
Some Catholics are nurturing a 
paranoid style that will damage the 
faith they would defend 

STUART LEEDS ‘79 

everal years ago i t  was almost impossible to S get the media to take the issue of anti- 
Catholicism seriously; today, anti-Catholicism has be- 
come a relatively popular topic in both the secular and 
religious press. Most of these articles cite the same 
sources and anecdotes. Andrew Kopkind wrote in New 
Tinies that there are only ten men in  America running 
the new cold war, and it  sometimes seems there are only 
four ruqning the war on anti-Catholicism-James 
Hitchcock and Virgil Blum, s.J.. of the Catholic League 
for Religious and Civil Rights, plus priest-sociologist- 
columnist Andrew Greeley and Senator Daniel Patrick 
Moynihan. 

Now that the issue of anti-Catholicism has gained 
respectability, i t  is time to put i t  i n  perspective. Some 
defenders of the faith, especially the “Big Four” nien- 
tioned aFove, have moved beyond legitimate criticism in  
ways tha’t arc both counterproductive and irresponsible. 
Moynihan charges that anti-Catholicism killed tuition 
tax credits. Andrew Greeley declares: “No secret nieet- 
ings [to plot anti-Catholic activity] are required among 
HEW staffers, officials of the National Council of 
Churches, the American Jewish Committee, the 
NAACP and the national PTA; the officials of all these 
organizations are anti-religious and anti-Catholic to 
begin with.” 

Defenders of the faith have t a k h  to using a narrow 
political scorecard to determine who is pro-Catholic and 
who is anti-Catholic: Hitchcock says Moynihan is anti- 
Catholic because he won’t support a constitu~ional 
amendment to ban abortion; Greeley thinks Moynihan 
should be president, but he thought Joe Califmo anti- 
Catholic because he opposed tui t ion tax credits; and, of 
course, the average Catholic man in the streets thinks 
Teddy Kennedy should be president, and Kennedy 
opposes both an abortion amendment and tuition tax 
credits. 

A major part of the problem is that Hitchcock and 
others have devalued the word “anti-Catholic” in the 
same way others have devalued the words “genocide,” 
“racist,” and “anti-Semitic”-by using it  indiscrimi- 
nately. Instances ranging from outright bigotry to igno- 
rance to simple political disagreement have all been 

abound. but it’s a distortion to lumP them together. 
Sense & Nonsense labeled “anti-Catholic.” Examples of each of these 

About I t  would be naive to deny the faci of anti-Citholicism 
in  America. Monsignor John Tracy Ellis, the eminent 
Catholic historian. saw anti-Catholicism is ingrained in  
the Arherican heritagg and is still found today i n  the two 
extremes of society-the poor of Appalachia and the An &Cat holicism intellectuals. Anyone who has worked as a ‘‘professional 
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Catholic” for any length of time has seen and heard 
enough to know that anti-Catholicism exists. A Harris 
poll commissioned by the National Conference of Chris- 
tians and Jews found that while Catholics are generally 
regarded as part of the mainstream, “latent” anti- 
Catholicism exists. 
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But  the picture is far from bleak for American Catho- 
lics, as the Harris poll itself indicated. Another poll by 
Gallup, conducted for the Catholic Press Association 
and released in  January, 1978, found that non-Catholics 
had a more favorable impression of Catholics than they 
had had three years earlier. At the  same time, Catholics 
have done very well economically in America; they 
claim the largest political representation in Congress; in  
the last four presidential elections both parties had 
either a Catholic on the ticket or a clearly visible Catho- 
lic strategy, and the next election will  be no exception; 
fifty years ago the K u  Klux  Klan attacked Catholics, 
today i t  tries to recruit them. Anti-Catholicism must be 
seen in the context of other forms of intolerance in 
America, and there are many. The NCCJ-Harris poll 
concluded that whatever anti-Catholic discrimination 
exists in America is far less serious than that directed 
against blacks, Hispanics, or Jews. 

In  fact, that poll found ominous signs of weakening 
support for Jews, and two Catholic experts on Judaism 
have warned that much of the rhetoric about anti- 
Catholicism threatens the Jews. Monsignor George 
Higgins, U.S. Catholic Conference secretary for special 
concerns, and Eugene Fisher, the National Conference 
of Catholic Bishops’ director of Catholic-Jewish rela- 
tions, note that most articles attacking anti-Catholicism 
say, directly or indirectly, “people wouldn’t get away 
wi th  that if  they said it about the Jews.” This is the kind 
of “left-handed or reverse flattery’’ that exaggerates 
Jewish influence in  America and frightens Jews, Hig- 
gins says, “for reasons which anyone the least bit famil- 
iar with their tragic history will readily understand.” 

I t  is unfortunate that the NCCJ-Harris poll didn’t 
look at American attitudes toward another religious 
minority-evangelical Christians. As Jimmy Carter’s 
reception in liberal intellectual, and some Catholic and 
Jewish, circles indicates, this group faces a great deal of 
misunderstanding and mistrust. If Greeley really wants 
to f ed  discriminated against, let him announce that he’s 
been “born again.” 

n truth there is discrimination against believ- I ers of all faiths in  America. A thoughtful 
editorial on anti-Catholicism in  the  Boston Globe 
argued that “ I t  is not easy for the practicing Catholic, 
the practicing Jew, the practicing Protestant, for that 
matter, to reach the top without thinning the quality of 
his religious commitment. One can, of course, believe. 
The successful man is expected t e a s  long as his beliefs 
are not so fervent that they would affect working deci- 
sions.” 

That last point is important to seeing anti-Catholicism 
in perspective: Many actions that concern or threaten 
Catholics are not directed solely a t  Catholics. 

For example, one of the most serious,.and least dis- 
cussed, forms of anti-Catholic bigotry, is “executive 
suite discriminatioh.”.Eleanor Holmes Norton, the Car- 
ter appointee who heads the Equal Employment Oppor- 
tunity Commission, has promised the first federal inves- 
tigation into’ this phenomenon. “Catholics and Jews 
have indeed been able t.0 penetrate the work force;” she 

says, “...but there are particular industries where there 
are artificial cut-off points, normally at  a fairly low mid- 
dle-management level, for people who are not Anglo- 
Saxon Protestants.” 

But “executive suite discrimination” is, by definition, 
not directed solely against Catholics; it is also directed 
against Jews, and the only reason it is not now a serious 
problem for women and minorities, Norton notes, is that 
they have not yet been able to “penetrate the work 
force” to the same degree as Catholics and Jews. “Exec- 
utive suite discrimination” is class and ethnic prejudice, 
not simple religious prejudice. 

The loudest critics of anti-Catholicism frequently fail 
to deal adequately with the related question of ethnic 
prejudice. Some Catholics are more discriminated 
against than others: Italians fighting the stereotype that 
they are all Mafia-connected, Poles fighting the stereo- 
type that they are all dumb, and Hispanics fighting the 
stereotype that they are all lazy, face more problems 
than the better assimilated Irish. 

I n  addition, many of the incidents labeled anti-Catho- 
lic involve attacks in places like the Nariotzal Lampoori 
and some college newspapers. Attacks on Catholic sac- 
raments, rituals, and teachings, particularly in the area 
of sexual morality are indeed gross, but they are aimed 
at  belief, religious ritual, and sexual restraint in general; 
the Catholic Church often suffers for its size and style 
and makes a handy target. You can get a lot more mile- 
age out of ridiculing Catholics than out of ridiculing 
Episcopalians. 

Many of the examples of anti-Catholicism cited by 
Hitchcock and Blum-and Greeley in particular- 
involve government efforts to regulate some phase of 
church activity. But it  is simplistic to label all such 
efforts anti-Catholic or even antireligious; some are jus- 
tified and some are not and religious animosity is not 
necessarily a significant factor. 

Two Catholic experts addressed this issue in talks 
before the U.S. bishops last November. Father J. Bryan 
Hehir, US. Catholic Conference associate secretary for 
international justice and peace, said Church-State con- 
flicts result from “complexity, not conspiracy.” Charles 
Whejan, s.J., a professor at Fordham Law School and a 
consultant to the USCC, said, “I do not see any  general 
anti-clerical or anti-religious bias in the regulatory and 
administrative agencies. Quite to the contrary, what I 
have found is a great deal of good will and some misun- 
derstanding. Occasionally, of course, I detect a certain 
pig-headedness, a tendency towards empire-building 
and a disconcerting degree of religious illiteracy.” 
Greeley has urged the bishops to fire Hehir and Whelan 
because they don’t subscribe to his conspiracy theory. 

ot surprisingly, abort ion-one of the N most divisive issues in the country-has 
been at  the center of much of the debate about anti- 
Catholicism. Hitchcock has written in Worldview: “A 
good deal of current anti-Catholic sentiment has sur- 
faced because of the continuing controversy over abor- 
tion, but i t  is probably more accurate to say that abor- 
tion has not so much fomented anti-Catholic feeling as i t  
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has provided a rationale for feelings already there.” But 
one suspects it is Hitchcock who has it backwards. Mon- 
signor Charles Owen Rice, a long-time labor priest and 
columnist for the Pittsburgh Catholic, writes: “The bat- 
tle [over abortion] is a grim one and both sides use tough 
tactics. Since the Catholics of America are the  principal 
opponent, it is natural that they are the principal target. 
In a fight you always try to hur t  your toughest foe; if 
you neutralize him, you will win.” 

One of the more ludicrous efforts to “neutralize” 
Catholics on abortion is the argument raised by the 
American Civil Liberties Union and several “pro- 
choice” church groups that the law restricting federal 
funding of abortion is unconstitutional because it  writes 
a particular religious teaching into law. If that argument 
were ever accepted, i t  would become virtually impossi- 
ble to raise moral arguments for or against any piece of 
legislation. Here.and elsewhere many people who attack 
Catholics on the abortion issue are acting, not out of 
bigotry, but out of the samedtribal response to a per- 
ceived threat that motivates many Catholics. Some 
Catholics act as though society’s failure to accept their 
views on abortion and school aid amounts to a rejection 
of their right to exist. But many people on the other side 
of these issues feel similarly threatened: Some women 
see an attack on abortion as an attack on all women’s 
rights; some blacks see a constitutional amendment to 
overturn the Supreme Court’s rulings on abortion as a 
dangerous precedent that could lead to an amendment to 
overturn the court’s rulings on civil rights; some people 
struggling to save America’s public schools see efforts to 
use public funds for private schools as a threat. 

For t h e  most part, these conflicting fears are 
unfounded. But extremists on all sides tend to dominate 
the public debate. Greeley’s rhetoric in favor of school 
aid is often indistinguishable from Albert Shanker’s in  
opposing it. The result is the creation of two drastically 
different, but equally flawed perceptions. One side sees 
the American Catholic Church as a pitiful, helpless 
giant, abused and buffeted at every turn; the other sees 
it as a powerful monolith determined to bend nonbeliev- 
ers to its will. 

The fear that Catholics really do not respect religious 
freedom is the deepest of all concerns about Catholicism 
in America. Hitchcock and others ridicule John Kenne- 
dy’s Houston declaration to a group of Protestant minis- 
ters that he would separate his religion from his politics. 
It may be unfortunate that Kennedy found such a state- 
ment necessary, but he was politically smart to make it, 
just as Jimmy Carter was politically smart in  reassuring 
Catholics, Jews, and nonbelievers that they had nothing 
to fear from a born-again Southern Baptist. 

The fear that Catholics do not respect religious plu- 
ralism does not stem solely from bigotry, as Father 
Richard McBrien has recently pointed out. He makes 
his point by comparing the rhetoric of the Ayatollah 

Khomeini with that of the late Cardinal Ottaviani, “the 
principal exponent of the theory that ‘error has no 
rights.’ ” McBrien says non-Catholic Americans once 
feared that theory as much as Iranian minorities now 
fear Khomeini. “If Catholics gained a significant major- 
ity,” McBrien asked with regard to the old theory, 
“would they be compelled in conscience to suppress the 
public exercise of other religious faiths? ‘Yes, in princi- 
ple,’ came the answer, ‘but since the event was so unlike- 
ly, what’s to worry?”’ McBrien points out that the 
Ottaviani theory was thrown out at the Second Vatican 
Council. “But,” he says, “it’s good to recall how our 
‘official’ view must have looked to others as we gaze 
today toward the ancient Persian empire to the East.” 
It’s also good to recall all this when listening to Hitch- 
cock, Blum, Greeley, and Moynihan, who feed fears of 
Catholic intolerance by offering a simple formula: I f  you 
disagree with me, you’re anti-Catholic. 

I t  may be reasonable to argue that Catholics should be 
concerned about reducing the incidence of abortion and 
insuring the survival of Catholic schools; but it  is quite 
another thing to make a leap of faith and insist that 
Catholics are bound to support a particular political 
solution such as an abortion amendment or tuition tax 
credits. One is forced to wonder whether these proposals 
have become more important for what their passage 
would say about Catholic power in America than for the 
practical changes-and I submit they would be small- 
passage would bring. Hitchcock, Blum, Greeley, and 
Moynihan display contempt for those who disagree with 
them qn the tribal issues. They point to the “self-hate” 
shown by some liberal Catholics and former Catholics, 
but their rhetoric betrays their own deep hostility 
toward Catholics who won’t act like Catholics-that is, 
Catholics who disagree. All four berate Catholics as 
“political pygmies,” to use Blum’s favorite phrase. Blum 
says Catholics deserved to lose on tuition tax credits 
because they didn’t organize well enough; Greeley tells 
his readers that they have no one but themselves to 
blame for the existence of anti-Catholic prejudice 
because they won’t use their political muscle to stop it. 

All four use the “pitiful, helpless giant” image to 
describe American Catholicism. Higgins has criticized 
Hitchcock and others for ignoring the bright side and 
has charged that their penchant for labeling politicians 
pro- or anti-Catholic on the basis of their stands on an 
abortion amendment or tuition tax credits is “a serious 
mistake and one which is calculated to aggrevate rather 
than relieve or resolve the problem of anti-Catholicism 
in the United States.” 

Higgins and other thoughtful analysts do not need to 
be told that anti-Catholicism is a problem in America. 
But they also know that a simplistic, paranoid, self-serv- 
ing attack on anti-Catholicism is a disservice to Catho- 
lics and non-Catholics a l i k e . p i  


