
lent Nathan Hales as part of the pack- 
age. 

H e  is also strangely restrained in 
applying his concept of terrorism to 
senseless violence directed toward non- 
combatants. Not one question is raised 
about nuclear war. Was dropping the 
atomic bomb on civilians an act of ter- 
rorism? If so, it was the greatest such 
act, using the United States as a frame 
of reference, and could certainly be con- 
strued as preparing a new era of un- 
thinkable violence. For all the talk 
about moderniiy. the great fact of this 
age-nuclear weaponry-is ignored. 

The enemy for Mr. Selzer is the mod- 
ern psyche, which has lost the capacity 
for experience because it can no longer 

commit itself to anything. There is no 
explanation of how this came about, but 
there is a prediction about where it will 
lead. A group suppressing its aggression 
in Rower power has moved into punk 
and will move on to something new. 
Then watch out. War is next. 
Mr. Selzer is trying to write an apoc- 

alypse without reference to politics. 
Neither the Book of Daniel nor Revela- 
tion did that, but then they are part of a 
sensibility that sees the demonic in law 
and order as well as in decadence. Mr. 
Selzer is hypnotized by the whirl and 
underestimates the source of terror. 
The punk rock symbols of broken cross 
and black shirt were once the uniforms 
of officers of the state. m( 

Alternative Altars: Unconventional 

by Robert S. Ellwood, Jr. 
and Eastern Spirituality in America 

(University of Chicago Press; xiii + 192 pp.; $12.95) 

James S .  Tinney 

With the events of Jonestown and Sena- 
tor Robert Dole’s hearings on cults in 
the background, it is refreshing to read 
Alternative Altars: Unconventional and 
Eastern Spirituality in America. This, 
the latest in the Chicago History of‘ 
American Religion Series edited by 
Martin E. Marty, sets the “cults” with- 
in the continuum of American religion. 
Unlike sociological models that view 
cults as a beginning formation along the 
road from “sect” to “denomination” to 
“church,” Ellwood sees the cults as per- 
manent fixtures. Nonnormative reli- 
gion, he believes, has always existed as a 
separate category alongside the other 
evolving sects. I t  is misunderstood and 
is outside the usual Western models of 
“movement” phenomena because its 
way of acting and thinking is Eastern in 
essence and derivation. 

Nonnormative faith forms (Pentecos- 
talism, neo-Evangelicalism, neo-Pagan- 
ism, Spiritualism, Theosophy, Zen, “I- 
Am,” New Thought, and self-realiza- 
tion movements such as Est) are de- 
scribed as excursus religion, since they 
embark on a journey into unknown or 
unfamiliar symbols or rituals, Excursus 
religion usually is a withdrawal group, is 

mystical, is charismatic in leadership, 
elevates the feminine principle, employs 
trance or meditation, utilizes pilgrim- 
ages, and presumes some gnostic wis- 
dom. 

The book is roughly divided into two 
sections. Separate chapters treat the 
history of Spiritualism in the 1840’s and 
50’s. Theosophy in the latcr 1800’s, and 
Zen from 1950 onward. These are the 
strongest parts of the book, tracing the 
historical connections between these 
and other forms of nonnormative faith. 
The book jacket promises that the theo- 
retical chapters and epilogue will “draw 
carefully upon psychology and sociolo- 
gy,” but they do not. Not only is there 
little discussion of classical or modern 
theories relating to excursus religion, 
but the author fails to consider the nor- 
mal sociological and political questions 
that are raised by the existence of these 
groups. This leads to confusing and 
sometimes contradictory conclusions. 
In  one place he claims that these groups 
reflect a single class or ethnic minority; 
yet he later stresses that they combine 
adherents from limited as well as advan- 
taged educational and economic back- 
grounds, without distinction. (To 
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heighten the contradiction, nowhere 
does he explain the .virtual absence of 
blacks or other minority races in the 
three movements on which he concen- 
trates.) 

Likewise, social identity is bypassed. 
At one point he says excursus followers 
“have a social identity like anyone else,” 
but alongside a “dissonant non-social 
identity.” In another he asserts the dis- 
integration of mainstream social identi- 
ty, but then confesses that “the ultimate 
cultural meaning” of this is hard to 
assess. If, however, humans desire con- 
sonance at most levels of experience (a 
fact he admits earlier, and one that some 
believe accounts for the connections 
between political and religious conser- 
vatism), then surely there is social, eco- 
nomic, and political dissonance underly- 
ing these movements as well. If not, an 
explanation is certainly in order. 

Ellwood fails to differentiate between 
types of excursus (both movement and 
nonmovement forms), historiel times 
and geographical settings, homogeneity 
or heterogeneity of participants, and 
political and economic climates and 
constituencies. Thus the book general- 
izes about faiths that are often dissimi- 
lar. For instance, the same motivations 
and social implications do not obtain in  
both Pentecostalism and Zen. Regional 
and racial differences between these two 
can hardly be ignored. Nor are the 
social and political climates in this 
country and the world during the 
I ~ O O ’ S ,  when Madame Blavatsky turned 
to India and Tibet, comparable to those 
of the 1950’s. when the “beatnik” gen- 
eration sought Eastern religion. Also, 
one suspects that the current popularity 
of Zen is due to reasons different from 
those operative in  the Fifties; this is 
strengthened by Ellwood’s assertion 
that the current excursus reflects a gen- 
erational difference. 

There are other problems. Ellwood 
fails to harmonize what he describes as 
the nonliterary character of excursus 
religion with the spate of literary 
sources and products he quotes and 
attributes to these faiths. He does not 
address the nonhistorical strain of ex- 
cursus religion, with its claim to repre- 
sent something older than establish- 
ment Western religion. He emphasizes 
the oppositional character of excursus 
religion, but does not explain why  it is 
uninterested in doing ideological battle 
with normative religion. Seeming con- 
tradictions abound. 

Toward the very end Ellwood raises 
two extremely important issues but fails 
to develop either. He dismisses out-of- 
hand the alleged “occult, theosophical 
and oriental” derivation of Nazism. One 
can’t judge these as bedfellows, since 
Christianity also has its own anti-Semi- 
tic strain, Ellwood claims. (Surely, if 
the point is worth raising-and it has 
been raised by others-it is worth treat- 
ing with some adequacy.) Second, the 
author’s closing paragraphs assert that 
excursus religion is really “a return to 
folk religion,” peasant culture, and non- 
literary, nonintellectual, and antiscien- 
tific emphases. (This may be a strain of 

Peter Berger, or an acknowledgment of 
social conservatism among dissonant 
faiths, but whatever it is, as a closing 
generalization it does not mesh very 
convincingly with what has gone be- 
fore.) 

Ellwood offers a thorough and sym- 
pathetic history of Spiritualism, Theos- 
ophy, and Zen, and he demonstrates 
that excursus religion has  been around 
since the beginning of this country and, 
indeed, of Western civilization. But he 
has not succeeded in illuminating the 
larger social questions inherent in the 
very existence of alternative religious 
movements. 

Confessions of a Conservative 
by Garry Wills 
(Doubleday; 23 I pp.; $10.00) 

Samuel Hux 

“Are you a conservative, then?” Wil- 
liam Buckley asked Garry Wills, new 
contributor to the National Review, in 
1957. “I answered that 1 did not know. 
Are distributists conservative?” Buck- 
ley said he had been told they weren’t. 

Consider this the reviewer’s nod to- 
ward the autobiographical aspect of 
Confessions of a Conservative, the most 
entertaining, least sustained, and ulti- 
mately least consequential aspect of the 
book. Some readers have expressed dis- 
appointment that the narrative peters 
out after Wills’s recollections of life at 
and around the National Review, for 
which he wrote for ten years after drop- 
ping out of a Midwestern Jesuit semi- 
nary. His evocations of that ideological, 
journalistic, and human milieu are mas- 
terful, but the book is a confession, a 
freer form than autobiography, and ex- 
pectations of sustained narrative are be- 
side the point. This is a confession of 
ideas and their development. Not many, 
if any, others who became critics of 
reflexive anticommunism, apologists for 
street politics used against segregation 
and the Vietnam war, began their 
careers sponsored by BuEkley and tu- 
tored by Frank Meyer and Wilmoore 
Kendall-and that is the point of the 
recollections with which the book be- 
gins. A strange starting point for some- 
one who considers Nixon an anachronis- 

tic believer in nineteenth-century eco- 
nomics (Nixon Agonistes), defends so- 
cial radicalism within the Catholic 
Church (Bare Ruined Choirs), and ar- 
gues that Jefferson’s Declaration was a 
communalist document (Inventing 
America). 

In what sense, then, are the early 
chapters of memoir the least consequen- 
tial aspect of the book? First, “conse- 
quence” can imply causality (“in conse- 
quence of”), which in this context 
might imply that because of Wills’s ear- 
ly experience, in rebellion against it, he 
moved ideologically somewhere else; 
but Wills insists that, attitudes toward 
cold war polemics and political demon- 
strations aside, he hasn’t. It is not a mat- 
ter of “ I  haven’t changed, rhey have”; 
rather, his point is that the National 
Review was never a congenial atmo- 
sphere for coherent conservatism in the 
first place. Second, Wills is not a high 
historical figure whose life binds us in  
interest-his life is not as significant or 
consequential as his ideas, which should 
command our interest. 

Wills sees the principal characteristic 
of the American political system, and its 
principle genius, to be that it does not 
work as it is advertised to work. Our 
electoral democracy amounts to a retro- 
active sanctioning of policies and re- 
forms after the fact: Elections do not 


