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I'recently saw a button in one of the shops in the college town where I
live. On the top half, in blue lettering against white, it states: SECULAR
HUMANIST. The bottom half, in white lettering against blue, reads:
FUNDAMENTALISTS CAN GO TO HECK! The button is a tiny testament
to the culture wars being waged in the United States (Hunter, 1991).
Pithily and bluntly, it divides those who regard moral truths as relative
and historically bound from those who regard the truth as given by a
supernatural, external authority.

The culture wars are waged not only on buttons sold by college-town
stores but also on radio talk-shows, at art exhibits, in front of abortion
clinics and at school-board meetings. The wars also find expression in
the social sciences. A recent book by Robert Jay Lifton, The Protean Self,
is one such expression. Lifton distinguishes between a ‘protean self’ and
a ‘fundamentalist self’. He presents his distinction between these two
selves as being based upon their psychological capacities to change and
the fluidity of their personalities, the protean self excelling at change
and the fundamentalist self failing. Lifton’s attempt to conceive of
identity and psychological health in a novel way (with the goal of a
changing identity rather than the more traditional psychological
emphasis upon- stability) and his evident concern with ameliorating
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human vsuffering and evil are admirable. However, his portrayal of the
fundamentalist self is tendentious. In the course of reading Lifton’s
book, the difference that emerges most clearly between the protean self
and fundamentalist self is not their capacity for change, but rather what
t}}ey regard as the source of moral authority and their political ideolo-
gles. Each self seems capable of change within the different parameters
dgfmed by their moral, political and religious worldviews. In the end

Lifton’s description of the fundamentalist self seems less focused or:

}mderstanding its psychology and more focused on using psycholog-

ical concepts and therapeutic language to denounce the fundamentalist

self as unhealthy and potentially dangerous. Thus Lifton’s book can be
read as another expression of the culture wars.

The sociologist James Davison Hunter (1991) uses the concept of
culture wars to describe an ideological and cultural conflict facing
contemporary America which cuts across religious denominational
lines and pits so-called ‘orthodox’ and “progressivist’ groups against

one an.other (see also Wuthnow, 1989). Those who are orthodox share a
commitment to following the dictates of an external and transcendent
;aut‘horit)./ (God or natural law), whatever their denomination. They
believe in an everlasting and universally applicable moral code
(known l.ay reference to, for example, the Bible, the Torah and the
community that upholds it, or the Book of Mormon)}. In contrast, those
who are progressivist are united in the view that morality is mediated
tl}rough and expressed by humans, and as such moral truths are
hlstorlgally bound. Typically, progressivists seek to ground moral
aut~hor1ty in personal experiences or scientific rationality. They seek to
arrive at ethical principles that have various individual and human
goods as their end. '

. The orthodox and progressivist groups’ different overall concep-
tions of moral authority are associated with differences in their more
specific beliefs and rules of conduct. Generally, orthodox groups hold
that. God is the author of the world and human life; that human life
begins at conception, and is sacred from that point on; that men and
women are differentiated according to role, psyche and spiritual
calling; that human sexuality is subject to divine commands and ought
only to find expression within the state of matrimony between a man
anfi a woman; and that parents have inherent authority over their
chllfiren. In contrast, the progressivists tend to hold that personhood
begins close to or at birth; that men and women are differentiated
merely by anatomy; that human sexuality is socially constructed and
thus a \{ariety of sexual expressions are legitimate which allow for the
expression of individual sexual needs; and that marriage and family
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structures are historically and culturally determined and therefore
subject to change in accordance with individual needs.’

Hunter (1991) argues that because the division between orthodox
and progressivist groups is based upon their distinctively different
conceptions of truth and moral logic, a reconciliation between their
points of view is virtually irnpossible.2 In turn, this leads to attempts
by both sides to discredit the opposition by portraying it in strongly
negative terms. Orthodox groups label progressivists as militants,
amoral, anti-Christian, intellectual barbarians, godless secular human-
ists (the button mentioned earlier defiantly appropriates this label),
and so forth. For their part, progressivists brand orthodox believers as
religious nuts, fanatics, extremists, moral zealots, irrational, mis-
anthropic, right-wing homophobes, and so forth. Attempts to portray
the other side as being divorced from the mainstream may occur by the
use of labels and terms that have strong religious and political
connotations, as Hunter describes it. However, the language of ther-
apy may also be used, as it is by Lifton in his newest book.

The protean self, as portrayed by Lifton, has an ever-changing and
fluid identity (like the Greek god Proteus), making it well adapted to
our contemporary world. It juggles multiple meaning systems and is
skeptical of belief systems, combines ‘odd’ (i.e. diverse and seemingly
incompatible; p. 50) interests and identity elements, seeks a non-
traditional career pattern, reverses conventional gender roles and
reacts to the contemporary experience with humor. The protean self
also ‘copel[s] with, and sometimes even cultivate[s], feelings of father-
Jessness and homelessness’ (p. 5), that is, it establishes and changes its
identity free of the constraints of family, community and other sources
of authority. In contrast, the fundamentalist self typically lacks these
qualities, according to Lifton. It does not adapt to the postmodern
world but reacts and retreats from the world in a psychologically
unhealthy manner. The fundamentalist self is ‘constrict{ed]” (pp. 10,

160), “closeld] down’ (p. 160), and ‘obsessed’ (p. 171) with controlling
self and others. Lifton describes the fundamentalist self as living in this
world in accordance with a totalistic worldview while longing for the
next world. The fundamentalist self is far from well adapted, in
Lifton’s analysis.

However, the protean ideal that emerges in Lifton’s book is not free
to change its principles and identity to any shape or form. In fact, the
protean self's capacity for change is delineated by its worldview, the
same way that the fundamentalist self's capacity for change is delinea-
ted by its worldview. Lifton primarily bases his protean profile upon a
sample of what he describes as 'social activists’ and ‘civic leaders’ (p. 6)
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(the sample size is not provided). Yet, from the examples that Lifton
gives it is clear that the causes supported by these activists and leaders
by and large are confined to a liberal political agenda. These protean
examplars are pacifist, pro-choice, pro-gay and pro-lesbian, feminist,
socialist, and so forth.

The political ideology of these protean selves grows out of a shared
worldview that can best be described as expressive and utilitarian
individualism. These are the terms used by Bellah, Madsen, Sullivan,
Swidler and Tipton (1985) in their now famous book Habits of the Heart
to describe the dominant ideology of white, middle-class America. The
goal of expressive individualists is to express their inner identity to the
fullest. They séek to break through the confines of society in their quest
for a life rich in emotional, sensual and intellectual experiences. The
goal of utilitarian individualists is to maximize their interests. They
regard society as an arena in which they should be free to pursue their
interests with minimum interference from other people. According to
Bellah et al., elements of both expressive and utilitarian individualism
are often combined in people’s lives.

Lifton’s protean examples display both expressive and utilitarian
individualism. Lifton acknowledges that the protean self has a core, a
‘modicum of inner continuity” (p. 88). One pronounced aspect of that
core is what Bellah et al. would term expressive individualism. Lifton
repeatedly describes his examples of protean selves as seeking
‘authenticity’ (p. 54), ‘self-expansion’ (p. 65) and ‘unbridled self.
expression’ (p. 66), and as experiencing ‘strong’ (p. 99) and varied
emotions. For example, one protean woman decides what spiritual
beliefs appeal to her on the basis of how she experiences them. Her
philosophy is captured in her words: ‘Okay, I'll see how this feels’ (p.
144). To her, truth is determined by ‘doing what's right and complete
for me’ (p. 146). Utilitarian individualism is also a core value among

the protean selves. Lifton suggests that for many protean selves ‘the
cohesiveness of [their] sense of self depends greatly upon evidence of
efficacy, of making things happen and achieving personal success’ {p.
90). In other words, their core identity is based upon adherence to the
principle of utilitarian individualism that emphasizes the pursuit of
personal interests.

Liftonjan proteanism, with its emphasis upon expressive and utili-
tarian individualism, is a version of the worldview that Hunter (1991)
calls progressivism. This worldview sets the parameters within. which
protean change can take place. It is protean to change life-style, gender
identity or spouse. It is protean to define and redefine one’s personal
belief system. It is protean to avoid commitments in quest of one’s own

396

goals. For example, one protean woman shies away from the ’r;sl:;olnlsi-
bility’ of becoming a mother because she would rat}}er do w. fa ; e
loves to do’, which is ‘paint banners’ and ’c}o ﬂyers gp. 121) for her
political causes. However, Liftonian proteanism is unlikely to accomi
modate change that leads one to believe in a supreme, elxternad
authority, to see humans as differing categorically in th,e1r' rg les C;\nl
statuses, to prioritize one’s duties to1 .(?thclers above one’s individua
i r to support conservative political causes. .
deIStlrieSSIp(;eciselyva)vithin these latter parameters that fundamentall.lsts
often seek to live and change. Numerous studies of fundamenta 1st
(e.g. Ammerman, 1987; Marty & Appleby, 199?, 1993a, 19931;) as ;/ve
as my own research with 70 adult fundamentalllsts (sampled‘ rf)rn1 our
Baptist churches, all of which self—identlfy as 'fugdamentallst ),heavef
no doubt that the fundamentalist worlqwew is dlff.erenlt from t a,\t(?
Liftonian proteanism. Lifton’s protean ideals of ben:ng fatherless (in
the sense of having no source of external authority), of rever51bnlg
gender roles and of creating personal belief systems are unacceptah et
to fundamentalists. However, this does not.auto‘ma}tlcally entail tha
fundamentalists are not changeable and fluid w1thm' the parameliers
that they have defined for themselves. Fundarpentahgts may see ftc;
change their personalities in the sense Qf char.1g1ng their charactersh of
the better. For example, one woman I 1nte.rv1ewed .spoke at leng;1 o
her struggle to change her deep-seated habit of gossiping about ot l?rts.
Fundamentalists may change their careers. Some fundamentalists
decide to be ‘homeless’. Thus missionaries, in the words of a pastor
included in my sample, are willing to ‘go anywhere, bear any burden,
any tie'. _ .
anl(\:ldf)iﬁ)rver,y fundamentalists accept and adapt to uncertainty, Whllldl
they conceive of as the inevitably limitec% knowlgdge a.ncl w1sdolrr}13 tl.af
humans can have. Fundamentalists take issue with their pa.rents e 1(1
systems, in fact the majority of fundamentalists are not raised as iuc
(Roof & McKinney, 1987).2 Finally, fundamgntz.ahsts may comlmeI
what would seem to be ‘odd’ elements in their lives. For examp eil
have interviewed a fundamentalist who was at the forefront of tbe
development of reproductive biotechnology (a tef:hnology tﬁat bcaln e
applied to fetuses, something which fundamentalilsts generally 15 ieve
should not be done), as well as a fundamentalist wh(?se wor 1as zi
statistician helped the government to contro} the market in agricu tulre)i
products (fundamentalists are typically against government controls).
Fundamentalists, then, seek and experience ghange. Tk}ls changie,
however, is delineated by the parameters of their wgrldwew, in ; e
same way that Liftonian proteanism turns out to entail change within
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particular parameters. It is probably the case that individual variations
might be somewhat more extensive in a progressivist rather than an
orthodox world—simply because in the world of progressivism rules
constraining individual expressions are kept to a minimum. However,
change, fluidity, ‘odd combinations’, adaptation, and so forth take
place within both progressivist and orthodox worlds. Lifton’s claim
that fundamentalists are unprotean is not convincing if protean is
taken to mean changeable. His therapeutic assessment that fundamen-
talists are unadapted and unhealthy overlies a deeper disagreement
with the ideology and worldview of fundamentalists. That Lifton is
not a neutral presenter of the psychology of fundamentalism is
reflected in his at times unusual use of sources on fundamentalism.
One example is his conclusion that fundamentalists want to ‘obliterate’
humor (p. 164). Lifton bases his conclusion entirely upon Salman
Rushdie’s description of Islamic fundamentalists in the Satanic Verses.
Yet, Rushdie is hardly a neutral or definitive source of authority on the
issue. This is a bit like concluding that liberals are immoral on the basis
of a quote by Rush Limbaugh.

Even when relying on ethnographic accounts of fundamentalism,
such as Nancy Ammerman’s (1987) excellent study of a fundamentalist
Baptist congregation, Lifton provides a tendentious reading. Lifton
quotes Ammerman'’s conclusion that fundamentalism provides a ‘shel-
tering canopy’ against inward and outward chaos. Ammerman uses
Peter Berger’s (1967) concept of a canopy to explain how fundamental-
ism provides its believers with explanations for the state of the world,
the way that all people live within their various canopies of beliefs.
Ammerman is very careful in weighing both the costs and benefits of
living under the fundamentalist canopy (e.g. see her discussion of
marriage and divorce). Yet Lifton uses the quote from Ammerman to
conclude that the fundamentalist self ‘becomes increasingly totalized,
ensconced in an all-embracing ideological structure’ (p. 168) that
threatens to be destructive to self and others. Lifton also quotes
Ammerman’s observation that fundamentalists believe that ‘those
who are most faithful to God are singled out by Satan for his worst
attacks’. Ammerman explains that to fundamentalists the concept of
Satan helps to explain why there is sin and suffering in the world and
in their own lives. Satan seeks out those who are saved and righteous
and that is why even the faithful suffer. Referring to fundamentalists,
Lifton extrapolates from the above quote to conclude that ‘when one
encounters decency and kindness, one must be vigilant lest these be
manifestations of Satan or his agent in the end-time drama, the Anti-
Christ’ (p. 168). Ammerman never states or implies that a belief in
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Satan leads fundamentalists to avoid ‘encounters of decency and
kl?,?fr;siscioes argue that some fundamentalists have proteﬁn qualﬂtlle:s.
He writes of ‘protean fundamentalists’ (pp. 177-187). Yet the 3);3idgals
given by Lifton do not center so mgch upon how these }tn idual
have fluid and changeable personalities, but more upon the ex e; 0
which they embrace aspects of the progressivist worldv1ew1 anLifton
political causes underlying Liftonian proFean}.sm. For.examp e,t fton
describes one fundamentalist man as being 1Ir}pre551ve1y pro gin I
setting up a profit-making business tbat contr1buted. to pvergasureg
environmental pollution’ (p. 171). In this case, proteamfsm ism psured
not in terms of being changeable but in terms o sg};go; " 1gbe
particular political cause. Actually{ a fundamentahst. frfmg el be
concerned with preserving the environment k.mt for dtj Eren reasons
from Lifton’s protean examples. Fundamentahst§ woul 1 e 1tm 1V erl}),er-
emphasize that ‘the biodiversity that.helps sustain our planet re erber
ates with new intensity in the ecological self, a protean eﬁensmn ofthe
species self’ (p. 219), as do Lifton’s proteans. Instead,ft eyf wcc)llgmen-
much more likely to emphasize, in :hg .wosril)sf ?ﬁ ::;i)h/ngl tl}llxzir men
ist i iewees, that “we are custodian ‘ . ,
:ilésé;?tt}?rizléod’s creation which humans are obligated not to deface
re and preserve.
buIt_,itfct)cfr?";eopinionpthat a concern with the environmentfnﬁtllst ‘reﬂetcltae}c
falling away from fundamentaliiscrirl\ r,na(})f alts}?eg}rjchsrgsog; (:he 1fsu\;1§:/men—
talists are ‘other-worldly’. On
l;zlriljtarl?eelrilef in Christ's Second Coming, Lifton concludes t.hat otr(i
fundamentalists ‘only the subsequent other-worldly events are mf\pthe
tant’ (p. 147)—and thus presumably not the presexl*yatlon 0 e
environment. Yet it is far from clear that fundamenta ists are old_
worldly. While fundamentalists are concernefi with a future wto;rn -
both their own salvation and the Second Coming—this does rio nean
that the present world is not of interest to them. Incgme 'i;i'e o
fundamentalists are similar to those of non—fundamenta.hs(;? Vth mthalt
different regions of the country (Ammerman, 1987), 1crll 1;:3 1(ril§men_
fundamentalists pursue material interests. Not‘only gd 1nt merr
talists pursue material interests, bpt thg){ up}}o}d it as an ideal to
as long as the pursuit is in line with bxb%lcal injunctions. rescribed life
Furthermore, fundamentalists in my interviews oftep esc}:ln et e
and nature as ‘precious’ and ‘sacred’, bgcause they bel‘lelve t etm ;1)1 be
God’s creations. Finally, fundamentahstg are certainly no tho -
worldly in the sense of being uninterest.e.d in po'ht}cal ‘matt?irst, dc?;gn:
as pointed out by other observers, political activism is and tradi
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ally has been approached with some ambivalence by fundamentalists
(Ammerman, 1987). Lifton’s conclusion that fundamentalists are other-
worldly (along with the numerous psychological ills he sees as
attending other-worldliness) thus seems unjustified.

In conclusion, Lifton does not make a convincing case that the
fundamentalist self is not protean, but it is clear that the fundamen-
talist self is not progressivist in Hunter’s sense of the word. Lifton’s
use of psychological concepts to portray the fundamentalist self as out
of the mainstream and potentially dangerous is in part reflective of a
progressivist perspective. Progressivists render judgment by reference
to that which is human rather than divine (such as by scientific
concepts; Hunter, 1991). Thus, the language of therapy and psychology
often serves the purpose of passing moral judgment for the pro-
gressivist/Liftonian protean, the way that the language of faith serves
that purpose for the orthodox/fundamentalist. In the social sciences
where the therapeutic lariguage is common and fundamentalism (in
the orthodox sense) is rare, we might do well to acknowledge our own
ideological assumptions. Otherwise psychology risks taking on the
tone of buttons sold in college-town stores.

Notes

1. While Hunter focuses on the culture wars taking place in the United States,
the recently published and ongoing series of encyclopedic books on
‘fundamentalisms’, edited by Marty and Appleby (1991, 1993a, 1993b),
suggests that the culture wars that Hunter documents in the United States
resemble wars (fought with both words and weapons) taking place in
many parts of the world.

2. It should be noted that Hunter does not draw an absolute distinction
between orthodox and progressivist groups. For example, there are groups
that combine elements of both sides (conservative secularists, socialist
fundamentalists), people who find themselves to be somewhere in the
middle, and separatists who will cooperate with neither side.

3. Lifton cites a statistic that about half of the people who grow up
fundamentalist do not remain fundamentalist, but he does not mention
that among religious groups conservative Protestants (including
fundamentalists) are among the few that have had a net gain in acquiring
new members (Roof & McKinney, 1987, based on surveys conducted
between 1972 and 1984).
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