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Reading David Kelley … 

  
It rarely happens that such a brief text as the one by David 
Kelley allows so diverse and substantial interpretations of 
the causes generating the swift and turbulent social change 
of both contemporary America and the global world as a 
whole. 

  
You may confer with whomever Marxist or laissez-faire 
Liberal and he will explain you that the material forces of 
production and trade drive the world – including our global 
world. When you would ask him to interpret such a 
phenomenon as Al-Quaida and 9/11, the Marxist will 
indignantly respond that global poverty goes to war against 
the arrogant and imperialistic global wealth - failing to 
notice that actually all Islam kamikaze-shahids come from 
upper-middle class families, well-educated as a rule, 

frequently with at Western universities background. The 
Liberal would express his regret that the fanatic Muslim is 
unwilling or incapable to benefit from the all-inclusive good 
of “the free market”, which is now available, due to 
globalization, to almost anyone in the world. If this 
appeared insufficient, the Liberal would burst out in a 
sacred Conservative anger to explain that in fact the 
eternal struggle between the Good and Evil has been 
renewed.  
  

David Kelley’s article is primarily an intelligent and delicate 
hint that before producing, distributing and consuming, 
human beings think, feel and appraise the world through 
the prism of their own model of consciousness, i.e. through 
the prism of their cultural determination. It is particularly 
important to meticulously popularize this viewpoint among 
the Bulgarian intellectual community, which has been 



forced for decades to reaffirm that “the social being 
determines the consciousness”, albeit the main mission of 
an intellectual in each society is to preach the significance 
of ideas as prototype of material things. 

  
The transition of our world, and the transition of America in 
particular, into a new condition, into a new definiteness – is 
turbulent and conflicting, because just as any deep wave of 
change, it has been caused by the crisis and disintegration 

of the prevailing cultural consensus – the rational 
consensus – replaced by the struggle among alternative 
world views, shaped as competing cultures. Kelley is a 
conservative personality by the virtue of the fact that he 
explains this change along the lines of the modern culture, 
which – in his own words – has been under the attack of 
the alternatives of the pre-modern traditionalism – 
Conservatism, as well as of post-modernism. Kelley 
reduces the rational consensus of modern society to the 
ruling worldview during the modern age – Liberalism.  The 

value interpretation of modern culture in his article has 
been restrained within the values of Liberalism – 
individualism, secularism, free mind and anthropocentric 
humanism. It allows Kelley to reveal the sources of post-
modern alternative culture in the ideological heritage of 
Jean-Jacques Rousseau and Karl Marx. Despite some 
outward similarities however – collectivism, “return to the 
state of nature”, egalitarianism and intolerance towards 
“bourgeois morality”, political radicalism, - Rousseau and 
particularly Marx have in fact nothing in common with the 

reasons of post-modernism. 

  
Rousseau and Marx are authors of utopian systems, 
ideologically confronted with the worldview of Liberalism 
(free market, liberal democracy and value agnosticism), 
but culturally inseparable parts of modern, rational 
consensus. It is for good reason that they remain in the 



history of ideas as authors of “rational utopias” (in the case 
of Rousseau – retro utopia) marking the ultimate bounds 
rationalism can reach as a core of the modern culture. 
Post-modernism  - both secular (Foucault, Derrida), and 
“The New Age of Aquarius” definitely transcends these 
ultimate bounds through problematizing the rational 
consensus and relativizing its principle grounds. 

  
Unlike rational utopianism, post-modernism is not just a 

school of thought, but also a cultural wave, an alternative 
to the culture of modernism. It could certainly be argued 
extensively who its predecessors were and what they had 
contributed to it, but one is for sure – the reasons for this 
wave come from the cultural revolution of the 1960s, when 
it was for the first time that not only “capitalism” or 
“exploitation” or “class inequality”, but the whole worldview 
of the rational consensus was gravely and systematically 
attacked. This attack radically transcends the philosophical 
juggling of “deconstruction” and “reconstruction” of the 

world, brought down to linguistic reality. The enthusiasm 
for exotic – in fact existing in parallel, but ignored by the 
West until recently – mainly East religious schools, the 
mass consumption of hallucinogens by “baby-boomers”[i], 
the proliferation of schools and psychological techniques for 
“expanding the consciousness” – all these serve one main 
goal: overcoming the limitations of reason and achieving 
“enlightenment” as a combination of alternative forms of 
“expanded”, “universal” consciousness. 

  

If somebody considers all this as too exotic to believe in – 
let us continue that it is exactly this revolution of 
challenging and rejecting the rational view of the world 
that led to everyday and widespread phenomena and 
practices in the Western world like rock music, pop culture, 
yoga and martial arts, relaxation – meditation, holistic 
medicine, healthy nutrition and diet (including mass 
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vegetarianism), as well as new mass sensitiveness towards 
old problems like the environment quality (ecology), 
feminism, sexual freedom – including homosexual, etc. 
This new cultural wave, which we call “postmodernism” due 
to inability to define it on the basis of its own complicated 
identity, brought a radically new attitude towards culture, 
introducing the orthodoxy of cultural relativism and 
egalitarianism.  
  

With the term “progress” the age of rationalism arranged 
different cultures in a hierarchy according to their level and 
propensity to modernization. From this perspective, the 
West was the undisputed leader and all the rest, to a small 
or large extent, have lined up with it within a process of 
global colonization of the world by Europe, legitimized as a 
project of civilizational modernization. Postmodernism 
generally considers all cultures equal, which introduced 
egalitarianism as a requirement for communication not 
only among ethnicities and religions but also among 

different kinds of value minorities – sexual, ideological, 
stylistic and generational, raised to the status of “cultures”. 
This value egalitarianism and relativism is widely known 
under the term of “multiculturalism”.  
  
The broad digression above for explaining basic 
phenomena of postmodernism is not precipitated by solely 
questioning Kelley’s thesis for the origin of this cultural 
wave back to Marx and Rousseau. The process of 
constituting the postmodern culture has strong impact on 

the dynamics of the political process in America and 
radically changes the international system of the global 
world. The emergence of postmodernism and the space 
that this new cultural wave opens for itself in the Western 
political system triggered the resurrection of Conservatism 
in 1970s. It is not accidental that one of the main 
manifestos of the new Conservatism was called “The 



Cultural Contradictions of Capitalism”[ii]. Shaped as a 
political movement for countering the outcomes of the 
French Revolution, the 19th century Conservatism goes a 
long way from the traditional antithesis of the modern 
liberal project to a key partner and ally of liberal capitalism 
against the anti-systemic alternatives of Socialism and 
Communism. Anti-systemic – yet within the frameworks of 
modern culture and rational consensus. Thus, 
complementing the liberalism of free market, the 

conservative values of tradition, family, moral, the Divine 
authority and natural inequality coined the political term of 
“right” and “center-right” after mid 19th century to present 
times. 

  
Conservatism is happy with its role of a “junior partner” of 
the liberal capitalist project as long as the left alternative is 
anti-capitalist, but not anti-modern. The expansion of 
postmodern – anti-modern left revived the conservative 
political project, turning liberal capitalism from a mighty 

center of cultural-rational consensus into a system of 
economic and social relations, politically dependent on 
cultural conservatism. The great contribution of the rational 
consensus to the freedom and self-determination of a 
modern individual no longer provides the political 
consensus on the values of reason. From a battle how 
more reasonably and fair to establish a modern society, the 
political process in the United States and in the global 
world is increasingly becoming a battle between 
incompatible value systems – between the cultures of 

traditionalist conservatism and postmodernism. Thus, we 
come to the paradoxical situation, defined by David Kelley 
as: “America today is still the country that most fully 
embodies and symbolizes modernity… Indeed in our 
domestic culture wars modernity has hardly had a voice.” 
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Above 40 % of the US population shares the values of 
individualism, entrepreneurship, personal freedom and 
secularism, i.e. the basic values of the modern liberal 
culture[iii]. The traditionalist conservatism exerts strong 
influence on about 1/3 of the population (according to D. 
Kelley and K. Wilber)[iv], while the values of the post-
modern left are adhered to by only 20 % of the Americans. 
Despite the relative majority of modern-thinking Americans 
however, they have a decreasing voice in the political 

debate . This debate has been ever more shifted from what 
is typical for the modern liberal democracy – the economic 
and social redistribution strategies for competition between 
left and right – to direct clash between cultural 
conservatives and cultural liberals with irreconcilable value 
systems. The battles for and against abortions, the rights 
of homosexuals, the religion at schools and public places, 
the right of schools to teach and instruct values (according 
to postmodern liberals public schools should be value 
neutral, i.e. they should not instruct values). These are just 

part of the hot political topics list that only three decades 
ago would have seemed absurd, or at least would have 
been marginal within the modern liberal-democratic 
consensus. 

  
Today the followers of the modern culture in America are 
passively distributed among the parties of the minority, but 
hyperactive postmodern liberalism (which cultural-political 
spectrum includes “everything from Trotzkism to 
homosexualism”)[v] and the warring conservatism of the 

fundamentalist “Christian coalition” and the neo-imperial 
“Project for a New American Century”. Even the 
fundamental consensual term of free market has split into 
irreconcilable contents and interpretations. The same 
happens to the notion of democracy, stretched in between 
the incompatible concepts of the conservative fiscal 
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libertarianism and post-modern environmental and 
multicultural communotarianism.          
  
Commenting on Kelley’s article however, it is yet 
imperative to consider his key thesis. Namely, despite the 
aggressiveness of the two cultural poles, America continues 
to be the mightiest symbol of modern society, individual 
freedom and pursuit of happiness, which became a target 
of the terrorist aggression of 9/11. This thesis holds true, 

even though it represents the role of modernity in a 
dramatically changed world and in a dynamically changing 
America. America and the American dream have been 
symbols of liberty, progress and modernity for the last two 
centuries. But such an attempt at America as the one of 
9/11 has never been committed before. And it was not due 
to the lack of high speed aircrafts and communication 
technologies that currently facilitate the terrorist activities 
of the Islamic fanatics. The reason is primarily in that such 
an attack against the modern world – though possible – 

would not have been legitimate. In 19th and 20th centuries 
the West as a symbol of modernity was being challenged 
by political and social movements based on their own 
vision and drive for modernization, but not on anti-modern 
values and strategies. 

  
The anti-colonial revolutions in the Third World were led by 
modern elites of the colonized societies. These elites have 
been educated at the Sorbonne, Oxford and later on – at 
Harvard. The struggle against colonialism was a struggle 

for an alternative model of modernization through self-
determination, emancipation and nation-building. The 
decolonization of the Arab lands – and of the entire Muslim 
world – created two basic models of nation-building: 
conservative traditionalism and secular authoritarianism. In 
the first case – Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, the UAE – the 
traditional elites retained the inherited social and power 



structure, allowing primarily technological modernization, 
partial modernization of the social system – market, 
education, health care, but not cultural modernization. The 
more radical transitional regimes in Egypt, North Africa, 
Iran and Malaysia implemented a much more radical 
modernization through the institutions and resources of 
authoritarian nationalism. Speaking of democracy in that 
part of the world was unthinkable, but religious 
fundamentalism had even less chances than democracy. 

Radical Islamic groups like the Egyptian “Muslim 
Brotherhood” were completely marginalized and political 
regimes like the one of Saddam Hussein in Iraq persecuted 
Islamism even harder than anyone else. 

  
The Soviet communism, that endured seven decades, was 
the strongest challenge to freedom and liberal capitalism of 
the 20th century. Its anti-Western ideological pathos 
affirmed – at least formally – alternative model of 
modernization and “progress”, but not anti-modernity and 

anti-rationalism. So - however ridiculous it might seem - 
the Communist ideologists praised their prophets and 
leaders as top class achievers of modern development and 
civilization, and the communist system – as an ultimate 
accomplishment of reason and humanity. The West came 
out of the Cold War victorious because it demonstrated in 
practice that democracy and market are much more 
promising and attractive forms of modern society and 
progress, rather than communism. 

  

The burst of fundamentalist Islamic terror is targeted today 
at the West, not because it is an ideologically hostile 
economic and social system, but because of its culture and 
civilization – being the core of the modern world. The West 
is a rival and danger not because it is an exploiter, but 
because it is “unholy” and “crusader”. Because it is 
“shameless” – with its consumerist bacchanalia, bared 



women, moral permissiveness and relativism, the material 
secularism of its institutions neglecting God’s will and 
ignoring the spiritual, the hastiness and dynamism of 
changing its own social order, and recommends such a 
change to any other social order, including the one 
sanctified by the Qur'an and Allah. It is less important 
whether we’ll explain fundamental radicalism as a 
manifestation of ideological and cultural ultra-conservatism 
or as a sign of specific “reformation” or “modernization” of 

the Islamic world. In any case, it is targeted at the existing 
modernity and refuses to distinguish between liberal 
capitalism and totalitarian communism – and willingly 
wages wars against both systems perceived as 
manifestations of “Satan”. This fundamentalist radicalism 
with an increasing success replaces both the traditionalist 
conservative as well as secular-authoritarian models of 
modernization of the Islamic world. Its success is due to 
the same reasons that explain the upsurge of neo-
conservatism and postmodernism in the contemporary 

West – the relativistic culture of modernity, the 
problematized value of reason.  
  
Islamic terrorism is only the most radical form of 
disintegration of the rational consensus as an international 
system. The “clash of civilizations” turned out to be a self-
fulfilling prophecy or an ordinary truism in an age when the 
leading civilization – the West – is being decomposed to 
contradicting with each other cultural alternatives. While 
the sustainable and flexible institutional system of 

democratic capitalism in America and Europe is still capable 
of holding and integrating the challenges of the 
postmodern age, it is extremely difficult and even 
impossible for the societies in transition and the Third 
World countries because of the fragility and ambivalence of 
their normative and institutional systems. 

  



The loss of hegemony and dynamics of the modern project 
redirects many societies of the Third World from the 
strategy of modernization at any cost towards a strategy of 
identity revival around the traditional culture and religion. 
In some cases – mainly in Southeast Asia – both strategies 
are successfully combined in projects for rapid industrial 
and economic development on the basis of the so-called 
“Asian values” – regulated market, political 
authoritarianism and cultural collectivism. In Africa the 

failed modernization led to additional collapse of traditional 
culture and its institutions, triggering communal 
breakdown, chaos and bloody conflicts of fragmenting 
ethnic and tribal communities, de-ruralization and 
expansion of gigantic ghettos in new megapolises of 
misery. 

  
The post-communist world has transformed itself painfully 
under the pressure of controversial, frequently 
incompatible development priorities. The “front-runners” of 

Central Europe completed quickly and successfully their 
return into the world of modern democratic capitalism and 
they view - with a mixture of hope and skepticism - their 
accession to the post-modern project of united Europe – 
the European Union. Bulgaria (and other similar countries) 
painfully combines the efforts for democratization, 
completed modernization, reorientation from East to West 
and integration in postmodern Europe. In the post-
Yugoslav and post-Soviet space there is a painful echo of 
the outcomes of post-communist inter-communal wars, 

flared up by totalitarian elites seeking new ethno-
nationalist legitimacy. The post-communist world has one 
big problem in common – the only desired model of change 
is the West. But the West itself does no longer represent a 
solid integrated developmental model to follow.  
  



By relativizing the rational consensus, the culture of 
postmodernism places each society and individual in a 
space of paradoxes. Different cultures are equally valuable 
and should co-exist in equal communion. But what is to be 
done when the only institutional framework, providing 
favorable environment for multicultural co-existence, is the 
modern democratic capitalism, and the majority of “equal 
cultures” – tribal, ethno-traditionalist, fundamentalist, 
avant-guarde (feminist, homosexual, ageist) – consider 

this institutional system outdated, ossified, and even 
oppressive? The main principle of modern democracy – 
citizens’ equality – is being persistently undermined by the 
competing and escalating claims for corporate group 
privileges on the basis of cultural differences. Which claim 
for difference should the modern liberal state consider and 
satisfy first – for a full-fledged equality of women (a 
feminist claim, which radical version totally ignores the 
natural character of gender differences) or for veiling and 
home use of women (a claim of conservative Islamic 

minorities in developed democracies)? Which norm should 
the modern state support – the equal right of identification 
by language, or the right of many languages, spoken in a 
society with no convention for truth, justice and value? 

  
The paradox of postmodernism is that, instead of bringing 
about a triumph of flourishing diversity within a social 
harmony, it causes conflict re-tribalization and primitivism 
of social relations. Multiculturalism is the utopia of a 
spiritually and intellectually sophisticated elite in a world 

where tribal consciousness reigns. In its attempt to 
overcome the “limitations” of modern democracy, 
postmodernism opens “Pandora’s box”, full of pre-modern 
atavisms of inter-communal conflict. Striving for expanding 
the rights of the human being beyond the “narrow frame” 
of traditional citizen’s status of modern democracy, 
postmodern radicalism transmits controversial messages 



for change to diverse societies in the global world and 
frequently causes suffering instead of development, 
fratricidal conflict instead of harmony in diversity[vi]. 
Mankind has always been multicultural. The great dilemma 
of the multicultural world of today and tomorrow is three-
dimensional. First, this world is interdependent, global. 
Second, there is a growing polarization of cultures, 
disagreement of their value systems and projects for the 
future. Third, the unique cultural code for achieving 

communion and conventionality of communication among 
peoples – the rational consensus of the modern world – is 
in crisis. 

  
In his article David Kelley does not go beyond the 
boundaries of contemporary America, neither goes he 
beyond the appeal for organized defense of modernity as a 
“natural home of liberty”. I doubt whether such a 
protection could bring something more than situational 
tactical advantages in the new environment of inter-

cultural rivalry. “Re-modernization” on the example of re-
winding the clock is a utopia. People that stay within the 
“convention of reason” as preferred or sole home of liberty 
have their chance by means of a strategy for development 
and bargaining on a new integral consensus. It should be 
based on the values of humanism and freedom in the 
irreversibly changing world. This new integral project 
should - on one hand – put down the rebellion of 
traditionalist conservatism, and – on the other hand – 
structure the chaotic message of postmodernism in a new 

flexible convention of multicultural dialogue and co-
existence. If everything is true, nothing is true. If any 
human act and choice is of equal worth and value, then no 
act or choice is of any value. 

  
Within this new integral project the foundations of a new 
system of relations among peoples and cultures should be 
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laid down – a structure of the global human civilization of 
the future. One of the most popular theories, explaining 
the nature of change that we experience, is the so-called 
“order emerging out of chaos”. Borrowed from the natural 
sciences, this metaphor outlines an inevitable effective loss 
of control on behalf of the mankind over the process of 
change and entering a zone of unmanageable chaos – 
“bifurcation” – out of which a new, unknown to us reality 
will be randomly re-constituted. I am not certain that we 

should trust this method. Whatever reality it may bring us 
to, it would be the reality of a new Medieval Age, 
comparable to the one of “Dark Ages” after the collapse of 
Antiquity. We’d better mobilize our mind, intuition and faith 
in a deliberate reconstruction of the world we know and 
appreciate, instead of floating to a change without direction 
and aim. 

  
The success of such a reconstruction starts with the in-
depth reformation of our own picture of the world. “The 

21st century will be either religious or will not be”, Andre 
Malraux asserts, intuitively previewing the revival of 
different cultural fundamentalisms in our times, but also 
the growing need of contemporary mankind  to 
contemplate deeper into its own nature, to reconstruct its 
world miraculously decomposed into strange parts. Re-ligio 
– “restoring the connection” with the deep, primordial 
human nature, which we ignore in our everyday life and 
which we revisit whenever our survival is challenged or a 
painful change occurs. How could we approach this deep 

nature of ours within a West, which more than ever calls 
itself “post-Christian”?[vii] Should we, in a postmodern 
manner, get ourselves decomposed to strictly individual 
paths of spiritual development - or denial of such 
development? Or should we reconsider our spiritual 
heritage through the prism of our own changed world in 
order to discover the new boundaries of our identity? 
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These questions are difficult for the contemporary Western 
man, but they are much more difficult for us that are living 
at the divide, at the periphery of several big civilizational 
pictures of the world. The reconstruction of the Bulgarian 
world is equally hazardous task as the one of 
reconstructing the world per se. After its liberation of 1878, 
Bulgaria developed a modern society, advancing its liberal 
European project as a counterweight to the conservative, 

pro-Eastern, pro-Russian political project. Bulgarian 
modernization project was not completed until 1945, when 
the conquest of the country by the Soviet communism took 
place. Pretending to be an alternative to the Western 
model of modernization, Communism implemented 
industrial urbanization and technological modernization, 
but at the same time destroyed the civic and cultural basis 
of modern Bulgarian society. In terms of social structure 
and dominant culture, Communism built on the most 
retrograde remnants of the traditional Bulgarian rural 

society to reproduce the rural patriarchal nature as a model 
of totalitarian control of the Communist party on the entire 
society. 

  
The urbanized peasants became the backbone of the 
Communist government, serving as a long-term social base 
of the Communist party, keeping its elites in power long 
after the collapse of the communist regime. Therefore – 
unlike the countries of Central Europe – the transition in 
Bulgaria has not only the dimensions of a mere democratic 

revolution, but it is also a renewed – resurrected modern 
European project. The Bulgarian Socialist Party (BSP) 
became an integrative center of a social union opposing 
change understood as a process of returning to the normal 
Western modernity. The elite of this party and its already 
ousted regime made numerous efforts to reconstitute itself 
as a traditionalist opposition to modernization changes. 



Anti-Western, authoritarian ethno-nationalism, misuse of 
Eastern Orthodoxy for the purpose of political and geo-
political Russophilism and Slavophilism, patriarchal-etatist 
collectivism – make a long list of traditionalist conservative 
indicators that determine the profile of BSP as openly anti-
Western and anti-modern until late 1990s, and in a more 
covert form – even until today. 

  
The social union for change, for democratic capitalism 

(organized and centered for 14 years around the Union of 
Democratic Forces – UDF) had not only to fulfill the difficult 
task of fighting the pro-Eastern traditionalism of ex-
Communists, but also accommodating the strategies for 
democratization, modernization, national revival and 
integration of the country in the postmodern project of 
united Europe – the EU. Thus, political views and cultural 
identities, otherwise deeply divided and even opposing 
each other within the political spectrum of Western 
societies, in Bulgaria had to co-exist in an organized unity 

for many years after 1989. Today, after accomplishing the 
topical framework aims of the new European project of 
Bulgaria – membership in NATO and the EU – this 
heterogeneous social union for change is rapidly and 
dangerously disintegrating, allowing the forces of 
restoration to seek revenge. 

  
Though belonging to the West, Bulgaria is and will remain a 
border society on which the cultures and social models of 
the East will continue to exercise significant influence. 

Integrating these opposite cultural influences will remain a 
key problem of the political system, which is about to 
experience the increasing tensions of the inter-cultural 
competition in the global postmodern world. Those 
Bulgarians who believe that the modern culture of the 
democratic capitalism is the “natural home of liberty” will 
keep to the idea of “organized defense of modernity”, 



formulated by David Kelley, as a line of intellectual and 
political efforts in the next decades. This defense will be 
much more difficult in Bulgaria – at least because we 
hardly have 40 % of the population as conscious and 
dedicated supporters of modernity. 

  
Translated by Marin Lessenski & Plamen Ralchev 

  
Notes: 

 

 

 
[i]

 Baby boomers – the generation born after the Second World War, 

whose maturing and entering the public life in America and Western 
Europe is related to the emergence of the counter-culture and the 

cultural revolution of 1960s. 

  
[ii] Bell, D. The Cultural Contradictions of Capitalism, 1977 

  
[iii] Wilber, K.  A Theory of Everything, p. 17 

  
[iv] Ibid. 

  
[v] A sarcastic remark made by the conservative commentator Robert 
Novak on Crossfire (CNN) in April 1992. 

  
[vi] Upgrading the citizens’ equality with the concept of  “collective 
rights” constitutes a political mechanism of corporate competition 

between organized minorities on the basis of ethnic affiliation or 
other kind of identity. The stable democratic systems usually have 

the potential to integrate this type of corporate competition. New 
democracies however lack such a potential and fall in either 

“pluralistic stagnation” (the escalating corporate ethnic claims 
surpass the resources of the nation-state to accommodate these 

claims), or conflict fragmentation of the national entity. 

  
[vii] “Post-Christian” to a degree that in debating the draft-constitution 
of the EU, the Convent refused to include in its Preamble the 

statement that Christianity is part of the historical roots of Europe. 
The arguments of secularism were inappropriately used. The problem 
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was not to include Christianity as an element of the political set-up, 

but as part of the spiritual heritage of Europe. 

  

 


