
t' nce - must limit my 
Time - and your p~ 1~ uched on some topics which 

observations. I hav7n t 0 ou such as the British 
must have seemed obVl0US tObiem~ of the royal family, 
political scene, or ~he pro It's probably just as 
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or the British ~ablold pr7s7~ns would undoubtedly 
we ll I didn't Slnce my ~P~~7s club whose affection and 
a l ienate some members 0 1 'd there are plenty of 

tly crave. BeSl es, ' esteem I earnes 'lling to take these lSsues 
critics who seem more than Wl 
on. 

Frankly, it's hard to capture ~nd e~pr~~se;~~tful 
deli ht~ of a stay like ours. Nothlng blg , 
h 

g d~ to us and it's pretty clear that nothlng we appene, ' , h h' tory did materially altered the course of Brlt1s 1S, . 
Almost everyone we've talked with about our experlence 
has ultimately gotten around to the question: "Well, 
j ust what did you do there?" The short answer, I 
s uppose, is: "We enjoyed ourselves." And that 
e njoyment came in tiny increments, mostly consisting of 
i ndividual instances of hospitality and friendship 
o ffered by people we met and lived among during our 
v isit. It was a wonderful experience - in our case a 
d ream fulfilled - and we're already planning a return. 
I can hardly wait! 

UNITY BEYOND DIVERSITY: THE EMERGING AMERICAN IDENTITY 

October 18, 1993 Eugene Mihaly 

I 

Ethnicity is, if not the primary cause, clearly a 
major factor in the splintering of nations - from the 
soviet Union, Yugoslavia, Czechoslovakia to dozens of 
c ountries in Asia and Africa. Even nations as stable 
and civilized as Britain, France, Belgium face growing 
e~hni c and racial troubles. A perceptive observer 
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writes of Canada, "Here we have one of the five richest 
nations on earth, a co ntry so unique blessed with 
s p a ce a nd opportunity that t he world's poor are beating 
at the door to get in, a d i t is tearing itself apart 

" "If one of t he top five developed nations on 
earth can't make a federal mu ltiethnic state work, he 
l aments, "who e lse can?" The a nswer, obvious and 
universally recog nized til a few decades ago, but 
despite the reservations of some, still very much a 
reality and best hope for the future, is the United 
states. 

In his br jl1ia li tLle book, The Disuniting of 
America, Arthur Sch es i ger, Jr. thus poses what he 
terms "the increas ' g ' tal question," "What is it, 
i n the absence of a co==on ethnic origin, that has held 
Ame rica together over t . o turbulent centuries? For 
America was a mu ltiet ' c society from the beginning." 

In response to est ion, Schlesinger quotes 
f rom a volume publ ' s ring the American Revolution, 
Letters from an A erica Farmer, by Hector st. John de 
Creve coeur who had e ' gra ed from France to the 
American colonie s in -9, "This 18th century French 
American," Schles inger '.-r es, "marvelled at the 
astonishing divers it f t e other settlers - 'a 
mixture of English, Sc tch, Iri sh, French, Dutch, 
Germans and Swedes, ' a 'strange mixture of blood' that 
you could find in no ot.er country." "From this 
promiscuous breed, " Cre ecoeur wrote, "that race now 
called Americans h ave ar ' sen ." "what then is the 
American, this new an?" he asked. And his classic 
answer was, "He is an erican who leaving behind him 
all his ancient pre j d'ces and manners, receives new 
ones from the new ode of l ife he has embraced, the new 
government he obeys, and the new rank he holds. The 
American is a new an, who acts upon new principles ... 
Here individuals of all nations are melted into a new 
race of men." 

Whether Alexi s d e Toquevillc another Prenchman who 
arrived in the Un i ted states three quarters of a 
century after crevecoeur, or the later foreign 
commentator on American democracy who wrote The 
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American Commonwealth, James ~ryce, t~ey w7ret~~~~~~n~y 
the "amazing solvent power WhlCh Amerlcan lns 1 , 

habits and ideas exercise upon.n7wco~ers of all ~aces 
... quickly dissolving ~nd asslmllatl~g the forelgn 
bodies that are poured lnto her mass. 

Yet another foreign visitor, Gun~er ~yrd~l of 
Sweden, calls "the cluster of ideas, .lnstltutlons and 
habits 'the American creed.'" "Amerlcans of all 
national origins, regions, creeds and colors~ ~yrdal 
wrote in 1944 hold in common 'the most expllcltly , . 
expressed system of general ideals' of any country in 
t he West: the ideals of the essential dignity and 
equality of all human beings, of inalienable rights to 
f reedom, justice, and opportunity." 

"The schools teach the principles of the Creed, 
Myrdal said; the churches preach them; the courts hand 
down judgments on their terms." "Myrdal saw the 
Creed," Schlesinger summarizes, "as the bond that links 
all Americans including nonwhite minorities, and as the 
spur forever goading Americans to live up to their 
principles." 

Ralph Waldo Emerson's "smelting pot" or the 
"melting pot" of the British Jew, Israel Zangwell, may 
not be the appropriate metaphors to describe the 
complex American experience. Howard Hughes, an 
Australian immigrant, in his recent best seller, 
Culture of Complaint, properly cautions: "It is too 
simple to say that America is, or ever was, a melting 
pot. But it is also too simple to say none of its 
contents actually melted. No single metaphor can do 
justice to the complexity of cultural crossing and 
perfusion in America ... " "There never was a core 
America," Hughes writes, "in which everyone looked the 
same, spoke the same language, worshipped the same gods 
or believed in the 8ame thiIlYS." 

Horace Kallen, a Jewish-Amer i can philosopher, 
argued in 1915 that "the melting pot was valid neither 
as a fact nor as an ideal." Perhaps because he could 
reasonably assume the solidity of the over-arching 
framework, and considered political unity as a given, 
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he put his emphasis on the protection of,cu~t~ral, 
d iversity . He saw the nation as "a multlpllclty ln 
unity an orchestration of mankind" - a phenomenon , , " called " cultural plurallsm. 

a 
he 

But whatever term we may use to describe the 
American adventure, Hughes captured its essential 
spirit in his trenchant summation: ','The f~nda~ental 
temper of America tends toward an eXlstentlal ldeal 
which con probably never be reached, but can never be 
discarded: equal rights to variety, to construct your 
life as you see fit , to choose your traveling companion 
... Amer i ca is a construction of mind, not of race, or 
inherited class, or ancestral territory.1I 

It was this "American Creed,lI anchored in the 
Declaration of Independence, the constitution with its 
Bill of Rights, embodied in American history, in its 
literary heritage, in its traditions, manners and 
customers - it was this IItemper,1I this IIstate of mind, " 
that enthralled many millions of immigrants, including 
this one, who arrived in the United states at the age 
of eleven - incidentally, without knowing a word of 
English - and transformed these masses into 
enthusiastic and loyal Amer i cans. 

My understanding of this "American Creed II was, 
especially in the initial stages of my new-world 
experience, naive, uninformed and highly romanticized. 
I was blissfully ignorant of the serious disparity -
the chasm, at times - between the ideal and the real. 
I was too preoccupied with my own americanization, 
overwhelmed by the open frontiers and seemingly 
limitless horizons to become more than superficially 
aware of the pervasive racism, the xenophobia the Know 

, ' Nothlngs, the Klu Klux Klan, the exclusionary, 
ethnically and racially motivated immigration quotas -
and of much e lse . 

But as I matured and progressed in my formal, 
public school education, my undergraduate and graduate 
studies, I became ever more firmly convinced that 
despite the serious shortcomings and the all too 
frequent lapses, the steady movement of American life 
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h a s been from exclusion to inclusion. America has 
we lcomed and embraced some more than others. "But it 
is more open today than it was yesterday and is likely 
to be even more open tomorrow than today." Schlesinger 
i s surely right in his observation: "The genius of 
America lies in its capacity to forge a s i ngle nation 
f r om peoples of remarkably diverse racial, religious, 
and ethnic origins. It has done so because democrat~c 
p r inciples provide both the philosophical bond of union 
and practical experience in civic participat i on ... The 
interplay of diverse traditions procedures the America 
we know." 

"Paradoxical though it may seem," Diane Ravich 
well pu t it, "the united states has a common culture 
t hat is multicultural." And Schlesinge r aptly 
c omments, "That is why unifying political ideals 
c oexist so easily and cheerfully with diversity in 
s ocial and cultural values." I would only add the 
c aveat, a significant one, I believe - until recent 
decades - when a new and opposing vision arises, one 
t hat challenges the ideal of an over-arching unity and 
t he concept of one American people. Some call it "the 
cult of ethnicity," others, "cultural separatism." But 
whatever the designation, many knowledgeable and 
s ensitive observers see it as dangerous symptoms of the 
d isuniting of America, and some - Justice Sandra Day 
O'Connor among them - warn of the threat of 
Balkanization. 

II 

A clear distinction must be made, I believe, 
between "multi-culturalism" or "cultural pluralism" and 
"cultural separatism." Separatism is not the 
i nevitable result of pluralism, as some maintain. The 

wo are at the oppos j te ends of the spectrum. Multi
cu lturalism, when not used as a propagandistic "buzz 
Nord," is a generous recognition of diversity. Its 
goa l is a knowledgeable and sympathetic understanding 
of the cultural heritage, the striving, the historic 
expe rience of the diverse racial, religious and ethnic 
~oups. It asserts that people with different roots 
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can not only co- exist, but that they can and should 
overcome barriers of race, sex, language, and religion 
without prejudice; that the diverse groups are mutually 
enriched by such interplay; that the result is a more 
stable and more inclusive unity. 

Separatism, by contrast, denies the value, even 
the possibility of such an exchange. It is, as Howard 
Hughes states "multiculturalism gone sour, and seems 
doomed to fail." "To use the political consequence of 
diversity," he cautions, "as a tool for breaking the 
American polity only breaks the tool itself." 

In his analysis of cultural pluralism which he 
traces to Gambattista vico and Johann Christian Herder 
(The Crooked Timber of Humanity) Sir Isaiah Berlin, 
that pansophic British Jew of Lithuanian background, 
notes: "There are many different ends men may seek and 
still be fully rational, fully men capable of 
understanding each other and sympathizing and deriving 
light from each other, as we derive it from reading 
Plato or the novels of medieval Japan - worlds, 
outlooks very remote from our own ... The world of the 
Greeks is not that of the Jews nor of eighteenth 
century Germans or Italians ... but all such values and 
ultimate ends are open to human pursuit ... That is 
what vico and Herder mean when they tell us not to 
judge past cultures by the measuring rod of our own 
civilization, not to perpetuate anachronisms under the 
influence of ... national or philosophic vanity." 
Berlin concludes his discussion with a quote from John 
Stuart Mill who wrote well over a century ago, "It is 
hardly possible to overrate the value ... of placing 
human beings in contact with persons dissimilar to 
themselves, and with modes of thought and action unlike 
those with which they are familiar ... Such 
communication has always been, and is peculiarly in the 
present age, one of the primary sources of progress." 
Surely this admonition is more cogent and germane today 
than it was in nineteenth century Britain. 

Unlike cultural separatism, or an exclusivistic 
cultural uniformity imposed from above which result in 
hostile confrontation and conflict - "us against them" 
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- a reasonable, objective, open and civilized cultural 
plural i sm as advocated by Mills and Berlin leads to 
mutual understanding, sensible compromise, and 
u l timately to accommodation and, on some levels, to 
c onsensus. 

America is today a more diverse society than ever 
before in its history. Many find th i s diversity deeply 
disturbing. They see it as a serious threat to the 
America Creed. And in its radical, raucous and 
s trident forms it is, and, I believe, should be, a 
matter of justified concern. But the ever wider 
a cceptance of cultural, ethnic and racial diversity as 
authentic, legitimate and desirable aspects of the 
American identity, and the heightened consciousness of 
one's cultural heritage and ethnic roots which had 
numerous positive results - consequences which are very 
much in consonance with the ideal of more inclusive, 
unified America. 

An Anglo-American dominated society, inescapably 
English i n language, ideals and institutions, too often 
a nd for too long spurned, excluded or patronizingly 
t olerated masses of first and second generation 
Americans from different cultural backgrounds - be they 
I rish, Balkan or Slavic, the price of acceptance and 
f ull integration - rarely without reservation and 
r eluctance - was all too frequently a self-effacing 
a ssimilation, a r ejec tion of one's ethnic identity, a 
s lavish imitative conformity. 

Many decades ago, I asked a distinguished senior 
professor why he resigned from his prestigious, tenured 
position at Harvard to accept an appointment at the 
r ecently establ ished Brandeis Un i versity. His reply 
was, "I am exhausted from trott i ng in harness. It is 
t ~me to loosen the reins." Happily, the situation has 
s ~nc7 the second world war radically changed. But 
w1 th1n thQ range of memory, subtly ev~dent eVeJl Luddy 
among a shrinking remnant, a deviation from the then 
preva~ling white Anglo-Saxon Protestant norm was often 
et wlth,overt hostil~ty, and in some periods and 

geographlc locales, wlth active persecution. 
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As to the peoples of the colored races, "those 
whom the European newcomers overran and massacred," or 
the others "hauled in against their will from Africa 
and Asia," a deeply bred racism - the "curse and the 
great f ailure of the American experiment, the glaring 
contrad i ction of American ideals and still crippling 
disease of Amer i can life," as Schlesinger characterizes 
it - th i s d e e p s eated, irrational prejudice placed them 
all - r e d Americans, black Americans, yellow, brown -
wel l outside t h e pale. 

Whether due to America's continuous struggle for 
its s oul, its quest for a unifying ideal, or because of 
the spur of ethn i c assertiveness and of an increasingly 
diverse population, American culture and its 
institutions have at last begun to give shamefully 
overdue recogni tion to the achievements and 
contr ibutions of the subordinated and spurned 
minor ities. School curricula include, at last, 
perspectives and historic experiences of other than the 
dominant ajority . Our children may thus more 
object ively perceive and understand, for example, "the 
arrival of Columbus from the viewpoint of those who met 
him as well as f rom those who sent him." All of this, 
along with the many far reaching social and political 
changes of recent years are salutary and represent 
progress . 

Even those who view multi-culturalism not from the 
perspect ive of the ideal of a m~re inclusive s~ciet~, 
but in t e r ms of practical self-lnterest recognlze, ln 
ever greater numbers, that the future in a globalized, 
post-cold Wa r economy belongs to those who can think 
and act with informed grace across cultural, ethnic and 
linguistic lines . The more one reads the learned 
papers of multi - cultural academics and the speeches of 
chief executive of f i cers, the more one is struck by the 
similar i t ies in t _hp w?y thQy viQW thQ world. "Far from 
standing in implacable opposition to one another," 
David Rif f points out, "both groups see the same racial 
and gender tra nsformation in the demographic makeup of 
the country and the work-force. Both emphasize ... the 
need to change the workplace to make it more hospitable 



add, to racial and ethnic 
t o women" and, I would 
minorities. , 
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luralistic republ~c 
In this vast, culturally P half and two thirds of 

'ves between h by which annual~y :ece~, _ legal and illegal - were 
t he world's lmmlgratlon 't ercent of the people l'f 
t h e year 2000 less than S~~lYb~ nat i ve-born whites, 
e n t er ing the work-force W~ , inescapably one cannot navigate difference, on e ~s 
d oomed to become ma rginQl and superfluous. 

III 

Along with its positive res~lts, mult~culturalism 
wh en carried to extremes has serlOUS negatlve, 
da ngerously destructive consequenc es. From modest 
beginnings in the forties, an ever more radic~lize~ 
c u lt of ethnicity moved to center stage on unlverslty 
c ampuses where its spokesman became the arbiters of 
"political correctness" and, finally, to prominence in 
popular discourse especially among those who have a 
ve sted i nterest in glorifying "unmeltable ethnics." 
~h is cult of racial, cultural and ethnic separateness 
ba ses itself on the principles "that America is a 
nati~n,not,of indivi~u~ls, but of groups, that 
e t hnicity lS the definlng experience for Americans 
~hat ethnic ties are permanent and indelible that' 

" , , 
~lvision into ethnic communities establishes the basic 
s ructur e of American society ... " 

Such a program which envisions America as 
?reservative of ineradicable ethnic identities, which 
• uld rep l ace integration by separatism, which 
ze i ttles unum and glorified pluribus," if taken 
ser i ously and left unchecked, imperils the historic 
:de a l of a unifying American identity, and results in 
:~agmentation, resegretation and tribalization of 
.--=_r· c a n lift;> . "Watching ethnic conflict tear one 
-:~:on a fter another apart one cannot look with 

-:;::'acency," Schlesinger admon i shes, "at proposals to 
the united states into distinct and immutable 
and racial communities each taught to cherish 

a partness from the rest." 
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Some would see this radical separatism with its 
militant, confrontational rhetorics of a piece with the 
extremism, the rancor and hysteria which informs much 
of the political and social discourse - be it in the 
areas of abortion, feminism, gay rights, the literary 
cannon, Afrocentrism, bil ingual education - the gamut 
of issues on the agenda of public debate. They point 
to the group of radical feminists who recently managed 
to get a reproduction of Goya's "Naked Maja" removed 
from a classroom at the University of Pennsylvania, or 
to the writer, Andrew Divorkin, who regards all sex 
with men, e ven with consent, as a politicized form of 
rape; or to Pat Robertson who attacked a proposed 
equal-r ights amendment to the Iowa state constitution 
as part of a "feminist agenda ... socialist, anti
family political movement that encourages women to 
leave their husbands, kill their children, practice 
witchcraft, destroy capitalism and become lesbians." 

One does not have to look far to conclude, as many 
have, that a number of political, social and religious 
groups have a vested interest in keeping America 
divided. John Mitchell called it "positive 
polarizat ion;" and Pat Buchanan, then a young speech 
writer for Richard Nixon "sent his president a memo on 
the uses of divide and conquer politics: 'If we tear 
the country into half, we can pick up the bigger 
half.'" One need only point to the so called "Southern 
strategy" of whi ch the famed William Horton ad was the 
tip of the iceberg. To create an environment of 
dissention and division, scapegoats and hate-objects 
are indispensable. If political advantage can be 
gained, as now appears to be the case, by inflaming 
prejudice against homosexuals and denying them certain 
rights as a class or group, then so be it; "and so much 
the worse for the people whom in the past Buchanan had 
called promoter s of 'satanism and suicide,' 
'perverted,' 'destruct-_ivp' 'ru:;.dQra.:t prolgtariat.' " 
God's ally, "the AIDS virus was 'divine retribution' 
against such people ... " 

It is in such a context, where divisiveness is not 
only tolerated, but en~ouraged a~d cynically 
manipulated, that ethniC and raclal separatlsm must be 
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v iewed and understood. Though one may appreciate the 
value of what Isaiah Berlin called "compensatory 
h istory," designed to demonstrate the superior virtue 
o f the oppressed "by inventing or exaggerating past 
g lories," some of the claims of cultural separatists so 
a buse history and so obviously use it as a weapon to 
f urther their vested agenda that it seriously harms the 
very groups that would ostensibly serve. 

The various ethnic enclaves, Irish, Italian or 
J ewish developed compensatory histories. But more than 
a ny other group, black Americans, "after generations of 
psycholog i c and cultural evisceration, have every right 
t o seek an affirmative definition of their past." More 
t han white ethnics, many blacks see themselves as 
f looded, overwhelmed by white values and demeaning 
s e lf-images. "For blacks the American dream has been 
mostly a nightmare .. They are driven by a desperate 
need to vindicate their own identity." 

The answer lies not, as some black spokesman urge, 
i n demonizing the Eurocentric American culture which is 
characterized as racist, elitist, imperialist - as a 
I I systematic denigration of black values and 
a chievements. II Nor is there substance, much less a 
s o lution, however profound our sympathy and our ardent 
desire to enhance the status and the self-esteem of 
b l ack Americans, in attacking the "canon," the accepted 
_i s t of essential books, as a diabolical conspiracy 
a ga inst racial and ethnic minorities. What is to be 
ga i ned from teaching our children that "Europeans are 
=o l d, aggressive, individualistic and aggressive 'ice 
~~oPle' .:. whereas Africans w~o grew up in sunlight, 
- _th the.~ntellectual und phys~cal superiority provided 
-J melanln are warm, humanistic and communitarian 'sun 
:;eop ~ e?'" Are we preparing our young people to 
~ar~ ~eipate as eq~als in an ever more complex, diverse 
~oc l ety by fosterlng myt hs that Af rica is the 
=:~~~~lace of science, mathematic s, philosophy, 
_~ lne~ art, and that Europe sto l e its civilization 
~:-_ . Afr7ca? Afrocentrism is a delusion, a 
-_ -~ca~lon, a myth - a program which fosters 

_ a t 7s m and threatens the over-arching unity which 
-- e rlca. . "Cultural separatism within this republic 
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is more fad than serious proposal; it is not likely to 
hold" Hughes writes, "but if it did, it would be an 
educ~tional disaster for those it claims to help, the 
young, the poor and the black. It,would be a gesture 
not of empowerment be of emasculatlon." 

The upsurge of radical ethnicity is a superficial 
enthusiasm stirred by romantic idealogues and 
unscrupulous hucksters. The more the self-appointed 
spokesman like Leonard Jeffries, Louis Farrakhan and 
the Reverend Al Sharpton, press the case for 
separatism, amazingly along with a virulent racial 
bigotry, the less they appeal to the mass of their own 
groups. "They have done better in intimidating the 
white majority than in converting their own 
constituencies." 

The reality is that American blacks no less than 
whites belong to and are shaped by American culture to 
which they have so immensely contributed and into which 
their own imaginization and deeds are inextricably 
wound. They are as profoundly rooted in the American 
soil as any group, and deeper than most. Their heroes 
and role models are the American heroes; their ideals 
are the American ideals. It is here that their future 
and their authentic fulfillment as free equal citizens 
lies. 

As for the Hispanic-Americans, even the first 
generation speak English fluently and more than half of 
second gener~tion Hispanics give up Spanish altogether. 
~hen an Engllsh-language monthly for Hispanics asked 
lts ~eaders w~at historical figures they most admired, 
W~shlng~on, Ll~coln, and Theodore Roosevelt led the 
l ~ st~ wlth Benlto Juarez trailing behind. So mUch for 
bl-llngual education. 

Increasingly people =~rry Qor=ma oth=~= ~;~~~. 
across religious lines and even across racial lines. 
About half of Asian-American marriages are with non
orientals and over fifty two percent of Jews marry 
members of other faiths. The Census Bureau estimates 
that there were one million interracial - mostly black-



white - marriages in 1990 compared to three hundred 
thousand in 1970. 
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The challenge to the members of the majority, and 
especially the liberals among them, is not to succumb 
to the demagoguery of separatists - not to be seduced 
by a sense of guilt into creating a vested bureaucracy 
of ethnic cUltists whose goal is to institutionalize 
separatism - be it in voting patterns, in school 
curricula or in university campus life. The 
t ransgressions of racial and ethnic prejudice are not 
atoned for by "political correctness" and a submission 
to a cult of ethnicity. That only exacerbates and 
compounds the problem. Only a courageous, forthright 
stance, often in opposition to what some consider 
"politically correct" will serve the ideal of an ever 
more inclusive American democracy. 

I share Schlesinger's optimism. The historic 
forces driving toward one people has not lost its 
power. Governor Cuomo well said, "Most Americans can 
understand both the need to recognize and encourage an 
enriched diversity as well as the need to ensure that 
such a broadened multicultural perspective leads to 
unity and an enriched sense of what being an American 
is, and not to a destructive factionalism that would 
tear us apart." 
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Hippo 

It has been the custom for many years for the 
historian to spend a few minutes during each 
Annive:sary celebration to give a little snippet of 
Club hlstory -- or to tell about a curious bit of Club 
trivia that cou ld be of some interest to you handsomely 
attired, superbly fed members as you lean back in your 
chairs, after the elegant feast, to sip your cognac. 

Tonight I'll tell you about a faithful old friend 
who has been quietly guarding our reading room for over 
sixty years. He draws no salary and makes no demands 
for food or up - keep. He listens patiently to every 
paper, good as well as not-so-good, without making a 




