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Whither The Will 
Thine or mine or another?  

T 
here is a chill in the air, a 

sharp assault on aging bones 

which despairs the soul of 

hope, a foreboding harbinger 

of winter fast approach-

ing. Such unpleasant 

thoughts arrive too easi-

ly and far too often, 

paying obeisant homage 

to the rancorous bluster 

now become uncivil 

discourse. The vulgar 

vulgus has sent reason 

packing, snagged on 

tumbling tumbleweeds 

tossed by the wintry 

wind through the desert 

of moral discontent.  

In letters to friends, John Steinbeck 

stated the reason for his last novel, pub-

lished in 1961, “The Winter of Our Discon-

tent”, was to address the moral degener-

ation of American culture during the 

1950s and 1960s. Initially much criticized 

for its heavy-handed moralism, the crit-

ics, subsequent to the scandals that 

rocked the 1970s (Watergate, for one,) 

would eventually change their earlier 

assessment. As one critic would later 

write: “The book I then so impetuously 

criticized as somewhat thin, now strikes 

me as a deeply penetrat-

ing study of the Ameri-

can condition. I did not 

realize, at the time, that 

we had a condition.”  

S 
till, I can vividly 

recall reading the 

book—as a High 

School Freshman—not 

long after it was first 

published. Unlike the 

critics, I found it mes-

merizing, so much so 

that I became deter-

mined to become that next great Ameri-

can novelist (the dreams of impetuous 

youth.) Yet, what remains most in my 

memory rests largely outside the pages 

of the book (and yes, I still have my 

copy, well-worn and long-traveled now.)           
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I 
 can still recall sitting at my desk 

during study hall reading it when 

the shadow of Sister Ann 

Maureen fell over me. Sister was a 

young Dominican nun with a serious, 

unforgiving demeanor and a posture 

so straight it resembled and appeared 

as rigid as a steel beam. Now, I must 

admit, of all the Dominican nuns who 

taught at our school and despite her 

strict no-nonsense attitude, Sister Ann 

Maureen was then and still remains 

my favorite for she taught English 

with a passion for perfection and I 

dearly loved her for it.  

Quietly she asked if my mother 

knew what I was then reading, being 

fully acquainted with my mother’s 

literary talents and interests, to which 

I replied, “Yes sister, she does. In fact 

we are both reading it now and here is 

her bookmark.” At the time I thought, 

given the negative reviews and the 

novel’s focus on decadence and the 

increasing immorality within Ameri-

can society, that she was concerned for 

my soul but in retrospect I now believe 

it was much more than that. I think 

now that she was surprised and more 

than a bit pleased to discover one of 

her young students interested in read-

ing literature which challenged the 

mind to think beyond the circum-

scribed borders of the tribe.  

Those who came of age in the 50s 

and 60s, the so-call Baby Boomers, 

know well the sharp soul-wrenching 

divisiveness that threatened to shred 

the beautifully woven tapestry of the 

nation. When tribalism (generational, 

racial, egalitarian, theological, ecologi-

cal, etc.) replaces national unity, long-

held beliefs, moral and ethical values 

and the orthodoxies of social and cul-

tural behavior are quickly adjudicated 

and condemned, determined to be un-

acceptable, prejudicial against one 

tribal cause or another. This only exac-

erbates the tension, raises the rhetoric, 

and divides the once indivisible into 

separable and unequal ideologies and 

interests.  

A nation founded upon principles 

handed down by Almighty God must 

inexorably lose its unity in the disunit-

ing pursuit of tribal self-interests. Such 

self-segregation inevitably leads to 

bitter anger and smoldering resent-

ment over even the smallest of injus-

tices inflicted upon the vulnerable and 

powerless by the controlling hegemo-

ny. A nation whose motto had long 

been “Out of many, one: e pluribus un-

um,” would soon brandish a more 

egalitarian slogan: “Out of one, many: 

e unum pluribus.” The once mighty na-

tion unified under God was torn and 

severed, rent into innumerable unac-

countable tribes of aggrieved at uncivil 

war with those to whom they ascribed 

their real or imagined grievances.  

Culturally, we have entered into a 

new era which began with the emerg-

ing embrace of victimology in the 

1960s and 1970s. This has given rise to 

a new culture, a “victimhood culture” 

that stands in stark contrast and coun-

terculture to the “dignity culture” 

which preceded it.  

A 
s Michael P. Foley1 explains, 

this victimhood culture can 

be contrasted with two oth-

er cultures from American history: the 

“honor cultures” of the American Rev-

olution and antebellum South, and the 

“dignity culture” that reached its 

height in the Midwest in the 1950s. 

In honor cultures, men are highly 

sensitive to insult (hence the preva-

lence of duels). They like to call 

attention to themselves, especially 

to their prowess or exploits in areas 

involving conquest or risk, and 

they like to do so not only with 

respect to virtuous acts of bravery 

but also with respect to vicious acts 

such as gambling, drinking, and 

philandering. Honor seekers do not 

hesitate to exaggerate their success-

es or even lie about them, for by 

maintaining the appearance of be-

ing a victor in conflicts, they main-

tain their status and intimidate 

competitors. Honor cultures are 

tight-knit communities where word 

of mouth and age-old custom pre-

vail and where supervening legal 

authority is disdained. Men of hon-

or may love their family and their 

country, but they scorn the govern-

ment or the court system, for there 

is more glory in resolving conflict 

through one’s own skill or bravery 

than by invoking the help of a third 

party. 

In a culture of dignity, on the other 

hand, individual dignity is seen as 

an inherent and inalienable good 

that one does not need constantly to 

prove or assert as in an honor cul-

ture. Consequently, in a dignity 

culture it is considered unnecessary 

and distasteful to draw attention to 

oneself. Insults no longer provoke 

wrath as they do in an honor cul-

ture: the phrase “Sticks and stones 

may break my bones but words will 

never hurt me” nicely sums up a 

dignity culture but is unthinkable 

in an honor or, as we shall see, vic-

timhood culture. Dignity cultures 

have a stable and powerful third-

party legal system, but the goal is to 

use such a system as quietly, dis-

creetly, and as rarely as possible. 

Self-restraint, toleration, and peace-

ful confrontation are the hallmarks 

of a dignity culture. 
CONTINUED ON PAGE 3  
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A victimhood culture, by contrast, 

is an almost perfect photographic 

negative of an honor culture. Like 

honor cultures, victimhood culture 

is highly sensitive to insult. Today 

this sensitivity is enshrined in the 

use of terms like “microaggres-

sions” and “trigger words,” ...  

T 
he victimhood culture has 

long been recognized by the 

left as their cause célèbre, their 

ticket to actualize their proclivities to 

outrage. Danusha V. Goska, a former 

leftist, would write in the late 1990s 

after reading a passage from Caroline 

Myss’s bestselling Anatomy of the Spirit:  

I felt that I was confronting the sig-

nature essence of my social life 

among leftists. We rushed to cast 

everyone in one of three roles: vic-

tim, victimizer, or champion of the 

oppressed. We lived our lives in a 

constant state of outraged indigna-

tion. I did not want to live that way 

anymore. I wanted to cultivate a 

disposition of gratitude. I wanted to 

see others, not as victims or victim-

izers, but as potential friends, as 

loved creations of God. I wanted to 

understand the point of view of 

people with whom I disagreed 

without immediately demonizing 

them as enemy oppressors.  

While sensitivity (or touchiness) in 

a victimhood culture is as pronounced 

as it is in an honor culture, the content 

could hardly be more different. As 

Foley writes: 

To put it in the language of our 

current President, honor culture 

extols “winning” while victimhood 

culture dwells on “losing.” Unlike a 

dignity culture, both honor and 

victimhood cultures encourage 

their members to call attention to 

themselves But whereas people in 

an honor culture like to mention 

their own exploits, in a victimhood 

culture they prefer to mention their 

own hardships, to vocalize what 

they suffer at the hands of others on 

account of their race, class, or gen-

der—and if they qualify as a victim 

in all three categories, they are eligi-

ble for an even more prestigious 

status according to the logic of 

“intersectionality.” 

 In such a cultural setting, so covet-

ed is the status of victim and so 

despicable that of oppressor that 

there even emerges … a culture of 

“competitive victimhood,” where 

individuals often exaggerate or lie 

about their level of victimization or 

their membership in a historically 

victimized group in order to obtain 

the status they seek. … 

Victimhood cultures thrive in high-

ly egalitarian societies, where the 

only kind of “deviance” left to be 

despised is not manifesting coward-

ice or moral depravity but speaking 

or acting against equality or diversi-

ty. Such cultures also thrive where 

there is a high degree of social at-

omization, that is, where individu-

als are no longer tightly bound to 

family or clan or other stable 

groups that serve as intermediaries 

between them and the rest of socie-

ty or the government. Like a dignity 

culture, victimhood culture requires 

a superior third party, such as a 

college administration or the feder-

al government; but unlike members 

of a dignity culture who would 

rather not “make a scene,” victim-

hood status seekers or their agents 

pursue a “squeaky wheel” policy, 

loudly pressuring a third party, 

through protests or public shaming, 

to side with the alleged victim 

group and condemn their ostensible 

oppressors. Indeed, while the honor

-seeking man or woman can live 

without the interventions of a third 

party, members of a victimhood 

culture cannot. 

Make no mistake, the culture of 

competitive victimhood is both intoxi-

cating as much as it is addictive. But  it 

is only allowable within minority or 

otherwise less powerful cultures. His-

torically dominant ethnic groups such 

as whites or historically dominant reli-

gious groups such as Christians can 

never claim victimhood, even if and 

when they are legitimately found to be 

victimized.  

D 
isqualifying Christianity is 

incredibly ironic for there 

would be no cultural con-

cern for the victim were it not for 

Christianity.   

Christianity began with the recog-

nition that Jesus was an innocent 

victim and that the many were 

guilty; the Left now increasingly 

teaches that the many are innocent 

victims and that Jesus and his fol-

lowers are guilty. Beneath the cur-

rent Christ-like slogans of tolerance, 

diversity, equality, and, above all, 

concern for the victim, does there 

lurk the cry of “Crucify him”? It 

will be interesting to see what hap-

pens next if this new and unpuri-

fied paradigm of victimology is the 

only voice allowed to get angry.  

Endemic to the culture of victim-

hood is the absolute necessity to im-

mediately demonize any and all dis-

senting views as enemy oppressors 

and to deny them a voice. The Left, 

feeding on the carrion of the victim 

and the minority, has neither pulse nor 

heartbeat of its own; like vampires, it 

sucks the lifeblood from the weak and 

vulnerable, telling the victim to blame 

the oppressor. The victimhood culture 

can countenance neither the light of 

day nor the cross of Christ.  

    
1. Michael P. Foley, “Virtue Gone Mad: Victimhood 

Culture Scapegoats Its Very Source”, Touchstone 
Magazine, November / December 2018, pp 46-50.   
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