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THE UNITED STATES IN THE 20th CENTURY

"American Themes"

RICHARD MAIDMENT:

I'm joined in the studio today by Ian Bell, who's the external

examiner for D.214 and in fact played a, a very significant role in

the production of the Course; and by David Goldblatt, who's a 

permanent member of the D.214 Course Team and in fact also tutors

the Course, so welcome to you both.

DAVID GOLDBLATT:

Hi.

IAN BELL:

Thank you.
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RICHARD MAIDMENT:

I thought it would be very useful today, if we could talk about some

of the themes and concerns that run through the United States in

the 20th Century.

Because the Course draws on several disciplines: economics,

politics, sociology; and the books appear to have a very separate set

of concerns, it's possible to overlook the continuities and links

between the books on culture, markets , democracy, and empire.

So today we're going to look at these links and continuities between

the four books, and examine them.

And I thought, David, if I started off by asking you to identify what

you think are the key links between the the four books?

DAVID GOLDBLATT:

Well, I think there are at least five themes tha t we might discuss

today tha t cut across all four of the books, and those are:

Firstly, the idea of American exceptionalism, or the uniqueness of

American society.

Secondly, the ideas of unity and diversity in American society and

culture.

Thirdly, the idea of the democratic paradox in American life.

Fourthly, the rise and fall of the American Century.

And, finally, I thought we might take a look at the capacity for

America to re-invent itself.

RICHARD MAIDMENT:

Well t ha t sounds like a comprehensive list.

And let's s tar t with exceptionalism - and perhaps, Ian, I can tu rn to

you?
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Exceptionalism seems to be particularly important in the cultural

dimension, and I know your interests are primarily literary, would

you agree tha t tha t is a key theme in American, in American

cultural experience - and one that spreads across all four of the

volumes in this Course?

IAN BELL:

Yes, I th ink it probably does.

And as with most things tha t involve America in the 20th Century,

it might make sense to think back very briefly to the experience of

the 18th and 19th Centuries in the sense tha t America begins by

establishing itself as different - 'exceptional' in the different sense,

as different from European experience, not only in te rms of leaving

European models of behaviour, either political, economic or social,

but trying to create something which would be novel to the new

world.

These arguments for difference and exceptionalism run through

American writing from the political theorists of the 18th Century,

through the literary figures of the 19th Century - I'm thinking

particularly of Ralph Waldo Emmerson, or novelists like Nathaniel

Hawthorne or Herman Melville.

The argument is t ha t they ought to be doing something other than

the kinds of things tha t can be found in Europe.

Interestingly, by the time we get to the 20th Century, the argument

for difference and exceptionalism seems to take a different kind of

tu rn - I'm not too sure what the reasons for this might be, but

presumably partly it would have to do with America's more

international role from the end of the 19th Century onwards, the
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assumption of a colonial or policing kind of role with respect to the

rest of the world.

And within this, the argument for exceptionalism tends to become a 

little more muted, a little less distinctive than it had been in the

18th and 19th Centuries.

RICHARD MAIDMENT:.

It's interesting because exceptionalism seems to me to really delve

into all the realms of American society, all aspects of American

society.

Clearly exceptionalism affected the political agenda, it affected the

way the United States conducted its foreign policy, the very notion

of isolationism - this United States was a country apart , you know,

there was this corrupt old world and there was this innocent country

tha t had to stay away from it because it would be corrupted.

It was a democratic society as opposed to the tyrannies of Europe.

It really is there in the economic domain as well, isn't it?

Here was a country with free land, a people of plenty - and a very

telling phrase used by David Potter, it's always had this notion of

being an exceptional and a distinctive society.

The question I suppose I really want to ask is: it's a powerful myth,

it clearly, it clearly exists and resonates in the collective American

imagination, but is it actually a myth or is in fact America not an

exceptional society?

David?
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DAVID GOLDBLATT:

Well I think in the case of economics, there's probably a strong case

for saying tha t the American economy remains an exceptional one.

If I can give a couple of examples of its unique structure by

comparison to other advanced capitalists societies, the American

economy has probably gone furthest down the road of post-

industrialism, with its focus on high-tec and service industr ies, by

comparison to say those of Germany or Japan .

In addition, the American economy relies probably more t h a n any

other in the Western world on the import of cheap migrant labour,

specifically from Mexico, but increasingly from further afield - from

Asia Pacific, and Latin America.

On the other hand, there are ways in which the American economy

is very similar to those in other advanced capitalist societies - it

suffers from the same problems of competition with the newly

industrialising par ts of the world, it suffers from similar problems of

unemployment, it suffers from similar problems of re-structuring as

the pace of technological and economic change increases.

So there's a case to be made in both directions.

RICHARD MAIDMENT:

Ian, are there any cultural forms, cultural products, t h a t are

uniquely American which reinforce this notion of exceptionalism?

IAN BELL:

I th ink the easiest examples are probably taken from fiction, from

the novels - certainly in the 20th Century.

This is a difficult area to negotiate 'cos most of us are t aught to read

by reading fiction, and by tha t we mean the models of the novel that
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we find in England, France and Russia predominantly - that 's the

way we're taught to read.

This kind of fiction relies upon presenting us with a recognisable

world, a world that we feel that we are familiar with - it may be set

several years either in the future or in the past, but we feel we know

character, we feel we can expect development of relationships, we

can expect a density of social organisation.

We know where the people in the novel are, we know where they're

coming from, and we can assimilate ourselves to a condition

whereby we can understand and be sympathetic with them.

Now in America the converse of all those issues is t rue.

American fiction is genuinely exceptional because it tends not to rely

upon characters that we recognise, situations tha t we can

sympathise with - it seems to insist very radically on in fact

distancing yourself from those very comforting ways of reading.

So you find characters floating around in a fairly abstract manner ,

writers like Vonnegut Junior, for example, in novels like

'Slaughterhouse Five', tha t comes out of the 1960's and is to do with

the, his remembering of the Second World War, uses characters

whom we would never recognise in real life - they operate in a 

symbolical or an abstract manner in order to pursue an argument

about the state of America in the post-war world, and it does tha t by

de-familiarising tha t world, makes it unrecognisable to us; and by

de-familiarising it makes us more alert to the mechanisms whereby

things may be constructed and understood.

RICHARD MAIDMENT:

So it's very distinctive?
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IAN BELL:

Very distinctive, yeah.

RICHARD MAIDMENT:

What about the notion of American identity, is tha t exceptional?

Is being an American very different from being English or French?

IAN BELL:

The point is tha t being an American, within American terms being

an American is not something which you are - it is something which

you work towards.

It 's the idea of existing within a world which is constantly in

transition, constantly changing.

This is t rue I th ink of America where it is not t rue of certainly

European countries.

Tha t is to say, being an American is something you have to, it's a 

process you have to work towards ra ther than something which is

ever actually achieved, it is there as a kind of ever-receding ideal or

idea of behaviour.

So it's to do with transition and it's to do with, with process.

RICHARD MAIDMENT:

So presumably one of the, the reasons why American identity is, is

unique, which is I suppose another way of saying exceptional, is the

result of this extraordinary heterogeneity of ethnicity and race tha t

exists in the United States, which in a sense, David, brings us to

you.
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The second item on your list - tha t of unity and diversity - tha t must

be an enormous factor in distinguishing the United States from

virtually every other society?

DAVID GOLDBLATT:

Unquestionably, and it's reflected in all the different dimensions of

American society, most obviously the ethnic make-up of America is

normally enormously heterogeneous, and continues to be so with

new waves of immigration from Asia Pacific and Latin America, but

it's also reflected in the economic and political structure of American

life.

If I can give an example from economics, we tend to th ink of this

entity, the American economy, as if it were a singular whole, and yet

there is good reason to think that the American economy is more

diverse regionally than almost any other economy we, we know -

after all, America is a continent in itself.

On the West Coast you have the Californian economy which is a 

mixture of labour-intensive agriculture, high-tec economics in

software and computer production and aerospace.

You have the Mid-West with its old industrial regions.

You have burgeoning new areas of industry and agriculture in the

South, different once again from California.

You have a concentration of financial and media services in New

York and the East Coast.

So there is enormous diversity in the economy, and that 's also

reflected in the politics of America - and this is a point made

particularly in Chapter 3 of the Democracy book in which the

American political system is characterised as one of
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hyper-pluralism, in which an enormous number of competing

interests divided by class, by gender, by region and by ethnicity,

compete for access to and power within the American political

system, which creates a fluidity of political process, and an

enormous range of shifting alliances and interests in the American

political system which, leading back to our first point, makes the

American political system quite exceptional and quite unique by

comparison to the class dominated political systems of Western

Europe.

RICHARD MAIDMENT:

You're right, so the uni ty and diversity is clearly evident in the

economic dimension and in the political system, and also in this

whole question of multi-culturalism - it's something tha t has always

dogged the United States .

Do you actually have these various immigrant groups join a melting

pot, do they maintain their separate identities - that 's been at the

heart of, of the debate about American identity for the last two

Centuries, isn't t ha t correct?

IAN BELL:

That 's absolutely right, and the interesting thing is t ha t it's only

within the last, what, twenty or thir ty years, t ha t in cultural terms

we've, we've actually witnessed an official recognition of diversity -

in other words, the insistence on being American, being exceptional,

being a unified nation, a unified culture, has for obvious reasons

meant a white-dominated culture.


