
ried men supposedly had done 
some running around. The ap- 
parent truth of the matter is far 
less lurid, contends Greeley, a 
University of Chicago sociolo- 
gist, as well as a Catholic priest 
and best-selling novelist. 

None of the statistics bran- 
dished by Kinsey and the pop 
authorities who followed him 
were based on a carefully de- 
signed, random survey of a 
cross section of Americans. 
These "experts" interviewed 
only selected-and in some 
cases, self-selected-groups of 
people willing to talk about 
their intimate lives. "These 're- 
ports' are to responsible social 
science what alchemy is to 
chemistry. . . and magic to 
medicine," Greeley says. 

The findings turned up in 
1991 by the National Opinion 
Research Center (NORC), at the 
University of Chicago, are quite 
different. The 1,212 respondents 
gave their answers by "secret 
ballot," returned to the inter- 
viewer in a sealed envelope. 
The results: Only 11 percent of 
the women and 21 percent of the 
men said that while married, 
they had engaged in sex wit11 
someone other than their 
spouse. (The higher rate for 
men may simply reflect greater 
opportunity, Greeley notes. 
Among working women and 
men who have never paid for 
sex, the adultery rate was the 
same: 15 percent.) Overall, nearly 
six out of seven married Americans are faithful to Prudes and Puritans 
their spouses. 

~ ~ ~ ~ i ~ ~ ~ ~ ,  it seems, may be more wedded " 'Puritanism' as Epithet: Common Standards and the 
Fate of Reticence" by Rochelle Gurstein, in Snlinafnizdi 

the Commandment many (Winter-Spring 1994), Skidmore College, Saratoga 
think. Even among those in the NORC survey Springs, N.Y. 12866. - 
who maintained that adultery is not always 
wrong, 65 percent still said that they them- Puritan is an epithet that sophisticates who re- 
selves had not engaged in it. gard a photograph of a crucifix submerged in 
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urine as art worthy of federal subsidy apply to 
those who disagree. In mundane fact, writes 
Gurstein, a historian at New York University, 
it is pretty hard to find an influential "Puritan" 
in late-20th-century America. Even Senator 
Jesse Helms (R.-N.C.) seeks only to ban gov- 
ernment subsidies for works such as the infa- 
mous Piss Christ, not the works themselves. 
Nor is there any difficulty, in this land suppos- 
edly under the puritanical shadow, in finding 
Robert Mapplethorpe's shocking photographs 
of sexual violence at the local bookstore. The 
long-running struggle between the avant- 
garde and the so-called puritans has become 
a farce, Gurstein contends, and in some ways, 
it always was. 

Puritanism as an epithet, Gurstein writes, 
first appeared in the early decades of the 20th 
century, "when an angry generation of femi- - -  - 
nists, birth-control champi- 
ons, anarchists, free-speech 
lawyers, cultural critics, realist 
novelists, and Greenwich Vil- 
lage bohemians attacked their 
forebears for willfully evading 
what they considered to be the 
most pressing issue of life- 
sex." (They did not know or 
care that, as historian Perry 
Miller and others have since 
shown, the flesh-and-blood 
Puritans of colonial New En- 
gland were not, in fact, dour 
people opposed to anything 
that smacked of pleasure.) Re- 
formers such as birth-control 

dazzling verbalist was through, "the mere 
mention of Puritanism would be enough to 
instantly vanquish one's opponent." 

Overlooked, or even conflated with "Puri- 
tan" Comstock's "impolite and evangelical 
form of moralism," was a competing and 
"more representative" late-19th-century sensi- 
bility, Gurstein says. This sensibility-as ex- 
emplified, for instance, by Charles Eliot 
Norton, a Harvard lecturer and man of let- 
ters-was not prudish or censorious but reti- 
cent, reflecting a keen sensitivity toward the 
feelings of others. "Courtesy, politeness, civil- 
ity, decency, honor, refinement, cultivation, 
grace, and elegance were essential compo- 
nents of the reticent sensibility," Gurstein 
says-and the only thing it had in common 
with Comstockery was the view that private 
matters should be kept private. Some things, 

Advanced opin'ion,as expressed in this 1897cartoon mocking Comstocke y, 
keeps fighting the same battle today-despite the absence of Comstocks. 

advocate Margaret Sanger created a refrain 
that would be "repeated with tedious regular- 
ity by later advocates of exposure both in so- 
cial reform and the arts," Gurstein says. "Its 
foundation was a belief in history as a long 
march of progress led by courageous individu- 
als who were always before their time," the he- 
roic avant-garde. Conveniently stepping into 
the role of chief villain was Anthony 
Comstock, the late-19th-century antivice 
zealot who came to symbolize "the Puritan as 
censor, prurient prude, neurotic, and fool." 
Literary critic H. L. Mencken joined the cru- 
sade against Comstockery, and by the time the 

such as sexual intimacy, were considered "so 
personal, fragile, or vulnerable that they re- 
quired the cover of privacy if they were to re- 
tain their significance and emotional vi- 
brancy." Brought into the public sphere, such 
matters "were liable to become obscene" and 
to coarsen and degrade the common life. 

The condition of American public life today 
seems to bear that out, Gurstein says. With the 
struggles for free expression and birth control 
long since won, it is high time, she believes, to 
call off the phony war on puritanism and to 
bring back something of the 19th century's 
"reticent sensibility." 
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