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Multiculturalism and Criticism 

J O H N  B R E N K M A N  

1 .  

Critics, educators, and editorialists have become increasingly embroiled in 
the debate over multiculturalism. The debate too often misses the essential 
issues by presuming that multiculturalism is something to be for or against. 
But whether you look at the United States or Latin America or Africa or 
most of the countries in Europe and Asia, modern societies are multicultural. 
There are many multiculturalisms. Nigeria, South Africa, India, Brazil, 
and Yugoslavia do not reduce to a single model. In each case, the peoples 
who today find their fates linked together within a particular political 
community have unique histories as well as a specific shared history with 
each other; they have particular habits and rituals of interaction, and possess 
evolved, usually conflicting representations of one another—all within a 
particular set of political institutions and traditions and in the context of 
particular distributions of power and wealth. 

A double task is taking shape for cultural criticism. On the one hand, 
the multiculturalism of American society has thrown into doubt any appeal 
to a putatively unified cultural tradition, whether for the purposes of af
firmation or critique. A plurality of cultural traditions are active within 
American society. None of the available constructions of a Western or 
Anglo-American or American tradition can encompass or sufficiently con-
textualize the cultural creativity within the United States today. No single 
stream of tradition furnishes the emergent practices and forms with their 
shared background. By the same token, then, no individual or social group 
can legitimately claim to occupy a standpoint from which the whole cultural 
context can be grasped or, to switch metaphors, to possess as their own 
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the traditions relevant to contemporary cultural production. What then 
should be the stance and project of a new cultural criticism? 

A second task has fallen to those critics committed to, broadly speaking, 
more egalitarian, libertarian, and pluralistic institutions and practices. For 
we find ourselves increasingly searching anew the resources of the Western 
political tradition. There is a need to enrich the idiom of social critique 
and the vocabulary of democratic commitment. The Marxist tradition has 
reached an impasse. I do not refer simply to the collapse of communism 
in Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union. Western Marxism has always 
distanced itself, even actively disavowed the regimes that used Marxism 
as a discourse for legitimating power in one-party socialist states. No, the 
failure of Western Marxism in the revolutions of 1989 and since lay, rather, 
in the fact that it did not provide—and does not now provide—the social 
movements in Eastern Europe, the former Soviet Union, or China with the 
intellectual tools for their commitments to more egalitarian, more libertar
ian, more pluralistic social relations and political institutions. Meanwhile, 
the forcefulness of Marxist cultural critique in the West has become de
pleted. The critique of possessive individualism, so consistently the hinge 
of Marxist interpretations of modern literature and culture (my own in
cluded), has not proved capable of generating an alternative conception of 
individual right and of individual fulfillment. Moreover, the Jacobin and 
Leninist conception of revolutionary politics has given way to important 
but still groping experiments with alternative visions of activism and social 
change. 

The two tasks—of taking stock of the multiculturalism of contemporary 
society and of reviving traditions of radical democracy—are ultimately 
linked. The multiculturalism of American society is indeed challenging 
American conceptions of democracy and of the place of diversity in the 
body politic. As multiculturalism has begun to impinge on education and 
on contemporary cultural and literary criticism, neoconservative commen
tators like to blame an imaginary cabal of leftists who have surreptiously 
(and unbeknownst to ourselves) taken over academia, hellbent on stirring 
racial and ethnic animosities. The neoconservatives, ever mindful of tra
dition and neglectful of history, will not own up to the real reasons mul
ticulturalism has entered the scene so forcefully, namely, because the United 
States is rife with unsolved social and political problems whose history 
reaches all the way back to Columbus. 

The legacy of conquest, slavery, and racism has yet to become a remote 
past toward which all Americans might hold a shared perspective. Native 
American, African American, and Hispanic citizens continue to be denied 
full participation in the body politic, even as male dominance excluded 
women from the polity and today threatens their rights anew. Never have 
our educational institutions made a sustained and concerted effort to ensure 
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that black Americans could retrieve, document, preserve, revive, interpret, 
and adopt their own history. As new waves of immigrants from Asia, Latin 
America, and Africa are entering the U.S., legally and illegally, it is crucial 
to recognize that at many moments in our history, as in the 1920s, citi
zenship has been impoverished and political participation eroded by racial 
and ethnic barriers, by the social controls imposed on new immigrants and 
by the discourses fashioned to justify those barriers and controls. The history 
of citizenship is also the history of the denial of citizenship. 

The multiculturalism controversy includes a dispute over whether this 
history, part and parcel of American history, should even be taught in the 
schools. Shall we tell the children about genocide, slavery, racism, xeno
phobia, imperialism? Neoconservatives don't want the children to know of 
these evils any more than about the body and sexuality. In the struggle 
over education the real stakes are the learning processes that will shape 
citizenship in an increasingly diverse, multi-ethnic, multi-racial society. 
What is required for young people or immigrants to become not only good 
dtizens, but indeed active citizens? What are the knowledges, the values, 
the capacities of discussion, organization, deliberation needed for democratic 
citizenship today? How will we guarantee that all citizens get equal access 
to the acquiring of these capacities? 

Let me spell out my own convictions, since they are the backdrop of 
the discussion of multiculturalism and democracy that will follow. Citizens 
can freely enter the field of political persuasion and decision only insofar as 
they draw on the contingent vocabularies of their own identities. Democracy 
needs participants who are conversant with the images, symbols, stories, 
and vocabularies that have evolved across the whole of their history. Because 
of the plurality of such cultural resources and identities in a society like 
our own, any appeal to the unique validity of a particular cultural tradition 
is an anti-democratic maneuver. 

By the same token, democracy also requires citizens who are fluent 
enough in one another's vocabularies and histories to share the forums of 
political deliberation and decision on an equal footing. While everyone who 
enters this agonistic field inevitably deploys their own contingent vocabulary, 
no one should be able to prevail in political debate and decision without 
engaging others' contingent vocabularies. What we must learn as critics to 
understand, and as citizens to practice, and as educators to enable, are these 
sorts of transfer between the plurality of cultural vocabularies and the 
necessarily shared discourse of political decision-making. For in a democracy 
the body politic cannot sustain itself on less variegated traditions than those 
which nourish the populace it governs. 

I am going to develop two lines of argument regarding multiculturalism 
and democracy, and suggest at the conclusion of each its bearing on cultural 
and literary criticism. The first line of argument examines the stakes in the 
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neoconservative attack on multiculturalism, and how it threatens important 
cultural as well as political values. In the second line of argument, 111 
discuss how an important tradition of democratic political thought—civic 
humanism—is transformed when brought into the multicultural context. 

2 .  

It is because neoconservatives fear the broadening of political participation 
and the deepening of democratic procedures and institutions that they have 
taken up their attack against multiculturalism. 

The destructive direction of neoconservative education reform is clear in 
twelve years of Reagan-Bush. Their policies have rolled back and threaten 
to abolish affirmative action in academic admissions and hiring and to 
increase the spending gap between public and private education, and be
tween urban and suburban schools, with the inevitable result of shoving 
an ever larger percentage of urban and minority children off the education 
ladder and depriving immigrant children, especially those who speak Span
ish or Chinese, of the skills actually required to integrate into American 
society. This program of malign neglect uses unequal access to education 
as a virtual strategy of political disenfranchisement. 

The other aim of neoconservatives has been to re-program the intellectual 
and artistic pursuits of universities, schools, museums, arts councils, and 
public television. The re-programming has been commanded from the top 
down through overt and covert government intervention. Yet neoconser-
vatism itself has spawned no new artistic initiatives; it has produced precious 
little in the way of new interpretive methods in the humanities; and it has 
scarcely opened any unexplored terrain of scholarly research. Neoconser-
vatism is radically altering our intellectual and artistic institutions by ex
erting power rather than enhancing knowledge. For more than ten years 
we have witnessed continual damage visited upon the nation's cultural 
ecology. William Bennett's tenure at the NEH and the Department of 
Education was itself a kind of massive oil spill of the mind that has befouled 
our intellectual shores for years to come. 

It is of course Bennett's bully pulpit even more than Allan Bloom's 
Closing of the American Mind that has inspired the rhetoric and intervention 
of the opponents of multiculturalism like Dinesh D'Souza, Roger Kimball, 
Donald Kagan, and Joseph Epstein. The debate on multiculturalism in 
fact represents the belated attempt by the New Right to furnish intellectual 
justifications for policies and programs that have been mainly driven by a 
preemptive strike against quite varied intellectual and cultural initiatives. 
The discourse of anti-multiculturalism represents a serious and worrisome 
backlash. 
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It has gotten its polemical bite by taking three phenomena whose import 
is not in fact at all identical and melding them into a single entity. These 
phenomena are "political correctness," multiculturalism, and the rejectionist 
critique of "Western" culture. The neoconservative origins of anti-multi-
culturalism have not kept it from attracting many liberal intellectuals who 
in my view will end up seeing their own traditional commitments to equal 
opportunity, tolerance, and racial integration pulverized in the crucible of 
neoconservatism. Several contributions to the New Republic in 1991, in
cluding its special issue on multiculturalism alarmingly entitled "Race on 
Campus," provide a representative sense of anti-multiculturalism, its char
acteristic argument and rhetoric and its contradictions. I'll refer in particular 
to the interventions by Fred Siegel, Edward Rothstein, and Irving Howe, 
in which liberal discourse slips onto the terrain and into the terms of the . 
neoconservarive discourse. tHwwj mi Wk Vk ,. Ci» «*>,«> 

All three of these critics identify multiculturalism with the rejectionistN 

critique of Western culture. All three also tacitly express a yearning for a 
common culture, an important and frequently progressive aspiration in a 
society whose divisions and hierarchies have created what Raymond Wil-^ 
liams calls the social unevenness of/eXpIicit commitment to the notion that 
this unevenness should be overcomk, and that literacy and learning should 
extend to all segments of society. However, these critics also aspire to have 
the common culture coincide with the specific cultural experiences they 
most value and reflectively embrace. It is just that aspiration which con
temporary criticism has to give up. 

Fred Siegel advances the all-embracing claim that multiculturalism is 
mired in "political correctness" and totalizing critique. His view of the 
"number of different radical soils" that have nourished multiculturalism 
is, though inaccurate, a reliable guide to the current intellectual and political 
demons of conservative cultural thinking; Foucault and deconstructionism 
are said to have provided 

a new ground for the rejection of Western traditions in toto, and to warrant 
the search for fundamental philosophical and cultural alternatives, some of 
which were sought in the cultures that the West has denied or oppressed. 
And so it was that a vulgarized and oversimplified version of deconstruction 
joined with black and feminist agendas on campus. 

In the same vein, music critic Edward Rothstein starts by attributing 
to multiculturalism the following reductive view: Western music, like the 
whole of Western culture, has projected all other cultures as the Other and 
repudiated them, and that, since music fundamentally "functions as a 
reinforcement of group identity," democracy dictates that "each culture 
has an equal right to attention and money for the presentation of its music," 
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while "the tradition of Western music has no essential claim on our at
tention." Whew, a position well worth rejecting. Fortunately, no one really 
holds it, as evidenced by Rothstein's failure, duplicated by Howe and typical 
of the anti-multiculturalists, to identify his antagonists or their writings. 

His strawman fluttering in the wind, Rothstein goes on to provide an 
excellent overview of several recent contributions to ethnomusicology and 
the study of world music. However, to contrast those musics with Western 
music he then inverts the parodic portrayal of the multiculturalist view oi 
the Western culture. He asserts that the aesthetic rationality of Western 
music has given it a unique "will to universality, witnessed by its impact 
on and absorption of "many folk and religious and courtly . . . traditions 

this impulse to universality helps explain why the West has been so oper 
to the possibilities of other cultures. Though almost all cultures have som< 
interest in the Other, no other culture or tradition, as far as I know, hat 
ever invented something resembling the Western attempt to comprehenc 
the Other through anthropology or ethnomusicology, or has asserted th< 
transcendental perspective through a political vision like Western liberalisrr 
or a rational project like Western science. 

Valuable work from Edward Said to Mary Louise Pratt and James Chfforc 
having apparently fallen on deaf, if musical, ears, Rothstein s position sec 
up a false dichotomy. For between the irresponsible (and seldom made 
claim that all Western thought is an instrument for the domination of thi 
Other and Rothstein's own uncritical claim that the preoccupation of West 
em anthropology, music, and politics with the Other has been untouchec 
by the project of Western imperialism there lies a whole complex range o 
questions, inquiries, and moral-political reflections that have stimulatet 
important work in the humanities since Said's Orientalism. 

From the standpoint of criticism, Rothstein ends in an untenable dual 
ism. The canon of Western music is to be appreciated and interpreted sole! 
through the categories of its own rationalization of artistic materials an< 
principles, and the resulting understanding is to deem itself, without fiirthe 
scrutiny, participant in a "will to universality." Meanwhile, musics tha 
have emerged from any other society or civilization are to be appreciate* 
and interpreted through the categories of ethnomusicology, that is, with a 
eye to how they are embedded in a wider, though local, network of socis 
practices and communal functions. 

This divide, aesthetics on one side and ethnography on the other, is jus 
the split that has been so carefully traversed and rethought in the kind c 
contemporary cultural theory and criticism that Rothstein, Howe, and Sieg< 
fail to engage. I am thinking, for example, of Pierre Bourdieu and Raymom 
Williams, whose reflections on the layered yet dynamically interrelated level 
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of cultural practice in modem societies have not only enriched the study 
of British and European literature and culture but also demonstrate that 
every mode of cultural creativity is shaped by its interaction with all o 
the society's stratifications and differences. 

Irving Howe just as dramatically as Rothstein shuts himself off "°"1 

the task of analyzing these multilayered cultural interactions. Parrying t e 
totalizing critique of the West, he asserts, quite rightly, that 

we should want our students to read Shakespeare and Tolstoy, Jane Austen 
and Kafka, Emily Dickinson and Leopold Senghor, not because they^ sup
port" one or another view of social revolution, feminism, and blade se 
esteem. They don't in many instances; and we don't read them for the 
sake of enlisting them in a cause of our own. We should want our students 
to read such writers so that— 

and now comes the turn of the non sequitur, warding off the possible 
reflections on colonialism, racism, sexism, and imperialism that this reading 
list might well invite— 

We should want our students to read such writers so that they may learn 
to enjoy the activity of mind, the pleasure of forms, the beauty of language 
in short, the arts in their own right. 

I do not believe we should sacrifice the finer-grained connection between 
artistic forms and social processes. It is essential to reject the notion that 
the cultivation of understanding and sensitivity to form, thought, and 
language runs counter to moral-political reflection or the critical interro 
gation of social structures. 

I offer as a kind of credo of the multicultural aide's "job of work a 
passage from Adrienne Rich's sequence of poems "North American Time, 
which comprises a seaion of her book Your Native Land, Your Life. Rich 
addresses the following poem to herself the writer, but I am taking it in 
from the standpoint of ourselves as readers and critics. 

Suppose you want to write 
of a woman braiding 
another woman's hair— 
straight down, or with beads and shells 
in three-strand plaits or corn-rows— 
you had better know the thickness 
the length the pattern 
why she decides to braid her hair 
how it is done to her 
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what country it happens in 
what else happens in that country 
You have to know these things 

Reading pull* us toward moments where structures and institutions are 
shown as they take hold within human experience as everyday habits, 
practices, rituals. Literature gives us glimpses of the element in which social 
relationships are conducted, with or against the grain. Perhaps the two 
women are secredy lovers, and the one does the other s hair so that some 
token of their hidden desire can display itself in the world. Pferhaps the 
pattern of the braid and the beads and shells are meant to defy the gaze 
of a community or its expectations or its values. Perhaps the corn-rows are 
for a woman who is white and wealthy and is having her hair done in a 
black woman's beauty parlor. Perhaps a mother is winding her reluctant, 
growing daughter's hair into pigtails in an anxious defense against time, 
or from a fear of sexuality, or in alarmed awareness of her daughter s 
vulnerability. Suppose you want to write criticism—to read any one of these 
gestures as you might encounter them in a poem or novel is to become 
entangled in social and political realities, not as duty or homage to an 
ideology but as a response to words, situated, used, needed words. 

Multiculturalism is radically altering the situation, use, and need of 
words. Many fear cacophony. Transformations of the language unsettle. 
People tend to peg their very sense of social solidarity on a commonality 
of language. The charging of words with new connotations is probably not 
disturbing in itself, but what is disturbing is the cause of those new con
notations, namely, that the language is being deployed in new contexts an 
is relaying new interactions and new social relationships. Such social an 
cultural transformations are at work in literature, not apart from it. Criticisin 
will hardly "save literature" by retreating from the resulting tasks of social 
analysis and political reflection. 

3 .  

A democracy in the contemporary world cannot create a monocultural 
citizenry. And yet a multicultural citizenry cannot generate a polity solely 
on the basis of its differences. There are inescapable tensions in the rela 
tionship between multiculturalism and democracy. What resources does 
the Western political tradition offer to make those tensions productive rather 
than destructive? 

Several European theorists (Claude Lefort, Chantal Mouffe, Francois Fu 
ret) and English-language theorists like Carole Pateman, Michael Walzer, 
and Charles Taylor have revisited civic republicanism as an alternative to 
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the more prevalent strand of modern democratic theory, liberalism. Civic 
republicanism or civic humanism, the "Machiavellian moment" in J.G.A. 
Pocock's phrase, furnishes a rich picture of the self-governing community. 
Unlike liberalism, it does not conceptualize an intrinsic connection between 
democracy and capitalism. It offers a positive rather than negative definition 
of freedom, and it construes citizenship as a many-sided activity based on 
active political participation in contrast to, for example, Locke's liberal 
stress on freedom for private pursuits. Republicanism normatively projects 
citizens who are equals in ruling and being ruled. Moreover, the republican 
ideal of citizenship does not posit an intrinsic antagonism between indi
viduals' self-assertion or pursuit of their own interests and their commitment 
to the common good; personal fulfillment is interwoven with civic com
mitment. 

The tradition's essential tenet has been formulated by Pocock in the 
following terms: 

Civic humanism denotes a style of thought ... in which it is contended 
that the development of the individual toward self-fulfillment is possible 
only when the individual acts as a citizen, that is as a conscious and 
autonomous participant in an autonomous decision-taking community, a 
polis or republic. 

For all the promise of its vision of civic participation as an alternative to 
liberalism's privatism and for all its resonance throughout American history, 
civic humanism also always assumed the homogeneity of those who enjoyed 
citizenship. As Michael Warner has shown, for example, the republican 
representation of citizenship in revolutionary America tacitly depended upon 
the exclusion of women, African slaves, and Native Americans from the 
forms of literacy that were the emblem and the means of the patriots' 
equality. To evoke the republican tradition in the context of multicultural 
societies quickly exposes those elements of civic humanism that tun directly 
counter to diversity and plurality. 

This predicament should be a reminder that the development of modern 
society is as much a challenge to Western political traditions as a contin
uation of them. As Claude Lefort and Francois Furet have argued, the 
French Revolution introduced into modern political culture the explosive 
possibility for all members of society to lay claim to citizenship. If the 
republican tradition is to be a resource of democracy in a multicultural 
society, its conception of citizenship will have to be rethought. Many are 
the themes for such a rethinking—the role of property; the sources of civic 
virtue; the model of historical process—but I will here focus only on the 
theme of property in order to suggest the kinds of transformation required 
in critically redeeming civic humanism as a political vocabulary. 
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Classical civic humanism tied citizenship to property. The citizen was 
always envisioned as a property-owner. Modern democracy has not of course 
continued to impose such a limit on political participation. The illegitimacy 
of the property requirement has been recognized, slowly, through the ex
tension of suffrage to workers, women, and finally blacks. The tradition s 
ideal of citizens as equals in ruling and being ruled rested on the implicit 
sense they were already on a par with one another within the larger fabric 
of social relations. Classical civic humanism always defined citizenship with 
reference to just one form of ownership and thus to just one social role, 
the master of the household in ancient Athens; the Medieval freeholder-
warrior; the American farmer-patriot. 

The assumption of structurally stable social spaces is altogether incom
patible with modern democracy. The effects of universal suffrage do not 
simply enlarge the polis. Carole Pateman has shown that women s suffrage, 
for example, had effects far beyond the extension of basic citizenship rights 
to women; the participation of women in politics has disturbed and altered 
the structured separation of public and private spheres, a separation that 
has been a linchpin of various social and political institutions. As new arenas 
of political participation are opened, and as new citizens participate, social 
changes occur following a dynamic quite alien to the self-mirroring equality 
of premodern citizenship. 

More generally, as Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe have argued, 
individuals carry out a complex of social roles. They participate in many 
types of social relations and have identities shaped, and reshaped, by varied 
activities and associations. The position from which citizens become actively 
engaged in political deliberation and decision is neither permanent nor 
predictable. Modem citizenship does not rest upon just one role or identity, 
it gets articulated, rather, via several, mutable paths of social relationships 
and identity. When neoconservatives or liberals today evoke the supposed 
homogeneity required for democratic citizenship, they are not only swim
ming against the stream of our own society's history, they are constrained 
increasingly to define that homogeneity as mere ideological conformity 
rather than as active consent. In response we must define and defend the 
equality, not the homogeneity, of citizens in the context of multiculturalism. 

An unexpected resource lies within another fold in the meaning of prop
erty in civic humanism. There is an important value embedded in the tie 
between citizenship and property, a value that will have to be reinterpreted 
not merely recovered. Property anchored citizenship in republican ideology, 
especially with reference to the Medieval freeholder-warrior and the Amer
ican farmer-patriot, because it gave individuals the social basis of their 
independence. A source of the virtue that enabled the citizen s commitment 
to the common good was the independence he had achieved through his 
livelihood. The "Gothic" freeholder was outside the web of dependence 
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between vassals and lords and that between the lords and the crown. 
Similarly, patriotic farmers became American archetypes for individuals 
ready for self-government among equals. 

Leaving aside how compromised these ideals or archetypes were in their 
actual societies, virtue and equality cannot begin or end with property in 
the modem polity. Indeed, the social bases of American citizens are diverse, 
and their relations of dependence are multiple. How then is the value of 
independence to be retrieved against the grain of the republican tradition? 
It requires a different foundation and different guarantees. Rethought from 
a modem perspective, the civic humanist tradition reminds us that indi
viduals are not free to act as citizens unless their own most basic security 
and welfare are not at risk. Poverty debilitates citizenship, just as assuredly 
as property once secured it. Moreover, independence requires that individ
uals' free exercise of their powers of political participation be protected 
against those upon whom they are socially dependent: tenants vis-a-vis 
landlords, employees vis-a-vis employers, welfare clients vis-a-vis govern
ment agencies or social authorities, frequently women vis-a-vis men. 

To revive civic humanism in the context of political modernity is, there
fore, to transform it. Republican ideals have to be loosed from their pro
prietary forms to be salvaged at all. The body politic has to be reimagined 
as an arena in which political participation stimulates social change rather 
than confirming existing relations and institutions. Citizenship has to em
brace equality without demanding homogeneity, in keeping with the di
versity of social roles characteristic of modern societies. And the value of 
independence has to be transformed into a mesh of legal and moral pro
tections to guarantee active political participation. 

The building-blocks or enabling conditions of citizenship are not the 
same in 1992 as they were in 1776, or at least the means of acquiring 
and preserving them have altered radically. Full citizenship requires voting 
rights and constitutional protections, of course; it also requires education 
in the skills of active political participation. Those are requirements for the 
individual looked at separately and therefore somewhat abstractly. For the 
conflicts over citizenship that have been important historically and are alive 
yet today involve the enabling conditions by which social groups acquire 
citizenship. The relevant building-blocks themselves have to be secured 
politically. They become objects of struggle, in contrast to the classical 
tradition's image of the republic achieving its final, perfected form in the 
moment of its founding. From the standpoint of the social group, citizenship 
requires adequate political representation; jobs and access to the full range 
of the society's economic activities; and the material and institutional means 
needed to participate in the forming of public opinion. The neoconservative 
and neoliberal mania for insisting that all questions regarding citizenship 
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merely concern individuals as individuals, not as members of social groups, 
is a bid to forestall struggles over these social requirements of citizenship. 

Is participation in the polity mediated through membership in a group 
or anchored in the individual's rights and social contract? Versions of this 
question underlie virtually every discussion of multiculturalrsm in the Amer
ican context. As Peter H. Schuck and Rogers M. Smith have shown, Amer
ican legal thinking and policy regarding immigrants and racial minorities 
have unfolded in the tension between ascriptive and consensual conceptions 
of citizenship, that is, between birthright and contract. 

In Beyond Ethnicity, Werner Sollors richly details the polarity of descent 
and consent in American discourse on identity, ethnicity, nation, citizenship. 
Consent stresses how one's identity is self-made and one s social and political 
participation contractual, while descent according to Sollors values ancestral 
identifications and hereditary ties. These contrary definitions of American 
identity" are, he argues, "the central drama in American culture. Consent 
and descent are terms which allow me to approach and question the whole 
maze of American ethnicity and culture." I do not think this claim really 
accords with the dense patterns of themes, symbols, and narratives that 
Sollors so compellingly teases out and then arrays along the axis of consent 
and descent. 

Whereas Sollors takes this web of consent and descent as the meaning 
of the American discourse on ethnicity, I take it to be something like the 
language or the constraining grammar in which the American discourse on 
ethnicity gets articulated. The actual meaning of those articulations cannot 
be determined with reference to the semantic grid of descent and consent 
itself. Because Sollors does not examine what the actual conditions of a 
group's citizenship are when it takes up the discourse on identity, because 
he does not look to the pattern by which its members citizenship was 
denied or curtailed, he creates the false impression that every group in 
American history has confronted the dialectic of ethnicity and citizenship 
in a comparable way. 

Consider, though, that blacks were historically not merely excluded from 
the American polity; they were inscribed within it as non-participants. The 
forms of that negating inscription have varied through a complex history 
of legal and political designations. These set the conditions of the African 
American discourse on identity and citizenship, and the meaning of that 
discourse would in turn have to be interpreted in light of those conditions 
and of the strategies embodied in its response to them. Slavery, Dred Scott, 
the Fugitive Slave law, Jim Crow, and so on, down to the current disen-
franchisement through poverty and unequal access, give African Americans 
a specific history in the polity. How that history affects African American 
forms of solidarity or identity or political participation has to be analyzed 
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with reference to these specific distortions of the American polity, not just 
the grid of descent and consent. 

Lacking this perspective, the interpretations of descent and consent risk 
becoming tautological. The orientation to politically charged group identity 
is viewed invariably as a product of the narratives of descent. But this is 
misleading on two counts. It misses the ways in which group identity 
responds to the institutional and discursive organization of "consent, that 
is, the prevailing consensus governing the body politic. Second, Sollors s 
consistent association of ethnic or racial identity with "descent stems in 
part from the tendentious definition he gives descent in the first place. He 
categorizes inheritance, heritage, legacy in the cultural sense with heredity 
in the biological sense. Descent always has an aura of regression, irrationality, 
or fictionality about it in Sollors's interpretations because every narrative 
of heritage, every symbol of solidarity, every theme of historical belonging 
looks like a variant of biology and heredity. 

Surely, as Sollors argues, heritages and collective histories are constructions, 
but not in a manner that is intrinsically different from the way other aspects 

j of social relationships are discursively or symbolically constructed including 
consent. The mythic moment in our understanding of consent is that only 
the individual, as individual, gives consent to the polis and receives its 
consent in turn. Individuals in fact participate in the polis as culturally and 
socially shaped agents, just as they are barred from the polis on the basis 
of their group belonging. Likewise, as I have argued with reference to civic 
humanism, the modern polity is a dynamic space in which citizenship is 
always being contested rather than the fixed space of the premodern ideal 
of a republic. "Consent," too, is contested, which means that neither the 
polis nor the individual is so purely autonomous as social contract theory 
tends to suppose. 

I want to close by again stressing how the modernity and the multi-
culturalism of our own polity affect the stance and project of literary and 
cultural criticism. Earlier I argued that literary forms arise in interaction 
with the socially stratified and culturally differentiated practices of the 
society as a whole. Indeed, aspects of multiculturalism suggest that it is in 
the "intercultural" spaces that the "culture" is actually created. By the 
same token, the discussion of consent and descent is a reminder that a 
people's history and the evolution of its expressive forms are neither mere 
heredity nor arbitrary construction. Literary forms, like all cultural practices, 
are embedded or situated in collective histories. 

How, though, should criticism square the recognition that texts (and 
readers) are socially situated with the need to create new spaces of a shared 
culture and polity? 

One direction critics have taken to solve this question has been the idea 
of "positionality" on a grid of "gender, race, and dass. Beyond its un-
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deniable value as an indicator of the sorts of social relations that shape 
cultural production and reception, the idea of positionality often aspires to 
a more comprehensive theoretical role. It takes on the task of synthesizing 
the double perspective of shared standpoint and cultural plurality. The 
reference to a shared, or potentially shared, standpoint lies in the tacit 
appeal to an ultimate overcoming of hierarchies of gender, race and class. 
Meanwhile, the situatedness of reader or text is defined by its "position" 
within the gender-race-class grid. 

Its heuristic value notwithstanding, the gender-race-class grid has several 
flaws as a "theory." First, it appeals to what Walzer calls "simple equality." 
It postulates an end to gender, race, and class inequalities without ac
knowledging that equality does not have a universal or unequivocal meaning 
when it comes to determining what a just distribution of different social 
goods actually is. The meanings of equality cannot be settled by theory in 
the first place, but only through processes of political conflict, deliberation, 
and decision. 

A second flaw lies in the tendency to assume that the gridded "position" 
of a reader or text determines outlook, meaning, or identity. The identi
fication of one's social location solely in these terms leads to what Nancy 
K. Miller has called "as a" criticism. A critic might, for example, position 
himself "as a white heterosexual middle-class male. ..." It seems to me 
that if you feel compelled to speak as a "white heterosexual middle-class 
male . . .," you would do better just to keep your mouth shut. Nor can 
the social constraints that limit or warp one's knowledge and values be 
magically overturned simply by pinpointing one's own, or another's, sup
posed "position" in a social structure. 

"Positionality" is perhaps the wrong abstraction for determining the 
socially and politically relevant aspects of identity-formation. It misses the 
crucial difficult and productive tension within every position, namely, that 
we are always at one and the same time a member of (or participant 
in ) and a citizen. Moreover, gender-race-class positionality too easily 
misses the conflicts that arise within every identifiable social group and 
manifest themselves in its political-cultural debates over its identity, its 
guiding values, its strategies of struggle, its visions of the community's 
most desired and its most feared destiny. Stepping into the fray is what 
criticism is all about. 

WORKS CITED 

Arendt, Hannah. The Human Condition. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1958. 
Bloom, Allan. The Closing of the American Mind. New York: Simon and Schuster, 1987. 
Bourdieu, Pierre. Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste. Trans. Richard Nice. 

Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1984. 



MUITICULTURALISM AND CRIT ICISM 101 

Clifford, James and George E. Marcus, eds. Writing Culture: The Poetics and Politics of Eth
nography. Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1986. 

Furet, Francois. Interpreting the French Revolution. Trans. Elborg Forster. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1981. 

Howe, Irving. "The Value of the Canon." New Republic (February 18, 1991), pp. 40-47. 
Hutchinson, E.P. Legislative History of American Immigration Policy, 1798-1965. Philadelphia: 

University of Pennsylvania Press, 1981. 
Ladau, Ernesto and Chantal Mouffe. Hegemony and Socialist Strategy: Towards a Radical Dem

ocratic Politics. Trans. Winston Moore and Paul Cammack. London: Verso, 1985. 
Lefort, Claude. The Political Forms of Modern Society: Bureaucracy, Democracy, Totalitarianism. 

Ed. John B. Thompson. Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1986. 
Michaels, Walter Benn. "The Souls of White Folk." Literature and the Body: Essays on Populations 

and Persons. Selected Essays of the English Institute, 1986. Ed. Elaine Scarry. Baltimore: 
The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1988. 185-209. 

."The Vanishing American." American Literary History. 2:2 (Summer 1990): 220— 
241. 

Miller, Nancy K. Getting Personal: Feminist Occasions and Other Autobiographical Acts. New 
York: Routledge, 1991. 

Mouffe, Chantal. "Radical Democracy: Modem or Postmodern." Universal Abandon? The Politics 
of Postmodernism. Ed. Andrew Ross. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1988. 

Pateman, Carole. The Sexual Contract. Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1988. 
The Disorder of Women: Democracy, Feminism and Political Theory. Stanford: Stanford 

University Press, 1989. 
Pocock, J.G.A. The Machiavellian Moment: Florentine Political Thought and the Atlantic Re

publican Tradition. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1975. 
.Virtue, Commerce, and History. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985. 
.Politics, Language and Time: Essays on Political Thought and History. Chicago: University 

of Chicago Press, 1989 [1971]. 
Rich, Adrienne. Your Native Land, Your Life. New York: Norton, 1986. 
Rothstein, Edward. "Roll Over Beethoven." New Republic. February 4, 1991. 29-34. 
Said, Edward. Orientalism. New York: Pantheon, 1978. 
Schuck, Peter H. and Rogers M. Smith. Citizenship without Consent: Illegal Aliens in the American 

Polity. New Haven: Yale University Press, 1985. 
Shapiro, Ian. Political Criticism. Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1990. 
Siegel, Fred. "The Cult of Multiculturalism." New Republic. February 18, 1991. 34-40. 
Sollors, Werner. Beyond Ethnicity: Consent and Descent in American Culture. New York: Oxford 

University Press, 1986. 
Taylor, Charles. Philosophy and the Human Sciences: Philosophical Papers, 2. Cambridge: Cam

bridge University Press, 1985. 
."Invoking Civil Society." Working Papers. Chicago: Center for Psychosocial Studies, 

1990. 
Walzer, Michael. Spheres ofJustice: A Defense of Pluralism and Equality. New York: Basic Books, 

1983. 
Warner, Michael. The Letters of the Republic: Publication and the Public Sphere in Eighteenth-

Century America. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1990. 


