs and the implementation of administrative
measures to make care provision more economically efficient. Moreover,
managed care is intended to increase the quality of health services by
eliminatingincentives toward the prescription of unnecessary procedures.
These adjustments presuppose the transfer of substantial power in the
health industry from individual hospitals and physicians to the corpora-
tions that manage the provision of health care.5”

Since 1990, enrollment in managed care plans has grown at a rapid
pace for participants in public insurance programs and private employer-
sponsored arrangements alike. In 1992 36 percent of the population was
insured through managed care plans; by 1996 the proportion had risen to
60 percent of the population. Spending has continued to reach unprece-
dented heights, topping $1 trillion nationally for the first time ever in
1996. However, the rate of expenditure growth slowed markedly in the
mid-1990s: in 1996, national spending on health care as a proportion of
the national gross domestic product was unchanged for the fourth straight
year. From 1991 to 1996 the annual growth rate of employer-sponsored
insurance premiums decreased by over 50 percent.5® Although the dura-
tion of this relief from cost pressures remains uncertain, it seems clear
that managed care has at least temporarily slowed the tremendous expan-
sion of health care spending.

These figures represent only part of the recent picture, however. Ana-
lysts generally agree that the deceleration of health care spending increases
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has largely been due to diminished consumption of health care services,
which in turn results from financial incentives in both private and pub-
lic plans that have made it more complicated for services to be ordered.
Whether or not this reduction in consumption has been entirely a matter of
“trimming the fat” from a wasteful system is a matter of no little contesta-
tion. In fact, abundant evidence exists that the expansion of managed care
is making basic health care less accessible than ever to the working and
unemployed poor.

As health costs exploded, the uninsured population mushroomed. From
1980 to 1992, the percentage of persons under the age of 65 who were
uninsured rose from 12.5 percent to 17.2 percent. The uninsured popula-
tion was estimated at 37 million for 1993 and had grown to 40.6 million
just two years later.® The majority of the uninsured in 1991 belonged to
“full-time, full-year working families”; only 15.3 percent of the uninsured
population belonged to families with “nonworking heads.” Still, access to
health care divides unequally along class lines: low income, low educa-
tional attainment and unemployment all correlate with lack of access to
regular health care and lack of insurance. Race plays a crucial role as well:
in 1996, 17.2 percent of Hispanic children had no usual source of health
care, while the figures were 12.6 percent for black children and 6 percent
for white children; and 27.2 percent of Hispanic children were uninsured,
as compared to 17.6 percent of black children and 12.2 percent of white
children. These differences translate into worse health for minorities and
the poor.6® Perhaps nowhere is this ongoing crisis in the health care sys-
tem more vivid than among Native Americans, who suffer mortality rates
that vastly outdistance those of the population at large for alcoholism,
tuberculosis, diabetes, pneumonia, influenza, and suicide.5!

Managed care supposedly benefits the uninsured population by easing
the budgetary pressures caused by skyrocketing costs and thereby expand-
ing the political latitude for public health benefits. Such policy reforms
have not materialized, however. Since the failure of the Clinton initiative
in 1994, the federal government has made only slight progress in extend-
ing more health services. Congress mandated insurance “portability” for
persons who lose their jobs, but did not guarantee anyone’s ability to pay
for continued insurance.®? The federal government has also launched a
program to insure an additional 2.8 million previously uninsured chil-
dren, using matching contributions from states, but this initiative offers
no help to the over 8 million other children and 30 million adults who
lack insurance.53

Meanwhile, previously established systems for providing “uncompen-
sated care” (that is, health services to people who are unable to pay for
them)have been major casualties of the shift to managed care. Althoughno
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nationally coordinated plan for serving this population has ever existed,
“urban public hospitals, community health centers, some inner-city
teaching hospitals, and local health departments are generally considered
to be the core safety-net institutions.”é* Managed care has greatly in-
creased financial pressures on these institutions and threatened their ca-
pacity to serve their clients, sometimes even to survive. It has created an
environment favoring ”a system based on price competition in which both
private and public purchasers want to pay only for the cost of the services
their enrollees receive.”6 Meanwhile, uncompensated care has become
more concentrated than ever in those hospitals that have previously pro-
vided services to this population at disproportionate levels.5¢ At the same
time, the sources of public funding that have enabled safety-net institu-
tions to make ends meet in the past are drying up in a variety of ways.
(1) The introduction of managed care for Medicaid recipients, along with
the recent constraint on health care price increases, has intensified compe-
tition among providers for these patients; this means that safety-net pro-
viders are more likely to lose these clients and, along with them, public
funding streams. (2) This problem is exacerbated by federal and state pol-
icies slowing increases in expenditures for Medicare and Medicaid. (3) “In
response to the fragile situation of these hospitals, local governments are
making decisions to sell tax-supported hospitals or further reduce their
support”;” such divestment in turn ratchets up competitive pressures,
making the process of safety-net financial destabilization followed by pri-
vatization self-reinforcing. Finally, the increasingly shaky financial pros-
pects of safety-net institutions have compelled them to cut back a wide
range of additional services they have traditionally offered to poor commu-
nities, “ranging from poison control to Meals-on-Wheels programs,” from
housing referrals to counseling.6®

In general, then, established norms and networks enabling the provi-
sion of some health and health-related services (although hardly adequate
care) to those unable to pay for them have been superseded by the virtual
consensus that valorizes budgetary efficiency above all other ends and
competition among private business interests above all other means. This
consensus is industrywide: it includes mental as well as physical health
services. And the accumulating inequities in the area of mental health are
even greater than those in the industry as a whole. In the past, “coverage
for mental health care has been substantially more restricted than cover-
age for general medical care.” This has been due in part to abiding suspi-
cions that more extensive coverage will lead to unreasonable use of ser-
vices, partly to the phenomenon of ”adverse selection” where insurance
companies recognize the mentally ill as ”bad risks” because “many men-
tal and addictive disorders are more persistent than other illnesses,” and
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partly to a reliance on safety-net providers for mental health services.s®
Employer coverage of mental health services fell precipitously during the
early 1990s cost explosion, with the percentage of large firms offering
equal coverage for mental and other infirmities dropping from 27 percent
in 1988 to 14 percent in 1993.7° The new emphasis on ridding the health
system of “unnecessary” services through competition and more efficient
management thus impacts a mental health arena that already systemati-
cally restricts services to many who may desperately need them. Shifts to
managed care in mental health have lowered costs dramatically, mainly
by decreasing the consumption of services. Although some evidence sug-
gests that managed care does not result in the denial of care to those
who genuinely need it, these studies concentrate on health care plans of-
fered by government and large business employers with unionized work-
forces.”! It is more likely that adverse selection has intensified with man-
aged care’s multiplication of mechanisms for influencing enrollment and
service use.”? As in health care as a whole, finally, legislative reforms
concerning mental health have only marginally modified existing ar-
rangements and trends.”

Post-Fordism and the Health Care Revolution. Let us now relocate this
brief survey of recent changes in health care within the context of the
broader, historical political-economic shifts discussed at the end of the
preceding chapter. The growth of managed care is one particularly impor-
tant element of the more general transition to post-Fordism, one major
area of society in which relations among capital, labor, and the state are
being renegotiated and new forms of domination are emerging. The Ford-
ist compact in the United States never produced national health insur-
ance, as it did in virtually all other advanced-industrial countries. Yet
through the state’s regulation of labor-management relations, the codifi-
cation of collective bargaining practices, and the general presumption that
capital, labor, and the state all had interests in maintaining high levels of
consumer demand, Fordism did institutionalize standard practices guar-
anteeing health security (along with income security) for the majority
of the population, including large segments of the working class. Chief
among these practices was the inclusion of employer-sponsored, private
health insurance as a key constituent of the basic package of fringe bene-
fits for many wage workers and members of the salariate alike. (Unem-
ployment compensation, workers’ compensation for job-related injuries
and disabilities, and the Social Security old-age pension program, in turn,
secured the incomes of these employees, as did the inclusion of a private
employee pension program as a standard benefit.) In addition, during the
postwar era "the federal government pumped public funds into the medi-
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cal industry, subsidizing private health insurance, hospital construction,
and medical education and research.” This massive investment, along
with the Medicare and Medicaid programs, helped engineer a steady ex-
pansion of access to and use of health services among the general popula-
tion during the postwar era.” The growing availability of health care and
other human services, in turn, was vital to the legitimacy of the state
under Fordism.

Post-Fordism has witnessed a reversal of this trend. The shift to flexible
accumulation means that businesses now rely less on stable, predictable
mass markets for mass-produced, standardized commodities. A compel-
ling rationale thus no longer exists for corporate and government policies
that ensure mass demand by keeping the workforce financially, phys-
ically, and emotionally secure. The infamous “rigidities” of labor con-
tracts ironed out among organized labor, big business, and the expanding
state have been succeeded by more “flexible” commitments to workers’
health, safety, and security. In terms of health care specifically, this has
meant (1) reduced benefits or switches into managed care for workers in
traditional, skilled, or semiskilled jobs; and (2} the concentration of job
growth in low-skilled service occupations offering no benefits at all (an
employment trend at the forefront of which, ironically, is the health in-
dustry itself). But the proliferation of unmet needs is not being answered
by the welfare state, which continues to experience a secular decline char-
acterized by fiscal crisis, budget cuts, program excisions, bureaucratic
reorganizations, and foundering legitimacy. In the realm of health policy,
these tendencies manifest themselves most directly in the long-term ero-
sion of value of Medicaid benefits, periodic tightenings of restrictions on
Medicare payments to providers, the shift to managed care for Medicaid
patients, and the increasing support in Congress for proposals to termi-
nate Medicaid and/or to reconfigure Medicare in ways that place greater
financial responsibilities on users.”

The health industry furnishes the scene for several other adjustments
central to post-Fordism. The preoccupation with cost-cutting in this in-
dustry directly responds to employers’ drive to lower labor costs in the
face of declining profits and increased international competition, by rein-
ing in expenditures on employee benefits. The tremendous expansion of
for-profit health care provision and management transforms health ser-
vices into an especially dynamic and profitable arena of growth, offering
new opportunities for investment in the wake of the decline of industries
geared toward the production of consumer durables and the uncertainties
in military production associated with the end of the cold war. Managed
care itself increases the demand for capital by health plans and hospitals
by raising administrative and other overhead costs, and this both nour-
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ishes and is fed by the epochal transition from the previous era of material
expansion to the current stage of finance-led expansion. Additionally,
despite the prevalent rhetoric of efficiency through market-based compe-
tition, managed care represents no more of a return to the “free market”
than does post-Fordism generally. What is happening is the redistribu-
tion of the capacity to organize markets, as hospital chains, health plans,
and physician organizations struggle to increase their “market share” and
“market power” through a variety of strategies, most obviously mergers
but also product diversification and labor cost reduction through down-
sizing staff.”s Finally, the health industry also reflects the indeterminacy
of the post-Fordist transformation and its lack of a wholesale rupture with
Fordism, inasmuch as the promotion of managed care exhibits a similar
faith in technocratic solutions to social and individual problems to that
which carried the day under Fordism.””

In short, the new bottom-line mentality and the intensifying exclusiv-
ity of care provision in the health industry, of which managed care is the
primary agent, are post-Fordist phenomena. These tendencies attest to
and accelerate the evaporation of the ethical commitment to ensuring the
availability of health care to all citizens that was embodied, albeit pro-
foundly imperfectly, in the institutions administrating the Fordist com-
promise. The emerging system defines only those who can pay as deserv-
ing of care, as the resources previously set aside for uncompensated care
dwindle. The ranks of those excluded from basic care swell while the
boundaries of the system become decreasingly porous. Now, more than
before, when it comes to receiving health care one is either an insider or
an outsider—period.

The increasing precedence of profits and efficiency over all other values
in the political economy of health care also undercuts the ethical auton-
omy of individual providers of services. Throughout most of the twen-
tieth century, physicians have worked with a high degree of professional
independence. As the corporation became the dominant, organizational
form of private enterprise in the early and middle years of this century,
medical professionals were almost uniquely able to resist the absorption
of their work, capital, and profits by large, bureaucratic companies. The
economic, social, and cultural authority of the physician grew alongside
the corporation rather than being eclipsed by it. The business-labor accord
emerging from the New Deal and facilitated by the postwar expansion
confirmed not only the private status of health care provision but also the
autonomous stature of physicians, since health insurance benefits oper-
ated by means of reimbursement rather than the direct provision of ser-
vices. Thus, while the early and mid-twentieth century witnessed the
subsumption of much professional work under the auspices of bureau-
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cracies in both government institutions and private corporations, medi-
cine persisted as “the heroic exception that sustained the waning tradi-
tion of independent professionalism.”78

The expansion of managed care, however, has greatly undermined phy-
sicians’ autonomy. By the early 1980s, the U.S. health industry had de-
cisively entered a phase of corporate consolidation of “a hitherto decen-
tralized hospital system” and “a variety of other health care businesses.”7”?
Whether under for-profit or nonprofit auspices, institutions have had to
conform to the new regime of “centralized planning, budgeting, and per-
sonnel decisions.” Power within the industry has correspondingly shifted
away from doctors and toward administrators, marketing managers, and
investors.®> Meanwhile, physicians face the increasing intrusion of ad-
ministrative tasks into their day-to-day work along with routine pres-
sures to minimize services—indeed, to minimize “compassion,” as one in-
dustry analyst puts it—as the compatibility of their efforts with the goals
of profit- and efficiency-optimization comes under greater scrutiny.8!
This is not to idealize the ethical integrity of the physician or the medical
profession under the old fee-for-service system. The betrayal of profes-
sional ethics for the sake of power and profit certainly occurred under the
previous regime, and indeed the ethical code of the physician was struc-
turally instrumental to the profession’s collective acquisition of financial
and political sway.® To be sure, the private, entrepreneurial physician and
the medical profession have not been sufficiently accountable to society’s
needs, despite the earnest efforts of many doctors of good will. But the
point is that under managed care, an incomplete fit between ethical stan-
dards and actual conduct has been replaced by an abandonment of ethics
as such by the steering forces in the industry, sharply circumscribing the
ethical autonomy of the individual caregiver.83

Similar consequences from managed care have resulted for social work-
ers in the field of mental health and other service areas. Mental health
care, residential social services, and even welfare case management have
taken “for-profit, proprietary forms” and emerged as attractive new ven-
tures for private corporations.® This trend toward privatization and cor-
poratization in social services has significantly altered the character of the
provider-client relationship:

The new services being offered by practitioners and developed by
agencies are increasingly disconnected from the circumstances of cli-
ents. The greater emphases on volume (productivity) in the face of
resource scarcity is redefining service encounters in ways that are
more likely to meet the quantitative fiscal needs of the agency and
less likely to meet the qualitative service needs of the client or the
professional needs of the worker. The service agency is increasingly
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emphasizing uniform, factory-like (industrial) practices in order to
address the deepening dilemma of expanding service needs and inten-
sifying cost-containment policies. These more uniform or industrial
practices are restructuring the content, timing, and rhythm of en-
counters between worker and client, and contributing to a process of
professional deskilling. Fundamentally, these new priorities are stim-
ulating an ever-widening gulf between the service worker and the
client.®

Ironically, as post-Fordism eclipses Fordism in the political economy as a
whole, an antediluvian “super-Taylorism” seems to have emerged among
the social workers called on to deal with the dysfunctional side effects of
this transition. But the overall transformation of social work remains
thoroughly consonant with post-Fordist tendencies: the abandonment of
institutional arrangements making good on the social, ethical promises of
the Fordist compact goes hand in hand with the diminution of caregivers’
ethical autonomy.

This process implies, moreover, that even those fortunate enough to
end up inside the system rather than stranded outside its gates are less
likely to receive the care they require. To be sure, it is an empirical ques-
tion, and a disputed one, whether patients under managed care and clients
in privatized social work arrangements are getting better or worse care
than they would have under previous systems. However, physicians’ and
social workers’ warnings that the bureaucratic management of their prac-
tices interferes with their ability to care properly for their clients should
not be dismissed as merely the opportunism of professional groups that
feel their financial and political interests to be under attack. Nor should
assessments of public opinion that find no consistent pattern of user satis-
faction or dissatisfaction with managed care lead us to consider the sys-
tem innocent until proven guilty.86 For the public’s sense of the options to
which it is entitled has surely contracted with the numbing repetition by
media, corporate, and political opinion-makers that private, competitive,
managed care is a fait accompli. Given this constraint on “subjective”
data, critical analysis of “objective” tendencies is vital. And such reason-
ing tells us that when sick patients have to go through “gatekeepers”
before obtaining the medication or specialized care they need, when phy-
sicians and social workers are saddled with a new burden of administra-
tive tasks, when the number of therapy visits per year is capped without
regard to individual case needs, and when the costs to consumers con-
tinue to rise despite slowed rates of expenditure growth (while health care
spending in other industrialized countries is decreasing), those who have
access to health and human services are receiving decreasingly effective
care—or at the very least getting less value for the money they spend.

Christian Professionals 123



Contradictions of Post-Fordism: Visions of “the Village.” Nevertheless,
public discourse is dominated by voices promising that managed care will
bothimprove the quality of health services and deliver these services more
efficiently. Such assurances come not only from health management com-
panies themselves but also from a broad, bipartisan amalgam of politi-
cal leaders, including the president and most leaders in Congress. They
furthermore generate misleading images of physicians under managed
care as autonomous caregivers concerned only with the clinical needs of
their patients.8” These voices echo, moreover, throughout the domain of
human services as social work is privatized and corporatized. For instance,
much of the rhetoric surrounding the elimination of Aid to Families with
Dependent Children proposed that the new block grant program would
make services to the poor substantially better than under the entitlement
system.%8

When we consider the discourses that are called on to legitimate the
current structure of health and human services, it becomes clear that post-
Fordist society not only promotes inequality, ethical irresponsibility, and
practical incompetence but is moreover self-contradictory. Above all,
political and corporate leaders have sought to justify their generation of
and insufficient response to the crisis of human needs by ratcheting up
the rhetoric of the ethical community. Initially, the transition to post-
Fordism seemed tied up with an ideological shift from ”Fordist produc-
tivism” to ”liberal productivism,” with the competitive individualism,
moral traditionalism, and free market rhetoric of the Reagan and Thatcher
governments emblematizing the latter paradigm.?® Yet these leading ex-
ponents of liberal productivism sponsored policies that conflicted with
their ideological commitments, in particular by eventually conceding the
need for “negotiation, multilateralism and partnership in international
relations, and the active responsibility of states in the regulation of de-
mand.”?® Conversely, the succession of the Reagan and Bush administra-
tions by the “new Democrats” has meant an intensification rather than a
reversal of the welfare state cutbacks initiated by the Republicans. With
regard to ideology, however, the electoral success of Clintonism indicates
that liberal productivism needs some sort of communitarian supplement
to function as an effective strategy of legitimation.

The new communitarianism of the political establishment shines
through in Hillary Rodham Clinton’s 1996 book It Takes a Village, and
Other Lessons Children Teach Us. Rodham Clinton’s best-seller begins
with the declaration, “Children are not rugged individualists,” and pro-
ceeds to extol the benefits of community-based and broadly social contri-
butions to children’s welfare. It Takes a Village works hard to demon-
strate the Clintonites’ commitment to the traditional family even as it
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criticizes those who openly “espouse family values” without supporting a
nation that “values families and children.”9! The book weds this family-
oriented discourse to rebukes of contemporary American society for its
failings as a community, and abounds with anecdotes that exemplify the
values of “the village” in action, helping families raise their young. “We
don't join civic associations, churches, unions, political parties, or even
bowling leagues the way we used to,” notes Rodham Clinton (tacitly in-
voking Clinton adviser Robert Putnam’s theory of the decline of “social
capital” in the United States). Nevertheless, she insists in a more upbeat
vein, “Americans everywhere are searching for—and often finding—new
ways to support one another.””?

For instance, Rodham Clinton writes: “There’s probably no area of our
lives that better illustrates the connection between the village and the
individual and between mutual and personal responsibility than health
care.” She laments the inaccessibility and unaffordability of prenatal care
for many citizens, the country’s relatively high infant mortality rates,
the rising number of uninsured Americans, and the growing “influence
of profit-driven medicine.” And with apocalyptic gravity she declares that
"until we are willing to take a long, hard look at our health care sys-
tem and commit ourselves to making affordable health care available to
every American, the village will continue to burn, house by house.”?® This
sounds vaguely like a call for another major reform effort, perhaps even a
national public health system. Rodham Clinton’s concrete illustrations of
hale “village” life, however, suggest that the path to such fundamental
change lies through the gradual accumulation of voluntary efforts and
piecemeal public-private partnerships in the context of expanded man-
aged care, of which Rodham Clinton clearly approves. Thus, for example,
the first lady lauds efforts to expand the affordability and accessibility of
health care through an Arkansas state program advertising a coupon book
for pregnant women compiled by “local merchants,” with discounts on
milk, diapers, and other necessities; the Haggar Apparel Company’s com-
mitment “to pay oo percent of employees’ medical expenses during preg-
nancy if they seek prenatal care during the first trimester of pregnancy”;
public service ads on infant care in “the electronic village”; and a South
Carolina program in which “experienced mothers” volunteer to teach par-
enting skills to “pregnant teenagers.”%

Ultimately, the “village” seems to spring to life whenever virtually any
individual or organizational effort is made to provide some sort of service,
from the action of a single volunteer to the passage of legislation in Con-
gress. But what is crucial here is not so much the frustratingly nebulous
nature of Rodham Clinton’s “village.” It is rather the pointed invocation
of communitarian rhetoric in a text that defined the administration’s im-
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age at a pivotal juncture—after the Republican takeover of Congress, be-
fore the 1996 election—and sought to legitimate the state largely by virtue
of an appeal to civic sentiments. Broadly speaking, Rodham Clinton em-
ploys communitarianism to justify the general sense that post-Fordist
conditions such as the need to mold a “globally competitive economy”—
and the shift to managed care—are quasi-natural forces to which Ameri-
cans simply must adjust.’s

On a more specific level, heavily advertised federal policy initiatives
have indeed been shaped in conjunction with this new ethos of commu-
nity. The ideals articulated in It Takes a Village knitted together key
themes of the administration’s first term, burnished the frankly neocon-
servative policy record of the first Clinton administration with a compas-
sionate sheen during the 1996 presidential campaign, and resounded in the
first two State of the Union addresses of President Clinton’s second term.
An ideological commitment to “the village” yielded a much-touted drive
to recruit thousands of volunteers to serve in public schools as a cen-
tral component of its education policy. The administration’s expansion of
state surveillance powers and carceral capacities has marched ahead under
the banner of a “self-consciously communitarian” set of crime-related
programs, the most publicized piece of which was a plan to restore “com-
munity policing.”?¢ President Clinton has also appealed to a communi-
tarian spirit in repeatedly urging business owners to bear their share of the
social burden by hiring and training welfare recipients whose benefits
have been terminated.?” Even some leading Republicans, including 1996
vice-presidential candidate Jack Kemp and others within the new right
(especially the Christian right), have echoed the communitarian ideas of
the “new Democrats,” in particular highlighting the theme of volunteer-
ism that was in fact a significant element of Reaganism, although in a
more stridently antistatist permutation.

Finally, the rhetoric of community has permeated not only official gov-
ernment discourse but moreover the public relations of corporations—
perhaps nowhere more thoroughly than in the health industry. Hospitals
might in fact be moving toward ever more exclusive operations and drop-
ping the extra services that enabled them to reach out to local commu-
nities and especially the poor in diverse ways. Nevertheless, that has not
kept industry leaders like the Health Insurance Association of America
and Lee Kaiser from celebrating managed care as though it were catalyzing
the creation of a new multitude of “community networks.”%

The Historical Face of Focus’s Compassionate Professional

What happens when consumers and providers of managed health and so-
cial services, or those who are unable to obtain such services, listen to
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Focus on the Family? If they happened to tune in on 22 July 1994, they
would have heard Phyllis Schlafly excoriating the Clinton health reform
plan (which favored “managed competition”) as “socialized medicine,” a
recipe for aggravation, overtaxation, ill health, and government tyranny
to boot. They would have heard that “everybody gets essential care—even
the illegal aliens who come across the border to have their babies in the
United States so they can be American citizens.” They would have heard
that “the problem with health care is not the quality—it’s admitted by
everybody, we have the best quality health care in the world.” And they
would have heard Schlafly urge that citizens and policymakers not for-
sake their trust in the professional ethics and expertise of private, individ-
ual physicians.!00

If these listeners decided to “focus on the family” with Dobson and
Trout on a more regular basis, moreover, then consciously or not they
eventually would have found these explicit assertions to be implicitly
confirmed by the most spontaneously perceptible elements of Focus’s
narrative of the compassionate professional. As we have seen, this strand
within the narrative fosters the sense that humane and sensitive care is
available to all, or at least could be universally accessible if physicians and
mental health professionals were to act with the exemplary compassion
of Dobson and his guests. It suggests, furthermore, that such care is (or
could be) provided by ethically honorable and autonomous individuals
and that the services rendered actually (or could actually} meet and rem-
edy pressing needs. In any case, a large-scale reorganization of mental
health services or health care in general would be strictly inadvisable,
according to this branch of the narrative. It advises that the failings of the
health system are not structural but rather reflect the moral shortcomings
of individuals and communities.

Nonetheless, regular listeners to Dobson’s program also encounter a
narrative pattern that icily contradicts Focus’s explicit policy talk and its
foregrounded figure of compassionate professionalism alike. For a dif-
ferent constellation of elements within the narrative of the compassion-
ate professional expresses the disturbing historical situation of health and
human services, post-Fordist-style, which we have reviewed above. The
compassionate professional’s ethical self-subordination to a vast and ob-
durate cosmic order reflects the growing disjuncture between individual
ethics and organizational necessity in health services and social work.
Likewise, the Manichaean dualism of this universal order expresses the
tendency of the health and social services system to treat the needs of
certain groups as simply inaudible and invisible, for government and in-
dustrial policymaking purposes. The narrative figure’s substitution of
outsider and insider identities for practical assistance, finally, bears the
imprimatur of the hardening indifference of health and human service
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institutions even to those individuals fortunate enough to have access to
them—the declining quality of care as such.

Focus’s narrative of the compassionate professional not only expresses
this historical situation, however, but furthermore actively reproduces it
by encouraging certain subjective attitudes on the part of listeners. The
forced resolution of the contradiction between the narrative figure’s au-
tonomous and heteronomous ethical moments is bound to breed a cynical
disbelief that autonomous moral commitment could ever actually be the
foundation for addressing social needs. Dobson’s listeners are therefore
likely to be so much the less disposed to challenge political and economic
changes that are making the instances of such ethical conduct increas-
ingly scarce. They are likewise prompted to see communitarian intona-
tions of society’s responsibility toward all of its members as compatible
with corporate and government policies that meet the needs of only some
citizens, when the narrative attempts to reconcile the compassionate pro-
fessional’s inclusionary and exclusionary aspects. Finally, Focus culti-
vates listeners’ disillusionment that social institutions can effectively
respond to socially created but individually felt needs, and thereby their
acquiescence to the provision of fewer and lower quality services, when
the narrative figure gently reneges on his offer of practical aid.

Is there, then, no discontinuity between listening to Focus on the Fam-
ily and compliant adjustment to the political-economic transformations
that comprise its historical context? Have I perhaps just done exactly
what Adorno cautioned against: degraded Focus on the Family to “a sim-
ple function [of the social totality], an object which can be substituted for
some other object,” in this case an empirical account of health and human
services in the contemporary United States imbedded in a theory of post-
Fordism? Is Dobson’s program in no way, even conceivably or potentially,
a “ferment for change” of a progressive sort?

There is certainly no logical necessity that Dobson’s listeners absorb
the ideological effects of the broadcasts described above in exactly the
manner suggested by the formal features of the compassionate profes-
sional’s fundamentalist aspect. Perhaps Focus on the Family has indeed
inspired some listeners to think and act in ethically autonomous ways, to
devote themselves to community projects without viewing these as sub-
stitutes for the imputed evils of “big government,” and to provide services
that genuinely meet the needs of others—even in the face of the parts of
Focus’s narrative bluntly discouraging such responses. Whether or not
some listeners have thus selectively and/or critically reacted to these
broadcasts is an empirical question that lies beyond the scope of this
book.

The crucial point here is that in its formal composition Focus on the

128 Stations of the Cross




Family at least creates an opening for critical receptions and responses.
What is more, the very failure of the narrative of the compassionate pro-
fessional to harmonize fully its contradictory internal elements endows
the program with an indelible ”“truth-content,” to borrow a phrase from
Adorno, a truth that confirms the narrative’s historical force in and for
itself. The acute contradictions of legitimating ideology with the growing
denial of care to the needy, the withering of caregivers’ independence, and
the declining quality of care even for those who get it are reproduced in
the contradictions that rend Focus’s narrative of the compassionate pro-
fessional. The social physiognomy of Focus’s compassionate professional
is the conflict-ridden countenance of post-Fordist society. Within the nar-
rative, the fundamentalist face of the compassionate professional does not
entirely eclipse this figure’s other visage. Rather, the former subsists in a
tension with the latter, the resolution of which is exceedingly superficial
and fragile. Everything hinges, however, on the fact that the program
clings to this resolution with all its might, forcing together the irreconcil-
able elements of a contemporary narrative of salvation through compas-
sion. The very fact that this narrative reflects social antagonisms as the
self-betrayal of its own claim to offer a utopian vision, a glimpse of a
society that has reconciled its contradictions, imbues the narrative with a
negative potency vis-a-vis the historical conditions that put their mark on
it. In a sense, the narrative thus counterposes itself to these sociohistori-
cal conditions in a stance of accusatory judgment. To one who attends to
the internal disruptions within the narrative of the compassionate profes-
sional, this negative-utopian moment cannot but declare itself.

Can this negative-utopian ferment within Focus’s narrative, however,
tangibly alter the chemistry of the social theory called on to make its
presence manifest? Pursuing the negative dialectic between Focus on the
Family and a theory of post-Fordism still lies ahead of us. It is a task best
deferred, however, until after the exposure of the expressions, reproduc-
tions, and contestations of other major features of post-Fordism by addi-
tional narratives spun out over the airwaves by Dobson and his friends.
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4

Christian Politicians and the Decline of

Democratic Accountability

*

The image that he presents of himself is that of the “great little man” with a touch
of incognito, of he who walks unrecognized in the same paths as other folks, but
who finally is to be revealed as the savior. He calls for both intimate identification
and adulating a