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Consider this a most special issue of
American Experiment Quart e r l y, a s

it celebrates the eightieth birthday of
an inimitable Minnesotan and one of
my all-time favorite people (and old
bosses), former state senator, congre s s-
man, and govern o r, Al Quie. Or, as his
remarkable life and career were
described more fully and aptly in invi-
tations to his big birthday party in
Bloomington in September: “Man of
faith, public servant, lover of life and
a d v e n t u re . ”

How did this salute come about? A
couple of years ago now, after first get-
ting his permission to pursue the pro-
ject, I started meeting with friends and
colleagues from his time as governor in
the late 1970s and early ’80s (I was on
s t a ff back then) to tease out the main
themes of his political and many other
robust lives. Three headings emerg e d
repeatedly from those conversations:
revering and strengthening families,
faith, and education. 

F rom there, working closely with
G o v e rnor Quie, as well as the center’s
Annette Meeks, we went about identi-
fying and re c ruiting outstanding schol-
ars—the very best anywhere—to lead
American Experiment luncheon

f o rums on critical aspects of the thre e
respective topics. The idea wasn’t for
speakers to rehash what the govern o r
had said over the years or dwell on his
c o rral of contributions. Rather, it was
to take the three realms to the next
levels: deepening public understanding
and probing for remedies to some of
our state’s and nation’s hardest pro b-
lems. Those brilliant pre s e n t a t i o n s —
by Jean Bethke Elshtain on re l i g i o n ,
William J. Doherty on families, and
Chester E. Finn Jr. on education—
keynote this volume. They are fol-
lowed in each instance by brief
comments by the governor himself,
and then by audience questions.

This has been one of my favorite
American Experiment enterprises ever,
for reasons that, I trust, are clear to most
anyone who has even sidled up to Min-
nesota during Al Quie’s more than half-
century of political and charitable
s e rv i c e — m o re than twenty years of the
f o rmer in Congress. My ceaselessly cow-
boy-booted friend (for pro o f , s e e A E Q’s
first photo ever, on page 9) is one of
the best people I know, and my col-
leagues and I have been honored to be
p a rt of the joyous and nearly yearlong
celebration of his four- s c o re birt h d a y. 

P ro l o g u e
Mitchell B. Pearlstein

President, Center of the American Experiment
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What, exactly, did Drs. Elshtain,
D o h e rt y, and Finn say in their papers?

We asked Jean, who is Laura Spell-
man Rockefeller Professor of Social
and Political Ethics at the University
of Chicago, to pick among questions
like these: How has religious faith his-
torically shaped politics in the United
States? Has there been an acceleration
of religious energy in the United States
over the last generation? If yes, has this
been a healthy course for Minnesota
and the nation? Here are two of her
J a n u a ry answers from “Faith of Our
Fathers and Mothers: Religion and the
American Democracy. ”

“ G od talk” as well as “rights talk” is
the way Americans speak. If you do
not appreciate the interplay of Amer-
i c a ’s religions with America’s politics,
you will understand neither our re l i-
gion nor our politics.

And in keeping . . . 

In the academic circles in which I
make my home, when you talk about
the re s u rgence of religion as the
d i rect source of political inspiration,
it is always construed as a thre a t —
almost some unique peril. This always
strikes me as simply a misreading of
the situation. We have always had in
our history, people with strong re l i-
gious convictions entering the politi-
cal arena on the basis of those
convictions and beliefs and being
quite explicit about the fact that
t h e y ’ re out doing what they’re doing
p recisely because of their faith.

Recall here, most obviously, Mart i n
Luther King Jr., as Elshtain does.

For Bill Dohert y, professor of Fami-
ly Social Science and director of the

M a rriage and Family Therapy Pro g r a m
at the University of Minnesota, we
posed questions like these: 

Has commitment and duty in fami-
ly life eroded over the last two genera-
tions? If yes, what have been the
e ffects, especially on children? Why
must a renewed commitment to family
life and civic engagement go hand in
hand? Here are parts of the conclusion
f rom his “Family Life and Civic Bonds:
Renewing the ‘Ve ry Air Our Loved
Ones Breathe,’” delivered in Marc h .

I am calling for a new citizen ethic for
families, beyond the idea of the fami-
ly as a personal haven in a heart l e s s
world or the family as the object of
p rofessional or governmental serv i c e s .
The citizen family, not just the pri-
vate family. The producer family, not
just the consumer family. The out-
w a rd-looking family, not the walled-
o ff family. 

And, 

A few years ago there was a drive-by
shooting in St. Paul in which an
innocent young boy was killed in the
c ro s s f i re. A colleague of mine who
knew the family attended the view-
ing. When she expressed her re g re t s
to the boy’s father, here is what he
said: “I’ve been doing a lot of think-
ing over the past few days. You know,
I think I was a good father to my boy.
But I’ve decided that I was not a good
enough father to those boys who
killed him.” This father was saying
that he did not get involved enough
in how we raise all our children, in
how we build the village.”

As for Checker Finn, president of
the Thomas B. Fordham Foundation

Mitchell B. Pearlstein
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and another of my old employers (at
the U.S. Department of Education), we
asked him to wonder aloud about
c o n u n d rums like: Is it possible to find
the right balance between the expand-
ed interest of federal and state govern-
ments in academic rigor and
a c c o u n t a b i l i t y, and the perpetual and
p roper interest of parents and commu-
nities in having the largest possible say
in their childre n ’s education? You have
to read his essay for the answer, but
h e re ’s a slice of how he framed things
last May in “Twenty Years After A
Nation at Risk: Reconciling Grand
Designs and Down-Home Rights in
Education.”

[ T ] h e re ’s nothing more private, more
intimate, more local, and less of any-
b ody else’s business than rearing one’s
own children, including of course,
their education. That’s the pro p e r
work of parents and family, perh a p s
also of neighborh o od, village, and
c h u rch. Arg u a b l y, it’s the most impor-
tant private act one ever engages in,
i m p a rting to your child your own
beliefs, values, and special knowledge
and striving to shape that child into
the kind of person you dream she will
become. 

On the other hand, Checker continued, 

we know that every society from the
most primitive tribe to the most
sophisticated nation-state has estab-
lished means for inducting its young
into its essential knowledge, skills,
traditions, mores, gro u n d - rules, val-
ues, and practices. . . . Hence all soci-
eties devise ways [i.e., often insist on
ways] of educating their young. 

Coming to grips and working out this
tension “is much of what education
policy and politics are about.”

The reference to A Nation at Risk in
C h e c k e r’s title is particularly germ a n e
given that Al Quie served on President
Ronald Reagan’s National Commission
on Excellence in Education, the gro u p
that wrote it. Despite what has pro v e d
its puny fruit, the re p o rt remains the
best known of all the flashing-light
manifestos about American elementary
and secondary education over the last
generation. (As for my re f e rence to
“ p u n y,” the governor wasn’t the least
bit offended when Checker himself said
members of the commission had been a
“tad naïve about some realities of the
American education system.” In fact,
during the discussion afterw a rd, Quie
straight-shot back that he and his coun-
t e r p a rts had been arrogant and inart i c-
ulate, too.)

This American Experiment tribute
concludes with eight short e r, more per-
sonal “Reminiscences and Celebra-
tions” by longtime friends and
associates of the governor: Esther H.
Allen, Robert C. Andringa, John Bran-
dl, Carl “Buzz” Cummins, Cathry n
K e n n e d y, Joe Nathan, Chuck Slocum,
and me. These stories are only occa-
sionally sugary, yet still the warmest of
icings on the gubernatorial birt h d a y
c a k e .

* * * 
The fall issue A E Q moves on with

an essay by Roger J. Magnuson on the
not-easy connections between civil
rights and the war on terro r. His paper
is part of a string of A E Q pieces and

Prologue
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packages on national security that pre-
dates September 11, 2001, but which
has accelerated since then, as witness,
for example, a symposium, featuring 34
writers in the summer issue, on the
“Bush Doctrine: A Preemptive Path
to Peace or a Recipe for Perpetual
Wa r. ” R o g e r, as you may know, is a
top-of-the-line lawyer in Minneapolis
—and one of the two or three most
e n e rgetic and civically generous people
I’ve ever known. H e re are to-the-
point snippets from “Giving the Devil
His Due Pro c e s s : Civil Rights Meet a
C u l t u re of Te rro r. ”

While a political state has an obliga-
tion to do justice . . . it also has a fun-
damental obligation to secure the
security of its citizens. 

Likewise, 

Our Federalist Papers remind us of the
objective to create a government that
would be a “palladium of free govern-
ment” and a “citadel of ord e red liber-
t y. ” These objectives are impossible
to realize in a culture of terro r.

Citadels of ord e red libert y, as Kathy
Kersten argues next, also re q u i re sharp
attention to three demanding lessons.
In remarks delivered at Pro v i d e n c e

A c a d e m y, a very good Catholic school
in Plymouth, on the second anniver-
s a ry of 9/11, she talked about what
young people must learn and embrace.
H e re is a portion of her second test
f rom “September 11: T h ree Lessons
I n s p i red by Pro v i d e n c e . ”

How can we pre p a re ourselves to
defend America and our way of life
e ff e c t i v e l y ? The first thing we need
to do might sound kind of od d . We
need to hit the books, so we know
what we’re defending. We need to
know why America is so special, so
exceptional – what makes it wort h
our sacrifice, our vigilance, and our
love. 

We close by re t u rning to Dr. Finn,
whose regular feature, “From Checker’s
Desk,” has him positively ubiquitous in
this edition. His always-import a n t
columns about education focus this
time on aff i rmative action, social stud-
ies, the travesty of taxpayers “paying
twice,” and on No Child Left Behind.

Enjoy the approaching holidays, my
f r i e n d s . And for those of you on the
cusp of extra-big birt h d a y s : C o n g r a t u-
lations and blessings to you. Yo u ’ re in
t e rrific company. ■

Mitchell B. Pearlstein
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