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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.
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And it's only since the, I suppose, the late 1960's with the real

impact of the Civil Rights movement, the impact of the Women's

movement, tha t we've begun to have a real recognition of the diverse

nature of American culture.

So, for example, you will have not simply black l i terature being

taught in the institutions of higher education, but you'll have

Chicano-Hispanic li terature, Chinese-American l i terature being

taught, people being hired on ethnic grounds - hired because of their

diversity.

And this has only happened in the last thirty years or so, and it goes

very much against the ambitions hitherto for a kind of coherent

anaesthetised sort of unity, which we've always known as an

affiction anyway.

RICHARD MAIDMENT:

It's very interesting in one of the American conversation

programmes - Arthur Schlessinger Junior, very eminent historian,

clearly feels tha t there's enormous tension between unity and

diversity, particularly in this area of culture, believing tha t multi-

culturalism actually threatens the kind of American society tha t has

been in existence.

Is t ha t a view you share?

IAN BELL:

That again is one of the more interesting paradoxes, isn't it? -

because America has always been multi-cultural but hasn' t allowed

itself to be seen as multi-cultural - it's always insisted on seeing

itself as 'American', whatever that may mean.
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To complicate it a little bit further, of course what we do find is t ha t

currently the emphasis on diversity, on so-called minority groups,

has tended to put them to the centre of the cultural debate.

In other words, minority groups, the disenfranchised, those we

might ordinarily consider to be marginalised, are being within

cultural debate brought right into the centre of things in a most

peculiar way - as if they're saying, 'Well, we're sorry for ignoring you

for so long'.

RICHARD MAIDMENT:

This theme of unity and diversity is very closely linked to the one

about democracy isn't it? - which is on the third of your list, David.

And clearly, I suppose, the push for democracy, the belief in

democracy has been a central American value - one which most

Americans assume tha t not only is their country a democratic, has a 

democratic political system but the United States is the pre-eminent

liberal democracy in the world - and tha t also is visible not only in

the political system but in all aspects of American life.

DAVID GOLDBLATT:

Yeah, it's an interesting point about America and a bizarre paradox

about its culture, its political system, and its economy.

On the one hand, America portrays itself to itself as the ul t imate

liberal democracy, the international bastion of freedom and

democracy - and yet a little bit of history illustrates tha t even on the

most generous definition of liberal democracy America really doesn't

become one until 1965, 1970.
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It's worth recalling tha t until 1919 the franchise was only available

in the United States to white men - and often on the basis of paying

tax, so often the poor and the labour movement were excluded from

the franchise.

And black Americans did not actually achieve the vote unti l the

Civil Rights Act of 1965 banned the discriminatory practices on the

Electoral Register in the States of the deep South.

So there are serious fissures and problems with American

democracy, and that 's reflected in other aspects of the American

experience in the 20th Century - perhaps most starkly in the

international arena where, on the one hand, since the end of the

Second World War America and American elites have understood

their international role as the defence of democratic institutions in

the West and beyond in the face of a totalitarian communist threat ,

and yet, on the other hand, in pursuing that aim the American

foreign policy elites and the American army have actively supported

the maintenance of often fairly ruthless dictatorships and

authori tar ian military politics in countries as far apar t as the

Philippines, Vietnam, parts of Southern Africa.

So there's a real paradox there again - and I think we can see t ha t

in the way in which the American economy works as well.

On the one hand, there is a democracy of consumption in which a 

relatively high standard of living is notionally available to all

Americans, and yet consumption in actual fact is quite concentrated

in certain social classes and certain ethnic groups - there are radical

differences in income between different ethnic groups, and in te rms

of economic power there are radical discrepancies.
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Economic power in America, as in many countries, tends to lie with

financial and business elites, and the labour movement, at any ra te

in America, is one of the weakest in the Western world.

So power is not really very democratically distributed in the

American economy in the same way tha t it has not been distributed

very democratically in international affairs or in the mainstream

political system.

RICHARD MAIDMENT:

But yet the, the importance of democratic ideas and values play a 

role in American life - it's jus t not simply a case of hypocrisy is it?

(No)

It's not a country that says, 'Yes, we believe in democratic values but

we do all these terribly undemocratic things' - there's been an

enormous tension existing in the collective American imagination

about democracy.

DAVID GOLDBLATT:

Unquestionably, I mean the American political system is an

enormously open one - as Chapters 2 and 3 of Book 3 argue.

There is very easy access to the political system for any group tha t

can organise itself.

There are many levels of American government at which interest

groups and organisations can insert themselves into the policy process.

It is possible through a variety of mechanisms for many groups,

including those tha t have been previously disenfranchised and

excluded, to make their way in the American political system - and

indeed the power of minority groups tha t we were discussing before,

ethnic minority groups, is reflected not jus t in cultural terms within
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the universities and the cultural system, but increasingly within the

political system as well.

So there's a balance and a paradox rather than it being a simply

non-democratic society.

RICHARD MAIDMENT:

Is it a democratic culture, Ian?

IAN BELL:

I th ink coming from a cultural point of view, particularly from a 

literary point of view, it's less easy to determine the kind of

paradoxes tha t David is talking about, simply because, particularly

I'm thinking of poetry and of the novel, there is a greater openness

and a greater willingness to resist the given, to resist institutional

forms and structures.

You don't find things being closed off in American novels - for

example, notoriously the complaint is, 'Well, what is the ending,

where is it leading us?'

This is particularly t rue of fiction that 's been produced since the

Second World War, and especially t rue of fiction produced since the

1960's.

So it becomes not so much a paradox there, as somehow a greater

willingness to remain open to the possibilities of the kind of form

tha t one is using.

RICHARD MAIDMENT:

I mean, the thing tha t strikes me is tha t the United States has been

at the forefront of most of the popular, if you like, the democratic art

forms: movies, popular music, and so on and so forth.



15

Is that accidental, coincidental, or, or does it tell you something

about American society?

IAN BELL:

I think it possibly tells us they're, they're more willing to be in, in

terms of, I suppose we're talking really here about enter ta inment

more than anything, and they're willing to be less hierarchical -

I guess is what we're saying.

And if a resistance to hierarchy is a form of democracy, then it is not

surprising tha t the cinema means 'Hollywood' ra ther t han what 's

going on in Germany or France or England.

RICHARD MAIDMENT:

Well talking about enter ta inment in a way, as they say in

Hollywood, gives us an easy 'segway' into our next i tem - about the

rise and fall of the American Century, because here we have in

entertainment one of the most extraordinarily successful industries

tha t the United States has - in fact I th ink enter ta inment now

provides the second largest export earner of the American economy.

So, David, this theme tha t you've picked up about the rise and fall of

the American Century, tell us about it?

DAVID GOLDBLATT:

Well I think it's reflected in all four of the books, and really the

narrative story tha t is told is tha t on the back of the phenomenal

industrial and demographic expansions of the late 19th Century,

America in the mid-20th Century finally realises its global potential

- it becomes after the end of the Second World War unquestionably

the dominant economic power in the world: it runs international
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financial institutions, it dominates international industrial

production, it is the key force in international trade, and, as you

rightly say, in entertainment, in movies, as well as in high-tec

products and other forms of engineering.

Simultaneously with that , America's international political and

military power reach a peak at the end of the Second World War.

America, unquestionably, is one of the victors of the Second World

War, and vies for the next forty-five years with the Soviet Union for

global political and military dominance.

The story since the end of the Second World War, if not one of

decline, is certainly one of uncertainty about the dominant role of

American culture, economic power, and military power in the

international arena.

In economic affairs the strength of the American economy has been

increasingly challenged by the advances of the European Union,

Japan , and the newly industrialising countries of the Pacific Rim.

And the capacity of America to maintain its technological and

economic lead looks somewhat uncertain at the end of the 21st

Century.

Simultaneously, the capacity of America to police the world, to

remain the single overwhelming dominant force in international

politics, seems uncertain as well - despite the apparent victory at

the end of the Cold War.

America's military capacity, according to its own elite, seems more

stretched than before, and it's role in policing the world, in

developing democracy in the world, seems much more uncertain -

indeed, there is a real move towards isolationism and withdrawal.
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So across the books of the Course we do see this thing of the rise of

American power, and a rise in American confidence; and towards

the end of the 20th Century we see across the different areas of the

books a decline in American power - and perhaps, above all, an

uncertainty about where America is going, and what it can do with

the power tha t i t has .

RICHARD MAIDMENT:

I certainly agree with that , certainly for three of the books anyway.

Clearly the American economy seems to be in relative decline, and

there 's certainly been this quite striking decline in the confidence of,

of American institutions, both politicians, both practitioners and the

electorate - very, very unhappy with the way things are developing

in the United States.

And certainly the way the United States has conducted itself in the

lat ter decades of this Century show the kind of uncertainty in the

way the United States operates its foreign policy.

The only par t of it, and this is I suppose directed to you, Ian, is t ha t

in these cultural products American domination seems to be growing

apace around the world, it appears to have almost a lock on the

popular imagination of the globe, why is that?

Firstly, is tha t true - and why is that?

IAN BELL:

I th ink it is true, and again I think we're thinking principally in, in

cinematic terms.

Hollywood does dominate world cinema, has done since the Thirties

and it shows no sign of declining.


