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WHO AND WHAT
IS AMERICANY

The things we continue to hold in common
By Lewis H. Lapham

There may not be an American character, but there is the emotion of being Amer-
ican. It has many resemblances to the emotion of being Russian—that feeling of
nostalgia for some undetermined future when man will have improved himself be-
yond recognition and when all will be well. —V. S. Pritchertt

ere | to believe what [ read in
the papers, I would find it easy to think that [ no longer can identify my-
self simply as an American. The noun apparently means nothing unless it
is dressed up with at least one modifying adjective. As a plain American |
have neither voice nor authentic proofs of existence. I acquire a presence
only as an old American, a female American, a white American, a rich Amer-
ican, a black American, a gay American, a poor American, a native Amer-
ican, a dead American. The subordination of the noun to the adjectives
makes a mockery of both the American premise and the democratic spirit,
but it serves the purposes of the politicians as well as the news media, and
throughout the rest of this election year I expect the political campaigns to
pitch their tents and slogans on the frontiers of race and class. For every be-
nign us, the candidates will find a malignant them; for every neighboring
we (no matter how eccentric or small in number), a distant and devouring
they. The strategies of division sell newspapers and summon votes, and to
the man who would be king (or president or governor) the popular hatred
of government matters less than the atmosphere of resentment in which the
people fear and distrust one another.

Democratic politics trades in only two markets—the market in expecta-
tion and the market in blame. A collapse in the former engenders a boom
in the latter. Something goes wrong in the news—a bank swindle of gen-
uinely spectacular size, a series of killings in Milwaukee, another disastrous
assessment of the nation’s schools—and suddenly the air is loud with ques-
tions about the paradox of the American character or the Puritan subtexts
of the American soul. The questions arise from every quarter of the politi-
cal compass—from English professors and political consultants as well as from
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L ACKING THE REASSURANCE
OF A FOREIGN DEMON,

NOW THAT THE COLD WAR IS
OVER, WE SEARCH OUR OWN
NEIGHBORHOODS FOR FIENDS
(WHITE, BLACK, RICH, POOR) OF
CONVINCING MALEVOLENCE
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actors, corporate vice presidents, and advertising salesmen—and the con-
versation is seldom polite. Too many of the people present no longer can pay
the bills, and a stray remark about acid rain or a third-grade textbook can
escalate within a matter of minutes into an exchange of insults. Somebody
calls Jesse Helms a fascist, and somebody else says that he is sick and tired
of paying ransom money to a lot of welfare criminals. People drink too
much and stay too late, their voices choked with anecdote and rage, their
lexicons of historical reference so passionately confused that both Jefferson
and Lincoln find themselves doing thirty-second commercials for racial
quotas, a capital gains tax, and the Persian Gulf War.

The failures in the nation’s economy have marked up the prices for ob-

- vious villains, and if | had a talent for merchandising I would go into the

business of making dolls (black dolls, white dolls, red-necked dolls, feminist
dolls, congressional dolls) that each of the candidates could distribute at fund-
raising events with a supply of color-coordinated pins. Trying out their in-
vective in the pre-season campaigns, the politicians as early as last October
were attributing the cause of all our sorrows to any faction, interest, or mi-
nority that could excite in its audiences the passions of a beloved prejudice.
David Duke in Louisiana denounced the subsidized beggars (i.e., black peo-
ple) who had robbed the state of its birthright. At a partisan theatrical
staged by the Democratic Party in New Hampshire, Senator Tom Harkin
reviled the conspiracy of Republican money. President Bush went to Hous-
ton, Texas, to point a trembling and petulant finger at the United States
Congress. If the country’s domestic affairs had been left to him, the Presi-
dent said, everybody would be as prosperous and smug as Senator Phil
Gramm, but the liberals in Congress (blind as mollusks and selfish as eels)
had wrecked the voyage of boundless opportunity. :

The politicians follow the trends, and apparently they have been told by

: their handlers to practice the arts of the dema-
gogue. Certainly I cannot remember an election
year in which the political discourse—among
newspaper editorialists and the single-issue lobbies
as well as the candidates—relied so unashamedly
on pitting rich against poor, black against white,
male against female, city against suburb, young
against old. Every public event in New York City—
whether academic appointment, traffic delay, or
homicide—lends itself to both a black and a white
interpretation of the news. The arguments in the
arenas of cultural opinion echo the same bitter
refrain. The ceaseless quarrels about the canon of
preferred texts (about Columbus the Bad and
Columbus the Good, about the chosen company
of the politically correct, about the ice people and
the sun people) pick at the scab of the same ques-
tions. Who and what is an American? How and
where do we find an identity that is something oth-
et than a fright mask? When using the collective national pronoun (“we the
people,” “we happy few,” etc.) whom do we invite into the club of the we?

Maybe the confusion is a corollary to the end of the Cold War. The im-
age of the Soviet Union as monolithic evil held in place the image of the
United States ds monolithic virtue. Break the circuit of energy transferred
between negative and positive poles, and the two empires dissolve into the
waving of sectional or nationalist flags. Lacking the reassurance of a foreign
demon, we search our own neighborhoods for fiends of convincing malev-
olence and size.

The search is a boon for the bearers of false witness and the builders of
prisons. Because it’s so easy to dwell on our differences, even a child of nine
can write a Sunday newspaper sermon about the centrifugal forces that
drive the society apart. The more difficult and urgent questions have to do
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with the centripetal forces that bind us together. What traits of character WE WERE ALWAYS A MIXED

or temperament do we hold in common? Why is it that I can meet a black

man in a street or a Hispanic woman on a train and imagine that he and COMPANY, EVEN ON THE

I, or she and I, share an allied hope and a joint purpose? That last question SEVENTEENTH-CENTURY COLONIAL

is as American as it is thetorical, and a Belgian would think it the work of

a dreaming imbecile. SEABOARD, AND WE ACCEPTED
What we share is a unified field of emotion, but if we mistake the sources

of our energy and courage (i.e., if we think that our uniqueness as Ameri- OUR RACIAL AND CULTURAL

cans rests with the adjectives instead of the noun) then we can be round- DIFFERENCES AS THE ODDS WE

ed up in categories and sold the slogan of the week for the fear of the

month. Political campaigns deal in the commodity of votes, and from now WERE OBLIGED TO OVERCOME

until November | expect that all of them will divide the American promise

into its lesser but more marketable properties. For reasons of their own con-

venience, the sponsors of political campaigns (Democratic, environmental,

racial, Republican, sexual, or military-industrial) promote more or less the

same false constructions of the American purpose and identity. As follows:

That the American achieves visible and specific meaning only by reason of his
or her association with the political guilds of race, gender, age, ancestry, or social

class.

The assumption is as elitist as the view that only a woman endowed
with an income of $1 million a year can truly appreciate the beauty of
money and the music of Cole Porter. Comparable theories of grace en-
courage the belief that only black people can know or teach black history,
that no white man can play jazz piano, that blonds have a better time, and
that Jews can’t play basketball.

America was founded on precisely the opposite premise. We were always
about becoming, not being; about the prospects for the future, not about the
inheritance of the past. The man who rests his case on his color, like the
woman who defines herself as a bright cloud of sensibility beyond the un-
derstanding of merely mortal men, makes a claim to special privilege not un-
like the divine right of kings. The pretensions might buttress the cathedrals
of our self-esteem, but they run counter to the lessons of our history.

We are a nation of parvenus, all bound to the hopes of tomorrow, or next
week, or next year. John Quincy Adams put it plainly in a letter to a Ger-
man correspondent in the 1820s who had written on behalf of several
prospective émigrés to ask about the requirements for their success in the
New World. “They must cast off the European skin, never to resume it,”
Adams said. “They must look forward to their posterity rather than back-
ward to their ancestors.”

We were always a mixed and piebald company, even on the seventeenth-
century colonial seaboard, and we accepted our racial or cultural differ-
ences as the odds that we were obliged to overcome or correct. When John
Charles Frémont (a.k.a. The Pathfinder) first descended into California
from the East in 1843, he remarked on the polyglot character of the expe-
dition accompanying him south into the San Joaquin Valley:

“QOur cavalcade made a strange and grotesque appearance, and it was im-
possible to avoid reflecting upon our position and composition in this re-
mote solitude...still forced on south by a desert on one hand and a
mountain range on the other; guided by a civilized Indian, attended by two
wild ones from the Sierra; a Chinook from the Columbia; and our own mix-
ture of American, French, German—all armed; four or five languages
heard at once; above a hundred horses and mules, half-wild; American,
Spanish and Indian dresses and equipments intermingled—such was our
composition.”

The theme of metamorphosis recurs throughout the whole chronicle of
American biography. Men and women start out in one place and end up in
another, never quite knowing how they got there, perpetually expecting the
unexpected, drifting across the ocean or the plains until they lodge against
a marriage, a land deal, a public office, or a jail. Speaking to the improvised

ESSAY 45

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



IF AMERICA IS ABOUT NOTHING
ELSE, IT IS ABOUT THE INVENTION
OF THE SELE TO A GREATER OR
LESSER EXTENT, WE ARE ALL
CONFIDENCE MEN
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character of the American experience, Daniel Boorstin, the historian and
former Librarian of Congress, also summed up the case against the arithmetic
of the political polisters’ zip codes: “No prudent man dared to be too cer-
tain of exactly who he was or what he was about; everyone had to be pre-
pared to become someone else. To be ready for such perilous transmigrations
was to become an American.” :

That the American people aspire to become more nearly alike.

The hope is that of the ad salesman and the prison warden, but it has be-
come depressingly familiar among the managers of political campaigns. Ap-
parently they think that no matter how different the native songs and
dances in different parts of the country, all the tribes and factions want the
same beads, the same trinkets, the same prizes. As I listen to operatives from
Washington talk about their prospects in the lowa or New Hampshire pri-
mary, | understand that they have in mind the figure of a perfect or ideal
American whom everybody in the country would wish to resemble if only
everybody could afford to dress like the dummies in the windows of Bloom-
ingdale’s or Saks Fifth Avenue. The public opinion polls frame questions in
the alphabet of name recognitions and standard brands. The simplicity of
the results supports the belief that the American citizen or the American
family can be construed as a product, and that with only a little more time
and a little more money for research and development all of us will conform
to the preferred images seen in a commercial for Miller beer.

The apologists for the theory of the uniform American success sometimes
present the example of Abraham Lincoln, and as I listen to their sentimental
after-dinner speeches about the poor country grown to greatness, [ oftén won-
der what they would say if they had met the man instead of the statue.
Throughout most of his life Lincoln displayed the character of a man des-
tined for failure—a man who drank too much and told too many jokes
(most of them in bad taste), who was habitually late for meetings and always
borrowing money, who never seized a business opportunity and missed his
own wedding.

The spirit of liberty is never far from anarchy, and the ur-American is apt
to look a good deal more like one of the contestants on Let’s Make a Deal
(i.e., somebody dressed like Madonna, or Wyatt Earp, or a giant iguana) than
any of the yachtsmen standing around on the dock at Kennebunkport. If
America is about nothing else, it is about the invention of the self. Because
we have little use for history, and because we refuse the comforts of a soci-
ety established on the blueprint of class privilege, we find ourselves set
adrift at birth in an existential void, inheriting nothing except the obliga-
tion to construct a plausible self, to build a raft of identity on which (with
a few grains of luck and a cheap bank loan) maybe we can float south to Mem-
phis or the imaginary islands of the blessed. We set ourselves the tasks of mak-
ing and remaking our destinies with whatever lumber we happen to find lying
around on the banks of the Snake or Pecos River.

Who else is the American hero if not a wandering pilgrim who goes
forth on a perpetual quest? Melville sent Ahab across the world’s oceans in
search of a fabulous beast, and Thoreau followed the unicorn of his conscience
into the silence of the Maine woods. Between them they marked out the
trail of American literature as well as the lines of speculation in American
real estate. To a greater or a lesser extent, we are all confidence men, actors
playing the characters of our own invention and hoping that the audi-
ence—fortunately consisting of impostors as fanciful or synthetic as our-
selves—will accept the performance at par value and suspend the judgments
of ridicule. ’ ‘

The settled peoples of the earth seldom recognize the American as both
a chronic revolutionary and a born pilgrim. The American is always on the
way to someplace else (i.e., toward some undetermined future in which all
will be well), and when he meets a stranger on the road he begins at once
to recite the summary of the story so far—his youth and early sorrows, the
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sequence of his exits and entrances, his last divorce and his next marriage, WE PROTECT THE OTHER

the point of his financial departure and the estimated time of his spiritual ,

arrival, the bad news noted and accounted for, the good news still to come. PERSON’S LIBERTY IN THE INTEREST
[nvariably it is a pilgrim’s tale, and the narrator, being American, assumes OF PROTECTING OUR OWN, AND
that he is addressing a fellow pilgrim. He means to exchange notes and

compare maps. His newfound companion might be bound toward a com- OUR VIRTUES CONFORM TO THE
pletely different dream of Eden (a boat marina in Naples, Florida, instead
of a garden in Vermontj; a career as a Broadway dancer as opposed to the vice TERMS AND CONDITIONS OF AN
presidency of the Wells Fargo bank), but the destination doesn’t matter as ARDUOUS AND SPECULATIVE
much as the common hope of coming safely home to the land of the heart’s

desire. For the time being, and until something better turns up, we find our- INDIVIDUAL JOURNEY

selves embarked on the same voyage, gazing west into the same blue distance.

That the American people share a common code of moral behavior and subscribe
to identical theories of the true, the good, and the beautiful.

Senator Jesse Helms would like to think so, and so would the enforcers
of ideological discipline on the vocabulary of the doctrinaire left. The coun-
try swarms with people making rules about what we can say or read or study
or smoke, and they imagine that we should be grateful for the moral guide-
lines (market-tested and government-inspected) imposed (for our own
good) by a centralized bureau of temporal health and spiritual safety. The
would-be reformers of the national character confuse the American sense
of equality with the rule of conformity that governs a police state. [t isn’t
that we believe that every American is as perceptive or as accomplished as
any other, but we insist on the preservation of a decent and mutual respect
across the lines of age, race, gender, and social class. No citizen is allowed
to use another citizen as if he or she were a means to an end; no master can

" treat his servant as if he or she were only a servant; no government can deal
with the governed as if they were nothing more than a mob of votes. The
American loathing for the arrogant or self-im-
portant man follows from the belief that all present
have bet their fortunes (some of them bigger than
others, and some of them counterfeit or stolen) on
the same hypothesis.

The American premise is an existential one,
and our moral code is political, its object being to
allow for the widest horizons of sight and the
broadest range of expression. We protect the oth-
er person’s liberty in the interest of protecting our
own, and our virtues conform to the terms and
conditions of an arduous and speculative journey.
If we look into even so coarse a mitror as the one
held up to us by the situation comedies on prime-
time television, we see that we value the com-
panionable virtues—helpfulness, forgiveness,
kindliness, and, above all, tolerance.

The passenger standing next to me at the rail
might be balancing a parrot on his head, but that
doesn’t mean that he has invented a theory of the self any less implausible
than the one I ordered from a department-store catalogue or assembled
with the tag lines of a two-year college course on the great books of West-
ern civilization. If the traveler at the port rail can balance a parrot on his
head, then I can continue my discussion with Madame Bovary and Mr.
Pickwick, and the two gentlemen standing aft of the rum barrels can get on
with the business of rigging the price of rifles or barbed wire. The Ameri-
can equation rests on the habit of holding our fellow citizens in thoughtful
regard not because they are exceptional (or famous, or beautiful, or rich) but
simply because they are our fellow citizens. If we abandon the sense of mu-
tual respect, we abandon the premise as well as the machinery of the Amer-
ican enterprise.
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WHAT JOINS THE AMERICANS
ONE TO ANOTHER IS NOT

A COMMQN RACE OR ANCESTRY
(WHICH TESTIFIES TO THE BURDENS
OF THE PAST) BUT RATHER THEIR
COMPLICITY IN A SHARED WORK

OF THE IMAGINATION
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That the triumph of America corresponds to its prowess as a nation-state.

The pretension serves the purposes of the people who talk about “the na-
tional security” and “the vital interest of the American people” when what
they mean is the power and privilege of government. The oligarchy resident
in Washington assumes that all Americans own the same property instead
of taking part in the same idea, that we share a joint geopolitical program
instead of a common temperament and habit of mind. Even so faithful a ser-
vant of the monied interests as Daniel Webster understood the distinction:
“The public happiness is to be the aggregate of individuals. Our system be-
gins with the individual man.”

The Constitution was made for the uses of the individual (an imple-
ment on the order of a plow, an ax, or a surveyor’s plumb line), and the in-
stitutions of American government were meant to support the liberties of
the people, not the ambitions of the state. Given any ambiguity about the
order of priority or precedence, it was the law that had to give way to the
citizen’s freedom of thought and action, not the citizen’s freedom of thought
and action that had to give way to the law. The Bill of Rights stresses the
distinction in the two final amendments, the ninth (“The enumeration in
the Constitution, of certain rights, shall not be construed to deny or disparage
others retained by the people”) and the tenth (“The powers not delegated
to the United States by the Constitution, nor prohibited by it to the States,
are reserved to the States, respectively, or to the people”).

What joins the Americans one to another is not a common nationality,
language, race, or ancestry (all of which testify to the burdens of the past)
but rather their complicity in a shared work of the imagination. My love of
country follows from my love of its freedoms, pot from my pride in its fleets
or its armies or its gross national product. Construed as a means and not an
end, the Constitution stands as the premise for a narrative rather than a plan
for an invasion or a monument. The narrative was always plural. Not one
story but many stories. ‘

That it is easy to be an American.

I can understand why the politicians like to pretend that America is
mostly about going shopping, but I never know why anybody believes the
ad copy. Grant the existential terms and conditions of the American en-
terprise (i.e., that we are all bound to invent ourselves), and the position is
both solitary and probably lost. I know a good
many people who would rather be British or Nige-
rian or Swiss.

Lately I've been reading the accounts of the
nineteenth-century adventurers and pioneers who
traveled west from Missouri under' circumstances
almost always adverse. Most of them didn’t find
whatever it was they expected to find behind the
next range of mountains or around the next bend
in the river. They were looking for a garden in a
country that was mostly desert, and the record of
their passage is largely oné of sorrow and failure.
Travelers making their way across the Great Plains
in the 1850s reported great numbers of dead hors-
es and abandoned wagons on the trail, the echo
of the hopes that so recently preceded them lin-
gering in an empty chair or in the scent of flow-
€rs On a New grave.

Reading the diaries and letters, especially those

 of the women in the caravans, I think of the would-be settlers lost in an im-

mense wilderness, looking into the mitrors of their loneliness and measur-
ing their capacity for self-knowledge against the vastness of the wide and
indifferent sky.

Too often we forget the proofs of our courage. If we wish to live in the state
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of freedom thart allows us to make and think and build, then we must ac- MAYBE IT IS ANOTHER
custom ourselves to the shadows on the walls and the wind in trees. The cli- , ,
mate of anxiety is the cost of doing business. Just as a monarchy places far OF HISTORY'S IRONIC JOKES
fewer burdens on its subjects than a democracy places on its citizens, so al- THAT WE SHOULD REPUDIATE
so bigotry is easier than tolerance. When something goes wrong with the
currency or the schools, it's always comforting to know that the faults can OUR TALENT FOR ASSIMILATION
be easily found in something as obvious as a color, or a number, or the
sound of a strange language. The multiple adjectives qualifying the Amer- AT PRECISELY THE MOMENT WHEN
ican noun enrich the vocabulary of blame, and if the election year contin- SO MANY OTHER NATIONS ARE
ues as it has begun I expect that by next summer we will discover that it is
not only middle-aged Protestant males who have been making a wreck of LOOKING TO THE PROMISE
the culture but also.(operating secretly and sometimes in disguise) adoles- OF THE AMERICAN EXAMPLE
cent, sallow, Buddhist females.
Among all the American political virtues, candor is probably the one most
necessary to the success of our mutual enterprise. Unless we try to tell each
other the truth about what we know and think and see (i.e., the story so far
as it appears to the travelers on the voyage out) we might as well amuse our-
selves (for as long as somebody else allows us to do so) with fairy tales. The
vitality of the American democracy always has rested on the capacity of its
citizens to speak and think without cant. As long ago as 1838, addressing
the topic of The American Democrat, James Fenimore Cooper argued that
the word “American” was synonymous with the habit of telling the truth:
“By candor we are not to understand trifling and uncalled for expositions
of truth; but a sentiment that proves a conviction of the necessity of speak-
ing truth, when speaking at all; a contempt for all designing evasions of our
real opinions.
“In all the general concerns, the public has a right to be treated with can-
dor. Without this manly and truly republican quality...the institutions are
converted into a stupendous fraud.”
If we indulge ourselves with evasions and the pleasure of telling lies, we
speak to our fears and our weaknesses instead of to our courage and our
strength. We can speak plainly about our differences only if we know and
value what we hold in common. Like the weather and third-rate journal-
ism, bigotry in all its declensions is likely to be with us for a long time (cer-
tainly as long as the next hundred years), but unless we can draw distinctions
and make jokes about our racial or cultural baggage, the work of our shared
imagination must vanish in the mist of lies. The lies might win elections (or
sell newspapers and economic theories) but they bind us to the theaters of
wish and dream. If I must like or admire a fellow citizen for his or her cos-
tume of modifying adjectives (because he or she is black or gay or rich), then
I'might as well believe that the lost continent of Atlantis will rise next sum-
mer from the sea and that the Japanese will continue to make the payments—
now and forever, world without end—on all our mortgages and battleships.
Among all the nations of the earth, America is the one that has come most
triumphantly to terms with the mixtures of blood and caste, and maybe it is
another of history’s ironic jokes that we should wish to repudiate our talent
for assimilation at precisely the moment in time when so many other nations
in the world (in Africa and Western Europe as well as the Soviet Union) look
to the promise of the American example. The jumble of confused or mistaken
identities that was the story of nineteenth-century America has become
the story of a late-twentieth-century world defined by a vast migration of peo-
ples across seven continents and as many oceans. Why, then, do we lose con-
fidence in ourselves and grow fearful of our mongrel freedoms?
The politician who would lift us to a more courageous understanding of
ourselves might begin by saying that we are all, each and every one of us,
as much at fault as anybody else, that no matter whom we blame for our trou-
bles (whether George Bush, or Al Sharpton, or David Duke) or how pleas-
ant the invective (racist, sexist, imperialist pig), we still have to rebuild our
cities and revise our laws. We can do the work together, or we can stand
around making strong statements about each other’s clothes. n
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