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  ‘. . . so far as my knowledge goes the United States stands out as preeminently the “Land of Contrasts” – the land of stark,
  staring, and stimulating inconsistency; at once the home of enlightenment and the happy hunting ground of the charlatan and the quack; a land in which nothing happens but the unexpected; the home
  of Hyperion, but no less the haunt of the satyr; always the land of promise, but not invariably the land of performance; a land which may be bounded by the aurora borealis, but which has also
  undeniable acquaintance with the flames of the bottomless pit; a land which is laved at once by the rivers of Paradise and the leaden waters of Acheron’.


  
    James Fullarton Muirhead, The Land of Contrasts: A Britons View of His American Kin, Boston: Lamson, Wolffe and Co., 1898

  


  
    ‘“Why do you speak of certain reversals – machinery connected wrong, for instance, as being ass backwards? I can’t understand that. Ass usually
    is backwards, right? You ought to be saying ass forwards, if backwards is what you mean.”

  


  “Uh,” sez Slothrop.


  “This is only one of many American Mysteries,” Säure sighs, “I wish somebody could clear up for me.”’


  
    Thomas Pynchon, Gravity’s Rainbow, New York: Viking Press, 1973
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  INTRODUCTION


  The American Crisis and the American Dream


  ‘These are the times that try men’s souls.’


  With this lament, Thomas Paine began the series of revolutionary tracts known as The American Crisis. There is something in the cadence and phrasing of his first article that is
  reminiscent of Shakespeare’s Henry V, when young King Hal rallies his troops before Agincourt. It is fitting, then, that George Washington had Paine’s words read out to his
  dispirited troops before they embarked on a dangerous mission across the Delaware River in December 1776.


  It is fitting, too, that Barack Obama drew on this text in January 2009 when he was inaugurated as the forty-fourth President of the United States. His address was sombre and portentous. The
  nation was at war and the economy was weakened. Homes were lost. Jobs were shed. There had been, he said, a sapping of confidence in the country. Obama then referred to the darkest days of the
  American Revolution by quoting directly from a passage in The American Crisis: ‘Let it be told to the future world, that in the depth of winter, when nothing but hope and virtue could
  survive, that the city and the country, alarmed at one common danger, came forth to meet and to repulse it.’


  Truly these have been times to try men’s souls. Obama took office at the end of a tormented decade for the United States. First and
  foremost, there was the terrorist atrocity of ‘9/11’: the death and destruction caused by eighteen men (armed with nothing more than box-cutters) crashing jet-liners into those iconic
  buildings was grim enough, but the magnitude of the attack was amplified by the damage done to America’s sense of invulnerability. Smaller terrorist incidents, including the anthrax attack
  against Congress and the scourge of the Washington sniper, seemed to provide evidence of malign intent directed against the representatives of the republic.


  Then there were the natural disasters – tornadoes, wild-fires, hurricanes and the first flu pandemic in forty years. In 2009, H1N1 – or ‘Mexican Swine Flu’ –
  briefly fuelled a bout of xenophobic angst about the northward flow of Hispanic immigrants. However, Hurricane Katrina had already revealed deeper flaws in the country’s social fabric. The
  physical devastation wreaked on New Orleans and its environs was dwarfed by the psychological fall-out: the whole country experienced a sense of ignominy both at its inability to act expeditiously
  and at the desperate suffering of the have-nots in the richest country on the planet.


  A third blow to the United States’ self-esteem came in 2008, when the nation experienced a financial super-crisis arising from excessive levels of personal and public debt. Credit markets
  seized up, liquidity froze, banks crashed and, with a recession threatening to turn into a depression, the world’s greatest champion of Free Market Capitalism saw major financial institutions
  become effectively nationalized.


  It is not surprising, then, that the raw and penetrating glare from these thunderbolts has revealed fractures and stress-lines in the social fabric of the nation. This has led one writer, Juan
  Enriquez, to describe his country as the ‘Untied States of America’, and Barack Obama himself has expressed concern about the conflicted nature of society: ‘. . . if we
  don’t change course soon, we may be the first generation in a very long time that leaves behind a weaker and more fractured America than the one we inherited’.


  This book – The Cracked Bell – is essentially a survey of the gap between the American Crisis and the American Dream. It began as a
  dispassionate attempt to review the state of America at the advent of the twenty-first century, employing the tools and techniques of social anthropology. It has found a country suffering from an
  array of conflicted conditions, where questions about the essence of the American Way – profound questions about identity, security, power and opportunity – reveal rich and confusing
  patterns of paradox.


  In one sense, this revelation does little more than confirm Kant’s memorable dictum that ‘out of the crooked timber of humanity no straight thing was ever made’. However,
  American culture appears to offer the anthropologist exceptional levels of contrast. Michael Kammen has produced a history of this phenomenon in People of Paradox – a book that teems
  with terms like ‘dualism’, ‘biformity’, ‘contradictory tendencies’, ‘the perplexity of unstable pluralism’ and ‘syzygy’ (a word beloved
  of Scrabble players, meaning a paradoxical coupling of opposites).


  There are many different explanations for this cultural dissonance, but as I encountered and explored the varieties of American paradox in greater detail I discovered a common denominator: the
  ideal of freedom. The US seems to be suffering from the afflictions of liberty – a condition emblemized for me by the fractured Liberty Bell in Philadelphia’s Independence National
  Historical Park.


  ‘The old cracked Bell still proclaims Liberty,’ the US Park Service asserts in its visitors’ guide. Legend has it that the bronze behemoth – weighing in
  at over a ton – was rung when the Declaration of Independence was read out in ‘Liberty Hall’; and it bears an inscription, from the Book of Leviticus, that seems to offer both a
  mission and a promise for the citizens of the United States: ‘Proclaim liberty throughout all the land unto all the inhabitants thereof.’


  The bell was commissioned from London’s Whitechapel Bell Foundry by the Pennsylvania Provincial Assembly and it first fractured soon after its delivery in 1752. Local artisans melted it
  down and cast a new bell that gave sound service for almost a century. However, as Philadelphia’s Public Ledger reported, it was damaged beyond repair on
  23 February 1846, when rung in honour of George Washington’s birthday:


  
    
      This venerable relic of the Revolution rang its last clear note on Monday last and now hangs in the great city steeple irreparably cracked and forever dumb . . . It gave out
      clear notes and loud, and appeared to be in excellent condition until noon when it received a sort of compound fracture in a zigzag direction through one of its sides.

    

  


  The crack is as renowned as the bell itself and it is commonplace for images of the ‘relic’ to be reproduced with the fracture prominently displayed (like a
  signature on its side, running from lip to crown). It has been a favourite emblem for the US Postal Service over the years, appearing most recently on the ‘Forever Stamp’ (issued in
  2007) that is valid for first-class delivery indefinitely. It also featured on over 500 million ‘Franklin Halfs’ that circulated as common currency for many years, until a new 50 cent
  coin was minted in memory of John F. Kennedy in 1963.


  I keep a Franklin Half nearby as I write these words. The image of the Liberty Bell – with that deep fault in its side – acts as a Rosetta Stone for me, making sense of those riddles
  and conundrums encountered in the course of my research. It reminds me that America, early in its prehistory, imported an English ideal of freedom that was tempered and contained by the moral
  sensibility of the Scottish Enlightenment (aptly symbolized by the fact that the ship that lifted the bell across the Atlantic was called Hibernia). However, in the pressured atmosphere of
  America’s ‘Liberty Hall’, this ideal has been inflated and distorted by a radical form of individualism: it is cracked, like the Liberty Bell, and is now undermining and
  afflicting the very society that it was intended to underpin.


  This conclusion has taken me by surprise. Like most Britons, I have developed a Pavlovian response to the word ‘freedom’ and spring unthinkingly to its defence. But in The Cracked
  Bell I find myself challenging the place of freedom in a society that attaches the highest premium to this ideal. I argue that there is something almost
  pathological about a national narrative that is intoxicated by the spirit of freedom while failing to pay sufficient attention to its meaning. And so this attempt at a measured, objective survey
  has ended with the butchery of a ‘sacred cow’.


  A corrective is needed at this point, lest I leave the impression that The Cracked Bell is a lamentation, or jeremiad, for the twenty-first century. (The jeremiad is
  little-known today, but some claim that the art-form represents America’s greatest contribution to English letters. This product of Colonial New England was characterized by beefy prophecies
  of social collapse, filled with bitter regret about the moral state of the nation and further seasoned with the hot mustard of puritanical vituperation.) I am no Jeremiah, and a very different
  vision instigated The Cracked Bell. Inspiration, in fact, came from reading The Americans by Geoffrey Gorer, first published in 1948. This ethnographic monograph belongs to a genre of
  European literature that has mapped the cultural topography of North America over the centuries. A feature of the genus – represented by the work of such different writers as Jacques
  Maritain, Alexis de Tocqueville, J. Hector St John de Crèvecoeur, Captain John Smith of Jamestown and Thomas Harriot – is a focus on the present (not the past), with the author
  immersing himself into his subject-matter.


  Gorer’s endeavour appealed to me as a graduate of the Cambridge School of Social Anthropology, but, in truth, the inspiration was more personal than purely academic. There were several
  elements in Gorer’s life-story that appeared to be linked to my own. Here was a Briton who had preceded his assignment in the United States with anthropological research among the Tantric
  Buddhist Lepchas of Sikkim and whose study of American character was made possible by a wartime posting to the British Embassy in Washington, DC. I, too, had worked as an anthropologist in the
  Himalayas, studying the Tantric Buddhist Newars of Nepal, and, in 2002, I took up a post in the British Embassy in Washington, DC, at a time of heightened tension and
  conflict, when the capital city felt and behaved as if it was on a wartime footing.


  As these links in the chain were revealed, I felt inspired and compelled to follow Gorer’s example in applying the lens of the anthropologist to reveal contemporary American culture. My
  path would inevitably deviate from his: I did not, for instance, adhere to the socio-psychological approach that he had learned from Margaret Mead, the American cultural anthropologist. Nor did I
  share his unbending belief that the future peace and prosperity of the world depended upon the mutual understanding and fruitful collaboration of the English and American peoples and
  governments.


  Nevertheless, I sympathize with Gorer’s commitment to helping the world comprehend the United States. He wrote: ‘Mutual understanding cannot endure if it is founded on delusions and
  falsifications; it must be based on the acceptance of our widely differing characters and ways of looking at and interpreting the world.’ There may be something impertinent about trying to
  encompass a society of over 300 million people occupying 3.5 million square miles within the covers of a single volume, but it remains my aspiration that the panoramic, synoptic scan presented in
  The Cracked Bell provides the sort of opportunity for insight, reflection and understanding that Gorer achieved in his own work.


  I would go further. With Obama’s election to the presidency, this is an appropriate time for the citizens of the republic themselves to take stock. The president has described his mission
  as the promotion of the unity of hope over conflict and discord, in an effort to reclaim and reconstitute the American Dream. The appointment of this impassioned advocate for change coincides with
  a growing realization that the age of American hyper-power is drawing to a close. Little by little, the United States’ global dominance of the world (economic, cultural and military) will
  wane through the course of the twenty-first century as China and India grow in strength. The US needs to consider not only how it makes the transition with dignity,
  but also what this means for ‘the American Promise’ (including the fragile relationship between freedom, justice and equality).


  Each one of the seven chapters that follow is sufficiently self-standing that a reader wishing to contemplate the ‘Cult of the New’, say, or questions of war and peace could choose
  to go directly to ‘The Lattice Constant’ or ‘The Cicada’s Wing’. Only the eighth chapter, with its comparative analysis of the United States and the United
  Kingdom based on what has gone before, needs to be taken on a full stomach – once the seven American paradoxes have been reviewed. There is no great science to the order in which these
  paradoxes appear, but the question of identity – the riddle of ‘e pluribus unum’ – is so fundamental to the life of every American that this seems the obvious
  place to begin.




  
     
  


  CHAPTER ONE


  The Many and the One – On Identity


  ‘We Are All Americans Now,’ proclaimed the French newspaper, Le Monde, after the world watched terrorists fly jet-liners into the twin towers of New
  York’s World Trade Center and into the Pentagon. A fourth attack was almost certainly destined for the Capitol (the heart of America’s democracy).


  That phrase captured the sentiment of millions around the world who – for a few weeks, at least – were overtaken by an overwhelming sense of solidarity with the American people. It
  also reflected the fact that, within Al-Qaeda’s makeshift incinerators, the flesh, blood and bones of people originating from around the world, from every race and creed, were reduced to
  ashes.


  Three arcane words, embossed into the alloy of America’s one cent coin, took on a fresh significance that day: ‘e pluribus unum’. This Latin phrase, meaning ‘Out
  of the Many, One’, forms the motto of the US and its appearance on the humble penny suggests a truth as universal as the smallest denomination in the nation’s mint.


  It is uncertain, however, how many Americans understand the words. Some will recall that The Wizard of Oz refers to the United States as the ‘The Land of E Pluribus
  Unum’. It is unlikely, though, that many stop to scrutinize these thirteen letters as they go about the rush of business – and Americans are almost always in a rush. It is telling
  that the National Endowment for the Humanities has funded an ‘E Pluribus Unum Project’ that aims to support students and teachers ‘who wish
  to examine the attempt to make “one from many” in three critical decades of American life’. The project explains how John Adams, Thomas Jefferson and Benjamin Franklin devised
  this linguistic formula in response to tasking by the Continental Congress, the first national government of the United States; and they did so, if history is to be believed, on that most
  auspicious of days, 4 July 1776.


  It may be a coincidence, but their composition chimes with a line from a Latin poem written almost 2,000 years earlier. In ‘Moretum’ (‘The Salad’), the Roman poet Virgil
  records the humdrum life of a ploughman called Symilus and describes him preparing his morning meal – a compôte of garlic root, coriander seed, parsley, cheese and salt:


  
    
      Then everything he equally doth rub


      I’ th’ mingled juice. His hand in circles moves:


      Till by degrees they one by one lose


      Their proper powers,


      And out of many comes


      A single colour, not entirely green


      Because the milky fragments this forbid,


      Nor showing white as from the milk because


      That colour’s altered by so many herbs.

    

  


  The intent of Adams, Jefferson and Franklin was to form an epigram of thirteen letters that signified the unifying power of thirteen independent states operating together in a federal republic.
  However, over time their words have come to express a perceived blending of the peoples of the Old World into the citizens of the New, making a unified nation from a host of different countries and
  cultures. The E Pluribus Unum Project argues that, ‘The challenge of seeking unity while respecting diversity has played a critical role in shaping our history, our literature, and our
  national character.’


  This is a challenge indeed. Is it really possible to form a single American identity, and if so, is the USA succeeding in this task? Arthur Schlesinger expressed
  his doubts in The Disuniting of America, where he sees a ‘multiethnic dogma’ that glorifies pluribus at the expense of unum, replacing assimilation with
  fragmentation and swapping integration for separatism.


  It is true – even in a period that has seen Barack Obama elected president – that ethnic intolerance is endemic in the land. While the atrocities of 9/11 were clearly the
  manifestation of an external threat, it is far more common for Americans to wake to news of attacks motivated by racial hatred from within its borders. In January 2009, for instance, the FBI
  charged three young Staten Island men with Federal Hate Crime, looking for African-Americans to assault in retaliation for Obama’s victory. This phenomenon is not confined to the hot blood of
  youth: in June 2009, an eighty-five-year-old white supremacist attacked two of his hate objects simultaneously, shooting dead a black guard at the Holocaust Museum in Washington, DC. The following
  examples, selected at random from the beginning and the end of our decade, illustrate the variety – if not the scale – of the phenomenon.


  In April 2000, readers of the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette read about the arrest of Richard Scott Baumhammers, after a ‘shooting rampage’ that left five dead. The victims were
  Jewish, Vietnamese, Chinese, Indian and Korean. Baumhammers also set fire to the home of his Jewish neighbour and fired on two synagogues, painting swastikas and ‘Jew’ on the buildings.
  His parents – Latvian immigrants and successful dentists – were described as ‘pillars of the community’. Baumhammers himself held a law degree and had practised law in
  Atlanta. However, when police searched his home they found a manifesto for the ‘Free Market Party’: this draft championed the rights of European Americans, complaining that they were
  outnumbered by minorities and immigrants. The Pittsburgh press lamented the fact that these killings followed another shooting rampage in nearby Wilkinsburg that had left three dead: the gunman
  (Ronald Taylor) was black, his victims were white, and police found handwritten references to ‘white trash’ that denounced Asians and Italians.


  Ten years later, an attack in Binghamton, some 200 miles north of New York City, seemed to strike at the heart of the American Dream. Jiverly Voong was a
  Sino-Vietnamese who had migrated to the United States fourteen years earlier and become a citizen in 1995. He shot dead thirteen immigrants sitting a citizenship test in the local American Civic
  Center before turning the gun on himself. He had taken English classes at the Center but was reputedly teased at work for his poor grasp of the language. Binghamton (population 47,000) has a racial
  mix that is 83 per cent white, 8.5 per cent African-American, 4 per cent Latino, 3 per cent Asian and 0.25 per cent Native American. It is telling that a short list of ‘Binghamton in
  Books’ opens with A History of the Binghamton Slovaks (described as ‘a chronicle of one of the city’s largest ethnic populations’). The list of Voong’s victims,
  in turn, shows the cross-section of people seeking to build a new life for themselves in the United States. In addition to two staff at the Center – Roberta King (a substitute teacher) and
  Maria Zobniw (a part-time caseworker, originally from Ukraine), they were: Almir Olimpio Alves (43) from Brazil; Layla Khalil (53) from Iraq; Parveen Ali (26) from northern Pakistan; Dolores Yigal
  (53) from the Philippines; Lan Ho (39) a migrant from Vietnam; Marc Henry and Maria Sonia Bernard (44 and 46) from Haiti; Jiang Ling (22), Hong Xiu ‘Amy’ Mao Marsland (35), Li Guo ( 47)
  and Hai Hong Zhong (54) from China.


  Voong posted a letter (with a stamp bearing the image of the Liberty Bell) to a television station before embarking on his murderous mission. His words exhibit symptoms of paranoia and delusion
  as he rants against undercover policemen who are harassing him with messages left on his voicemail telling him to go back to his own country; and the letter concludes with one of the few fluent
  phrases he had mastered: ‘And you have a nice day.’


  American history is, of course, littered with examples of mob violence directed against racial minorities: Indians, blacks, Germans, Japanese, Jews and Hispanics have all suffered to a greater
  or lesser extent over the decades, but there are countless other symptoms of the racism inherent in America. There is, for example, something deeply emblematic
  about the nation’s first television broadcast. In New York, in April 1927, viewers watched ‘live’ pictures of a popular vaudeville comic – A. Dolan (whose given name has
  disappeared in the mists of time) – who stood before the camera in a studio in Whippany, New Jersey, and told some Irish jokes before blacking himself up and entertaining his audience with
  ‘darkie’ gags.


  There is also something significant about those plentiful examples of espionage against the state, enacted by individuals who feel a closer allegiance to a foreign government than to their own.
  There is a distinction to be drawn, here, with the ideological motivation that drew British spies – sickened by a hide-bound class system – to betray their country to the Soviet Union.
  In the United States, hyphenated-espionage has been perpetrated over the years by German-, Japanese-, Chinese-, Jewish- and Hispanic-Americans who have passed on secrets to Germany, Japan, China,
  Taiwan, Israel and Cuba.


  What, then, are the realities of e pluribus unum? How do Americans perceive themselves – as Many or One? Can they claim to be, metaphorically, the Children of Symilus, or is the
  country like the array of tribes and barbarians that ultimately overthrew the empire that Symilus served?


  From a distance there appears to be substantial uniformity to American society. Through the lens of TV and cinema screens, or through encounters with those few Americans who
  venture abroad, a common identity transcends any differences in ethnic, cultural or economic makeup. A universal American style is projected: an easy confidence; a positive can-do attitude;
  self-belief and tolerance; energy and humour. This has been defined by Samuel Huntington as an Anglo-Protestant identity, whose distinctive qualities include a shared sense of community, a strong
  work ethic, individualism, belief in the gospel of success and – often – a crusading moralism. It is remarkable that 80 per cent of US nationals say they are ‘very proud’ to
  be Americans, compared with similar sentiments expressed by only 45 per cent of Britons, 38 per cent of French and 18 per cent of Germans. This strong attachment to
  the nation seems to be affirmed by Organization for Economic Co-Operation and Development (OECD) statistics that show a tiny proportion of Americans living permanently abroad: 1,200,000 –
  less than 0.5 per cent of the national population. (This compares with over 9 per cent of British nationals.)


  Marriage across the ethnic divide is one of the most prominent ways in which a common American identity is forged. Geoffrey Gorer paid homage to this distinctive sense of identity in the
  dedication placed at the front of The Americans. It is to ‘Erling C. Olsen, Jr., half-Norwegian, half-Czech, good American, killed in Normandy, July 1944’. Americans have given
  mythical status to their first inter-racial union, between John Rolfe and Pocahontas in seventeenth-century Virginia, and it is commonplace to hear Americans describe the ethnic cocktail flowing
  through their veins. The old strictures that forced marriage to ‘your own kind’ – the world of Puerto Ricans and Italians in West Side Story (1957 stage musical; 1961 film)
  – have given way, at least in modern, middle-class America, to marriage across ethnic and religious boundaries. At weddings like that between Mike (three-quarters German, one-quarter Welsh,
  Lutheran) and Julia (English mother, Lithuanian father, Catholic) beside a wooded lake in Minnesota you can hear people rehearse their ancestry: Tony has a Swedish mother and a Ukrainian father;
  Keenan’s mum is Russian, her dad a mix of Portuguese, Irish and French. Valerie, counting the countries of origin off on her fingers, says: ‘Poland, Nova Scotia, British, then it gets
  complicated: France on one side; Colombia, Spain, and Mexico on the other.’


  There is no better example, at the moment, of this racial integration than the story of the United States’ forty-fourth President. Barack Obama has described family get-togethers over
  Christmas taking on the appearance of a United Nations (UN) General Assembly meeting:


  
    
      As the child of a black man and a white woman, someone who was born in the racial melting pot of Hawaii, with a sister who’s half
      Indonesian but who’s usually mistaken for Mexican or Puerto Rican and a brother-in-law and niece of Chinese descent, with some blood relatives who resemble Margaret Thatcher and others
      who could pass for Bernie Mac, I’ve never had the option of restricting my loyalties on the basis of race, or measuring my worth on the basis of tribe.

    

  


  He believes that part of America’s genius lies in its ability to absorb newcomers, to forge a national identity out of the disparate lot that arrived on its shores.


  There are, of course, other factors that contribute to a shared American identity. Some are deep and subtle, others more superficial. All seem to act, like the hand of Symilus in the mixing
  bowl, to merge diverse ingredients together.


  Firstly – language. ‘People have a duty to America to speak the language,’ says Frank, born in Nazi Germany to a Jewish father and German mother who migrated to America to
  escape Hitler’s regime. ‘That is the price you pay, the coin you should pay, for moving here.’ He worries about poor migrants from El Salvador who live in communities where no
  English is spoken or heard. He remembers how hard the German and Hungarian migrants of his childhood home – Brunswick, New Jersey – worked to conform to American standards of speech,
  behaviour and dress. He chuckles at the memory of his German-speaking cousins as they started producing Americanisms – parroting slang was a way of belonging.


  Education is another mainspring. The principles were expressed – albeit in a blatant act of internal colonialism – by Thomas Jefferson Morgan, Commissioner for Indian Affairs, in
  1888 when he rehearsed the fictional pleas of Indians begging to gain American identity through schooling:


  
    
      Our only hope is in your civilization, which we cannot adopt unless you give us your Bible, your spelling book, your plow and your ax. Grant
      us these and teach us how to use them, and then we shall be like you.

    

  


  That reference to the spelling book rings true, even today. There is a Cult of Spelling in the country, dating back to Benjamin Franklin’s proposal for a public spelling contest in 1750.
  Spelling matches promote a standard pronunciation of words and, hence, a linguistic hegemony. They feature in Myla Goldberg’s novel Bee Season (2001), about a Jewish girl from
  Pennsylvania with an extraordinary gift for spelling. The tradition is also celebrated in one of the most successful documentaries of all time: Spellbound (2003) follows the progress of
  eight children out of the 9,000,000 who participate each year in the National Spelling Bee Championship. Here we witness the principle of e pluribus unum harnessed and set to work:
  competitors include the daughter of a Mexican cow-hand who speaks no English (in fact, he is only ever seen lowing and hallooing at cattle); two children of middle-class migrants from India, now
  living in California and Florida; a black girl from the ghettoes of Washington, DC; a poor white girl from Pennsylvania; a farmer’s son from Missouri; and a rich Jewish girl from Connecticut.
  This maybe a far cry from the stories of Gold Rush pioneers resorting to knives over the spelling of gneiss, but the sentiment – and the social imperative – is the same.


  For many first-generation Americans, progress through the educational system has provided a springboard for success as US citizens. Viet Dinh is an exemplar: in 1978, he was a ten-year-old
  refugee from Vietnam, washed up on a Malaysian beach. By 2002, he was assistant attorney general of the US, drafting the Patriot Act – the Justice Department’s response to the terrorist
  attacks of 9/11. In between, he migrated to California, attended high school, became a leading law student at Harvard and worked as a clerk in the Supreme Court, before becoming professor of law at
  Georgetown University. Through the bamboo curtain of a strong Vietnamese accent you can hear him speak with pride at the honour of being an American.


  Another formative American experience is the summer camp. This is an important rite of passage and many recall their initiation into the summer camp cabin with
  its own songs; ghost stories told around the fire; ordeals set by camp counsellors who imbue their young charges with American values; and the first kiss between young campers.


  There are also the ‘egg-white’ festivals that bind the nation together. Giuseppe, an Italian barber who migrated to Washington, DC, from Abruzzo forty-four years ago, says that he
  still celebrates the old saints’ days that meant so much to him in Italy. Yet he became an American, he said, by celebrating the Fourth of July and Thanksgiving. He prides himself on cutting
  the locks of Robert Mueller, director of the FBI; and now his sons have abandoned the sacred days of his forefathers and it is these American festivals that matter to them. Thanksgiving is of
  special significance, celebrating collaboration and commensality between the Pilgrim Fathers and the Native Americans. There is extraordinary power to the shared ritual of the nation’s
  families consuming turkey together, regardless of whether the bird is free-range and oven-roasted or – as is the case of migrant communities throughout the country – the white meat
  comes pre-sliced and shrink-wrapped from the Wal-Mart sandwich counter, to be eaten by American-Chinese with stir-fried bamboo shoots, or by Mexican-Americans with black beans.


  Then there is music and sport. Madeleine Albright, a Czech immigrant who became secretary of state in the Clinton administration, has described jazz as an embodiment of American diversity and
  freedom, becoming the symbol of democratic hope and opposition to communist tyranny during the Cold War. Different cities vie for bragging rights to be known as the nursery of jazz: the truth is
  less important here than the serial myth-making, since it sheds light on something that matters to Americans. New Orleans speaks of slaves gathering in Congo Square to dance to drumbeats from West
  African rites (where each spirit had his own, personalized, syncopated rhythm); of the brass bands accompanying Mardi Gras parades and funeral marches; of West African ‘hollers’ combining with gospel singing; and of the madams of licensed brothels in Storyville who summoned all of the above to entertain at their joints. Chicago and New York have
  their own versions of these myths, talking about the bars and clubs where white men could listen to black musicians in a tradition that goes back via Louis Armstrong, Sidney Bechet and Jelly Roll
  Morton to the 1890s.


  Blues, rock and soul represent other examples of this phenomenon. The Smithsonian Museum of Rock ’n’ Soul (housed in the Gibson Guitar Factory in Memphis) provides source material
  for the evolution of these musical forms, although it is difficult – again – to separate myth from reality. The roots appear embedded in the Mississippi Delta and the Tennessee
  hinterland between Nashville and Memphis, where a fusion took place between the Scots-Irish folkways of the Appalachians and the African musical traditions of the slaves, galvanized by the shared
  misery of sharecropping and the cotton fields. This world is evoked in the Coen brothers’ film O Brother, Where Art Thou? (2000), but it is Elvis Presley – above all others
  – who personified this amalgam for those living through the emergence of rock ’n’ roll in the 1950s. The reverence he receives from millions of Americans, the fondness for Elvis
  impersonators and those rumours of his life after death all owe something to his ability to transcend ethnic identity and represent the American ideal. His home, Graceland, has become a shrine
  receiving over 600,000 visitors a year.


  Sport offers another engine of change. The great sporting triumvirate – American football, basketball and baseball – provide a forum for expressing national as well as local passion
  (the latter exemplified by the ecstasy of Bostonians when – in October 2004 – the Red Sox finally overcame ‘The Curse of the Bambino’, after eighty-six years, to win the
  World Series). The Super Sunday American football final programme dominates the league table of ‘most watched TV broadcasts’: only two programmes in the top twelve rankings are
  not linked to the Super Bowl: the M*A*S*H Special in 1983 and the drama of 23 February 1994, when figure-skater Nancy Kerrigan competed in the Winter
  Olympics against Tonya Harding (whose associates had arranged an attempt to disable Kerrigan a few weeks before). In 2009, a record number of viewers – close to 100 million – watched
  the Pittsburgh Steelers defeat the Arizona Cardinals.


  The patriotism that accompanies these sporting events – a patriotism that gained a sharper edge in the years after 9/11 – is exemplified by the ritual associated with the Super Bowl
  Final. In 2003, for instance, Celine Dion was chosen to sing ‘God Bless America’ and the Dixie Chicks performed a close-harmony rendition of the ‘Star-Spangled Banner’.
  Soldiers saluted and were saluted in turn by players who made their tribute to the men and women of the armed services. The accompanying advertisement for the leading sports channel ESPN showed
  Americans from white, black and Hispanic backgrounds, and from rich and poor, connecting with the game as if to say: ‘This is emblematic of our united society. E pluribus
  unum.’


  However, there comes a point, in the face of the promotion of united Americans, when willingness to suspend disbelief collapses. The reality is that in Walt Whitman’s ‘athletic
  democracy’, race seems to matter as much as, if not more than, the race. This isn’t new. In his introduction to Democracy in America (1835), Tocqueville promoted a forthcoming
  book by his friend and travel companion Gustave de Beaumont. Marie, also published in 1835, is an essay on ‘slavery and the plight of the Negro’ woven into a tale of forbidden
  love between a young Frenchman and a white American woman who has African blood; they experience prejudice and violence, and finally gain salvation among exiled Cherokee.


  We need to test this question of race more fully. The place to start is with the original inhabitants of the continent: the ‘Red’ Indians.


  Visitors to the UN Headquarters in Manhattan complete their tour in a shop where the goods represent each member state. The bronze spaniel bookends for Britain may be
  eccentric, but the choice of American Indian crafts for the US is breathtaking in its insensitivity. Woven baskets, dream-catchers and witchdoctor dolls in animal
  masks are not what America is about.


  It is difficult to say when, precisely, the indigenous tribes of North America began to lose their grip on the territory, but according to Francis Drake’s account, he accepted the
  surrender of sovereignty in 1579 from a tribe encountered near what is now San Francisco Bay. It seems more likely that Drake misread a ceremony to appease the Living Dead, since the Indians
  probably regarded the whey-faced figures appearing from the West on rich and elaborate barks as denizens of the afterlife. Over the next 300 years, the drive of Manifest Destiny and the impulse of
  what Herman Melville called ‘the Metaphysics of Indian-Hating’ led European invaders to repel, expel and exterminate those who had occupied the land for the previous ten millennia.


  Images of this conflict persist today, even though they are softened by the light of nostalgia. For instance, in 2004 visitors to the Sergeant-at-Arms at the House of Representatives would have
  noticed – near the folded flag flown on the moon by Neil Armstrong – two canvases by Frederic Remington that depict cowboys defending themselves from Indian braves. This choice of
  imagery, matched by similar pictures in the corridors of the White House and elsewhere in Washington, suggests that those battles with the Indians loom large in the mythology of survival that
  sustains the Anglo-American establishment.


  Elsewhere, feelings about the Indians still run deep. In Oklahoma, for example, there are some – especially among the poor white communities – who harbour deep prejudice and racial
  hatred. The state grew out of ‘Indian Territory’ – a large reservation holding forty-two tribes ‘removed’ from across America between 1817 and the 1880s in an exercise
  in mass deportation and ethnic cleansing one more readily associates with Joseph Stalin’s treatment of the Crimean Tatars. In five officially endorsed ‘Land Runs’ that took place
  on specific days between 1889 and 1895, white settlers raced from a prescribed starting-line to stake their claims in land that was either ‘unassigned’ or formerly pledged to the
  Indians. These runs have acquired mythical status and are celebrated in The Oklahoma Land Run Monument, billed as ‘the largest bronze sculpture in the
  history of the world’, that is being produced by Paul Moore to a commission from the Oklahoma Centennial Commission.


  The descendants of those tribes – who have been displaced twice – suffer excessive prejudice from the white community to this day. Bridget is quarter-Cherokee and discovered the
  depth of hatred for the Indian as a teenager thirty years ago. She was dating a boy whom she adored, but one evening, after they had driven out to a favourite trysting spot, he ordered her out of
  the car, shouting ‘Gut-eater!’ (a local term of abuse for an American Indian). ‘You lied to me. You didn’t tell me you were a gut-eater.’ Bridget was so affected by
  this virulent rejection, that she became a teacher with the Bureau of Indian Affairs and dedicated herself to the schooling of Indian children. In the process, she discovered the harshness of an
  educational regime dating back to the General Allotment Act of 1887, designed to strip away a sense of identity from Indian children by transporting them to boarding schools hundreds of miles from
  their tribal homelands.


  The American Indian has experienced centuries of oppression. Visitors to the National Museum of the American Indian discover that over 367 treaties were struck with Indian tribes, the last being
  signed in 1871, but all too often these were overturned with land-grabs by settlers supported by the federal government. For instance, a long-forgotten treaty with the West Cherokees in 1828
  identified ‘a permanent home . . . which shall under the most solemn guarantee of the United States be and remain theirs forever’. The American Indian is now fighting back through the
  law courts: as early as 1879, in fact, Standing Bear – chief of the Poncas – gained his liberty from military custody through the district court in Nebraska. He saluted the power of
  American law when he told his attorney: ‘You have gone into court for us and I find that our wrongs have been righted there! Now I have no more use for the tomahawk. I want to lay it down
  forever.’ Henry Buffalo has continued that struggle into the twenty-first century. This large, imposing, Indian attorney has solemn eyes and a neat ponytail
  of grey hair. He has managed to make a career for himself – in a way that no previous Indian would have been able to do – taking the United States to court over broken promises and
  winning back, for instance, the right that tribes had to hunt freely on land outside their reservations.


  There are numerous examples of a renaissance among America’s 2.4 million Indians. In California, for instance, Washoe Indians are challenging rock-climbers who clamber over Cave Rock by
  Lake Tahoe. This ancient site has a sacred power for the Indians which, they claim, is being drained away by Americans who believe they have a God-given right to ‘recreate’ themselves
  on federal land. In New Mexico, the Taos Pueblo once used violence to protect their interests and suffered grim retribution for the assassination of the American governor; now they are boxing
  clever in their bid to wrest Blue Lake away from the administrators of Kit Carson State Forest. They are using the Constitution to their advantage, arguing that they should have exclusive access to
  the space on the grounds of religious freedom: the Taos believe that they originated from this lake, and once a year they make the three-day journey to worship there.


  In 2009 there were 564 Indian tribes who enjoyed official recognition; and another 220 or so were bidding for this status from the federal government. The sovereignty of large tracts of the
  country could be returned to the indigenous tribes, creating separate nations who would have a governmental relationship with the United States. Their populations are eligible to receive federal
  funds for housing, education and health, but they are exempt from state and local laws. Under these conditions, local economies can grow up that transcend the impoverished farmland to which so many
  tribes were confined. In some cases, they have discovered mineral wealth beneath the barren soil. Elsewhere, casinos have sprung up: Henry Buffalo welcomes this, saying it not only reflects a
  traditional Indian interest in gambling, but creates conditions where the Indian can rub shoulders as an equal (or even as an employer) with the local ‘rednecks’ who have too often
  regarded them as worthless and work-shy.


  One Indian community has long enjoyed the privileges of tribal identity. Acoma Pueblo sits on a New Mexico mesa beyond a dusty plain that is filled with knuckles
  and fingers of ancient sandstone. It claims to be the oldest, continuously inhabited settlement in the States. There is an archaic quality to the path that climbs in deep silence to the tabletop
  sanctuary: steps and handholds are worn into the stone, overlooked by wind-carved anthropomorphic formations and guarded by huge boulders that appear to defy gravity as they balance on needles of
  rock. In this setting, the visitor begins to comprehend why the Indian feels himself to be at one with the land. ‘When we die,’ Orlando, the guide, explains, ‘we are replanted
  – not buried – in the ground.’ He leads you to the cemetery, which contains three layers of the dead, held in soil ceremonially carried from the valley below by the women of the
  Pueblo. The surrounding walls of this graveyard are topped with bullet-shaped clay heads, scored with harsh gashes for eyes and mouth: these are warriors guarding the dead. One wall is pierced with
  a hole, installed to allow the return of the spirits of eight children taken away by Spaniards over 300 years ago.


  Orlando is an elder of the village, who enjoys talking about the ways of his people. Theirs is a matrilineal system, he says. Women propose to men, and property passes through the female line.
  The child of an Acoma woman is always an Acoma, and so the community contains children fathered by Spanish, Anglo and African-American men. Problems arise, Orlando said, if an Acoma man marries a
  woman from one of the patrilineal Indian tribes, such as the Sioux: because their children can claim neither an Acoma nor a Sioux identity. They are outcast.


  The Acoma Pueblo retains its distinctive identity in other ways: their language, a form of Keresan, has been preserved; they till fields in the canyons in traditional style, growing ‘three
  sisters’ (corn, squash, beans) and ‘two brothers’ (tobacco and cotton); the women make pottery that is distinctively theirs, painted in black and white stripes, burnt umber and
  red, using designs passed down from generation to generation. The Antelope clan dominates: the others (such as Pumpkin, Water, Eagle, Road-Runner and Salt) must
  seek the Antelopes’ approval for any significant actions taken in the village.


  Each clan has a kiva – a ritual chamber of the greatest importance, reached by a ladder that extends out of the flat roof to ‘pierce the sky’. This is where the men
  gather. Orlando’s kiva has a generator and satellite TV, and is packed out whenever football matches are on! Acoma’s church is built over a kiva, Orlando said. It has
  thick adobe walls, beautiful proportions and a flat roof, with strong horizontal beams. It is filled with a symbolism that connects with the Indian tradition and – according to Orlando
  – subverts the Christian tradition. The altarpiece is dedicated to St Esteban, the village’s patron saint, and bears images sacred to the Indians – sun, moon and stars.


  So the oldest settlement in the US encapsulates a system of myths and values profoundly different from the American norm. Across the nation, there are native communities like Acoma asserting
  this alternative tradition. There is, today, a sense of these Indians rising to their feet, regaining their pride and asserting their ways. You experience this in Acoma and you experience it at the
  National Museum of the American Indian which opened on the National Mall in Washington, DC, in September 2004. Over 15 per cent of the $215 million cost came from Indian tribes, largely from casino
  profits. The building faces the Capitol and seems to project the tribal histories, with their tales of suppression, oppression and broken promises, directly into the heart of the legislature.


  But the American Indian represents no more than 1 per cent of the US population. Their voice can hardly challenge the homogeneity of American identity. There is, however, another group whose
  voice is louder and whose sense of grievance against the majority is no less heartfelt.


  Vitiligo is a rare skin disorder that has acquired, in recent years, troubling symbolic freight for those sensitive to the plight of African-Americans. It involves an attack by
  the body’s immune system on cells responsible for skin pigmentation, causing dark skin to lose its colour. This condition gained notoriety after 1993, when
  Michael Jackson, the ‘King of Pop’ and one the most famous African-Americans in the world, blamed vitiligo for his transformation from a black to a white man. There has, of course, been
  speculation that Jackson suffered from a body dysmorphic disorder – a psychological condition where the sufferer hates his own appearance: the cover of his album Bad (1987), for
  instance, portrayed him not just with whitened skin but also straightened hair and a restructured nose that seemed to deny his African pedigree. Following Jackson’s death in July 2009,
  questions remain as to why this extraordinary performer subjected his self-image to so many changes. Was he simply a victim of disease? Or was this a flight from blackness – a symptom of a
  deeper, social dis-ease? In this latter interpretation, Jackson’s vitiligo becomes a metaphor for the endemic racism that has been attacking skin pigmentation in the American body politic
  ever since 160 million Africans (between the sixteenth and eighteenth centuries) were taken into captivity and transported across the Atlantic as slaves.


  No one living in the US can fail to sense the reservoir of despair and loss that lies dammed up behind the country’s 30 million African-Americans. Little instances, small pixels of
  experience, build a picture in the course of even a brief sojourn in the country. In a plantation outside New Orleans, for instance, you can read a nineteenth-century probate that lists slaves
  among the chattels: an old man in his eighties and a middle-aged slave with one arm were worth no more than $50; young nubile girls (good breeding stock) were worth $200 or more; sturdy men in
  their thirties were worth $500–$750; while skilled artisans such as bricklayers, carpenters and coach-builders were most valued at $1,000–$1,500 (equivalent to $28,000–$42,000 in
  2009, based on the Consumer Price Index).


  Racial segregation has made its mark – counter-intuitively – on many white, middle-aged, middle-class Americans, who are distressed by memories of the treatment of blacks. Bill, a
  senior figure in the Homeland Security Department, recalls, as a young boy in the early 1950s, being laughed at by the children in his town in Missouri for drinking
  at the local water fountain; he had gone to the tap marked ‘Blacks Only’. Robert, a senior member of the Justice Department, conjures up the memory of climbing into a bus in Atlanta,
  aged seven, and running to the back where there were free seats; his older sister, aged twelve, beckoned him back and scolded him for running into the area reserved for blacks. John remembers when
  Washington was a Southern city with segregated cinemas where blacks sat in the circle up above. David Giles spent his childhood in Washington, DC, during the Second World War and recalls a bus ride
  across the Potomac which reached a hiatus as an old black lady was sent to the back of the bus as they moved from ‘liberal’ DC to segregated Virginia. Gail – the daughter of a
  former senator – remembers the cross burning in their smart Chicago suburb the day the first black man moved to their exclusive estate in the 1960s. Wade broods over another cross burning,
  when a black student became president of his year at Tennessee State University in the 1990s. Bob, posted to a law enforcement office in Jackson, Mississippi, in 2003, talks about a population that
  is 70 per cent black, but whose political establishment is dominated by whites. Every city on the East Coast, and many in Middle America and the West, has suffered the problem of a smouldering,
  resentful, angry, impoverished black underclass. Baltimore, Chicago, Detroit, Hartford (Connecticut), St Louis and Washington, DC, gain – at different times – the title of ‘Murder
  Capital of the USA’, with an annual rate that hovers around 22 deaths per 100,000, with most deaths being black on black. (In 2005 the league table was led by Compton, California – an
  inner suburb of Los Angeles – with a shocking figure of 67.1 per 100,000.) FBI agents talk about the impact of crack cocaine in the 1980s. This mix of cocaine with baking powder provided a
  cheap, narcotic escape from a pitiful existence for the urban underclass, but it is highly addictive and has spawned both vigorous demand and violent crime. In the country that regards itself as
  the champion of the marketplace, this is free-market economics gone wild and Darwinian. This ghetto existence extends to US aircraft carriers: the population
  numbers 5,000 on these battleships, of which 75 per cent are black, and it is said there are areas on the ships where no white officer would dare to tread. Drug-dealing and self-administration are
  rife here, with the Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA) running occasional undercover operations to catch the worst offenders.


  Historically, the jobless rate for blacks has been more than twice that for whites. In 2007, over 8 per cent of African-Americans were unemployed (compared with 5.6 per cent of Hispanics, 4.1
  per cent of whites and 3.2 per cent of Asians). There is no sign that this ratio is changing: by March 2009, black unemployment had climbed to 13 per cent. Seventeen per cent of black men have been
  in prison, compared with 8 per cent and 2.5 per cent of their Hispanic and white peers. The poverty of the black underclass is prevalent in the wealthiest cities. To this day, large tracts of
  Washington, DC, are regarded as ‘no go’ areas for the lawyers, politicians, administrators and diplomats who operate in and around the seat of government: you cross an invisible line
  and in an instant occupy a different universe, where litter-strewn roads are no longer maintained, where houses are boarded up and where you are an intruder. In Ward 8, drug abuse is rife, AIDS
  runs at levels equivalent to those in West African states and 83 per cent of pregnancies are carried by teenage unmarried girls.


  In The Audacity of Hope, Barack Obama has described the West Side neighbourhood in Chicago, where the efforts of one man – Mac Alexander, founder of the Westside Business
  Improvement Association – have helped to create an oasis of wellbeing in what is otherwise a civic desert: ‘the community’s immune system has broken down almost entirely, weakened
  by drugs and gunfire and despair; that despite the best efforts of folks like Mac, a virus has taken hold, and a people is wasting away’.


  Of course, the elevation of Barack Obama to the presidency demonstrates how mistaken it is to categorize, stigmatize or stereotype the black experience as that of an impoverished underclass. In
  1991, over 13 per cent of households headed by an African-American had incomes of over $50,000; over the previous twenty years there had been gains of up to 470 per
  cent in the number of African-Americans in professions such as accounting, engineering, computer programming, law, medicine, journalism and management. Between 1990 and 2000, the number of
  African-Americans with incomes of over $100,000 increased 700 per cent (compared with an increase of 188 per cent for whites). The black middle class has grown fourfold and the black poverty rate
  has been cut in half in a generation. Howard University provides a centre of academic excellence dedicated to advancing African-Americans and there are role models (like Mac Alexander, Colin Powell
  and Condoleezza Rice) in every walk of life.


  Particular credit should go to the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) which has fought to progress the interests of the black minority for one hundred years.
  Barack Obama joined in its centenary celebrations in July 2009. The NAACP emerged as a response to race riots in 1908 in Springfield, Illinois (home of Abraham Lincoln) and it has been agitating
  for African-American rights ever since, with some 400,000 members today. The campaigning continues. On 10 July 2007, for instance, the NAACP held a public burial for ‘The N-word’ during
  its annual convention, with two Percheron horses drawing a pine coffin with a bouquet of fake black roses.


  The distinctive qualities of the African-American gospel tradition are renowned, and there are deep cultural streams running through the traditions of African-American worship. When they were
  liberated after the Civil War, many blacks adopted Baptism – connecting with a tradition which, like Catholicism, held special attraction to West African exiles. The regiment of saints could
  be related to the Yoruba and Dahomy spirits; and river cults feature in West African religious practice, involving a pilgrimage to sacred waters where – in a tradition that bears a striking
  resemblance to the rites of the ‘Negro Baptist’ church – worshippers will become possessed by a river god and throw themselves into the water. This recalls a hymn regularly sung
  with intensity and rhythm by gospel singers at their Sunday worship: ‘Dipped in the Water’.


  Voodoo is practised in many communities of the Deep South, but according to Paul Nevsky – a Parisian migrant to New Orleans who runs Le Monde Creole shop
  – a relatively small number of the practitioners are African-Americans. However, the African heritage is paramount in the voodoo ceremonies of the Haitian community in Maryland. The Haitians
  – who wrested power from their French masters in the eighteenth century – have sustained a religious tradition that is close to their African heritage. The ‘White Ceremony’
  carries particular poignancy for the African diaspora: it involves a priest and priestess summoning cult spirits, led by Agbo, to return on a ship to the homeland. The rite begins in a shrine and
  proceeds to the shore (which, for those who are landlocked, can be represented by a small pond); here, a ship riding the waves is drawn on the ground with white flour, while members of the
  congregation become possessed by the spirits prior to their departure across the Atlantic.


  Of course, black American identity takes particular pride in its tradition of resistance and struggle against repression. Isabella Van Wagener, for instance, was born into slavery in 1797 in
  Ulster County, NY. After gaining her freedom, she worked as a servant in New York City and began preaching on street corners with the evangelical missionary Elijah Pierson. Adopting the name
  ‘Sojourner Truth’, she left New York to obey a call to travel and preach; she added abolitionism and women’s rights to her religious messages, travelling in the Midwest and
  drawing large crowds. In the Civil War she gathered supplies for black volunteer regiments and met with President Lincoln. After the war she worked for the freedmen’s relief organization and
  encouraged migration to Kansas and Missouri. Her motto, ‘sell the shadow to support the substance’, derived from the photographs of herself that were sold to raise money for the cause.
  Her memory is sustained by the Sojourner Truth Institute, founded in 1999 in Battle Creek, Michigan.


  Her grandson, James Caldwell, joined the Massachusetts 54th Regiment – the country’s first volunteer black force, formed to fight in the Civil War with the Union soon after
  Lincoln’s Emancipation Declaration in January 1863. It suffered extensive casualties when it assaulted Fort Wagner near Charleston later that year: 50 per
  cent of its strength (600) were killed, wounded or missing. The dead were buried in a common grave. When it was suggested that their white commanding officer, Robert Gould Shaw, should be removed,
  his family refused; they suggested instead that a memorial should be dedicated to him and his men. The resulting sculpture – a tableau in bronze depicting Shaw and his troops marching into
  battle – is a masterpiece, one of the finest examples of nineteenth-century art in the United States. It was sculpted by Irish-born artist Augustus Saint-Gaudens, and was installed on Boston
  Common in 1897. A copy, originally produced by Saint-Gaudens to tour New England, stands in the National Gallery of Art, Washington, DC, and attracts large crowds to this day.


  Black nationalism resurfaced in 1919, in response to white supremacist violence against black enfranchisement: Marcus Garvey’s Universal Negro Improvement Association (continuing to this
  day in concert with the African Communities League) dominated the agenda with rhetoric full of pride in the black race and advocating a return to Africa. Garvey said memorably:


  
    
      I asked, ‘Where is the black man’s Government? Where is his King and kingdom? Where is his President, his country, and his ambassador, his army, his navy, his
      men of big affairs?’ I could not find them, and then I declared, ‘I will help make them.’

    

  


  Garvey’s movement, with its connections to the Communist Party, was neutralized in the mid-1920s when he was deported to Jamaica. However, there have been other
  revolutionary movements which promote the idea of a national territory for African-Americans, either in Africa itself, or within the borders of the US, such as the Republic of New Africa, African
  People’s Party and the Nation of Islam.


  By the 1960s, black anger was evident in the extremist views of the Black Panthers and Malcolm X, and in the riots that flared up across the country when Martin
  Luther King was assassinated in 1967. The site of that killing, at the Lorraine Motel in Memphis, has become a place of pilgrimage for African-Americans. It is now home to the National Civil Rights
  Museum and is filled with displays that evoke the black struggle for independence, identity, dignity and respect. There are the stories of Rosa Parks, the tired black woman who refused to budge
  from her seat in the ‘whites only’ section of a bus; the young men at the Woolworth’s cafe counter, who made their non-violent protest as white thugs taunted and eventually
  attacked them; James Meredith, escorted in 1961 by armed US Marshals as he dared to claim his place as the first black student at ‘Ole Miss’ (University of Mississippi in Oxford);
  Martin Luther King’s imprisonment in Birmingham, Alabama; the march to Washington, DC, and King’s great ‘I have a dream’ speech. These narratives are all the more powerful
  because the history is so recent, and it has been recorded on film and tape.


  The town of Selma, Alabama, exemplified the worst forms of racial discrimination. It was the seat of Dallas County, with a majority of African-Americans – but only 1 per cent of registered
  voters in 1965 were black. Sheriff Jim Clark maintained the status quo through intimidation, discouragement and delay. Martin Luther King’s Southern Christian Leadership Conference decided to
  focus national attention on this in 1964. They marched to the State Capitol of Montgomery suffering attacks from Ku Klux Klan and others; a number were killed (including white activists from the
  North).


  On 6 August 1965, President Lyndon B. Johnson signed the Voting Rights Act. This initiated a new era in race relations in America. A visitor to the country is struck by the efforts of successive
  US governments to overcome the prejudice of the past and create a more equitable society, through positive discrimination if necessary. Progress is evident in the selection criteria at
  universities, the political establishment at both local and national level, and public employment policy. This was vividly expressed in 2004 in a photograph hanging on the wall of the
  Director’s Conference Room of the Office of Personnel Management (OPM), a part of the President’s executive office in Washington, DC.
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