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erry Rubin’s “ Yippie Manifesto” is hardly a J watershed document. Most’of the young 
whom it celebrated seven years ago would now find its 
callow enthusiasm:. embarrassing and its view of the 
relations among the time categories in  which we live 
worthy only of those seven-year-olds who, the Man- 
ifesto confidently predicted, would settle “the war 
between THEM and US.” Nevertheless, i t  is still useful 
as a display piece, in which one can see in exaggerated 
definition the enduring popular conviction that the past, 
being “back there,” is separable from the present and 
that therefore utopia (“HEAVEN NOW”) is a real 
possibility. 

Unfortunately, the only past we know anything about 
is (by the fact of being known) the past-in-the-present, 
just as the only far we know is the far-in-the-near, and no 
one has ever discovered a way of abstracting the past 
from the present, or the far from the near, without 
diminishing either of them. This fact immensely compli- 
cates our lives, especially when the vertical movement of 
past into present is further complicated by a horizontal 
movement across the boundaries of race, creed, sex, 
economic class, nation, and culture. 
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The point of intersection of these two movements may 
be a point of intensely enriched perception, but it may 
also be a point of great strain, where information 
overload so threatens the coherence of the structure of 
attention that severe .rationing of information in the 
interest of survival appears to be the only alternative to a 
demoralizing anomie. It would be pleasant to think that 
there is some capacity in the human psyche, or at,least in 
the human condition, that will make it possible for a 
significant number of people to meet this challenge, but 
it is only realistic to expect that a far greater number will 
be unable to, whether because their set toward experi- 
ence is too rigid or because of other innate deficiencies in 
their information processing systems, or simply because 
of the confusion of the times. In any event, i t  is all too 
likely that many of the latter sort will, after the fashion of 
the Manifesto itself, solve their information problems on 
the model of one of the most attractive of available 
options-that of fanaticism. 

Here the etymology of “fanatic” is revealing. The 
word derives from the Latinfunaficus (inspired by a 
diety), which in turn derives fromfunum (temple). The 
sacral aura of the derivation of the term is at least as 
important as the kind of ruthlessly oversimplified com- 
mitment and excessive enthusiasm of conduct commonly 
associated with the fanatic. Fanatics may in fact manage 
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to conduct themselves in quite normal ways in the areas 
of their lives believed to be peripheral to their main 
concerns. The important thing about fanatics as such is 
that they act as if with the sanction of a diety; they take 
their stand on sacred ground, but take i t  in that totalistic 
way that permits them to see no validity whatever in  any 
other stand. Their practical advantage is the economy 
with which they handle the problem of information 
overload. The experience of the bracing clarification of 
that economy is itself an important validation of the 
fanatic’s position. Its short-term clarities have a habit of 
becoming long-term obfuscations; but in  the short term 
fanaticism, like intoxication, has the effect of throwing 
light in all the dark places. 

Fanaticism is a kind of specialization, and like spe- 
cialization i t  is morale-building and peace-of-mind- 
inducing. Since the late Middle Ages specialization has 
been increasing the knowledge burden exponentially and 
therefore making it increasingly difficult, as Buckmin- 
ster Fuller never tires of telling us, for human beings to 
feel at home in the world. At the same time, however, it 
offers them an ever increasing variety of special options, 
in any one of which a person can have the experience of 
being confidently at work in an orderly and well-lighted 
cosmos. Of course, the experience tends to have long- 
term disadvantages and, as with fanaticism, to have a 
strong dependence on censorship: What specialist can 
remain contentedly at work unless ways can be found to 
remove from his a t ten t ip  the fact that he is only a 
specialist? 

What we know about human societies makes it hard to 
imagine a completely noncensoring society, since all 
value-structuring implies some degree of censorship. 
Indeed, the structuralists call our attention to the strong 
possibility that the preconscious process of perception 
involves, as the geneticist C.H. Waddington puts it, 
“no ing less than the selective destruction of informa- 
tion? We can hardly then define fanaticism as censor- 
ship: we can only note the extent to which an especially 
rigid kind of censorship is inseparable from any in- 
tensely restricted and righteous perspective, Fanaticism 
validates its censorship, and the censorship validates the 
fanaticism; fanaticism censors in  the very censbr- 
reinforced act of being itself, and therefore keeps itself 
from becoming aware that it is fanatic. Fanatics have 
little awareness of point of view or perspective; any 
concession to that would point toward an intolerable 
relativism. They divide reality into the A and the B of it: 
the plain deity-grounded truth and everything else. 

t is interesting to see the extent to which I American democracy and the Church re- 
semble each other in their vulnerability to fanaticism and 
in their capacity to incite it. With both the trouble begins 
with the commitment to boundary crossing. The Found- 
ing Fathers seem not to have been unanimously aware of 
the extent to which the Constitution committed the 
nation to the crossing of a succession of boundaries, 
which in effect had been barriers, as i t  extended its 
franchise: between rulers and ruled, men and women, 
propertied and propertyless, rich and poor, freeman and 
slave, learned and unlearned, refined and vulgar, cul- 

tured and uncultured. The Church, acting on its commis- 
sion from Christ to go forth and teach all nations on the 
startling assumption that all human beings are brothers 
and sisters together, crosses the same boundaries and 
even more, since its domain is transnational, transconti- 
nental, and transcultural. And the riskiest of all bound- 
aries to be crossed is the one that separates the virtuous 
from the unvirtuous-as we can easily enough conclude 
from Matthew’s report that Christ, to the scandal of the 
Pharisees, ate with sinners. 

The results, whether for Church or State, are quite 
similar: a looseness of institutional structure and a 
sloppiness of operation by the standards of any tightly 
packaged and clearly defined activity. There is an 
immoderateness of aspiration in democracy and the 
Church that condemns them to inefficiency almost in 
proportion to the pursuit of their proper aims. Tyrannies 
and the religions of tyrannies run a much tighter ship 
and, apart from the burden of tyranny itself, impose 
fewer burdens on their faithful. On the other hand, every 
time democracy or the Church crosses another boundary 
i t  complicates the information problem for many of the 
already faithful (who have accustomed themselves to an 
enclave of virtue), risks their disaffection, and increases 
the number of perspectives from which i t  can be accused 
of falling short of its ideals. Witness the reaction from 
the American right to the government’s efforts in the 
sixties to secure Constitutional rights for the blacks, or 
the reaction from the Catholic right to the Church’s 
effort, as expressed in the encyclical Populorum Prog- 
ressio, to extend its official sympathy to socially and 
politically deprived peoples of the Third World. Under- 
standably, State and Church officials often look wist- 
fully in the direction of totalitarian systems, in  which 
censorship minimizes boundary crossing, if it does not 
make it  absolutely impossible. 

One of the most burdensome of crossings (as well as 
one of the most risky from an administrative point of 
view) entails the passage (often forced) from institu- 
tional secrecy and self-idealization to an admission of 
fallibility and guilt. Watergate and Vatican 11, by forcing 
painful revisions upon the faithful, forced them to live 
with sharply opposed and,  i n  many instances,  
confidence-shaking images of the past. Indeed, institu- 
tions, like individuals, soon learn to cross from secrecy 
to revelation with great caution, knowing that they are 
less likely to be praised for their honesty than resented 
for complicating people’s lives-and perhaps damned to 
boot for not having come clean sooner. 

ut perhaps no boundary more complicates B our lives than that ever moving one that 
separates present from past. There are primitive societies 
(like the Tasaday of the Philippine Rain Forest until they 
were discovered by the modem world) that, so faPas we 
can tell, enjoy the comforts and security of relatively 
fixed pasts, just as there have been, apparently, periods 
in our own civilization when people had the sense of 
standing on solid historical ground. In such periods it  is 
hard, if not impossible, to imagine that radically new 
information about the past will make revisions of the past 
necessary. Of course, the more fixed the past seems the 
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more predictable the future seems-and all things being 
equal, the more likely it is that predictions will come 
true, for the conviction that the past is fixed tends to 
censor out information that will unfix i t .  Perhaps it is 
safe to say that the desire for a fixed past, which is the 
desire not to be overloaded with information, is almost as 
basic to human life as the need for food and affection. 

Now, fortunately or unfortunately, only thoroughgo- 
ing fanatics, psychotics, and the few remaining genuine 
primitives enjoy fixed pasts. The rest of us have long ago 
learned from the revisionists to accept a past that is in a 
state of f lux in  the present. This sense of flux-which, if 
we find i t  painful, we can forget only when we are drunk, 
high on  drugs, caught up in our passions or in  our  
aesthetic or religious ecstasies-has a great effect on 
how we relate to our institutions. Human beings seem to 
have a basic need to commit themselves unconditionally 
in the major areas of their lives: family, love relation- 
ships, religion, country, and so forth. But i t  is hard (and 
risky) to commit oneself unconditionally to that which is 
perceived to be in perpetual f lux as a consequence of new 
information, and easy to believe that only conditional or 
open commitments are rational, virtuous, safe, and 
liberating. Conditional commitments, which are de- 
signed as protection against the risks of overcommit- 
ment, have a tendency not only to become threats (“Fail 
my expectations at your own risk!”) but to program 
attention so as to select the information that will make 
the threat appear to have been all too justified. Thus 
conditional commitment too may be a form of censorship 
that, proceeding on the assumption that the more you 
know about a subject the less lovable or trustworthy he, 
she, or it is bound to become, blocks out the information 
that makes love and faith possible. 

The existence of the past in  the present no doubt 
facilitates the development of a rich historical sense in 
those who have a capacity for what Walter J .  Ong calls 
the synchronic sense of time. Nevertheless, the vivid 
presence of the past in  the present makes i t  easy to bring 
the past to the bar of the present, to ignore the great 
differences between the two, and consequently to judge 
the past as though its pace had been that of the present. In 
order to understand any period in the past, a great store of 
information is less important than a sense of the pace of 
that period relative to that of the present. Without this 
sense an increase of information about the past, espe- 
cially if it is unfavorable, only feeds the arrogance of the 
present-which, taking its own pace as an absolute, does 
not so much imagine the past as become increasingly 
angry with it, increasingly intolerant of its imperfec- 
tions, and increasingly incapable of seeing them in the 
context of their time and place. In the arrogance of the 
present, time gets flattened out procrusteanly, so that the 
past can be instantly invaded by those pieties of the 
present that are imagined to be eternal verities. Thus, for 
instance, Plato can be reduced to a fascist, S t .  Augustine 
to a male chauvinist, Joan of Arc to a feminist, and 
Thoreau to a right-wing libertarian. 

The rapidity with which changes have occurred in 
State and Church since World War 11, and especially 
since the early sixties, makes it easy to impute to both the 
clear and reprehensible decision to delay or conspire 

against the corrections of injustices as long as possible. 
Why, since i t  is so clearly contrary,to the spirit of the 
Constitution, did it  take the nation so long to extend the 
franchise to women and blacks? Why, given the spirit of 
the New Testament, are brothers and sisters still not 
genuinely brothers and sisters? Why are the poor still so 
abundantly among us? Why have the meek still not 
inherited the land? Why are old forms still so obstinately 
resisting liberating impulses? Such questions often be- 
tray an ignorance about how change happens in society 
and about the forces that accelerate it, as well as an 
ignorance about the nature of acculturation itself, as if  
the validity of a cause depends on the speed with which it  
succeeds, so that speed becomes a defining property of 
virtue in the same sense that i t  is a defining property in 
the world of science. Nevertheless, these are the ques- 
tions one must expect and even sympathize with in a 
world that is defined by its speed, especially as 
dramatized by jet transport and the electronic media. 
Increasingly, the pace of our world is the pace of 
computer time, the nanoseconds of which, at the rate of 
one billion per clock second, calibrate a process that 
approaches the speed of light. It invades and accelerates 
our imaginations through the work i t  does, urging us to 
extend it  backward, as if i t  were an absolute measure the 
past might have moved to had i t  not perversely chosen its 
own laggard pace. 

peed is always a prime factor in the political S and religious economy modeled on fanati- 
cism. It is the speed with which information about evil 
accumulates, so that indispensable values appear to face 
imminent destruction, that creates the crisis atmosphere 
in which fanaticism happens. Of course fanatics them- 
selves appear to be speed maniacs, since they want 
changes at the pace commensurate with that at which evil 
seems to be happening. This makes them resemble 
radicals; generally, however, like Bakunin-style anar- 
chists, they want changes that are sweeping and final, 
which, if they could be brought about, would slow down 
the world and permanently settle the problem of informa- 
tion overload. The Symbionese Liberation Army and the 
Weathermen, both reminiscent of the Manson family, 
with their visions of a total salvational destruction; the 
Feminists (an anarchist group that in the late sixties split 
off from the feminist movement in its larger sense), with 
their identification of men as the enemy and their 
hostility to love, sex, and marriage as obstacles to the 
leaderless society; the Ku Klux Klan, with its passionate 
combination of racism, religious fundamentalism, and 
jingo patriotism-all such groups are at heart authoritar- 
ian simplifiers who find the world moving much too fast 
and most of the information in i t  subversive to true 
virtue. Censorship for them is indispensable for deceler- 
ation. 

In any event, fanatics, with their tendency to escalate 
into position on the basis of censoring absolutes, not 
only see very clearly because of a sharp limitation of 
attention that frees the way for rapid ascent, but their 
attention is programmed to select only the information 
that will reinforce the absolutist process. In this fashion 
shifts of perspective that restrict the field of vision get 
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identified as “raised” consciousness. Clarity of vision 
(the vision of a god that sees the beginning and the end) is 
in fact the occupational hazard of fanatics-and all of us 
are fanatics insofar as, in our impatience with the muddle 
of our condition, we refuse to settle for anything less. 
The trouble with those early churchmen in whom one is 
conscious of a fanatic strain (Tertullian and St. Jerome, 
for instance) was that they saw the immensely complex 
subjects of women and sex much too clearly. Escalation 
processes, grounded as they are o n  absolutes and on the 
conviction that speed is indeed a defining property of 
virtue, are therefore easily confused with conversion 
experiences, but they are also just as easily misidentified 
as true educational processes-especially now when the 
tempo of life leads one to believe that the true measure of 
education is the speed with which i t  happens and the 
totality with which it  reverses previous interpretations. 
Too much in the contemporary environment is against 
the belief that education is just as slow and painful a 
process as it  ever was, that it is ironic in its tendency to 
return with fresh and chastened perspectives to arro- 
gantly abandoned positions. 

Because of their tendency to confuse escalatory with 
educational processes, fanatics have a tendency to get 
themselves into the kinds of trouble that make them 
useful for literature. Cervantes’s Don Quixote, Shake- 
speare’s Othello, the Robespierre of Buchner’s Danton’s 
Death, Melville’s Ahab, and Flaubert’s Madame Bovary 
are for a significant part of their fictive lives victims of 
the fanatic’s clear and highly censored vision. Such 
figures are prisoners within the tensely charged fiction of 
their lives. But this is no less true of real-life fanatics 
who live in two-valued, conspiracy-riddled story 
worlds, in  which the stakes are high and the excitement 
intense. Fanatics are rarely bored and rarely suffer the 
pains of anomie and alienation; it is the anomic and 
alienated world that suffers from resisting their truth. 

Those who cannot understand the appeal of fanaticism 
as a survival technique in an affluent, pluralistic, 
media-rich and computer-paced society will not be able 
to understand the frequency and immediacy with which 
apparently quite normal and moderate people got caught 
up in the extremist causes of the right in the fifties or of 
the left in the sixties. Of course, not all of the libertarian 
and liberation movements of the past twenty years have 
demanded fanatic commitments, but all of them have 
offered the possibility of that kind of commitment to 
those who needed it .  

The fanatics’ demand for absolute virtue is aggravated 
by the crisis circumstances in which they live and to a 
considerable extent create, but i t  must be conceded to 
them that the culture in  which they exist has always been 
crisis-prone. This is why, as the sociologist Robert A. 
Nisbet has observed (Commentary, June, 1975), 
“Western society is rarely lacking in those who, in one 
way or another, religious or political usually, are obsessed 
by the mission of establishing virtue. Most clearly,” 
he adds, “the West is not lacking now in such individu- 
als.” In or out of movements (that are usually in) ,  such 
individuals are generally too scandalized by the past to 
learn much from it .  As Francis Carney has said of the 
Symbionese Liberation Army and other radical groups 

(The New York Review of Books, June 26, 1975): “They 
know little or nothing about history and [have therefore1 
no real notion of how historical change might take 
place.” One might add that ignorance of the past is 
necessary, given the apocalyptic or utopian aspirations 
of such groups; a real knowledge of the past would only 
demoralize them. This suggests that a fanatic must, 
above all, maintain the fine edge of his fanaticism; 
indeed, a great deal of what went on among the Weath- 
ermen, the Manson family, and the SLA seems to have 
had no other objective. 

But a qualification i s  necessary here. Fanatic changers 
may know a great deal about a highly censored version of 
the past, either through personal study or by taking 
someone else’s study on faith, for the known evil of the 
past is a validation of one’s effort to establish virtue. 
Charles Manson, his head wildly stuffed with his prison 
reading, is therefore a defining caricature of the virtuous 
distortions of all fanatic scholarship. Groups like the 
Blue Army (United States), the Apostles of Infinite Love 
(Canada), and the Seminary of St. Pius X (Switzerland) 
know a great deal about the evils of the post-Vatican I1  
Church (abandonment of the Latin mass, ecumenical 
gestures toward Protestantism. worldliness as repre- 
sented in the relaxation of sexual morality, Communist- 
tainted shift of emphasis from personal salvation to 
social justice, and the like). The apocalyptic and fun- 
damentalist Children of God, to judge from Moses 
David’s periodical broadsides, is in its own selective 
way,as well informed about the corruptions of Western 
civilization as  Jehovah’s Witnesses or Fred C. 
Schwarz’s old Christian Anti-Communist Crusade. The 
John Birch Society (witness its voluminous literature) is 
equally versed in the evils of the recent American 
past-which turn out tocorrespond closely with the evils 
that appall right-wing Catholicism and fundamentalist 
Protestantism. 

ot that there is anything exclusively N right wing about the obsession in our 
culture with establishing virtue. One might call i t  the 
continuation of the Donatist temper that for sixteen 
hundred years has provided Western civilization with 
one of the most economical solutions to one of its most 
pressing problems: how to live with the evils that are 
associated with division of opinion, rapid change, and 
social injustice. The North African Donatists of the 
fourth and fifth centuries after Christ were schismatic 
and fanatic simplifiers, for whom, says Church historian 
W.H.C. Frend, “Breach of unity was the worst of sins.” 
Upon being baptized, a Donatist “would be expected to 
renounce all connection with the secular world and to 
cleave to the Bible and its teaching only.” His world 
(like that of the Feminists or the Apostles of Infinite 
Love) was divided between a strenuously virtuous dite 
and the evil-dominated others, among whom was in- 
cluded the rest of the Church and against whom his battle 
was unremitting. To him a flawed Church was intolera- 
ble: The validity of the sacraments depended on the 
virtue of the minister. He understood the goal of the 
Christian life as “the imitation of Christ through perse- 
verance and suffering leading to the martyr’s death. ” To 
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use the language of some radical activists i m  the sixties, 
Donatists confronted their opposition with nonnegotia- 
ble demands and put their bodies on the line. 

Obviously this is not Augustine’s church of good and 
evil, in  which the disparity between divine mission and 
human institutional agency is assumed as the condition 
in which the Christian works out his salvation. Donatism 
has no place for Matthew’s Christ who eats with sinners, 
a Christ who is at work in the world and therefore present 
in history. Battling the Donatists, says the theologian 
Denis 0. Faul, “Augustine developed his teaching on 
the Church as the Body of Christ,” a holistic notion of 
immense consequence for the Christian’s commitment to 
redeeming time in time. But time as well as history for 
the fourth or twentieth century Donatist is radically evil; 
the Clite hope to end i t  with the Heavenly or, as the 
Donatist spirit became progressively more secularized 
over the centuries, the Earthly City. 

As Flannery O’Connor brilliantly demonstrates in her 
short story “A Good Man Is Hard to Find,” the unpleas- 
ant fact is that Christ in history complicates everything. 
Therefore, the first move of the fanatic purist is to get 
him as nearly out of history as possible lest it contami- 
nate him. Christ as past-in-our-present is Christ as 
burden, as muddler of messages, as scrambler of the 
clarities we have desperately censored our way to. Christ 
the boundary-crosser comes to us scandalously mired in 
history, demanding too much. Far better the grand idea 
of Christ, which, being platonically removed from time, 
commits one to a rigorous, world-denying Christism, or 
to nothing more than a sentimental admiration that 
commits one to nothing. A similar purist refusal to let the 
Constitution into history, where it complicates every- 
thing, characterizes the extreme right and left in 
America. The Constitution at work in American time is 
the burden of democracy; far better the Constitution as 
grand idea with respect to which the present is always a 
scandalous defection from which good persons, if they 
cannot envisage speedy corrections, will separate them- 
selves as quickly as possible. 

The perennial utility of Donatism as a model strategy 
for handling the problem of evil and information over- 
load has a good deal to do with its capacity to give 
structure and direction to a sense of victimization. 
Donatism, to begin with, was heir to all the latent 
discords of the early fourth century, especially as they 
were experienced by the rural poor. “The idea of the 
existing age presaging judgement associated with a 
massive reversal of fortunes struck the imagination of 
the people,” says Frend. As  we know, the victim’s 
dreams of a grand reversal (brought about perhaps by a 
settling of scores that makes social bloodbaths neces- 
sary) was to haunt our civilization and to become a factor 
not only in all contemporary liberation movements but in 
our theories of justice. Indeed, John Rawls’s Theory of 
Jitsrice has in common with the seventeenth-century 
Puritan radical Owen Winstanley and the fourth-century 
Circumcellions (who were the Weathermen among the 
Donatists) the conviction that in the good society there 
will be no victims. 

Historically the conviction has proven to be 
hopelessly utopian and even counterproductive. At- 

tempts to realize i t  have had a disconcerting tendency to 
increase the number of victims in the world. Neverthe- 
less, there are victims who must become aware of that 
fact if they are to improve their lot, and whose aware- 
ness, if i t  is not met with sympathetic action, is likely to 
take violent forms, as i t  did with victims like Manson and 
George Jackson. When the Circumcellions learned they 
were victims, they threw the rich out of their carriages so 
that slaves could ride in them, and in this exchange there 
was a certain rough justice-or at least a reversal of 
victimization. 

evertheless, i t  is dangerous to become N aware of oneself as a victim, since the 
awareness moves toward fanaticism. The trouble is that 
our condition in the world is determined by too many 
factors: race, sex, nation, region, diet, education, social 
class, economic condition, religion, politics, genetic 
inheritance, parental and sibling relations, chance 
events, and the accumulated consequence of personal 
decisions. No computer is subtle enough to assign to 
each of these factors its proportional value-which 
would have to be done if one were really to answer the 
question, Why am I in  the world this way? Not only do 
we lack the time, means, and ability to handle all the 
relevant information, but we can be sure that some of the 
information necessary to answer the question (genetic 
information, for instance) is simply not availahle. 

Yet the question is a basic human assignment. Hence 
the advantage to learning that one is a victim because of 
one of these factors: race, sex, religion, whatever. All 
other factors can be explained in terms of i t  or censored 
out of the attention. A sense of victimization, then, 
easily leads to false consciousness, but i t  is one of the 
most economical ways of organizing a personality. This 
is why i t  is as hard to give up as a chauvinistic attitude: 
both are equally self-validating, equally clarifying, and 
emotionally supportive as survival attitudes. Hitler made 
this clear enough as he organized the Third Reich around 
the German sense of victimization. 

It is survival on a limited basis, of course. One 
consequence of the condition that makes possible Father 
Ong’s synchronic sense of time is an increase not only in 
the number of victims in society but in  the number of 
those whose sense of victimization becomes a fanatic 
absolute. Indeed, the postromantic analytic spirit has 
made us increasingly aware of the extent to which we are 
all victims, all unliberated, so that i t  becomes increas- 
ingly hard to take seriously any one victim’s claim to 
special notice. As was apparent over the past decade, 
victims and their liberating efforts tend to caricature one 
another in the public mind and therefore in effect to 
reduce their often just claims to public attention as they 
proliferated. With this state of affairs in  mind the Black 
Panthers once proposed in their Revolutionary People’s 
Constitutional Convention an ideological cementing to- 
gether of all oppressed communities: blacks, Puerto 
Ricans, Orientals, homosexuals, and women. As might 
have been expected, nothing much came of this propo- 
sal. The various classes of victims in contemporary 
society are no more likely to come together in coalition 
than are the no less fragmented components of the radical 
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right. They are condemned, as many of them know, to 
compete, not cooperate, for those scarce commodities, 
social and political power. Perhaps this is a reason why 
in all classes of victims there are extremists who can 
imagine redress only in the most totalistic terms. Thus 
radical black liberation, radical feminism, gay libera- 
tion, sexual liberation, and convict liberation have each 
at one time or another been proposed not as a program to 
correct particular abuses but as the only possible begin- 
ning point for the solution of all the major problems in 
society. 

The need to experience oneself as a victim, perhaps 
out of a sense that in our kind of option-rich society 
victimization is one of the more convenient shortcuts to 
personhood, may be part of the pathology of contempo- 

Of course, to a greater or lesser extent we also per- 
sonalize our institutions in the act of loving them, so that 
our love no less than our hate may be a means of 
censorship and revision. Indeed, one might surmise that 
American democracy has been as often hated and loved 
for the wrong reasons as the Church has, and that that 
fact has seriously impeded both in their boundary- 
crossing missions. 

Personalities organized actively around a sense of 
victimization may, ofcourse, improve their lot and cease 
to be victims, but if they succumb to the sterile pleasures 
of their victim stories, i t  is easy for them to become 
negative fanatics. If the latter become numerous enough 
to constitute a culture, it might resemble what Richard 
Hofstadter in Anti-intellectualism in American Life 

rary culture. Nevertheless, the indulgence of this need 
immensely simplifies the problem of how to think about 
historical forces as they are expressed in institutions. 
Nobody alive is responsible for the initiation of those 
injustices that have resulted in the major categories of 
victimization, and the injustices themselves were in their 
beginnings parts of cultural complexes other parts of 
which may have evolved into forms that benefit even the 
victims, but without having lost their cultural ties with 
the victimizing forces. For victims who want all the evil 
in their lives gathered up in an economy package this 
complexity makes a morally ambiguous and therefore 
unsatisfactory story. It is hard to blame or hate an 
institution apprehended as an institution, but easy to 
blame or hate it  if it is isolated from its social and 
historical context and personalized-made a “they. ” As 
a person, it can be extended into the past in  a way that 
makes i t  at every moment readily identifiable, continu- 
ously blamable, and eminently useful in  a victim story. 

called “mugwump culture. ” For him mugwump culture 
was the expression of “the intellectual and cultural 
outlook of the dispossessed patrician class.. .whose rela- 
tion to experience and its association with power became 
increasingly remote” in the latter half of the nineteenth 
century. The mugwumps were political dropouts with a 
strong sense of victimization. Having elected to with- 
draw “from any identification with the aspirations of the 
common people, the patrician class produced a culture 
that became over-refined, desiccated, aloof, snobbish.” 
Thus i t  anticipates one of the most attractive options in 
politics and religion today. 

The mugwump withdraws with honor from corrupt 
institutions. Having ceased to participate according to 
their abilities in the ongoing life of the community, they 
easily lose the knack of belonging, and with i t  the 
capacity to distinguish between institutional ends and 
institutional means. Refusing to eat with sinners, they 
are relieved from the responsibility for the consequences 
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of the sinners’ sins, and by this act define their own 
virtue. They must sacrifice power, of course, but their 
survival strategy is to define power as evil. And if as a 
consequence of their withdrawal they create a power 
vacuum into which bad people rush, and so increase the 
sum of evil in the world, that fact will only further 
validate their decision to withdraw. 

Closely related to mugwumpery as a dropout survival 
technique is cynicism. The cynics imply a basically 
fanatic conviction that human affairs will become 
worthy of their attention only when they are overwhelm- 
ingly simple and virtuous. Since human affairs cannot 
measure up to this impossible demand, cynics are con- 
demned to define virtue as the discovery of evil, and 
since their attention is programmed to discover nothing 
but evil, they have no difficulty validating their position. 
They are playing a game in which they cannot lose. It is 
easy to see them, radically uncommitted as they appear 
to be, as the very model of the liberated autonomous 
person, unrestricted by self-diminishing commitments 
of any kind. This is an illusion of which they themselves 
are a victim. They simmer with a great burden of 
resentment in  a world they never made and about the 
making of which they were not consulted. Therefore 
they are negatively committed to scapegoats, and the 
best of all scapegoats is religion, preferably the one they 
have abandoned. Religion, by touching the totality of 
one’s life, can be blamed for everything that goes wrong 
with that life. Cynics thus  help us see the importance of 
scapegoats to a culture, not simply as guilt-bearers, but 
as devices for organizing and censoring information. 
They also help us see the practical advantage of religion 
as a beginning discipline in  one’s life. It gives one a total 
worldview that can become the basis for a counterstruc- 
ture, which, though it may be nothing more than the 
negative of a positive, is still better than no structure at 
all. 

anaticism may, finally, be considered as a F consequence of that most human failure to 
distinguish between art and science. To make one’s way 
in  the world requires adeptness in the art of living, and 
the effective exercise of this art, given the complex and 
mysterious nature of the human condition, requires 
prudence, tolerance, imagination, and luck-but requires 
at the same time the discipline to resist the human 
aspiration to bring life to the finality of a literal work of 
art. Living must be an art because we are influenced by a 
past we can never know enough about and must be ready 
at all moments for the entirely unexpected. Life is always 
a predicament from which we try to rescue ourselves by 
the relative clarities and certainties of science that 
promise to make speed a defining property of virtue. The 
fanatic-the fanatic in  all of us-tries to make life a 
science, in the popular understanding of the term, 
because fanatics need to be as certain about past and 
future as they imagine science to be (and when science 
becomes that certain about itself, i t  too moves toward 
fanaticism). Donatists, whether secular or religious, are 
always distinguished by their scientific outlook, just as 
they are distinguished by their preference for barriers 
rather than boundaries. 

Boundaries imply an intercommunication between, 
and a mutual claim to consideration by, the known and 
the less known, the pure and the less pure. The first 
scientific act of the fanatic, therefore, is to turn bound- 
aries into barriers. By the same token, it is essential to 
the economy of fanaticism that i t  resist the multiplication 
of categories. The erection of barriers and the reduction 
of categories may appear intolerant, but in  the fanatics’ 
context they are their salvational acts. Meanwhile, they 
demand the utmost tolerance for their own absolutes, the 
virtue of which is defined for them, as it  was for the 
nineteenth-century Russian nihilists, by the utter con- 
gruence of their actions with their beliefs. And pru- 
dence, since i t  interferes with this congruence, can no 
more be a virtue than tolerance is. Both imply the strong 
possibility that the future will resist all prediction, and 
this to the fanatic is intolerable. 

Intolerant and imprudent fanaticism, then, is analo- 
gous to the computer in its promise to remove the burden 
of information overload. This may suggest that there is a 
fanatic potential in the computer itself, as indeed there 
is: its hard-to-resist assertion that the questions it cannot 
answer in unambiguous printouts are not worth making. 
We properly expect the computer to relieve us of bur- 
dens, but there are boundaries it  cannot cross and 
categories it  cannot accept, despite its nanosecond pace, 
and so i t  leaves us with burdens at least as great as those i t  
relieves us of. Worse than that, if we use it fanatically to 
create barriers where there are only boundaries, then, on 
the far side of the barriers, unattended information 
dangerously accumulates. 

But the greatest of all burdens that fanaticism relieves 
us of is the burden of charity. Charity even more than 
tolerance rebukes the demand that the world be a clear 
printout. Charity opposes that arrogance of the present 
with which we protect ourselves from the burden of the 
past in the present. It opposes the tyrannies of virtue with 
which we censor the past in order to guarantee a virtuous 
future. Because it  is willing to wait (knowing that there 
can be no printout to end all printouts), charity appears to 
be subversively on the side of information overload, just 
as i t  appears unprincipled in its refusal to erect barriers 
where boundaries will do or to reduce categories where 
variety is desirable. And because i t  is at ease in time, 
charity is not afraid to let Christ come with his complica- 
tions into history and be present there at his own pace, 
sometimes fast and sometimes slow. A menacing virtue, 
indeed! No wonder that the fanatic Donatist models the 
only kind of charity most of us feel entirely safe with: 
that selective, speed-driven charity we dispense to those 
who, by not having sinned against our pieties, have 
demonstrated their fitness to eat with us. 

But all this, I suppose, is only another way of saying 
that charity, whether considered in a theological or 
political perspective, is the cardinal virtue assumed and 
encouraged by the historic imagination. Without char- 
ity, the point of intersection of past and present, far and 
near, is only the point at which, with the purest of 
intentions, we are inspired to prefer at once, and before 
all else, our hasty and historically naive schemes of 
salvation. 


