Kevnote Address by E.J. Dionne

The Woodstock Theological Center inaugurated its program, “Public Discourse and the Common Good, " on December 6,
1995. This new Woodstock program area provides a nonpartisan forum for exploring current topics in government and
civil society. E.J. Dionne delivered the keynote address entitled “The State of Our Civil Union: Reflections Upon Public
Discourse, American Values, and the Common Good." Dionne writes for the editorial page of The Washington Post.
specializing in political issues. Prior to joining the Post he worked for The New York Times and was nominated for the
Pulitzer Prize in 1986 for his Vatican coverage. From 1986-1989, he was the Times’ chief national political correspondent
and received another nomination for the Pulitzer Prize, this time for political coverage. Dionne graduated summa cum
laude with a B.A. from Harvard University and as a Rhodes Scholar at Oxford University he received a doctorate in
sociology. He is the author of Why Amecricans Hate Politics and They Only Look Dead: Why Progressives Will Dominate
the Next Political Era. E.J. Dionne serves on the Woodstock Theological Center board of directors.

Introduction. | am deeply
honored 1o be asked to speak here.
and as a good Catholic accustomed
10 having Jesuits tell me what 1o
think, 1 am a little intimidated, too.
| figure the real reason 1'm here 1s
not because I work for The
Washington Post or write about
politics or anything like that, but
because | was cducated by
Benedictines. not Jesuits, and the
Woodstock Center decided 1t was
finally ume to invoke the faimess
doctrine.

Much of the work of the
Woodstock Center is inspired by the
preat theologian Bemard Lonergan,
and my friend Michael Lacey |of the
Smithsonian’s Woodrow Wilson
Scholars Program| has taught me
that Lonergan had four great
transcendental precepts, as he called
them. They arc: be attentive, be
intelhgent, be reasonable, and be
responsible. Thosc are good rules
for any talk about politics, but also
hard ones. 1 will try to add another
one: be brief.

I would like to speak directly to
several of the issues involved in the
title 1 have been given: “The State
of Our Civil Union: Reflections
Upon Public Discourse, Amcrican
Values and the Common Good
The first is the whole notion of 2
civic union and what those
words—or. 1n the popular notion ol
the day, “civil society”—mcans

The second relates to “public
discourse” and what role my
profession, the press, plays in
crcating or shaping the kind of
political conversation we have.
Finally, I'd like to ask whether, 1n a
time of polarized politics, we have
any hope of finding something that
could be called the common good

INIL SOCIETY. What
frustrates many Americans,
and perhaps especially

American Catholics, in the current
polarization, is that we shift back
and forth between talk about
individualism and individual nights
on the one side and talk about
common good on the other. as if
thesc were contradictory notions. It
1s the essence of Catholic social
tcaching—and, my guess is, of the
common sense view of most
Americans—that far from being
contradictory, the insistence on the
dignity of cach individual and the
belief that all of us have obligations
to the common good are
complementary, not contradictory.
notions.

Government vs, mairket”? Inan
essay in a volume sponsored by the
Woodstock Center a few years ago,
Father David Hollenbach
summarized Catholic social thought
perfectly. “The blending of rights
language and common good
language in recent Catholic social
thought 1s not a result of conceptual

confusion. It is the consequence of
a clear-eyed vision of the human
person whose dignity is social
through and through ™ None of us
can achieve his or her objectives and
potential if we are coerced. whether
by government or forces outside
government. Yet all of us are
inextricably social. with tes to our
families, our friends, our neighbors,
and our fellow citizens. We want to
sct our own course, but we also
know that course involves obliga-
tions and commitments to others.
Catholic social thought—and,
again, the common sense of most
people—sees those things as being
aligned.

| think this whole notion
of “civil society” has
arisen in reaction to the
flawed view that there 1s
a binary choice between
government on the one
side and pure and
simple individualism on
the other

1 think this whole notion of
“civil society™ has ariscn 1n rcaction
to the flawed view that there 1s a
binary choice between government
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