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Winning the Culture War
The American Cause

by Samuel Francis

X a cultural war is that wc arc not fighting to "conserve"
something; we arc fighting to overthrow something. Obviously,
we do want toconserve something—our culturc, ourway oflife,
the set of institutions and beliefs that distinguish usasAmer
icans. But wc must understand dearly and firmly that the
dominant authorities in the United States—in the federal
government and often in state and local government as well, in
the two major political parties, the major foundations, the
media, the schools, the universities, big business, andmost of
the system of organized culturc, including the arts and enter
tainment—not only donothing toconserve what most ofusre
gard as our traditional way of life but actually seek its destruc
tion or are indifferent to its surviv al. Ifour culture is going to
be conserved, then, we need to dethrone the dominant au
thorities that threaten it.

Granted, we still have a democratic political .system in which
opposition and dissent remain in principle legal, but wc all
know the difficulty encountered b) those who try to use their
political and civil liberties to challenge the dominant authori
ties. Genuine dissent from the egalitarian, feminist, ho-
mophilc, multiculturalist, and socialist agendas is seldom per
mitted in establishment media and is often punished,
intimidated, or terrorized.

Ncvcrtlicless, there remain sufficient loopholes in the ap
paratus of jxnvcr to permit theorganization ofeffective resis
tance by democratic and legal means, ifwc have the will and
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the wit to use them. When 1call for the overthrow of the dom
inant authorities that threaten our culture, then, 1am not ad
vocating illegal orundemocratic processes, butthe war for the
culture is nonetheless a radical or evena revolutionary conflict
because it invoKcs an almost total redistribution of power in
American society—the displacement of the incumbent gov
erning and cultural elites, the dismantlement of their appara
tus ofdomination, thedelegitimation oftheir political formu
las and ideologies, and the radical decentralization of power
and shift incontrol ofcultural normsfrom the handsof the pre
sent elite to those of the Americans who remain loyal to their
traditional cultural and national identity.

Understanding that the main strategic goal ofcultural tra
ditionalists is the overthrow of the dominant autliorities in the
United States leads us into a somewhat anomalous position.
I'A'cr sincc its formal appcarancc inthelate 18th century, con
servatism has generally been associated with the defense of ex
isting authorities, and its ideas as well as its rhetoric and its ba
sic psvchology have historicalh' been designed to conserve,
not to challenge or overthrow. IIcnce, while wc will find much
in the conservative tradition to teach us about the nature of
what we want toconserve andwhy we should want toconserve
it,wc will find littleinconservative theory to instruct us in the
strategy and tactics ofchallenging dominant authorities. In
stead, wc needto look to the left to understand howa politically
subordinated and culturally dispossessed majority ofAmericans
can rcco\cr its rightful position as thedominant and creative
core of American society.

By far themost relevant figure ontheleft inthe20th century
for this purpose is the Italian communist Antonio Gramsci,
whose idea of"cultural hegemony" has facilitated thecultur
al revolution that the enemies of American civilization have



pulled offin the lasthalfcentury. I do not claim that Gram-
sci's ideas were consciously followed bythose who seized cul
tural power in the United States—indeed, the beginnings of
thecultural revolution oftheleftlong predated Gramsci's in
fluence—^but it is true thattheprocess by which thatrevolution
occurred resembled the strategic and tactical ideas thatGram-
sei later articulated. Besides, most successful revolutionaries
jossess an instinctive understanding of these ideas and know
low toapply them. Ifthecultural right intheUnited States is
to take back its culture from those who have usurped it, it will
find a study ofGramsci's ideas rewarding.

What distinguishes Gramsci's Marxism from thatofmost of
his predecessors and contemporaries is that while most of
them, following Lenin, emphasized the need to capture and
control thestate, Gramsci argued that this was not theappro
priatetacticin Western Europe or the United States. In those
societies, the capitalist class hadsucceeded inmanufacturing
what he called "ideological hegemony" by control ofthecul
tural institutions ofsociety—religion, education, the arts, the
very processes of thought, taste, and emotion. While as a
Marxist Gramsci believed this kind ofhegemony was noless re
pressive than theeconomic and political repression Marx and
Lenin had discussed,he also understood that the "masses"or
working classes had essentially internalized theideological for
mulas, myths, values, and norms that this ideological hege
mony imposed, so that actual reliance on force by the ruling
class was largely unnecessary.

The main implication ofthecultural or ideological hege
mony of the capitalists in Europe andAmerica, in Gramsci's
view, was that the strategy of revolution there had to be dif
ferent from what it had been in Russia. While inRussia cap
turing thehighly centralized czarist state was thekey toa suc
cessful revolution, in the West the ruling class only partially
depended on thestate. "IntheEast," Gramsci wrote, "thestate
was everything, civil society was primordial and gelatinous; in
the West, there was aproper relation between state and civil so
ciety, andwhen thestate trembled a sturdy structure ofcivil so
ciety was atonce revealed. Thestate [in theWest] was only an
outer ditch, behind which there stood a powerful system of
fortresses and earthworks."

Inother words, overthrowing thestate orcapturing itwould
dotherevolutionary little good, since thereal power oftheold
ruling class rested onits cultural hegemony, and iftherevolu
tion were to succeed, it would have to challenge the cultural
hegemony ofthe ruling class even more than it challenged its
political hegemony. "A social group," hewrote, "can, and in
deed must, already exercise '[moral and intellectual] leadership'
[i.e., cultural hegemony] even before winning governmental
power (this indeed is one of the princi xil conditions for the
winning of such power); it subsequent y becomes dominant
when itexercises power, buteven ifitholds itfirmly in its grasp,
it must continue to 'lead' as well." It docs nogood for revolu
tionaries to control the coercive apparatus of the state if the
masses theyintend to rule still retain the internalized beliefs in
stilled in them by theruling class, since theresult would bethe
kind of total state repression that emerged in Russia under
Lenin and Stalin. What the revolutionary must do, then, is to
seize cultural power before seizing political power.

How this seizure of cultural power can be accomplished was
the subject ofagood deal ofGramsci's own political work

as a communist organizer before his imprisonment and of

much ofhis writing while inprison. Essentially, heargued that
instead ofrelying onthebureaucratized and elitist party struc
ture that Lenin had built, revolutionariesmust build what he
called a"counter-hegemonic force," independent ofthe social
and cultural institutions under thecontrol ofthe ruling class.
This parallel force would challenge the authority ofthe ruling
class, its values and norms, while constructing its own author
ityin accordance withsocialism.

Whatis important tounderstand about Gramsci's strategy
ofcultural hegemony, however, is, first, that it recognizes that
political power is ultimately dependent on cultural power—
that human beings obey because they share, perhaps uncon
sciously, many of theassumptions, values, and goals ofthose
who are giving them orders—^and, second, that in order to
challenge the dominance of any established authority, it is
necessary to construct a countervailing cultural establishment,
a "counter-hegemony" (or, asthe New Leftcalled it, a "coun
terculture") that is independent ofthe dominant cultural ap
paratus andis able togenerate itsown system ofbeliefs. As in
dicated eariier, these concepts were not entirely new, and they
had been applied, probably instinctively, by Progressivists,
Marxists, liberals, and others on the left in the United States
throughout the first part ofthe 20th century as the left gradu
ally established itsdominancein the mass media,the founda
tions, the universities, and the federal state. That dominance
has intensified in recent years asveterans of the New Left, of
ten directly influenced by Gramsci, have occupied strategic po
sitions in such institutions and have used them to construct the
cultural hegemony thatwe know as "political correctness." In
the case ofthe American left, because it has so totally lacked
any popular support at the grassroots level, it hasbeenunable
tobuild the kind of independent countercultural institutions
that Gramsci wanted and has had torely ontheinfiltration and
permeation ofestablished institutions, and especially on gov
ernmental power.

Moreover, theleft has notbeen the only group toapply this
strategy. It isinteresting to note thatAdolf Hitler seems tohave
conceived much the same idea in the aftermath of his failed
1923 Beer Mall Putsch. Speaking toagroup ofveterans ofthe
putsch afterhe had come to power in November 1936, Hitler
remarked, "We recognized that it is notenough tooverthrow
the old State, butthat thenew State must previously have been
built upand be practically ready toone's hand In 1933 it
was nolonger a question ofoverthrowing a state by anactof
violence; mcanw lilc thenew State had been built upand all
that there remained todo was todestroy the last remnants of
the old State—and that took but a few hours." In the years be
tween Hitler's failed jjutsch of 1924 and his coming to power
in 1933, heand theNazis built upanentire series ofparty in
stitutions that paralleled and duplicated those ofthe existing
state, including groups for women, youth, workers, students,
artists, and intellectuals, as well as the party's propaganda or
gans and its paramilitary forces, sothatbythe time Hitler be
came chancellor in 1933, thenational socialist state had already
been "prefigured" (to use a term ofGramsci) inthe party or
ganization, and the actual seizure of state power merely en
abled theparty tosubstitute its own apparatus for that ofthe
old state. The strategy thatboth Hitler and Gramsci were de
vising was essentially toconstruct what historian Crane Brinton
in his classic The Anatomy of Revolution called an "illegal
government." "The legal government," wrote Brinton, "finds
opposed toit,notmerely hostile individuals andparties... but
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a rival govcrnniciit, Ijcttcr organized, better staffed, better
obeyed.... Ata given revolutionary crisis they stepnaturally
and easily intothe place of the defeated government."

While Gramsci and Ilitlersought to develop theircultural
strategy for totalitarian ends, communist in thecase ofGram
sci and national socialist in the ease of Hitler, the same strate
gycanbe used for conservative purposes, and probably even
more successfully in the United States sincebeneath the en
crustation of the dominant cultural apparatus ofthe left in this
country there still persists an enduring cultural core of tradi
tional beliefs and institutions. Indeed, while the American
right has generally ignored cultural forces, preferring todwell
on economic, foreign policy, andnarrow po itical issues and to
concentrate on policy bargaining within the government (us
ually on terms defined by their opponents), the European
New Right explicitly invokes Gramsci as a source of its ideas
and strategy. Thus'Ibmislav Sunic writes inhisaccount of the
European New Right: "The main reason that conservative
movements and regimes have beenunable to gain lasting po
litical legitimacy lies in theirinability of successfully infiltrat
ing the cultural society and introducing another 'counter-
ideology' to themasses. Should conservative movements gen
uinely desire tobecome politically consolidated, they mustfirst
and foremost elaborate theirown cultural strategy, which will
ultimately helpthem to dislodge socialist andliberal leverage
on the political arena. One must first conquer the brains be
fore conquering the state."

The inadequacy of the political power ofthe right inAmer
ica in theabsence ofcultural power is perfectly illustrated in the
cases of the Nixon, Reagan, and Bush administrations. None
of the Republican administrations possessed sufficient cultur
al resources and allies toenable whatever ideas and policy ini
tiatives they expressed to endure, andmuchof theirtimeand
energy were consumed with explaining and often retreating
from what they Jut forward in the face of the almost total op
position of the dominant cultural elitein the mass media and
the higher circles of education. The Republicans had indeed
won election to the "outerditch"ofgovernment, but noneof
them ever cameclose to penetrating the "powerful system of
fortresses andearthworks" ofcultural hegemony on which the
real power of the left rests. The Bush administration in par
ticularcameto rely on an essentially liberal discourse to justi
fy itsactions. As a result, the administration accomplished al
mostnothing inaltering the framework ofpublic discussion or
in challenging the fundamental terms of debate in American
political culture, so that today it is far more difficult to argue
publicly against thelegitimacy ofhomosexuality, against affir
mative action, against the welfare state and its assumptions
aboutmanandgovernment, oragainst a globalist foreign pol
icy than it was before Bush, Quaylc, Kemp, and William Ben
nett gave us thebenefit oftheir wisdom. By replicating andre
peating the rhetoric of the left, the American right merely
confirms andlegitimizes the cultural dominance—and there
fore the political power—of the left.

Nordoes thereseem to be much prospect that the Repub
lican Party as it is now constituted will offer any serious chal
lenge to that cultural dominance, or that the tameneoconser-
vative intelligentsia that serves as the GOP's ideological
vanguard will do so. Thus, neoconservative Michael Joyce,
>resident of the $420-million Bradley Foundation of Milwau-
cee, which the Natioml Journal calls "the nation's largest un
derwriter ofconservative intellectual activity," recently told the
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Journal that "I'm ... not ready to repeal the welfare state. 1
want to ameliorate the problems of the welfare state." Simi
larly, in the spring of 1992, just after President Bush, under
pressure from l\it Buchanan, fired NEA chairman John Frohn-
maycr, therebegan to buildfor the first timea small consensus
even among some liberals that theNEA might notbenecessary
afterall. Who should jump out ofthewoodwork to tell usthat
"abolitionist sentiment, however understandable and defensi
ble,will beineffectual" but Mr. Joyce's mentor, Irving Kristol,
the ubiquitous godfather of the neoconservatives, and it was
Kristol's contribution to theKulturkampftosuggest that all we
really needed to do was justhand the NEAover to a neocon
servative manager who could fork upthe pasta to the right peo
ple, namely theneoconservatives. Mr. Kristol thensallied for
ward to tell us, in the Wall Street Journal, that "I regret to
inform PatBuchananthat those [i.e., the culture] wars areover,
and the left haswon the left today completely dominates
the educational system, the entertainment industry, the uni
versities, themedia." "Oneofthese days the tidewill turn,"he
writes, but there isnothing anyone candoaboutit now. Well,
no doubt somedaythe tide will turn, but when it does it will
not bebecause Mr. Kristol was paddling in the right direction.
IfAntonio Gramsci had had comrades like Irving Kristol and
Michael Joyce, Mussolini could have used hisprisons for more
serious threats to hispower.

As far as 1can see, there is virtually no reason to think that
cither the Republican Piirty leadership or the neoconser

vative intelligentsia or for that matter most ofthemainstream
conservative establishment either wants or is able to mount an
effective challenge to the dominant cultural apparatus of the
left inthis country. Theydonotwant todosobecause they are
perfectly happy holding petty offices, publishing reams of
xickground papers, and giving each otherimmense financial
donations within the left's framework ofcultural andpolitical
hegemony, and the most that they want to do istrimup that
framework, reform it, take it over themselves, and, in Mr.
Joyce's term, "ameliorate" it. Theyarenot able to mountanef
fective challenge because theestablishment right has long iso
lated itself from the grassroots foundations of the real Ameri
can culture and locked itself in its phone booth,where they
employ their timeandmoney making conference calls toeach
other, periodically emerging to raid the direct-mail icebox,
and venturing all the way to Milwaukee to squeeze another
large .slice of the Bradley family's fortune out of Mr. Joyce.

The people who are challenging thecultural hegemony of
the left and are trying to construct a "counter-hegemonic
force" aretheAmerican people themselves, through theefforts
ofleaders like Mary Cummins andherallies in the belly of the
beast, New York Gity, andthrough similar efforts inGolorado,
Oregon, Galifornia, andotherstates where the long silent and
dormant core ofAmerican civilization isbeginning toawaken.
Theseefforts arcnot theproducts ofstrategies thought out in
the Beltway, and as far as I know they owe nothing to the fi
nancial largesse ofconservative foundations. Theyarelargely
local inorientation andthereby reflect theauthentic grassroots
nature ofthe real American culture. Independent ofboththe
federal state and its cultural tentacles, they do not merely
replicate the assumptions of the incumbent cultural regime;
theyexpress their ownvision of culture,and in their activism
theydefy the kind ofpassivity that thedominant culture seeks
to induce in Americans. If they are going to develop and



flourish in the future, tliey need to undertake threethings.
First, they needtoenhirge tlieir numlicrs :ind avoid remain

ing in the politieal and cultural glictto that so-called "move
mentconservatism" represents. This means that they cannot
look to large conservative foundations or even to very many
other conservatives for help, since the cffect—if not the pur
pose—of those organizations is tomake local groups dependent
on their assistance and thereby confine them within the ghet
to. Grassroots groups need to find ways they canexpand be
yond those already sympathetic tothem and enlist theenergies
of otherAmericans who have not previously been involved or
interestedin cultural war, and to do this they need to lookfor
new issues beyond theirpresent range ofconcerns and interests.
By doing sonot only will they gain strength through new ad
herents but theywill also be able to retain their financial and
organizational independence and the integrity of their agendas.

Second, these groups need, to use a phrase oftheleft, to raise
consciousness—not onlyto exj^and their numbers but also to
educate other Americans in how the Middle American core is
exploited by the dominant authorities, how traditional Amer
ican culture is being subverted anddestroyed, andwhat this de
struction means to the country and itscitizens. Long-standing
issues of the populist right like abortion or relatively new ones
like homosexuality, school curricula, andguncontrol cannot be
seenor fought in isolation from issues that have not previous
lybeen issues at all, such as trade, immigration, andan Amer
icaFirst foreign policy, andactivists should use all these issues
to inform previously inactive citi/cns and groups of how they

areall the victims of an aliendominationand of what theycan
do to resist it.

Third, local efforts will eventually need to develo)) a national
political consciousness and a national reach. While Gramsci
was undoubtedly right that political power without cultural
hegcmon\' is pointless, it is these very grassroots groups that for
the first time in living memoryoffera firm culturaland popu
larly based foundation for enduring and effective political
power on the right. Onlyif the\ caneventually becoordinat
ed into a national movement that still retains its indepen
dence, its integrity, and its local and activist character can
they become theeffective base for a national political campaign
or a presidential administration, and only if a national cam-
laignor an administration possesses such a national cultural
jasecan it or its supporters expect to accomplish what isnec
essary—to break the federal leviathan apartat its joints anddis
mantle its apparatusof cultural domination, its revolting and
repressive culture, and its phon\' and disgusting cultural elite
and to create a new national and cultural consciousness of what
it means to be an American. The strategy by which this new
American revolution can take place may well comefrom what
was cooked up in the brain ofa d\ ingcommunist theoretician
in a Fascist jail cell 60years ago, but we canmake use of it not
to build the lies of socialism and the enslavement of commu
nism but to conserve the freedom and dignity that American
civilization has always represented andcan represent again, if
only we ha\'c the strength and the will and the common pur
pose to take back ourcountry andourculture. ^
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