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The American Cultural Decline


To analyze Western culture is to analyze one’s own place in society.  It requires the ability to step outside conditioned cultural beliefs while abandoning any form of ethnocentrism.  It requires an open mind and a wisdom tempered by critical thinking.  A thorough analysis of our culture must begin by building a foundation of critical thought, by examining the work of other contemporary scholars.  Then personal observations about culture have a context from which penetrating conclusions can be drawn.  The work of Morris Berman is an excellent starting point from which a cultural analysis can begin.

“As the twenty-first century dawns, American culture is, quite simply, in a mess.  Millions of Americans feel this, if only on a subliminal level…” -Morris Berman


Morris Berman offers his insights and criticisms of the American culture in his work, The Twilight of the American Culture.  These insights are composed of the crippling and fundamental flaws of the American culture.  However, as he stresses, these observations are by no means new, but rather variations on a theme.  Works by other contemporary scholars, bringing to light the flaws they perceive in the American culture, make viable arguments and observations citing        “‘crumbling school systems and widespread functional illiteracy, of violent crime and gross economic inequality, of apathy, cynicism, and what might be called ‘spiritual death’” (Berman, 2000, p. 2).  Berman agrees that these factors exist, but they are merely effects, not the true cause.  Berman’s unique contribution to the understanding of this problem lies in interpreting these factors of collapse, an interpretation that most importantly leads to the causal relationship, and from this knowledge, the ability to form a solution to combat it.

“Truth is beautiful, without doubt; but so are lies.”   -Ralph Waldo Emerson
Berman’s first step in analyzing the twilight of our culture is the analysis of the factors of its collapse.  These factors of collapse are already recognized by a select group.  The question is, most importantly, why are these factors that affect everyone in our culture only being recognized by a few select people?  Berman argues that we have found ways of hiding from ourselves, both individually and as a culture, these factors of collapse.  He believes that our culture has adapted itself structurally to providing distractions, directing our attention away from the more disheartening and harmful aspects of our culture.  Much how a magician misdirects his audience’s attention in order to create the illusion of magic, our culture provides distractions “such as the constant outpouring of new technological toys” (Berman, 2000, p. 2).  Our media also plays an instrumental role in diverting our attention “by drowning the country in the kinds of spectacles that keep our minds focused on the trivial and the sensational: O.J. Simpson’s trial, Princess Di’s death, Bill Clinton’s sex life, and the CNN-style infotainment that one media rebel, David Barsamian, rightly refers to as ‘nuzak’ ” (Berman, 2000, p. 2).

These examples can strike a chord of recognition with anyone who is immersed in the American culture, but more importantly, they demonstrate how ingrained this suppression has become.  It is a suppression which requires a tremendous amount of energy to perpetuate, but as Berman argues, “in an odd way, the heart of our decline is, paradoxically enough, the vitality of this culture itself” (Berman, 2000, p. 2).  Berman expands this statement by explaining that “American energy is quite palpable…There is always a busyness in the air: a new film, a new scandal, a new idea to toss around (for a week), and, of course, the ever-fluctuating fortunes of the Dow” (Berman, 2000, p. 2).  In this way, the American energy, a by-product of the distractions we use, has taken on a new role in our culture.  It has come to define us, so much so that it is “the first thing foreign visitors notice” (Berman, p. 2).  The distractions we have used to divert our attention from the substantive problems that our culture faces have replaced substance and truth.  These distractions now have a new role, to perpetuate the idea that nothing is wrong with our culture.  Former president Bill Clinton, in his 1999 State of the Union speech, told America that the economy was the strongest it had been in thirty years, that “unemployment is down and the market is up” (Berman, 2000, p. 2).  Yet, what was curiously left out was that the data was deliberately misleading, as documented by numerous analysts.  The reality was much different; the prosperity Clinton spoke of was only for the small minority of the very rich.  Nor was it mentioned that “the gap between rich and poor has widened dramatically, and the middle class has found itself growing smaller, and in an increasingly precarious position” (Berman, 2000, p. 3).  The American energy of which we are so proud, our vaunted prosperity, are based on half-truths and convenient deceptions.  The only real substance behind our illusions is that we have actually come to believe them.  The American energy, the distractions in the forms of technology and media enchantment are “activities [which] mask a core of emptiness” (Berman, 2000, p. 3).  It is this core of emptiness, or more succinctly, this lack of substance which causes the decline in our culture.  However, what masquerades as substance in this vacuum?  Political scientist, Benjamin Barber, aptly refers to this substitute as “‘McWorld—commercial corporate consumerism for its own sake” (Berman, 2000, p. 3).  

“Problems are the price you pay for progress.”   -Branch Rickey
Robert L. Heilbroner, in the “Human Prospect” writes about a similar problem facing our culture, which he calls the “civilizational malaise;” he describes it as “the philosopher’s warnings of the ultimate inadequacy of material possessions...the inability of a civilization directed to material improvement to satisfy the human spirit” (Heilbroner, 1991, p. 34).  Heilbroner explains that it is not capitalism itself which it to blame for the civilizational malaise, but capitalism’s role in our culture as an end unto itself, a means to attain “true happiness.”

“... whatever its economic strengths, the social ethos of capitalism is ultimately unsatisfactory for the individual and unstable for the community. The stress on personal achievement, the acquisitive drive that is toted as the Good Life—all this may be, in the end, the critical weakness of capitalist society, although providing much of the motor force of its economy” (Heilbroner, p. 34).  

Berman comes to the same conclusion, finding that “the problem is that since this vitality celebrates nothing substantive beyond buying and owning things, it itself is the cultural decline I am talking about” (Berman, 2000, p. 3).  Robert Bellah in his book “Habits of the Heart” makes reference to Count Alexis de Toqueville’s writing in the 1830’s.  Toqueville noticed this lack of substance found within our capitalist culture, even at such an early point in our country’s history, finding a “restlessness and sadness in pursuit of the good life” (Bellah, 1985, p. 117).  It is safe to say that now, over 150 years later, capitalism and the pursuit of the good life, inextricably embodied in the concept of the American dream, are alive and well.  Nevertheless, what solutions can exist to combat a decline which has been a part of our culture since its inception?

Robert Heilbroner offers his solution by hypothesizing that the only way to correct the problem and to save our culture is to transform it radically, by moving “in the direction of many pre-industrial societies—toward the exploration of inner states of experience rather than the outer world of fact and material accomplishment” (Bellah, 1985, p. 166).  Berman offers his own unique solution in the form of the “monastic option.”  It represents a self-admitted “long shot” but one with historical precedence in the Greco-Roman civilization.  Monks at the twilight of that civilization “sequestered and copied the books and manuscripts that represented the greatest cultural achievements of that civilization—material that, six hundred years later, proved to be a crucial factor in the dawn of a new European culture” (Bellah, 1985, p. 9).  Berman argues that we too need monks of sorts, people able to recognize the best parts of our culture; people who can recognize the decline of our culture and who wish to preserve the valuable aspects of it.  These monks need to be specifically dedicated “to Enlightenment values that lie at the heart of our civilization: the disinterested pursuit of the truth, the cultivation of art, the commitment to critical thinking” (Bellah, 1985, p. 10).  The monastic option represents a very real solution, one that makes no extravagant claims about rescuing this culture in one fell swoop.  The preservation of the best of our culture, not the rescue of it, might be the only solution truly possible at this stage.

“We compound our suffering by victimizing each other.”  -Athol Fugard
One aspect of our popular culture, which I believe epitomizes the cultural decline Berman writes about, is in an increasingly popular form of entertainment known as reality TV.  Although they have a long history in the America culture, reality TV shows have only recently grown to a mammoth level of popularity, a popularity that invariably gives them the power to greatly influence our culture.  Reality TV shows have been a part of the American culture from as early as 1948, the oldest example being “Candid Camera” (It’s Time, 2003).  The show, originally created by Allen Funt, featured a format of hidden camera video—videos of people thrust into unusual and strange situations.  However, today’s reality TV has evolved from its earlier, more innocent roots.  Modern reality TV shows feature a much different subject matter, that of people being put into embarrassing, humiliating, and frequently painful situations, for the entertainment of the viewers.  The format is basically the suffering of other human beings; the appeal seeming to come from how these people react.  This reveals a very startling trend in our culture, for many of these shows have become incredibly popular.  Some might argue that reality TV contains an element of catharsis, which Aristotle defined as “a purifying or figurative cleansing of the emotions, especially pity and fear” (Dictionary.com, 2003).  But this naturally leads to the question of why real people need to suffer in order for the audience to have a cathartic experience.  Cannot the same experience be achieved through fictional television?  Perhaps the real appeal is that these sufferings are not happening to us.  This constitutes a very frightening reality in our culture.  When was it that we stopped caring about our fellow human beings, that we became so desensitized to the deliberately staged suffering of others?  And at what point did this suffering become a form entertainment?


The popularity of reality TV shows is without question.  To date, there are over 148 separate shows that are currently running or have run in the past on almost every major television network (Reality TV Links, 2003).  These shows have found a large audience in the American culture.  These shows fulfill a very disturbing desire in our culture, a desire which television is ready and willing to provide and profit by.  I believe Berman would classify these shows as being distractions, a means of hiding our cultural decline.  They certainly represent a fundamental shift in the traditional morals of only fifty years ago, and can be recognized as a part of our cultural decline.


Another facet in analyzing our culture, which I believe shows the decline the American culture is experiencing, can be found in the perceptions of our culture by the world.  A concise report on international perceptions, from the Arab world’s point of view, can be found in Brian J. Talbot’s  “View from the East: Arab Perceptions of United States Presence and Policy” a report written for the United States Air Force Institute for National Security Studies.  The report summarizes much of the Arab world’s sentiments toward the United States.  Talbot writes that Arab perceptions “have turned virulently anti-western in recent years” (Talbot, 2003, p. 8).  Talbot tries to recognize the reasons for this strong anti-American sentiment, finding that negative perceptions of America are being drawn from images found in our media and entertainment.  In making recommendations to improve this perception he recommends increasing “efforts to sell image of America as a value-laden society (not corrupt as portrayed in Hollywood stereotypes) in order to improve understanding between Arabs/US” (Talbot, 2003, p. 9).  This helps to illustrate the American cultural decline.  Our media and entertainment forums can be viewed as being the voice of the nation, the pulse of the nation.  These forums are only helping to increase anti-American feelings throughout the world, since American media and entertainment often give the world the idea that we are corrupt and have no cultural values.  They serve as powerful indicators of a greater problem, the American cultural decline.


To conclude, an analysis of the American culture reveals alarming indicators of a cultural decline.  Morris Berman, in The Twilight of the American Culture, exposes many of these indicators that our culture has developed structurally to suppress.  Berman’s astute insights, coupled with my own personal observations, form a disturbing picture of the American culture, one that needs to be confronted should a culture revival be a possibility.
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