













































































That this is more than an academic argument is clear if one
recalls the hand-to-hand combat of school board battles involving
such issues as bilingual education or Afrocentric curricula, the
dispute over the literary canon at the college level, or the
court decisions seeking to remedy past patterns of discrimination
in voting rights cases by requiring redistricting or changes in
the form of local government so as to guarantee the minority
community representation on the legislative body. 1In each of
these cases, and others you can probably think of, public
authorities are being asked to confer some sort of official
status on a particular cultural group. Large parts of the public
sense that this form of particularism is a problem in a system
based on universal values of individual rights. Simply saying
that everyone must respect everyone else’s ethnic identity
therefore does not solve the problem.

Yet, a solution must be found if we are to recapture a
confident sense of shared values that will let us then deal with
divisive public policy issues with a common goal in mind. What is
needed in our country is nothing short of a national conversation
about this difficult and troubling dilemma. All of our people -
left, right and center - have a responsibility to examine and
discuss what unites us as a country, about what we share as
common American values in a nation comprised of so many divergent
groups and beliefs. For too long, we have let that which divides
us capture the headlines. Current public debate is little more
than posturing. Bombarded by slogans and epithets, points and
counterpoints, our thoughts are polarized in the rapid-fire
exchange of sound bites. In this kind of argument, one is either
right or wrong, for them or against them, a winner or a loser.

Real answers are the casualties of such drive-by debates.
In this kind of discussion, there is no room for complexity and
ambiguity. There is no room in the middle. Only the opposite
poles are given voice. This may be good entertainment, but it is
a disservice to the American people. It only reinforces lines of
division and does not build toward agreement. I want to change
the rules of engagement for this national conversation.

This is to be a national conversation open to all Americans,
a conversation in which all voices need to be heard and in which
we must grapple seriously with the meaning of American pluralism.
It is a conversation that is desperately needed, and I believe
the National Endowment for the Humanities can stimulate and
facilitate the discussion. The NEH will not bring answers, but
we will bring questions.

To be sure, the NEH has other important tasks. As the
single most important source of support for the humanities in
American life, receiving approximately 9,000 applications per
year and dispensing $150 million in about 2,000 grants, we have a
major role to play in assisting in the creation of new knowledge,
translating knowledge in the humanities into educational
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talk to each other. Out of that small discussion, and others
that are already going on at the local level, we will gain some
insights into different aspects of the subject, into how to
phrase the questions productively, into what sorts of materials
stimulate the most fruitful discussions, and into the range of
possible answers. I imagine that, after some experience, we will
be able to conduct this conversation through mass media formats.
This is an exciting undertaking for the NEH and for the country.

My own notion of the meaning of American pluralism is still
evolving, and in any case is certainly not prescriptive, yet it
might help for me to sketch some elements of it here. My answer
has as its preface a belief that there is an American identity
that is different from the identities of any one of the ethnic
groups that comprise the American population, that is inclusive
of all of them, and that is available to everyone who is
American. It is an identity that has been shaped by the
buffeting and melding of individuals and groups in North America
over the last three hundred years.

I believe that the most important thing that we share as
Americans is a belief in our political system, in the values that
are enshrined in the Constitution, and in the open democratic
system for determining who makes and enforces the laws, and that
the laws should be consistent with those principles.

Further, in the land of opportunity, we believe in equal
economic opportunity for individuals. We know that we do not
provide perfect equality of opportunity, but it is an ideal that
we hold dear, and we have historically provided enough
opportunity to keep individual hope alive and to maintain faith
in the ideal.

We also have a history that belongs to all Americans,
whenever their ancestors happened to have migrated to these
shores. That history is a proud one, but it has some dark spots,
and we must come to terms with those imperfections as well as the
glories. 1 am a white southern male, but I claim as part of my
own story the experiences of Italians and Irish and Jews coming
into America through Ellis Island in the late nineteenth and
early twentieth century, and the experiences of African Americans
who lived in the South with my ancestors and saw it from their
own point of view, or more recently the experiences of South
Asians and Latinos. My story should be theirs as well, and we
all possess together the national story, the resultant of many
different vectors, the story of our being able to find solutions,
to rise to historical challenges, and find ways to transform
particular interests into the national interest.

Beyond these fundamental building blocks, there are certain
precepts that might help us as we go through the discussion of
what it means to be American. The traditional way of handling
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