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Quantifying America's Decline
s By WiLUAM J. Bennett
•, Is our culture declining? Ihave tried to
I quantify the answer (o this question with

the crcatlon of the Index ofLeading Cul
tural Indicators.

In the early 19C0s. the Census Bureau
began publishing the Index of Leading
Economic Indicators. These 11 measure
ments. taken together, represent the best
means we now have of inierpreting cur
rent business developments and predict
ing future economic trends.

The Index of LeadingCultural Indica
tors, a compilation of the HeritageFoun-
da'.'on 2ndEmpower America, attempts to
bring2 si.milar kind ofdata-based analy
sis tocultural issues. It isa statistical por
trait (from 1960 to the present) of the
moral, social and behavioral conditions of
modem American society-matters that,
ir our time, often travel under the banner
Of "values."

Perhaps no one will be surprised to
learn that, according to the index, Amer
ica's cultural condition is far from
healthy. What isshocking is just how pre
cipitously American life has declined in

. the past 30 years, despite the enormous
! governmental effort to improve it.

•Since 1960. the U.S. population has in-
j creascd •ilTr; the gross domestic product
. hris .niarJy I'Ipioi; and toiaisocialspend-
. ing by ail levelsof government (measured
j in constant 1990 dollars) has risen from
[ S143.73 billion to S7S7 billion—more than a
; fivefold increase. Innation-adjusted
I spending on welfare has increased by
; 63078, .spending on education by 2255*0.
. But during the same 30-year period

there has been a 560% increase in violent
I crimc: a 4197f increase in illegitimate

births; a quadrupling in divorce rates; a
tripling of the percentage of children liv
ing in single-parent homes; more than a
2007o increase in the teenagesuicide rate;
and a drop of almost SO points in SAT
scores.

•early many modern-day social
pathologies have gotten worse. More im
portant, they seemimpervious to govern
ment's attempts to cure them. Although
theGreatSociety and itsmany social pro
grams have had some good effects, there
is a vast body ofevidence suggesting that
these "remedies" have reached the limits
of their success.

Perhaps more than anything else,
America's cultural decline is evidence of a
shift in the public's attitudes and beliefs.
Social scientist James Q. Wilson writes
that "the powers exercised by the institu
tions of social^ control have been con
strained and people, especially youngpeo
ple, have embraced an ethos' that values

self-expression over self-control." The
findings of pollster Daniel Yankelovich
seem to confirm this diagnosis. Our soci
ety now places less value than before on
what we owe to others as a matter of
moral obligation; less value on sacrifice
as a moral good; less value on social con
formity and respectability; and lessvalue
on correctness and restraint in matters of
physical pleasure andsexuality.

Some writers havespoken eloquentlyon
these matters. When thelateWalker Percy

was asked what concerned him most about
America's future, heanswered: "Probably ;
the fear of seeing America, with all its ^
great strtngtii andbeauty andfreedom ...I
gradually subside into decay through de- j.
fault and be defeated, not by the Commu-
nist movement, demonstrably a bankrupt
system, but from within by weariness,
boredom, cynicism, greed and in the end
helplessness before its great problems."
AlexanderSolzhenitsyn,in a speech eariier
this year, put it this way: "The West,

1960 5:06 hours 1960 975
1965 5:29 hours 1955 969
1970 5:56 hours 1970 948
1975 5:07 hours 1975 • • 910
1980 6:36 houis 1980 890
1985 7:07 hours •1985 906
1990 6:55 hours 1990 900

m892 aifiiftoajjj
Source: NietsenMediaResearch Source: TheCollegeBoarc

SUeScxiU

SIMGIEMOTHERS;
5.3%

1970 10.7%

1980 18.4%

Source: Nttioni! Center(or HealthSUtislics

1960 8%

1970 11%

1980 18%

Sources:Bureauoi the Census;Donald
Hemamiez. TheAmenean Child:Resources
trom FamSy, Government andtheEconomy

has been undergoing an erosion and ob
scoring of high moral and ethical Ideals
The spiritual axisof lifehas grown dim.'
John Updike has written: "The fact that
compared to the inhabitants of Africa anc
Russia, we still live well cannot ease tht
pain offeeling we nolonger live nobly."

Treatises have been written on why
this decline has happened. The hard truth
is that In a free society the ultimate re
sponsibility rests with the people them
selves. The good news is that what has
been self-inflicted canbeself-corrected.

There area number ofthings wecando
toencourage cultural renewal. First, gov
ernment should heed the old injunction.
"Donoharm." Overthe years it has often
done imintended harm to many of the peo
ple it was trying to help. The destructive
incentives of the welfare system are per
hapsthemost glaringexample ofthr:.

Second, political leaders can help
shape social attitudes through public dis
course and through morally defensible .so
cial legislation. A thoughtful social
agenda today would pc.-haps include: a
more tough-minded cnir.inal justjco sys
tem, including more pri.sons: a radical re
form of education throueh national stan
dards .infj sc.'joo; choicc: a systc.-n of
child-suppon collccuon. whereby fathers
would be made to take responsibility for
their children: a rescinding of no-faultdi
vorce laws for parents with children: and
radical retorm of the welfare system.

But even if these and other worthwhile
efforts are made, we should temper our
expectations of what government can do.
A greater hope lies elsewhere.

Our social and civic institutions-fam
ilies, churches, schools, neighborhoods
and civic associations-have traditionally
taken on the responsibility of providing
our children with love, order and disci-
pline-of teaching self-control, compas
sion, tolerance, civility, honesty and re
spectfor authority. Government, even at
its best, can never be more than an auxil
iary in the development of character.

The social regression of the past 30
years is duein large part to the enfeebled
state of our sociaJ instituUons and their
failure tocany out their critical and Ume-
honored tasks. We desperately need tore
covera sense of the fundamental purpose.
ofeducation, which is toengage in the ar
chitecture ofsouls. When a self-governing '
society ignores this responsibility, it does:
so at its peril.
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