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POSTMODERNISM vs. EVANGELICAL RELIGION 
IN POST-1960s AMERICA

The trajectory of American history since the 1960s looks much different from
what might have been expected at the time. Indeed, we still don’t know how
to construct a narrative of the last four to five decades of American life. The
ambivalent attitude Americans have toward the 1960s can be partially
explained by the emerging consensus that the 1960s represented the closing 
of an era rather than an opening to a transformed future. Students of American
politics and society now seem to agree that political liberalism and cultural
transformation entered the 1960s on a rising curve and exited in disarray.1 The
New Left and the Civil Rights Movement promised a “new” politics, but by the
end of the decade, the former had fallen back into a self-defeating sectarianism
(e.g. the Weatherpeople) and the latter had given way to a black militancy that
was more gesture than substance. The figure who had written himself off in the
early 1960s after losing a gubernatorial race in California (“You won’t have
Nixon to kick around anymore”), was elected President in 1968 and re-elected
in 1972; the Republicans pursued the “southern strategy” suggested by analyst
Kevin Phillips, and benefitted from the resentment of white Southerners who
saw their way of life undermined by the Civil Rights Movement in the South.
From our vantage point, the 1960s was the return of the repressed in the 
form of what Philips called “an emerging Republican majority.” Then, as the
nation moved right in the 1980s in the wake of the Reagan-inspired political 
re-alignment, conservative cultural values flourished in a way that seemed
foreign to most, if not all, so-called “developed” societies. Put another way,
where Europe, including Britain, saw the re-emergence of ethnic and racial
politics in the 1980s, the US saw the emergence of a politically active,
religiously oriented right-wing, spearheaded by Virginia minister Jerry Falwell
and his Moral Majority movement.2

All this is made more poignant by the fact that many of our students still 
see the 1960s as a period of fascinating political ferment and a newly found
openness to cultural, intellectual and expressive freedom. The counter-culture
still has the power to capture their interest, while an unprecedented flowering
of interest in African American history and culture, followed later by
multiculturalism in the 1980s, persists down to now. Whereas the Harlem
Renaissance had been confined to the area above 110th Street in Manhattan
and to the area around Howard University on Georgia Ave, NW in Washington,
DC, the general cultural impact of Black Consciousness and the Black Aesthetic
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is difficult to over-estimate. Besides that, the 1960s saw a smug liberal
establishment in need of a good shaking up, something which the New 
Left, Civil Rights and anti-Vietnam War Movements certainly did – with a
vengeance. Finally, the Gay Liberation and Women’s Movements emerged
toward the end of the decade too, with the latter, in particular, perhaps 
the most enduring of the 1960s reform movements.  

Despite the temptation to construe the momentum of post-1960s America
as one toward greater openness and freedom, another narrative suggests that
the 1960s was a decade of declension rather than a great leap forward of
liberal-progressive political and cultural hopes, if for no other reason than 
that four of the leaders of the liberal left and black militancy were assassinated
in that decade, a crushing blow from which liberal America has yet really to
recover. Just as startling, Robert Putnam’s Bowling Alone (2000) has made the
point that rates of political and civic participation actually began their decline 
in the 1960s despite the identification of political insurgency with participatory
democracy and community action. The overall effect was the hollowing out of
some of the central institutions of civic and political life in America. Ironically,
notes Putnam, the movements and institutions that emerged in the best shape
from the 1960s were ones identified with religious, cultural and political
conservatism.3

Beyond these very general comments, I want to concentrate in what follows
on one particular problem that blocks the attempt to construct a coherent
narrative of America since the 1960s. I refer to the way that postmodernism
as a new cultural development has been analyzed as an outgrowth of the
1960s by its leading analyst Fredric Jameson and cultural theoreticians on the
left primarily, while the post-1960s period is, for many other observers, most
prominently associated with a startling increase in the political and cultural
power of evangelical religion, what James Davison Hunter has referred to 
as a “Third Great Awakening.” The basic question is: if we are now “in” the
“postmodern,” how is it that the religious right in the United States has been
so politically and culturally important as well? Is there a relationship between
the rise of the religious right and evangelical religion in general and the
postmodern turn in contemporary culture? If so, what is it? In particular I want
to examine how theorists/ies of the postmodern, along with sociologists of
religion and historians of America, have characterized the resurgence of religion
in post-1960s America. Two overall points I will be making are: first, most of
the efforts to understand contemporary American society and culture as the site
of the postmodern have largely ignored the growth of conservative forms of
religion in America. Indeed, liberal historians have until only recently largely
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ignored the emergence of a religiously-saturated conservative politics, except 
to bemoan it. Second, we may be in an historical situation that manifests a
quite real form of American “exceptionalism,” at least in comparison with what
has gone on in other “advanced industrial” societies of the world. By extension,
we might want to wonder whether it might be the case that where America is,
there Europe will be.

The Postmodern/Postmodernism

After over three decades of use, the terms postmodern and postmodernism 
are still highly contested or at least puzzling. Besides the question of whether
“post” signifies “after” or “against,” the controversy remains over (a) whether
it “exists” and (b) whether it is a good or bad thing if it does. Though the term
was fairly common currency in discussions of American fiction and visual culture
in the 1970s, it was Fredric Jameson’s long 1984 New Left Review essay
“Postmodernism, Or the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism” that placed the
concept squarely before the intellectual and academic public.4 But there were
problems right from the start. After calling himself a “postmodernist bourgeois
liberal” in 1983, Richard Rorty, whose work has often been called a species of
philosophical postmodernism, retracted his claim in 1994 when he complained
that: “The term has been so overused that it is causing more trouble than it is
worth.” Indeed, claimed Rorty, there was little or nothing “common to Michael
Graves’s buildings, Pynchon’s and Rushdie’s novels, Ashberry’s poems, various
sorts of popular music and the writings of Heidegger and Derrida.”5

Nevertheless we are stuck with the term and I assume here that postmodernism
describes some sort of cultural re-alignment or shift in focus and is something
more than a theoretical-historical plaything of academic theorists, few, if any 
of whom, will own up to being postmodernists themselves.

Still, it is hard to say what kind of “thing” the postmodern is. As mentioned, it
originated as a term referring to a particular style or genre of fiction-writing (aka
fabulation, surfiction or metafiction) and a style in the visual arts and architecture
(as memorialized in Robert Venturi and Denise Brown’s Learning from Las Vegas
(1972) and Charles Jencks’ The Language of Postmodern Architecture (1977)).
But rather than an explicit creed or a discrete theory, I think it is best considered
something like a cultural-historical paradigm or condition of possibility, made up
of practices, assumptions, institutions and traditions that underlie more explicit
forms of thought and action, tastes and preferences, even when these may
conflict among themselves. Having a history not an essence, the postmodern is
something like Raymond Williams’s “structure of thought and feeling” or what
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Susan Sontag once called a “sensibility.”6 It is something we live, think and feel
in rather than something we live, think, and feel by. Jameson’s term “cultural
dominant” may just have to do, since, as he emphasizes, a “periodizing concept”
such as postmodernism does not claim to predict how everyone will think or feel
at a given historical time, but rather describes what the dominant tendencies and
“problematics” are at a particular cultural moment.7 Moreover, Marxist analysts,
including Jameson, have also assumed that postmodern culture is linked causally
with a particular stage of advanced global capitalism without claiming a simple-
minded, mimetic relationship between the economy and the culture. Indeed it is
central to Jameson’s whole conception of postmodernism that the cultural and
economic spheres have become inseparable. This contrasts markedly with the
venerable Frankfurt School claim that a certain kind of culture, often linked with
the avant-garde, provides an oppositional force against monopoly capitalism.
Moreover, as Jameson notes in comments on postmodernism added for the 
1991 edition of Postmodernism, postmodernism is the cultural expression of
societies that have all but completed the “modernization” process.8

Specifically, an “internalist” history/genealogy of the postmodern might
identify the confluence and interweaving of at least four cultural traditions, 
thus suggesting that it is nothing if not a hybridized culture.

First is the distinctive mixture of political and cultural radicalism of the 1960s
known as “the counter-culture.” However, surprisingly little of the intensity 
and transgressive nature attributed to the counter-culture actually survived in
the postmodern sensibility. The antinomian impulse, what Irving Howe once
referred to as the “psychology of unobstructed need,” has been considerably
muted in postmodernism. More relevantly, the middle-class concern during the
1960s with self-realization and self-development, what sociologist Philip Rieff
named “the triumph of the therapeutic,”9 represents a less frightening
admixture to the postmodern brew.

A second tradition that fed into postmodernism was the modernist avant-
garde. Figures such as Ihab Hassan and especially Susan Sontag sought to
extend the astringent tendencies of radical modernism, e.g. minimalism in art
and music, and at the same time infuse it with the new energies of popular
culture. Their bet was that Clement Greenberg had been wrong: avant-garde
and kitsch were somehow compatible after all. Sontag’s “Notes on Camp” 
and her other essays of the first half of the 1960s have yet to receive the credit
they deserve for identifying – and recommending somewhat ambivalently – 
the pervasive irony, parody and pastiche, the put-on and happening, the
anticipation of both gay liberation and the general diffusion of the camp
sensibility throughout the culture. In literary criticism, Sontag famously 
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ruled out “depth” interpretations, when she concluded that: “In place of 
a hermeneutics we need an erotics of art.”10

A third tradition supplied postmodernism with theoretical concepts and
scaffolding. Two sources were crucial: the first was the work of French thinkers
such as Jean Baudrillard and Pierre Bourdieu, Jean-Francois Lyotard, Jacques
Derrida and Michel Foucault, to name a few. As they began turning up on
reading lists – and in lecture halls – at Johns Hopkins and SUNY Buffalo, then
later at Cornell, Yale and various California universities, new intellectual labels
such as “deconstruction” and “post-structuralism” entered the vocabulary of
intellectual and cultural elites. More surprising was the appearance of Richard
Rorty’s anti-foundationalist version of American pragmatism. By linking Derrida
and Foucault with John Dewey, Rorty translated contemporary French thought
into the more familiar American idiom of pragmatism and also cast doubt 
on the nostalgia for metaphysics still found among the French thinkers.

Finally, as already indicated, perhaps the most fertile site of the postmodern
was popular culture and the visual arts. Postmodernism is, pronounced Jameson
in 1991, “a visual culture wired for sound.”11 Much of the difference between
high modernism and postmodernism is captured in the contrast between
Abstract Expressionism and Pop Art. In both types of painting, the surface 
of the painting is important. However in the former the surface is the site 
of self-enactment and self-creation, while in Pop Art the textureless surface
effaces the artistic presence altogether. Pop is a kind of “blank” sensibility 
that also suggests parody and irony and Sontag readily detected its kinship 
with the camp sensibility.

Looking broadly at the accounts of postmodernism, there seem to be several
major problematics, idea-clusters that point to central issues in the period and the
concept. First is a cluster of assumptions about history and nature. Jean-Francois
Lyotard famously referred to postmodernism’s “incredulity toward master
narratives.” In the postmodern era, theories of historical progress and
traditionalist theories of origins, including Christianity, Marxism and Liberalism,
and most forms of conservatism, are said to have lost their credibility. At the
same time, relativism and historicism, the belief that our beliefs and traditions
must be understood in terms of their historicity, became conventional wisdom
and, to that extent, are seen as a threat by traditional thinkers and historians.
Jameson also identified a new postmodern form of historical consciousness, in
which the past is (re-)constructed rather than (re-)discovered. Hayden White’s
emphasis upon the tropological nature of historical prose was read as a threat to
received notions of objectivity and the sacred goal of the professional historian 
to tell things “the way they really were.”12 Furthermore, in the postmodern era,
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nature is brought under human control rather than remaining radically other 
to human purposes and plans. Technology and science have colonized and
manipulated the natural world to the point that nothing can resist human efforts
to instrumentalize it. To paraphrase the well known dictum of Derrida: “there 
is nothing outside of human culture.” 

Postmodernism also assumes that the self or subject is fragmented and 
de-centred rather than autonomous or alienated in the high modernist manner.
Freud’s “thick” or complex notion of the psyche constructed like a container 
of hierarchical structures, energies and forces is far different from Lacan’s
“thinner” sense of the self as structured like a language and configured like 
a network. Thus what happened to the text in Sontag’s work is mirrored in 
the sense of the self in Lacan and other post-structuralist Freudians. In both 
the surface/depth trope has been abandoned. Jameson and Harvey speak 
of the “depthlessness” and “weightlessness” of the postmodern sensibility,
while the former in particular emphasizes “the waning of affect” and the 
oft-mentioned irony of the postmodern sensibility. Overall, the subject is
system- and structure-dependent rather than capable of agency and action.
Individuals don’t have “character” but rather are “personalities,” while irony
and pastiche flourish. Postmodernism is beyond, rather than for or against, so-
called bourgeois humanism.

Similar tendencies are present in the realm of aesthetics and cultural
creativity. In literary studies, the emphasis falls upon the “death of the author”
rather than upon the heroically alienated modernist artist. Originality and
genius are no longer terms of critical praise or even concern; while evaluation
of texts, however defined, is demoted as a function of criticism.14 Language
speaks through the artist rather being an instrument at his or her disposal. 
This demotion of the agency of the author is another way of re-enforcing the
lack of resistance of high to mass culture and of culture to commerce generally.
Walter Benjamin’s “work of art in the age of mechanical reproduction” is a
work that is infinitely reproducible. Thus Jameson’s idea of the postmodern 
as a culture of the simulacrum (drawn from Baudrillard), in which the original
and the copy are indistinguishable, has great resonance in a society dominated
by the circulation of images and representations. Again and again, the focus
returns to surfaces over depths, to aesthetics over ethics, to detachment over
engagement.

All of this has become common currency, even cliché, in the description of
the postmodern ethos. But I’d like to draw the line here and note that there is
nothing in what I have said about the postmodern that has much to do with 
an important area of human culture – the religious, the sacred or the spiritual,
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either in experiential or institutional terms. But if one of the underlying
assumptions of modernization theory is that the process itself entails the
waning of religious beliefs and religious institutions, what then is the
postmodern attitude toward religion or the place religion occupies in 
a postmodern culture? Does “it” even have an attitude and if so, what 
can it say about the Third Great Awakening?15

The Return of Religion/Has it Ever Been Gone?

For much of the 1960s the conventional sociological wisdom about the
declining strength of religion and the advance of secularism seemed to hold
true. At least among advanced religious thinkers, the talk was of the “death 
of God”, an idea popularized by British bishop, John Robinson in his Honest 
to God (1963). German theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s resonant description
of “a world come of age” seemed to describe the decline of conventional
forms of religious observance and piety in what Harvard’s Harvey Cox referred
to with the title of his book of 1965, The Secular City. An ecumenical spirit
among Protestants, Catholics and Jews travelling under the aegis of the
American civil religion and helped along by Vatican II under the leadership of
Pope John XXIII, suggested that sectarian differences were less important than 
a shared religious concern. More troubled analysts such as sociologist Philip
Rieff proposed in his The Triumph of the Therapeutic (1966) that the power 
of received religious institutions, ideas and experiences was being replaced by 
a therapeutic ethic derived from the growing power of psychoanalysis among
cultural elites and the increased availability of psychotherapy. “Where creeds
were,” intoned Rieff confidently in imitation of Freud’s famous dictum about
the relationship between the id and the ego, “there therapies shall be.”16

From his work, the persistence, even growth of religion, was hardly imaginable.
Though there is no single book which transformed thinking in religious

matters the way that Daniel Patrick Moynihan’s and Nathan Glazer’s Beyond
the Melting Pot (1963) torpedoed the melting pot thesis and underlined the
persistence of ethnicity in American life, sociologist James Davison Hunter’s
American Evangelicalism: Conservative Religion and the Quandary of
Modernity (1983) was important in pointing to the fact that, in the post-1960s
period, the secularization thesis simply wasn’t tenable: “if modernization
secularizes and America is among the most modern societies…how then is it
that Evangelicalism survives and even thrives?”17 According to Hunter and other
recent observers such as Garry Wills, religious observance has been growing,
rather than withering, over the course of the twentieth century. In 1920, 43%
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8 POSTMODERNISM vs. EVANGELICAL RELIGION IN POST-1960S AMERICA

of Americans belonged to a church, while in 1960, 63% did. More recently
Wills has noted almost the same figure (62%) for both 1980 and 2000.18

Taking into account a slight variance in figures, all observers agree that religion
has not declined since the 1960s. Yet what is puzzling is that there seems to
have been a levelling off of religious membership in the lower 60%s, rather
than any sort of surge since the 1980s. Indeed, over a period of a half century
(between 1952 and 2000) there has been only a three percent rise in religious
adherence in America. 

Much of this seems counterintuitive considering the greatly increased
influence of evangelical religion on politics, but there are ways to explain it.
Clearly the secularization thesis must be discarded as an accurate account 
of American religious life over the last century; indeed over its entire history,
America has been saturated with religious ideas and institutions.19 Specifically,
there has been a slight rise in the percentage of religious adherents since the
1960s but there has also been a great increase in population with the
Immigration Act of 1965 attracting millions of new residents, legal and illegal,
most of whom come from and with religious backgrounds. Reflected perhaps 
in an increase of those who consider themselves religiously unaffiliated to 14%
by 2000,20 there has also been a replacement of fading communicants with 
the new, more active members. 

The situation is made more complex when we also note that the percentage
of Christians in the population is in decline. Not only has there been a growth
in non-Western religions such as Hinduism and Buddhism on the West Coast,
there has also been a steady growth of the number of Muslims in America,
though American Jews, who have declined to around 2% of the population,
still outnumber them. There has also been a decline in the relative proportion 
of Protestant Christians in the country. In 1950, somewhere around 2/3 of
Americans were Protestants, while in the post-1965 era of liberalization of
immigration from Latin America and Asia, Protestants have by now declined 
to somewhere around 50% of the population, which is a startling figure
considering the religious history of the country. Thus there has also been 
a redistribution of religious membership. Perhaps most obviously, there has 
been a relative decline in membership in mainstream Protestant denominations,
with the 1980s seeing a large 20% decline in their membership, while in the
1990s that decline in membership largely ceased.21 But the decline of mainline
Protestantism has been accompanied by an important increase in – and crucially
the politicization of – new organizations and sects, now generally grouped
under the label of “evangelicals.” In addition, Hunter and others emphasize 
the conflict within American society between evangelicals who tend to be
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POSTMODERNISM vs. EVANGELICAL RELIGION IN POST-1960S AMERICA 9

conservative and mainline Christians and non-believers who are more politically
moderate or liberal. Indeed, sociologists and historians of American religion in
the 1990s have stressed the way that mainstream liberal Protestants share more
with liberal Jews or Catholics than with their conservative Protestant brethren.22

Also important here is Hunter’s observation in 1991 that there has been 
a “strong tendency within a good part of progressivist thinking to ignore
religion.”23 In particular, as Jon Butler has more recently noted, the importance
of American religion, particularly of the evangelical variety, has been sorely
neglected since the Civil War.24 With some exceptions, the mainstream of the
American historical profession is only now confronting the striking post-1960s
redistribution of religious loyalties and the clear political engagement of
evangelicals at the national and state level. Ironically, it may be that the
alleged monolithic political conservatism of contemporary American
evangelicalism will turn out to have been overestimated as academics and/
or progressives move from ignorance to denial to panic. If this is the case,
then the chances of overcoming, or even understanding, the “political and
social hostility rooted in different systems of moral understanding” or “world
views” may be increased.25

Indeed, figuring out the political loyalties of the evangelicals is not as easy 
as it may seem. Though evangelicals comprise anywhere from 25% to 35% 
of the population, they are by no means unified in political or religious terms.
“Evangelical” is a kind of umbrella term that too often fails to distinguish
among fundamentalism, Pentacostalism and charismatic groups. An all purpose
term to describe the tradition of “born again Christians,” this broad evangelical
grouping stresses the necessity of a personal conversion experience, biblical
inerrancy (the Bible as the unimpeachable word of God), a biblical morality, 
the divinity of Christ and faith in his life, death and resurrection as the way 
to personal salvation, and the obligation to spread the good news about
Christ’s work in the world. According to Hunter, at least in 1983, the informing
impulse is a “restorationist” one.26 Moreover, on particular issues such as
abortion or family values, support for Israel or patriotic causes, evangelicals
have allies among conservative Catholics and Jews. Indeed, one of the positive 
by-products of the politicization of the Third Great Awakening has been 
a significant neutralization of the historical enmity between Protestants,
particularly theologically and politically conservative ones, and Catholics. 

Nor is the new religious conservatism immune to the moderating effects 
of success. As “para”-churches become more successful, they find themselves
modifying what even Hunter, a sympathetic observer, refers to as their
essentially late nineteenth century morality to meet the needs of their
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members.27 In matters having to do with emotional, sexual and family matters,
there has been a certain “therapeutic” tendency creeping in. Thus the Rieff
thesis about the shift from religious to therapeutic orientations may be more
pertinent for wider sectors of the religious population than just the intellectual
and cultural elites. Rick Warren’s “seeker” churches have also been successful 
in providing a less sectarian but still culturally conservative form of religious
observance and thinking. Generally apolitical, they are located in the suburbs
and offer a form of “drive by” or “drive in” religious observance. Large centres
of worship that look like high school gymnasiums from the outside, they may
offer Christian rock and pop music as part of the song-service and rather bland
sermons aimed at improving the quality the worshippers’ lives. The atmosphere
has little of the old-timey, fire-and-brimstone or revivalistic about it; nor is there
much “speaking in tongues” or even personal testimony left to differentiate 
it from the mainstream. Rather the primary concerns, as is the case with most
forms of American religion, are ethical and practical. Theological and creedal
coherence is less important than personal experience and living out certain
moral precepts. In many ways, what we see emerging is a very (William)
Jamesian conception of religion.

Of course, the evangelical movement is called “conservative” because of 
its politics and not just its theology and cultural morality. In failing to try to
understand the evangelical appeal, there has also been a concomitant failure to
understand the remarkable growth in American conservatism since the 1960s.
Most secularists and politically progressive believers carry around historically
simple-minded scare stories of the unholy political power of Jerry Falwell’s
“Moral Majority” or Pat Robertson’s success as a TV evangelist and then with
his Christian Coalition, but things have moved on, and diversified, since the
mid-1980s. Still, recent polling data indicates that the single “best predictor of
voting Republican” is “religious attendance,” while religion in general, after
race, is the best predictor of political preference.28 One effect of the remarkable
growth of religious conservatism since the 1960s has been its spread beyond
the rural and small-town South and Southwest – not to mention a significant
growth of evangelicalism among Hispanics, 15% of whom belong to
evangelical churches. The new evangelicalism is no longer simply a regional,
class (working and lower-middle class) and culture-related phenomenon. 

Finally, we need reminding that, over the long haul, evangelical
Protestantism has not always been a force for political conservatism, though it
has always been a force for cultural conservatism. It was a significant driver in
the reform movements of the ante-bellum years, including of course abolition
and anti-slavery. In the twentieth century, the crucial thing that happened 
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was what Richard Hofstadter once called a “deconversion to reaction” as
evangelical Christians moved from a majority to a minority of the population.
Political evangelicalism retreated into sporadic and scattered single-issue politics
such as Prohibition and opposition to the teaching of evolution in the first third
of the twentieth century, along with local battles with school boards over
textbooks and school curriculum thereafter. It partially re-emerged on a national
level in the anti-Communist crusade of the immediate post World War II
decade and then took off in the 1970s.

It is also important to note that the power of the religious right in the 1970s
was considerably enhanced by a deep revulsion against the 1960s on almost 
all fronts. It was directed not just at the hippies and the drug culture; nor even
in the South was it simply tied to the persistence, even exacerbation, of racial
prejudice and the politics of race, though racism should not be totally ignored,
as sympathetic observers are wont to do.29 Just as significant, notes Garry Wills,
between 1961 and 1971, the Supreme Court handed down ten cases directly
aimed at minimizing displays of, and public support for, religious belief in the
public schools and public places,30 not to mention the Roe v. Wade Court
decision of 1973 and the conservative counter-attack against the ratification 
of the ERA in the mid- to late-1970s. Indeed, the ability to block the adoption
of the ERA was one of the first major signs of the growing power of the
religious right. This was the basis upon which the evangelicals based their fear
that the country and its most powerful political institutions were in the hands 
of the godless.

That said, in 2000, 32% of evangelicals did not vote Republican, though 
in 2004 that figure declined to 22%, while in the mid-term elections of 2006,
the figure had risen again to 30%. The religious right constitutes the core
constituency of the Republican Party and, as the figures above attest, around
70% regularly vote Republican.31 The Democratic Party’s core constituency is
the African American population, but evangelicals taken en masse outnumber
African Americans and a higher percentage turn out to vote. The Christian right
has entered into the film and publishing business, along with an expanding
involvement in religiously oriented, popular music. Christian-oriented colleges
and universities have been growing in strength and intellectual sophistication 
in the last couple of decades and new narratives of American history are
beginning to issue from them. The most interesting issue to track in the future
will be the reaction of the religious right as the United States approaches a
situation where Protestants no longer constitute a majority.32
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Theorizing Religion in the Postmodern Age

Considering these remarkable developments in the history and sociology of
American religion, especially of the Protestant variety, how have historians,
sociologists, and mainstream culture critics, along with the theoreticians of
postmodern America, dealt with this phenomenon? As already mentioned,
American historians have only haltingly addressed the importance of religion
generally in the twentieth century, and particularly the Third Great Awakening
of the post-1960s period, while modern sociology came into existence to
analyze the corrosive effects on religious institutions and culture of 19th century
Europe and that tradition has continued in the United States, as attested to by
the early work of James Davison Hunter on this topic. As we have also seen,
theorists of postmodernism, the core of whom tend to be Marxists, have been
remarkably reticent about religion in general and certainly about evangelical
varieties in the United States. Yet this is by no means an automatic response
from Marxists. We need only remember Eugene Genovese’s powerful work on
slavery and religion or E.P. Thompson’s work on the formation of the English
working class, not to mention Christopher Hill’s work in early modern British
history, to realize that Marxist historiography, at least, has frequently paid
ample attention to the historical importance of religious culture and its
relationship to politics. In fact, Marxism itself had its origins in a critique 
of religion and Hegel’s history of the (Western/human) spirit (Geist).

By contrast, there is no mention of religion at all in Jameson’s original
“Postmodernism” article of 1984, though there are six pages on that topic 
in the concluding chapter to his 1991 book of the same title. One overriding
reason, I suspect, for the absence of religion follows from the logic of his
position which posits the postmodern as the “situation in which the residue, 
the holdover, the archaic, has finally been swept away without a trace.”
Following upon this, Jameson adds provocatively: “I take it as axiomatic that
what is now called fundamentalism is also a postmodern phenomenon,” while
later adding, somewhat contradictorily, that fundamentalism is an example 
of “late anti-modernism.” These characterizations overlap with Hunter’s term
“restorationist” to describe the religious resurgence of the post-1960s period.33

In Jamesonian terms, fundamentalism is a historical throwback, a vision of 
past purity, an attempt to restore something that never really existed. It is
literally an imaginary. Symptomatic, however, of Jameson’s unsteadiness 
on fundamentalism is his almost exclusive discussion of it as a Third World
phenomenon (e.g. of Iran in 1979), while admittedly noting progressive
restorationist impulses in Latin American liberation theology. About what 
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was happening in South Carolina – or in Southern California not far from 
Los Angeles’ Bonaventura Hotel which he memorializes in his treatment of
postmodernism – Jameson is silent. Overall, then, Jameson’s work lacks even 
a minimally detailed account of the part religion plays in the “cultural logic” 
of late capitalism, if it is in fact part of that logic.

David Harvey’s account of the relationship between economics and culture
assumes that cultural phenomena reflect the economic and social conditions 
of their time. For instance, “The ferment, instability and fleeting qualities of 
a postmodernist aesthetic” derive from the effects of “flexible accumulation”
and the general economic instability of post-Fordist economies.34 But though
sparing with details, i.e. empirical evidence, Harvey supplements this reflection
thesis with up-dated versions of the Fromm-Reich “escape from freedom”
thesis and the Hofstadter thesis about the conservative effects of a “status
revolution,” according to which modernization destroys traditional institutions.
What such an historical situation generates is a “desire for values…the
authority of basic institutions – the family, religion, the state…,” while the
“plunge into the maelstrom of ephemerality” creates “opposed sentiments 
and tendencies”, for example, “religious revivals” which are then
“commodified and marketed.”35 If Jameson is concerned with the cultural 
logic of late capitalism, Harvey describes its cultural psychology as it relates to
the persistence of religion. Both accounts tacitly assume that the postmodern
generates, dialectically and/or psychologically, its opposite, but it is an “other”
that is captive of the “culture dominant” and ultimately the structures of late
capitalism/post-Fordist economics. From this point of view, religion seems to
lack any creative function or ontological reality of its own. In older Marxist
language, it is an historical “epiphenomenon,” merely symptomatic and
historically inauthentic in the restorationist desires that motivate it and the
forms it assumes. By and large, then, for both Harvey and Jameson, religion 
is irrelevant. It is still the “opiate of the masses,” a far cry from Marx who 
also spoke of religion as the “heart of a heartless world.”

Second, there were several non-Marxist contemporaries of Jameson and
Harvey concerned with the state of contemporary culture and politics in the
1980s and 1990s. Christopher Lasch, Robert Bellah, and Alasdair MacIntyre
were each concerned with the importance of the spiritual and religious in
contemporary life, but ironically none of them really dealt extensively with 
the evangelical orientation of much of American conservatism. Straussian 
Allan Bloom dissected the fecklessness of American higher education and 
liberal culture, but showed little interest in linking it up with the rise or fall 
of religious values as such. In general the centre-left of cultural criticism seemed
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to assume that religion was a cultural and social atavism, doomed eventually –
and hopefully – to extinction. That said, they do note that it has gained added
life by its contradictory, even hypocritical, adoption of the technologies of the
postmodern era itself and still often refer to the new religious conservatism as
“anti-modern.” By extension the hope has been that a containment policy
formulated by “mainline” churches could tame, or at least wait out, the
disruptive spirit of the new religiosity and thus lessen its political power. In
particular Bellah and his colleagues hoped that the American religious consensus
embodied in the “mainline” denominations and some newly respectable
evangelicals, what Bellah calls the “public church,” could be strengthened, 
so that the “religious individualism” of the “para-church” organizations that
peddle a “resurgent religious conservatism” could be headed off.36 Basing his
analysis on the figures in 1991,which showed the mainstream churches still
ahead of evangelical membership by 33% to 15%, Bellah suggested that
conservative sectarianism was not as dangerous as had been thought, since
membership in mainstream churches outweighed membership in evangelical
congregations. The statistics a decade and a half later suggest that Bellah was
overly optimistic about the power of the “public church,” since those figures
now approach a reversal of the early 2:1 figure.37 Clearly the “containment”
theory has not worked.  

There is another, more intellectually interesting, position on new forms of
religion in the postmodern period. If modernization is by definition hostile to
religion in any form, then some have suggested that the postmodern emphasis
upon difference, its tendency toward racial and religious tolerance, and hostility
to totalizing theories or ideologies might encourage new forms of religious
expression, ranging from New Age and Eastern religion to astrology – and even
perhaps conservative evangelicalism. As historian Jon Butler has noted, there 
is no reason why religion in the postmodern period should take the same form
it did under the aegis of Christianity, with its highly systematic theology, a
centralized, authoritarian church, and/or a rigorous distinction between religion
and politics, church and state. Put more positively, postmodern religion may
develop new syncretistic forms that reflect the very hybridity of the society 
and culture within which it is found. African American religion, as well as the
predominantly Catholic Hispanic population, has often been syncretistically
inclined rather than obsessed with dogmatic and ritualistic purity. From another
perspective, James Hall has suggested that the African American 1960s
represented a certain return of the “spirit” in opposition to a dominant culture
and society driven by science and technological rationality. No one can study or
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appreciate African American culture without being struck by the variety of ways
that it has mobilized religious sentiments that go beyond either religion as an
opiate or religion as consolation toward something that is genuinely creative
rather than simply reactive and compensatory.

Indeed, a significant sector of the overwhelmingly white counter-culture 
of the 1960s sought some sort of new spiritual vision. Clearly for much of 
the world, politics and a certain religious or spiritual understanding of existence 
are not at all incompatible. As Butler notes “religion’s surprising adaptability 
to modernity’s conditions, certainly outside Europe, as well as the adaptability
of modernity to tolerate or absorb religiosity” is quite startling.38 From this
perspective, conservatives might “deconstruct” the secular/religious and
state/church distinctions to defend religion rather than fleeing in terror at 
the mention of terms such as deconstruction or postmodernism. Conversely,
postmodern liberals and radicals might come to rue their emphasis upon
dismantling binaries when the church/state opposition is subjected to closer
scrutiny. Whatever else is the case, it is clear that in the postmodern period,
there has been a proliferation rather than reduction in manifestations of the
religious sensibility. From this perspective, the question should be not whether
the postmodern and religion are compatible but why, in the United States, a
particular type of evangelicalism, rather than new syncretistic, non-orthodox
forms of religious, has acquired so much power?

A final approach to religion in the postmodern era might be called
philosophical-anthropological. It assumes a religious impulse, a search for 
the spiritual or the sacred, as part of human nature and/or as necessary for a
coherent culture. From this perspective, one which can be found in the work 
of Daniel Bell and Philip Rieff in the 1970s, the (post-) modern, secular West,
especially Europe, is an exception, an aberration, among societies and cultures
around the globe. Coherent and enduring cultures depend on a vital notion 
of the spiritual, canons of sacred texts, essential rituals, beliefs and institutions.
Second, as both Rieff and Bell have emphasized, all cultures are constructed
around a complex balance of restraints and releases, what Rieff named
“interdicts” and “remissions” and Bell referred to as the “dialectic of release
and restraint.” For both thinkers, it was crucial for the culture to “re-establish
that which is sacred and that which is profane.”39 A culture cannot survive 
for long if the balance is not maintained. Whether the sacred is seen in
instrumental-functional terms (for the survival of “our” culture), as reflective 
of the need for meaning and purpose (as an antidote to anomie and alienation
or the blank sensibility of the postmodern) or as an ontologically real
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transcendent power, force or zone (the idea of the holy), this generically
conservative point of view suggests that no culture, including the postmodern
one, can long do without some notion of the sacred. This is not to say that 
Bell and/or Rieff welcome(d) the new religious conservatism; indeed both men’s
work of the 1960s and 1970s failed to anticipate the evangelical nature of the
new religious sensibility. But overall, religion, on this view of the phenomenon,
is necessary for the long term survival of culture rather than a threat, an irritant
or an anachronism.

Unanswered Questions

I would like to finish by posing several questions and offering pointers toward
answers. The first has to do with why most historians and sociologists, cultural
theorists and critics of the post-1960s period have missed, or downplayed, the
importance of religion in that period, in particular the rise of an evangelical sector
that now numbers somewhere in the vicinity of 30% of Americans. One factor
might be that they have been unduly shaped by their European precursors,
especially by those who fled Nazi Germany in the 1930s. Predominantly 
Jewish and Catholic, most of these émigré intellectuals and academics were
unacquainted, to say the least, with rural and small town America. That said, 
even the authors of two very important analyses of post-1960s America culture –
Robert Bellah and Christopher Lasch, both Protestants – have downplayed 
the impact of the conservative evangelical movement and what they were
symptomatic of. Secondly, as men and women of the left by and large, academics
were suspicious, if not downright hostile to religion and the spirit of religion. 
Even conservative émigrés such as Leo Strauss and his by now much publicized
followers have failed to see in the revival of religious conservatism a source 
of renewal for the “natural rights republic,” to use Michael Zuckert’s resonant
phrase. Indeed, most Straussians follow their mentor in choosing “Athens” over
“Jerusalem.” Put another way, the decline of religion in modern culture may 
have been welcomed or bemoaned by the students of the European émigrés, but
they have rarely sought to understand the specific phenomenon of grass-roots
conservative religiosity. Perhaps they have been best at studying the historical
importance of a religious ethic, e.g. David Riesman on the Protestant Ethic’s role 
in the construction of the inner-directed person and its decline, rather than
detecting the emergence of new forms of religiosity. 

Besides these professional and sociological deformations, the academy, whether
in Europe or America, is about the worst place to discover what is going on in
rural and small-town America or among the marginal and dispossessed in any
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society. There is, of course, one exception here – the fascination exerted on
academics in the humanities and social sciences by the religious culture of African
Americans and, to an extent, other racial and ethnic minorities. Over time, a tacit
assumption has emerged that religion is a “good” thing if it is a conduit for the
interests, needs and grievances of racial and ethnic minorities. But it is a “bad”
thing if it takes on conservative political dress and reflects the interests, needs and
grievances of blue-collar, lower-middle and newly prosperous middle class people
of whatever race. It should come as no surprise that politics trumps religion
among progressives.

Regarding the postmodern, the question must be raised about its viability as 
a cultural concept, if it misses out or misconstrues or trivializes the fundamental
importance of religion – of any sort – in America or anywhere else. Clearly, the
domain of the postmodern extends unevenly in several directions. At its best,
Rieff’s analysis of the 1960s predicted, as it were, the triumph of the therapeutic 
in specific sectors of the society – educated, metropolitan and academic elites; 
the world of American popular culture and in certain cultural-artistic communities.
But there is a serious question whether it captures much of significance about
multicultural, ethnically and socially diverse America, including of course even
Black America. At one time some political analysts used the term “postmodernist”
loosely to describe the way Ronald Reagan was marketed as part of image politics
and manipulation of identities. But it is far from clear whether the qualifier
“postmodern” is used in the political sphere with much cogency or purchase,
something which Perry Anderson has acknowledged in his discussion of Jameson’s
neglect of the theory of the state-civil society distinction and of the political as the
site of conflict a la Carl Schmitt.40

Finally, the really hard historical question: why has America but not Britain/
Western Europe been the site of this particularly pointed stand-off between the
postmodern and conservative religiosity? My provisional conclusion is that it is 
an example of American exceptionalism at least vis-à-vis Europe. If this is an issue
worth investigating, then we need to begin studying more of America than the
parts where postmodernism flourishes and, second, we must begin to make our
teaching and learning comparative and transnational. But we must also study
America very closely. That is, we can’t do consequential comparative or
transnational study unless we know about more of contemporary America than
we do now. American Studies, including American history, in Britain is well placed
to take on the comparative task. But until Americanists stop thinking of religion
as the province of the ignorant, the dogmatic and the inauthentic, we will never
understand what makes America – and much of the world outside of Western
Europe (literally and culturally) – tick.
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