The American Idea


The Future of the American Idea
jhi

The way our nation operates today would befuddle our founding fathers--- there are machines that can listen in on millions of telephone conversations, city-killing weapons that can fit inside satchels, tools that can pluck cells from embryos and hone them to fight disease--but the reference points for debate on these topics would seem quite familiar. What American faction, what American, doesn’t embrace both the revolutionary message of the Declaration of Independence and the restraining message of the Constitution? Our endless quarrels are over what these messages mean, over how the ideals should be made real. It is the endlessness of these quarrels- the elusiveness of the American Idea, the tantalizing possibility of its full realization--that has sustained the U.S.


Consider what is the American Idea, what is its future; and what is its greatest challenge. Is it more threatened by Americans’ faith in God or by secularism? By Islamic fundamentalism or by our response to it? By an excess of materialism or poverty, By political correctness or racism, or by “do nothing” politicians or political corruption?  Is the frightening National Debt our greatest challenge as a nation or is doing nothing to rescue those without health care?  Is America threatened more by challenges to businesses and their innovations or by businesses gobbling up our natural resources? Will science and the entrepreneurial spirit carry us through? Should we rejoice as we near the 220th anniversary of the signing of our Constitution, or should we be angry that is values have been betrayed?

Specifics:

The first part of this project will be the creation of a class magazine. 

•Read this packet which contains the opinions on The American Idea from several of America’s great politicians, humorists, writers, and philosophers on the topic.

•Design a one-page 8 ½ by 11” layout for a class magazine on the topic.  It should contain the following:

•Write your thoughts considering The American idea; describe its future, and the greatest challenge to it. Accomplish this task in 300 words or so (give or take 100 only).

•Write a 150 word sidebar (smaller column on the side) describing what you believe is the greatest problem that America faces today.

•Add a graphic which helps explain and add to your viewpoint.

The second part of the project will be to work with a 5th Grade class at Foothill.

John Updike

The Individual

The American idea, as I understand it, is to trust people to know their own minds and act in their enlightened self-interest, with a necessary respect for others. Totalitarian governments promise relief for deprived and desperate people, but in the end are maintained in power by terrorism from above rather then consent of the governed. Empowerment of the individual was the idea in 1857m and after a century and a half of travail and misadventure among human societies, there is no better idea left standing. The idea of individual freedom, undermined by a collectivist tide in the first half of the century and disregarded by radical Islam today, now spreads through an electronic culture of music, television, and the Internet, even under governments fearful of losing control.


Not only are ordinary citizens to be trusted, in the  American idea, but leaders of government, too. Those who have lost people’s trust can be voted out. To be sure, there is a lag in the process, but a process more immediately responsive to a people’s will might have ousted Lincoln and Washington in their unpopular moments. A certain trust in a nation’s overall soundness and stability is implied in the contract between the governed and the governors. American democracy speaks not just in votes and policies, but in the buoyancy, good nature, and mutual tolerance of its people. These qualities persist even in difficult times-and what times are devoid of difficulties, of contention and conflict and challenge? The American idea builds them in, creating not a static paradise but a productivity competitive section of the Earth’s humanity.


The challenges ahead? A fury against liberal civilization by the world’s poor, who have nothing to lose; a ruinous further depletion of the world’s natural assets; a global warming that will change world climate and with it geopolitics. The American idea, promulgated in a land of plenty, must prepare to sustain itself in a world of scarcity.

John Updike has published more then 20 novels, as well as many collections of short stories, poetry, and criticism. He has twice won the Pulitzer Prize for his fiction.

Azar Nafisi

Sivilization
On the first page of the Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, Huck informs us that the Widow Douglas decided to take him up and “sivlize” him, but

It was rough living in the house al the time, considering how dismal regular and decent the window was in all her ways; and so when I couldn’t stand it no longer I lit out. 


The way Huck subverts a whole way of living, a way of thinking and relating to the world, by misspelling a word is t my mind a pure expression of the American idea. That idea is always threatened by another: the secure and smog world from which Huck and Jim turn a way. Throughout the book, Huck and Jim turn the “decent” and ”sivilized” world on its had, and we come out in the end with a new definition of these words.


These subversive characters, like Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man, F. Scott Fitzgerald’s Gatsby, Zora Neale Hurston’s Janie-all outcasts who refuse to comply-are a part of a tradition in American fiction. Like Huck, they risk hell but trust their own instincts and experiences above static convention. They are thoughtful and reflect upon these experiences; they are critical not just of others but of themselves, and they act upon their reflections. This is the American idea I would like to return to: a slight subversion, an instinctive urge to do he right thing, which, in the eyes of the “correct” world, might seem to e exactly the wrong thing. 


The idea that I want to believe American was founded on also depended on challenging the world as it is and, by standing up to civilized society, redefining it. That idea was essentially based on a poetic vision, on imagining something that did not exist. It has been pointed out that the man who wrote the Declaration of independence-who could state with simplicity and beauty that every individual has the right to “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness”-was himself a slave owner. Jefferson lived in a slave-owning society, one in which half of the non-slave population, the woman, were not equal citizens. Yet for all its flaws, that society’s saving race was its foundation on a certain set of beliefs that transcended the individuals, their prejudices, and their times and allowed for the possibility of a different future, foreshadowing a time when other woman and men, a Martin Luther King Jr. or a Elizabeth Cady Stanton, could take their ideas and words and suffuse them with new and risky and bold meanings, and with new dreams.


Huck closes his adventures with this statement: 

But I reckon I got to light out for the territory ahead of the rest, because aunt Sally she’s going to adopt me and sivilize me, and I can’t stand it. I been there before. 


This, of course, is the whole point: In order t keep he American idea fresh and new, it must be constantly challenged. For the American idea to endure, we have to “light out,” and to find new ways to resist the “sivilizing” impulse of the Widow Douglases and Aunt Sallys among us. 


And yet today it seems that America, gripped by social and political crisis, has become almost forgetful of that idea. Cynical, shallow, defensive, and at the same time arrogant and greedy, it is unfaithful to its instincts and refuses to be reflective, mistaking blame for criticism and self-criticism, and believing that success at any cost is more important than failure with honor, taking as its ideal the Widow Douglas’s paradise rather than Huck Finn’s hell. 


The question is: Can we still hope to be a little less “sivilized?” 

Azar Nafisi is the author of Reading Lolita in Tehran (2003). 

Steven Weinberg

Inherited Opportunity

If any one idea can justly be called the American idea, it is that a child’s circumstances at birth should not determine the station in life that that child will occupy as an adult. Americans swept away the instruments of English hereditary inequality-entails and titles of nobility-even before we had a constitution. At the Constitutional Convention, men born to wealth, like Edward Randolph and Pierce Butler, were no more respected then the cobbler’s son Roger Sherman or the tallow chandler’s son Benjamin Franklin. In the decades that followed, American egalitarianism was furthered by the Homestead Act, the Civil War amendments, the Civil Rights Act of 1871, the graduated income tax, the GI Bill, and other landmarks of our history. 

But three related problems now cast doubt on the future of this American idea.

The first is that while education is increasingly essential to social and economic advancement, public schools outside expensive neighborhoods are still inadequate. This problem perhaps cannot be solved just by throwing money at it-but it also cannot be solved without throwing money at it, since we need to hire more and better teachers are higher salaries. This must be federal money. States offer to reduce taxes as they compete with one another to attract business, and relying in local taxpayers will only perpetuate the failure of schools on poor neighborhoods.

Second, Congress has cut taxes for the rich and is under pressure to do away with the federal estate tax. Not only do such policies directly exacerbate a heritable inequality; they force cuts in spending needed for public goods including education.

Third, all this is happening when the earnings gap between the workers and executives or investors has been allowed to become obscene. Until we change course, we are betraying the best American idea.

Steven Weinberg, a professor at the University of Texas at Austin, won the 1979 Nobel Prize in physics.

Arnold Schwarzenegger

Coming to America

In my second inaugural address, I talked about the Republicans and the Democrats coming together to create new ideas to meet challenges we face as a state and a nation-and to compromise for the public good and end the partisan bickering that has created gridlock on far too many issues. It was a concept called “post-partisanship,” and after the speech, something amazing happened: The speech-and the concept-made headlines around the world. Such are our political divisions today that when someone simply talked about working together, it’s newsworthy.

People are fed up with the politicians who act like party servants rather then public servants. They lose faith in government when issues like health care and immigration are debated for years without real progress. 

If the United States is to remain great, we must transform our politics. Self-improvement is ingrained in the American spirit, so I believe we will succeed. But we cannot afford to waste any more time.

When I became governor of California in 2003, our state was in terrible shape. I want to fix things as quickly as possible, and, initially, my impatience got the better of me. I contributed to the polarization with an us-versus-them approach on big issues. But after the people made it clear they wanted something different, I began to reaching out to everyone I could, regardless of anyone’s politics. 

We need the same kind of change in Washington; more then two-thirds of Americans are unhappy with the performance of both the White House of Congress. Only after our politicians acknowledge that divide-and-conquer doesn’t work we will start to get the kind of performance the American people want.

I began dreaming of coming to America when I was 10 years old, because it has no rival as a Land of Opportunity. For that to remain the case, our politics need to match the generosity and common sense of the American people. Then we really will be up a hill that John Winthrop and our founders imagined.

Arnold Schwarzenegger is the governor of California.

Greil Marcus Autocracy and Freedom

This spring, in the San Francisco Chronicle Magazine, there was a full-page ad for sheets. It showed a black woman and a white man rolling happily in their bed. 

I was born in 1945 in San Francisco. It was only in 1948 that the California Supreme court struck down the statute forbidding interracial marriage. In my lifetime, where I lived, such and ad might have been the cause for prosecution for an offense against public decency. 

I keep thinking of the woman and the man in the ad for sheets, and I know that by law and by custom – in terms of enfranchisement, fair trials, lynching, restrictive covenants, gender discrimination, abortion rights, censorship, the criminalization and shunning of gay people, and on and on – the United States is more free today than at any time in our history, Throughout the 19th century and well into the 20th, the Bill of Rights was a dead letter; the history of the American 20th century is in many ways the story of the remaking of the nation in he mirror of the Bill of Rights. It is the story of previously enslaved, excluded, marginalized, degraded, and despised people refusing to settle for anything less that full citizenship, and achieving it – a story of people sacrificing their lives, their fortunes, and their sacred honor to prove that life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness were a once a genie that could never be put back in a bottle and a promise all Americans must keep for themselves. 

Today, all of this is up for grabs. That is the nature of America: For every battle carried forward, none is ever settled.

Had those who drew and ratified the Due Process clause of the Fifth Amendment or the Fourth Amendment known the components of liberty in its manifold possibilities,

wrote Justice Anthony Kennedy in 2003 in Lawrence v. Texas, the decision that invalidated the Texas statute criminalizing sex between men,


they might have been more specific. They did not presume to have this insight. They knew times can blind us to certain truths, and later generations can see that laws once thought necessary and proper in fact server only to oppress. As the Constitution endures, persons in every generation can invoke its principles in their own search for freedom.


That is our birthright and our burden. 

SAM HARRIS

God-Drunk Society


America is now a nation of 300 million souls, wielding more influence than any people in human history- and yet 240 million of these souls apparently believe that Jesus will return someday and orchestrate the end of the world with his magic powers. This hankering for denominational, spiritual oblivion is not a good bet, much less a useful idea. 


And yet, abject superstition of this kind engorges our nation from sea to shining sea. Consequently, the rest of the developed world has learned to tie: She may be bumptious, bloviating, smarmy, and God-drunk, but she’s got all the money; everyone is in her debt, and everyone is hoping that she’ll just shut up and go to sleep.
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It need not be so. As Islamic medievalism threatens civil society in a hundred countries, America could easily unite her erstwhile allies in defense of reason. We could also lead a the world in a wise environmental policies, scientific education, medical research, aid to developing countries, and every other project relevant to the durable welfare of humanity.


Instead, we devote our national conversation to pious phantasmagoria like intelligent design, school prayer, and the problem of gay marriage. We elect presidents and legislators who speak with terrifying certainty about an imaginary God, and with disgraceful ignorance about established science. 


This must change. America us bit the world’s lone superpower. If the idea of “America” is to mean anything at all, Americans have a moral responsibility to become citizens of the 21st century.

Sam Harris is the author of The End of Faith (2004) and Letter to a Christian Nation (2006).
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ANNE-MARIE SLAUGHTER

Unexceptionalism


In Daniel Webster’s words, on laying of the cornerstone of the Bunker Hill monument in 1825, America had shown “that with wisdom and knowledge men may govern themselves.”


The greatest challenge to this idea today is precisely that he world perceives it as American. The values that our Founders cherished as the universal inheritance of the Enlightenment are increasingly identified as American values- or worse still, as not real values at all, but simply a rhetorical blind for the advance of American power. Perennial clams of American exceptionally hardly help - how can these values be universal if the United States continually insists that we are exceptional for embracing them?


The only way to save the American idea is to share it. Our Founders did not see America as exceptional, other than as exceptionally blessed to be the first nation to steer a successful course between, in James Madison’s view, the extremes of tyranny and direct democracy, but we fail in our destiny if we provided to be the only such nation. Today we are but one facet of a many-faceted global experiment-a status we should embrace as the hallmark of our initial success. 


The American idea was a great idea because it rested on an essential and revolutionary notion of the universality of human condition. It is still great of the human condition. It is still great today, and is now genuinely global. But as the people who have done as much to nurture this idea, we face a paradox. To see it continue to flourish, we have to accept that it is no longer exclusively- or exceptionally- ours. A

Anne-Marie Slaughter is the dean of the Woodrow Wilson School of Public and International Affairs.  Her most recent book is The Idea That America: Keeping Faith With Our Values in A Dangerous World
Janet Napolitano

The Arizona Idea


The American idea evokes the concept of frontier, from the physical challenges confronted by the Native Americans to fear of the unknown experienced by those who first crossed the Atlantic, the Appalachians, the Great Plain, and the Rockies to arrive one day at the shores of the pacific. 


Today, we face a new frontier-one of change and growth, of new ideas and information. This modern frontier also encompasses a sense of endless personal possibility, unconstrained by color, background, religion, caste or any of the dehumanize each other. The enemy of the American idea is small, the petty, and the bigoted. The future of the American idea is the frontier notion with our talents, our skills, and our brains, we can-and will-surmount any challenge put before us. 


Rest assured, if you come to Arizona, you’d find the frontier, and the American idea, alive and well here.

Janet Napolitano is the governor of Arizona. 

Stephen Breyer

Wise Constraints 


The constitution of the United States permits Americans to govern them-selves. As its heart lays a certain concept of democracy, a form of self-government that protects basic human rights from invasion by the majority, assures a degree of equality, and insists upon the rule of the law. It avoids concentrating power in too few hands by dividing power, vertically between states and a federal government and horizontally among three federal branches. It translates its ideals into institutions designed to work inn practice.


The ideas as the heart of the constitution are not uniquely American. Our founders understand French Enlightenment thought, they respected British legal traditions from the Magna Carta onward, they sought to create institutions that would embody the democratic ideals and republican values of ancient American, however, is the surprising fact that the democratic institutions established by a written constitution have actually worked (with many ups and downs) over the course of more than 200 years, as the nation has grown by a factor of 75 and now encompasses every race, religion, ethnic background, and conceivable point of view. 


This simple fact- that such a large, diverse nation has been able to govern itself democratically for so long- helps to explain why since the end of the world war II, many other nations, seeking similar ends, have sought to learn from our experience. They have tried to create their own governmental institutions embodying similar ideals. And many have succeeded. The upset is that we are not unique; our ideals are not exceptional; and, to everyone’s god fortune, our ability to put those ideals into practice, however special it once may have been, has not remained so.


The future of the American constitutional idea, the, is the future of a shared set of ideals. This implies a shared commitment to practice necessary to make any democracy work; conversation, participation, flexibility, and compromise. Such a commitment cannot guarantee success in overcoming serious problems: terrorism, environmental degradation, population growth, energy security, and the like. But it does imply a certain attitude toward finding solutions- a willingness to explore options, to search of oneself, a habit of mind that Judge learned Hand once defined as the very “spirit of Liberty.”


I believe that America, though choice, and not necessity, will follow this basic approach. I know of none more likely to work.
Stephen Beyer is an associate justice of the Untied States Supreme Court and the author of Active Liberty: interpreting our democratic Constitution (2005). 

Judith Martin

Republican of Manners 


The original American idea was

 That everyone should be treated with equal respect and dignity. European etiquette was all very well for those snobs and sycophants in class-stratified societies, but it would not do for the proud citizens of an enlightened and free republic. So George Washington, Thomas, Benjamin Franklin, and other put their formidable philosophical powers to work developing a new American etiquette. 


This turned out to be the easier to proclaim than to practice. General Washington backslid and ruled that his inferiors, the members of the United States Congress, could not answer back when he condescended to address them from his elevated throne with its canopy of crimson damask. Mr. Jefferson slid dangerously forward with what he called “Pell-mell Etiquette,” a system so innocent of rules and distinctions that his guests took to mob action at the White House dinner table. Dr. Franklin happily played the part of the simple but honest American, and then used that character 
to make himself the darling of French aristocratic female society.
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By the mid-19th century, a distinctly American style of plain and open manners, which had provoked foreigners to wonderment  (Mr. Tocqueville) and to sneers (Mrs. Trollope), prevailed. Equality did not prevail. Exempt from being treated with respect were African American s, whether enslaved or free; white men in low-paying jobs; and women who had any jobs at all. The tips-off was being addressed by one’s given name, even in official situations such as court proceeding, while being required to use titles and surnames to address others.
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Gradually, these other groups and other demanded not just legal rights, but etiquette rights. American manners now a major influence on much of the modern world, have roughly achieved the goal of equal treatment. 


Except-whoops. What happened to the respect and dignity part?

[image: image5.png]SIS IT'S BETTER TOEE SICK
THANT0 B2 SOCIALIST."

"SNEETHEART, THE PRESIDENT



Judith martin writes miss manners columns for United feature Syndicate and the Microsoft Network, and is the author of more than a dozen books. 
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