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PREFACE

Visiting New York City for the first time in 1967, I was astonished to see at the corner of Seventy-second Street and Broadway a group of Amish men. The long beards, wide-brimmed hats, and plain black coats identified them for me as some kind of Pennsylvania Dutch. They reminded me of photographs of my grandfather. In an instant I realized that they could not actually be Amish. Neither the hats nor the coats were quite right, and I could not imagine the stay-at-home Amish making even a brief visit to Manhattan. Clearly, they were members of some other group. So, I said to my fiancée, a native New Yorker, “Look at those Mennonites, or they may be Old Order Dunkers.” She smiled patiently and said, “No, those are Hasidic Jews.” Then she added, “My roots, not yours.”

If yet another lesson were needed in how little one  learns about people from appearances and in how greatly appearances themselves depend upon the beholder’s eye, here it was. The plain attire had served my imagination the way skin color and facial shape often serve to make Koreans and Japanese look alike. The cultural differences between a family of fifth-generation Boston Unitarians and a family of fifth-generation Texas Baptists will be missed if we see only that both families are black. Or white. Bodily shapes and colors are not so easily changed as suits of clothing, but they are often taken as indicators of a person’s culture.

The multiculturalism of our own time has helped us to recognize and appreciate cultural diversity, but I believe this movement has too often left the impression that culture follows the lines of shape and color. There is no doubt that racist understandings of what shape and color mean have limited the kinds of cultural choices and creativity people can achieve. But Postethnic America is written in the belief that Americans need to push yet harder against the authority that shape and color have historically been allowed by society to exert over culture.

This essay on cultural diversity in the United States grows directly out of my experience as a historian specializing in the history of American academic and literary intellectuals. Among my long-term interests has been the transformation of American intellectual life by the ethnic and religious diversification of its demographic base. In the late 1980s and early 1990s I began to supplement these historical  interests with more contemporary engagements. At a series of conferences and campus workshops, I tried to contribute historical perspectives on the multiculturalist debates and found myself increasingly caught up in these debates themselves.

I want to acknowledge the criticism and encouragement of a number of colleagues and friends, especially within the remarkable faculty of the University of California at Berkeley. I cannot list here the names of all the people I have in mind when dedicating this book to my Berkeley colleagues. This large company includes many people not involved in the particular project of writing this book. I cannot even mention all those from whom I have learned something important about the issues addressed in the book. Yet I do want to thank Thomas W. Laqueur, Thomas C. Leonard, Robert C. Post, and Yuri Slezkine for detailed and extremely valuable advice. I am also grateful for the collegial stimulation on diversity issues provided by Todd Gitlin, Jon Gjerde, Martin Jay, Peter Sahlins, Jeremy Waldron, and Reginald Zelnik. I owe a special debt to Carol J. Clover, who, more than any other single person, persuaded me that what I had to say about multiculturalism must be in the form of a book rather than merely articles in scattered journals.

Beyond Berkeley, I have profited greatly from the critical suggestions of Thomas Bender, Charles Capper, Kenneth Cmiel, Judith DeWoskin, Kenneth DeWoskin, Don  Herzog, Daniel J. Singal, and Ronald G. Walters. At Basic Books, I have been blessed to have so able an editor as Steve Fraser. Paul Davies and Charles Raymond Katz have performed a variety of library-related tasks with an efficiency and goodwill for which I am grateful. My greatest debts, intellectually and personally, are to my wife, Joan Heifetz Hollinger.

Some sections of this book are taken from three articles previously published: “Postethnic America,” Contention 2 (1992); “How Wide the Circle of the We? American Intellectuals and the Problem of the Ethnos Since World War II,” American Historical Review 98 (1993); and “Cultural Pluralism and Multiculturalism,” Blackwell’s Companion to American Thought (1995).

November 1994

*  *  *

How can a democratic society achieve political cohesion while recognizing cultural diversity? The inability of most immigrant-receiving western European nations to come up with good answers to this question has become increasingly apparent during the ten years since I first published this book. As European societies struggle with the diversity presented by their Muslim populations, the perspective on culture and politics outlined in Postethnic America seems to me all the more pertinent to global as well as to America-centered discussions. Hence I am grateful to Lara Heimert of Basic Books for inviting and overseeing the publication of this new, tenth anniversary edition, which includes a new chapter, “Postscript 2005: Ethnoracial Mixing and Economic Segregation.” The text is otherwise exactly as it was when first published 1995 and as supplemented by “Postscript 2000” in the second edition.

Berkeley, California

August 2005 


POSTETHNIC AMERICA


CHAPTER 1

Introduction

Multiculturalism is a prodigious movement, but its limitations are increasingly apparent. It has not provided an orientation toward cultural diversity strong enough to process the current conflicts and convergences that make the problem of boundaries more acute than ever. Mixed-race Americans demand recognition from the United States census, while many black politicians defend a “one-drop rule” for identifying African Americans that was designed to serve slaveholders and white supremacists. Women’s rights activists try to help victims of clitoridectomy, while cultural relativists warn that westerners have no standing to instruct Saudis and Sudanese on culturally specific rights and duties. Educational reformers add new cultures to school curricula, while guardians of civility demand the banning from campuses of speech that might offend certain groups. Illegal immigrants from Mexico complicate the public services of California, while prophets of “postnationality” explain that the boundary between the United States and Mexico is an imperialist fiction.

That multiculturalism is not more helpful in interpreting these boundary disputes derives, in part, from its prodigious character. Multiculturalism grew rapidly in the 1980s and early 1990s by directing itself in simple terms against an evil widely resented, the narrowness of the prevailing culture of the United States. It drew energies from a multitude of constituencies and was invoked to answer an increasingly wide range of questions. But its unifying principles have proved too vague to enable its adherents to sort out their own agreements and disagreements, and its vocabulary is not precise enough to parse the very different problems to which its followers look to it for help. Multiculturalism is like many historic movements that speak compellingly to the anxieties and aspirations of a distinctive historical moment, but are then inhibited from meeting new challenges by the generality of the commitments to which they owe their existence: it has outgrown itself. Many of its virtues are now held hostage to the amorphousness of the movement of which they are part, while its vices are increasingly apparent and subject to ridicule.

This book argues that defenders of cultural diversity need to take a step beyond multiculturalism, toward a perspective I call “postethnic.” This perspective pulls together and defends certain elements of multiculturalism and criticizes others. A postethnic perspective favors voluntary over involuntary affiliations, balances an appreciation for communities of descent with a determination to make room for new communities, and promotes solidarities of wide scope that incorporate people with different ethnic and racial backgrounds. A postethnic perspective resists the grounding of knowledge and moral values in blood and history, but works within the last generation’s recognition that many of the ideas and values once taken to be universal are specific to certain cultures. A postethnic perspective is not an all-purpose formula for solving policy problems, but it is a distinctive frame within which issues in education and politics can be debated.

A postethnic perspective builds upon a cosmopolitan element prominent within the multiculturalist movement and cuts against its equally prominent pluralist element. Multiculturalism is rent by an increasingly acute but rarely acknowledged tension between cosmopolitan and pluralist programs for the defense of cultural diversity. Pluralism respects inherited boundaries and locates individuals within one or another of a series of ethno-racial groups to be protected and preserved. Cosmopolitanism is more wary of traditional enclosures and favors voluntary affiliations. Cosmopolitanism promotes multiple identities, emphasizes the dynamic and changing character of many groups, and is responsive to the potential for creating new cultural combinations. Pluralism sees in cosmopolitanism a threat to identity, while cosmopolitanism sees in pluralism a provincial unwillingness to engage the complex dilemmas and opportunities actually presented by contemporary life.

But why call this cosmopolitan-inspired step beyond multiculturalism “postethnic”? Have we not too many “posts” already?

A postethnic perspective develops and applies cosmopolitan ideals in a specific historical context: that of the past quarter-century’s greater appreciation for a variety of kinds of ethnic connectedness. In contrast to the liberal critique of ethnocentrism prominent during the middle decades of the century, recent thinking about “community” has attributed to local, regional, religious, and ethno-racial units a capacity for the formation of human character said to be lacking in the national and global affiliations favored by universalists. Moreover, many ideas that were presented in the 1950s as “human nature” or “American culture” have turned out, under the critical scrutiny of historians, social scientists, and humanistic scholars, to be the particular interests of historically specific, empowered groups. Where all of humankind was once taken to be the referent, we are now more inclined to speak about, or on behalf of, an “ethnos,” a particular solidarity rooted in history.

The term postethnic marks an effort to articulate and develop cosmopolitan instincts within this new appreciation for the ethnos. Cosmopolitanism itself is more generic. It is an impulse toward worldly breadth associated especially with the Enlightenment of the eighteenth century but found also in antiprovincial intellectuals in a host of times and places. As “citizens of the world,” many of the great cosmopolitans of history have been proudly rootless. But postethnicity is the critical renewal of cosmopolitanism in the context of today’s greater sensitivity to roots. “Rooted cosmopolitanism” is indeed a label recently adopted by several theorists of diversity whom I take to be moving in the direction I call postethnic.1

Hence the project of postethnicity differs decisively from many “posts” of our time. “Posting” is often a way of repudiating a preceding episode rather than building upon it and critically refining its contributions. Most vindications of postmodernism scorn modernism, or are condescending toward it. Instead, postethnicity is more respectful of ethnicity. The postethnic bears the same relation to the ethnic that post-Marxism bears to Marxism in the formulation of philosophers Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe: “But if our intellectual project . . . is post-Marxist, it is evidently also post-Marxist.”2 A postethnic perspective takes the claims of the ethnos more seriously than do recent, widely discussed critiques of epistemic particularism by Ernest Gellner and of civic particularism by Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr.3 Yet a postethnic perspective opens the possibility of a fresh dialogue with persons skeptical about some claims made in the name of multiculturalism. The critique of multiculturalism offered by Robert Hughes in his best-selling The Culture of Complaint is directed largely at the pluralist, rather than the cosmopolitan, strain of the movement.4

But the significance of the notion of postethnic should not be exaggerated. It refers to a cluster of insights and dispositions that are actually quite widespread in our time, especially in the writings of a number of people whom I cite in the pages of this book. I hope these ideas can play a greater role in our national—and international—conversation about diversity if they are identified, elaborated, and associated with a name. The word postethnic5 is a practical linguistic device designed to stabilize and make more easily available a set of ideas that now flow in and out of multiculturalist discourse with the imperceptible ease of tidal waters in a lagoon. One can scarcely see the pluralists and the cosmopolitans coming and going because they all call themselves multi-culturalists.

An example of how a postethnic perspective builds upon, rather than rejects, the ethnic is the postethnic emphasis on “affiliation.” The preferred word in multiculturalist discourse is, of course, identity. But the concept of identity is more psychological than social, and it can hide the extent to which the achievement of identity is a social process by which a person becomes affiliated with one or more acculturating cohorts. In this respect, multiculturalism has not been ethnic enough: it has not developed a habit of speech that expresses its awareness of the importance of social groups to the lives of individuals. Moreover, the word identity implies fixity and givenness, while the word affiliation suggests a greater measure of flexibility consistent with a postethnic eagerness to promote communities of consent. Affiliation is more performative, while identity suggests something that simply is. To be sure, one can construe the achievement of identity as an action, but “affiliation” calls attention to the social dynamics of this action.

If our age is one in which the importance of group membership is more fully recognized, then we live in an age not of identities but of affiliations.6 This is not to say that people do not have identities, including ethno-racial identities; nor is it to deny that individual identities can exploit in highly distinctive patterns the cultural inventories presented by the available communities. It is, instead, to underscore the simple fact that the identities people assume are acquired largely through affiliation, however prescribed or chosen.

The distinction between prescribed and chosen affiliations is the focal point of chapter 2 of Postethnic America. In the genealogical inquiry reported in his book Roots, Alex Haley might have chosen to trace his father’s ancestry back to Ireland rather than his mother’s back to Gambia. But this choice was phony, of course, for the blackness in Haley’s skin was understood to rule his white heritage inconsequential. Haley’s choice is the Hobson’s choice of ethno-racial identity in America because it is not a real choice at all. Although the lines that mark off other ethno-racial groups from one another are not as strictly enforced as those distinguishing white from black, residents of the United States are routinely asked to identify themselves and their contemporaries within one or another of five presumably involuntary communities of descent. This ethno-racial pentagon divides the population into African American, Asian American, Euro-American, Indigenous, and Latino segments, even as the labels for these five groups vary slightly. Fewer and fewer Americans believe in the biological reality of races, but they are remarkably willing to live with an officially sanctioned system of demographic classification that replicates precisely the crude, colloquial categories, black, yellow, white, red, and brown.

The ethno-racial pentagon won acceptance in the context of government efforts to prevent discrimination against minorities during the 1970s. But the multiculturalist movement of the following decade found the pentagon a convenient basis on which to organize the promotion of cultural diversity. A result was that categories deriving their integrity not from culture but from a history of political and economic victimization based on bad biology were frequently treated as cultures. When mixed-race people in the 1990s intensified protests against the confinements of the pentagon—demanding to be recognized as descendants of more than one of these communities—they brought the cultural and the political purposes of multiculturalism into a state of tragic contradiction. If a minority group were to lose members as a result of an exodus to the new mixed-race classification, the political clout of the group that loses its members would presumably diminish. The sharp increase in the numbers of avowedly mixed-race Americans also challenged the terms of Haley’s choice and suggested that affiliation with a given community of descent could be more voluntary than ascribed. I argue for a sharper division of labor between the political and cultural aims that multiculturalism has blended together. I argue, also, that the concept of an “ethno-racial bloc” is more appropriate for today’s antiracist discourse than the anachronistic term race, and I defend this view against those who resist the conflating of race and ethnicity.

Chapter 3 looks beyond the ethno-racial pentagon to a larger movement in recent history of which this pentagon is but one visible artifact: a transition from species-centered to ethnos-centered discourse in the history of the United States since World War II. Universalist aspirations were replaced by particularist aspirations in politics, social theory, anthropology, and other spheres of discussion. Nothing is more representative of this transition than the determination of today’s thinkers to avoid an error they commonly attribute to their predecessors of the 1940s and 1950s: mistaking the local for the universal. A generations well-meaning but unsuccessful efforts to address the species as a whole is now said to be visible in such classics of the era as the Kinsey reports on sexual behavior; Edward Steichen’s photographic exhibit, The Family of Man; Wendell Willkie’s exuberant prologue to the founding of the United Nations, One World; and Carey McWilliams’s plea for integration, Brothers under the Skin. A chorus of voices now accuse that generation of ignoring difference and emphasizing sameness, of failing to see how different the various cultures of the world and of the nation are from each other. Some of these critiques are presented as postmodernist attacks on modernism, and, indeed, the species often turns out to hold the same relation to modernism that the ethnos does to postmodernism.

Some theorists defined basic standards for truth and goodness in relation to an ethnos. The name of the historian-philosopher Thomas S. Kuhn has become an emblem for an appreciation of the role of human communities in deciding just what ideas about nature shall count as scientific knowledge. If our judgments about what is scientifically valid and morally right have so much to do with the character of our communities, it is vital to be clear on just who “we” are. This question preoccupied a philosopher inspired by Kuhn, Richard Rorty, whose work I trace as a brief case study of the transition from species to ethnos.

Chapter 4 takes up the multiculturalist debates within the context of the larger species-to-ethnos transition charted in chapter 3. I provide examples of the different trajectories that are contained within multiculturalism, then develop in more detail the contrast mentioned above between pluralist and cosmopolitan elements within the movement. The words pluralism and cosmopolitanism have at times been assigned somewhat different meanings than the ones I use here, but I try to show why they are the most fair and efficient terms for the two orientations I want to distinguish. Part of this chapter is a historical overview of the background to multiculturalism, including the alliance of pluralism and cosmopolitanism against Anglo-conformist efforts to diminish cultural diversity.

The “cultural pluralism” associated with the name of Horace Kallen is an important precursor to multiculturalism. Kallen and his contemporary of the 1910s, the avowed cosmopolitan Randolph Bourne, are in some ways the models for the pluralist-cosmopolitan tension found in multi-culturalism. Both share the basic idea that unites cultural pluralism with multiculturalism—that the nation should be home to a diversity of cultures, especially those carried by ethno-racial groups—but Bourne envisioned a dynamic interaction while Kallen stressed the autonomy of each group. The initiatives for tolerance and diversity during the 1940s, 1950s, and early 1960s largely ignored Kallen’s cultural pluralism. The ideas of both Kallen and Bourne enjoy a revival within multiculturalism, but this new movement is much more popular than cultural pluralism had ever been. Indeed, the widespread triumph of the basic ideal of a culturally diverse America helped to bring the cosmopolitan and pluralist elements of the movement into greater tension with one another. In the meantime, multiculturalism’s enthusiasm for diversity accelerated the articulation of difference to the point that diversity has become too diversified to be contained within the ethno-racial pentagon. The diversification of diversity and the increasingly visible frustration of the cosmopolitans within the movement are both incentives to develop a postethnic perspective.

Sketching that perspective is the business of chapter 5. In keeping with lessons learned from the diversification of diversity, the postethnic perspective recognizes the instrumental character and the varying size, scope, and purposes of the communities within which people work out their politics, their values, their standards for truth, and their personal identities. Any individual’s life-project will entail a shifting division of labor between the various overlapping “we’s” of which he or she is a part. A postethnic perspective thus resists the pluralist temptation to depict society as an expanse of internally homogeneous and analogically structured units, each possessed of a comparable myth of diaspora. A postethnic perspective is alert for opportunities to construct global solidarities capable of addressing ecological and other dilemmas that are global in their impact. A postethnic perspective favors expanding the epistemic “we”—the community upon which we depend for scientific knowledge—as far as the capacities of nature and its inquirers will allow. Here, I allude to relevant work by recent historians and philosophers of science. So, too, do I identify work of recent moral theorists that promotes a stretching of the moral “we” in realistic dialogue with people who begin with values very different from “ours.”

A postethnic perspective on communities of descent within the United States entails the principle of affiliation by revocable consent. This modest choice-maximizing principle supports the renewal and critical revision of those communities of descent whose progeny choose to devote their energies to these communities even after experiencing opportunities for affiliating with other kinds of people. A postethnic perspective denies neither history nor biology, nor the need for affiliations, but it does deny that history and biology provide a set of clear orders for the affiliations we are to make. The postethnic preference for choice over prescription favors a sharper distinction than multiculturalists often make between cultures and the specifically ethno-racial classifications often said to be the indicators of the boundaries of a culture. “Culture” has often turned out to be a euphemism for “ethnicity” or “race.” There is plenty of culture to be studied and appreciated within all of the social spaces marked off by the standard ethno-racial categories. But multiculturalism affords little recognition to culture that transcends these categories and comes in packages that have little to do with ethno-racial communities. I urge more attention to religiously defined cultures and suggest some of the consequences of looking upon religious groups as “ethnic” and upon ethnic groups as “religious.” The prevailing bias toward ethno-racial constructions of culture is also apparent in the reluctance of many multiculturalists to attribute culture to the transethnic community that is the topic of chapter 6, the United States itself.

A postethnic perspective on American nationality emphasizes the civic character of the American nation-state, in contrast to the ethnic character of most of the nationalism we read about today. A civic nation can mediate between the species and the ethnos in ways that an ethnic nation cannot. In the context of the worldwide resurgence of ethno-racial particularism, the transethnic solidarity of the American civic nation has much to recommend it. The United States, as a civic nation with an ethno-racially diverse population, mediates more directly than most nations do between the species and the varieties of humankind. I argue that the value of civic nation-states in protecting rights and providing basic welfare is undervalued by proponents of postnationality. Against the view that the United States is more a container of ethno-racially defined cultures than a basis for an ethnos of its own, I defend the notion of a national culture as an adhesive enabling diverse Americans to see themselves as sufficiently “in it together” to act on problems that are genuinely common. Recognition of the reality of a national culture also saves the United States from the dangerous conceit that it is a proto-world-state. Affirming the particularity of American culture need not be an act of arrogance; rather, it can be an act of humility in the face of the worlds diversity.

The American nation-state is being pulled in different directions by three formidable constituencies. One is a business elite that, in an age of international corporations, finds more and more of its employees and factories abroad. This elite has some need for the American state, but it can get along without attending very carefully to the needs of the nation, the people who constitute the community of American citizens. The second constituency identifies with one or more diasporas and sees the United States more as a site for transnational affiliations than as an affiliation of its own. The proponents of diasporic consciousness sometimes look to the state as a source of entitlements, but, like the business elite, they have little incentive to devote themselves to the welfare of the national community. In the meantime, a third constituency has claimed America with a vengeance. This third constituency is made up of a great variety of Middle Americans, evangelical Christians, advocates of family values, and supporters of Newt Gingrich and of Rush Limbaugh. Many of these Americans are suspicious of the state except as an enforcer of personal morality, but they claim the nation as, in effect, their own ethnic group. The ideological resources of the American nation-state are too valuable to multiculturalists to be allowed to fall, by default, into the hands of this third constituency, which most multiculturalists see as their enemy. Being an American amid a multiplicity of affiliations need not be threatening to cultural diversity, nor need it be too shallow an identity to partake of a vital solidarity of its own.

Although I take a more generous view of the American nation-state and of the culture that has developed around it than is usually expressed by active defenders of cultural diversity, this book is far from cheerful, either about America or about the prospects for the postethnic ideal. In the epilogue, I express my fear that the United States, by failing to provide sufficient opportunities for poor people of all ethno-racial affiliations, is in the process of squandering whatever opportunity it may now have to move in a more postethnic direction.

The deepest problems within the United States are masked, it is asserted with increasing frequency, by culture wars that direct public attention toward the discussion of cultural reforms that are relatively inexpensive and hold scant promise to reduce inequality.7 The multiculturalist movement itself, it is also suggested more and more often, has hurt its own cause by indulging in silly and authoritarian tactics.8 There is much truth in both of these charges. But behind multiculturalism and the mistakes made in its name remain questions about the nation’s character too relevant to public policy to be thrust aside in a spasm of frustration. The United States will be better able to address its economic and political inequalities, and to maintain its civil libertarian traditions, if it can achieve a more satisfactory perspective on cultural issues while not inflating their significance. That is what this book tries to do.
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