he study of the relation

between science and soci-

ety has become more ur-
gent since the great technological
advances of the last half of the
twentieth century. The Univer-
sity, and the Humanities Center
in particular, makes possible the
interactions between scientists
and their colleagues that keep this
study informed and dynamic.
The 1994/95 Fellows Program,
“Science and Society,” directed by
Arleen M. Tuchman, Associate
Professor of History, and John A.
McCarthy, Professor of German,
and including participants from
diverse areas within science and
the humanities, will explore con-
nections and tensions between
science and society. Professors
Tuchman and McCarthy recently
met with Letters to discuss their
views of this year’s program.

MCCARTHY: Arleen and 1
want to create a history for the
Fellows group, to create a sense of
organization, of ordered move-
ment, while the actual experience
might be rather disordered and in
disarray. I am thinking about this
in terms of the science of chaos,
but not in terms of “chaos the-
ory.” In the field of literature, we
are always dealing with various
theories, approaches to the study
of literature, and its contexts and
recontextualizations. The most
basic definition of theory has to
do with seeing things attentively,
not just taking in this or that
stimulus. Now what does that
mean? Seeing and making con-
nections between individual phe-
nomena—that for me is already
theory. That was already theory
for Goethe, going beyond action,
beyond just the openness to sen-
sations.

TuCHMAN: When you say
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John A. McCarthy, Professor of German, and Arleen M. Tuchman, Associate
Professor of History, will co-direct this year’s Fellows Program.

you are not interested in chaos
theory but the science of chaos,
do you mean that you are not in-
terested in the way in which the
science of chaos has been misun-
derstood and applied?
McCARTHY: No. In Germany
last year, when I was pursuing
this topic, I taught an advanced
seminar at the University of Mu-
nich. It was a large group of
about 50 people including math-
ematicians, philosophers, physi-
cists, chemists, as well as the
normal contingent of people in
literary studies. I kept talking
about the theory of chaos and the
natural scientists said, “No, it is
the science of chaos.” In the Eng-
lish-language literature on chaos,
the normal reference is “theory,”
while there is quite a bit of refer-
ence to science as well. On the
German side they always rtalk
about “Chaos Forschung,” research
or science of chaos. I did not
want to offend. I wanted to ex-

plain why I thought it was possi-
ble to talk in terms of a theory of
chaos. But after having to con-
front these students for three
months, and they were very recal-
citrant, I finally decided that by
speaking on theory of chaos what
[ am doing is preempting a
broader understanding of what is
involved in this science of chaos.
Science tries to be objective, tries
to study phenomena without pre-
determining a perception of
everything that occurs and can be
taken in and observed by the hu-
man mind, by the senses. “The-
ory” indicates perhaps that there
is already a preconceived notion
of what is involved in the phe-
nomenon before you even study
it. I want to avoid that.
TUuCHMAN: I am not sure that
is the distinction I would make
between science and theory.
While I agree with you that scien-
tists attempt objectivity, no scien-
tist today would deny that the
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observer is part of the process of
interpretation. Chaos theorists
have proposed a theory as to how
certain natural processes unfold.
A theory should never be under-
stood as something that is set in
stone. It seems as though you
want to call it a science to suggest
that there is an attempt at objec-
tivity, but why would calling it a
theory suggest that there isnt?
MCCARTHY: Let me back up
for a moment. I would agree that
natural scientists are fully aware
that what they are doing is an at-
tempt, and only an attempt, at
being as objective as it is humanly
possible to be. We are always in-
terfering; every time we reflect
upon what we have perceived
there is already an imposition of
the self on the object, and we
change things that way. But I was
reacting to the perception of
these German scientists who were
very adamant about not referring
to chaos as a theory but rather as
a science. For them theory im-
plied the imposition of a human
order on a natural phenomenon,
and by observing phenomena
from that preset position, one
could no longer see what was
happening because one was look-
ing for certain things.
TucHMAN: How does one
propose to engage in scientific
study without a theory? It almost
would be suggesting that it is
possible not to have some idea of
how things are ordered when one
goes out to study nature, which is
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MCCARTHY:
There seems to be some genetic coding in us, something that forces us to dare to toy with

ideas, to dare to expand those parameters just to see where they will lead, and we

cannot always anticipate whether the outcome is going to be good or bad.

an impossibility. It could be that
we are aware that a particular the-
ory has problems—for instance,
the theory of evolution according
to natural selection. But to imag-
ine that your understanding of
the problems could actually lead
you to be so open-minded that
you no longer have an ordering
system is a philosophical position
with which I disagree.

McCARTHY: Many people
would disagree with the position
of the radical deconstructionists
who would say that it is all open-
ness and that it does not matter
which order you impose and that
any order is fine, that the text
opens itself to any number of dif-
ferent interpretations.

TucHMAN: That is a different
question than whether you are
able to study nature without
some kind of ordering system.

MCCARTHY: We all need
some kind of ordering system,
and that is what I find fascinating
about this interfacing of science
and society as well as society and
science. We agree that it is not a
one way street of influence—it is
not just natural science that acts
upon society but it is also the
other way around. That is some-
thing that we must assume is a
premise for everything that is dis-
cussed.

LETTERS: It seems unavoid-
able to see it as a two way street,
given how you are thinking of the
theoretical in relation to the sci-
entific. I am wondering if you are
thinking of theory, or if you were
warned off of theory, as a sort of
synonym with ideology.

TucHMAN: When [ hear
“chaos theory” I think of it like
“theory of evolution” or “relativ-
ity theory.” I do not think of it as
ideology at all.

McCARTHY: There are many
who have come to think of it as
ideology and I do not want any
association with ideology. With
respect to the difference between
ideology and theory or science, |
am thinking along the following
lines. With the decentering of the
universe with the Copernican
turn, there has been a switch

from an emphasis on the past and
from the hope that one could re-
turn to paradise, to Plato’s mythi-
cal Arcadia, or achieve the state of
lost innocence associated with
that more perfect realm. With
this change in emphasis, there has
been a shift to the future. It
comes with the development of
scientific tools which have ex-
tended our sensory per-
ception. We have been ;
able to go out be-
yond the rather lim-
ited spheres of
interaction and
reach out to the
margins of the
universe. Never-
theless, this shift in
perspective from an
ideal state in the past
to the possibilities of
the future is translated
into a decentering of that
point of view. That is to say, this
shift has privileged scientific en-
deavors in their effort to reshape
the world, to create the perfect
human being, to create the per-
fect society. This has been partic-
ularly obvious since the 16th
century, and of course it picked
up speed in the 18th and 19th
centuries and it still dominates.
So that there is, even in our en-
dangered world, a general percep-
tion that we can turn to science
to save us from our own mistakes,
that science will be able to correct
its mistakes. I am not sure that it
is appropriate to talk about the
mistakes of science, but rather the
scientific paradigms that have
evolved. We are evolving, we are
playing with our genes and with
our environments, in the same
sense that we are hoping to get
our students to play with ideas. It
is no longer a question of finding
a focal point, a place, a locus
which gives us meaning, it is now
a question of the perimeters. The
corner markers are being shifted
around all the time, and so the
perimeters are being shifted, but
we still have our coordinates.

So I agree that we need order,
we cannot operate without any
kind of order, but we have now

come to understand that our or-
dering systems are not perma-
nent, that they are constantly
undergoing change.

LETTERS: Would you see the

development of science in the
same light?
comfortable than John is about
talking about mistakes. How-
ever, John has pointed to
that as a society we
blame science and
technology for the
o are grappling with
=~ in the 20th cen-
tury, and yet we
solve those very
problems. There is a
similar kind of ten-
We have a population that
is growing increasingly dissatis-
fied with what modern medicine
what modern medicine should
deliver are rising. Part of the
problem is that science, under-
emerged as the body of knowl-
edge to which people turn to an-
swer fundamental questions.
it is? What are we capable of?
With the turn to the natural
sciences, an expectation also arose
only good. There was a shift away
from any kind of discussion
about ethics, and an expectation
asked and their answers would
only further human progress. The
collapse of ethical discussion is
to struggle with today, most di-
rectly in society’s unwillingness to
police the internal activities of the
ties. The claim by the scientific
community is often that people
who do not have the knowledge
do have it. Yet a lot of the deci-
sions that we are confronting to-
day about our society and where

TucHMAN: I would be more
an interesting irony,
problems that we

turn to them to

sion in medicine as well.
produces while its expectations of
stood as the natural sciences, has
Who are we? Why is nature what
that the natural sciences could do
that the questions that were being
something that we are continuing
scientific and medical communi-
cannot possibly police those who
it is going have to be debated in

an environment that moves out-
side of science, that works with
the scientific community but that
is conducted on a much broader
ethical plane. I was recently re-
viewing some essays in which a
number of students were asking
why the Nuremberg medical tri-
als had absolutely no impact on
the American medical commu-
nity at the time, why there was
very little response to them, and
most importantly why they gen-
erated so little self-reflection or
self-policing. The medical com-
munity thought that what hap-
pened in Germany  was
barbarism, but that it had noth-
ing to do with ethics because it
had been bad science, and since it
had been bad science then that
was the central issue. Had it been
good science . . . they did not
even pursue that. Where I would
differ with John is that I think it
is important that we start a dis-
cussion about mistakes, those we
have already made, and those that
we are about to make. For in-
stance, | am very concerned
about the human genome pro-
ject.

MCCARTHY: You are?

TUCHMAN: Yes. I am con-
cerned not only about what is go-
ing to be done with the
knowledge, but also about one of
the ways in which the project is
being promoted—that we are go-
ing to learn about human iden-
tity. I cannot see what decoding
the human genome is going to
tell us about human identity.

MCCARTHY: [ am not sure
that we can determine or alter
human identity by simply re-
arranging gene sets. If we are not
capable of objectively perceiving
external reality without changing
it by the very act of attention to
certain things, because we are pri-
oritizing by attending to them,
we may be altering the game plan
even as we think we are deter-
mining how that game plan
works. What sets chaos apart
from other paradigms is its inde-
terminacy, its openness, its unpre-
dictability, its non-linearity.
Because of all those fuzzy terms
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TUCHMAN:
The kind of knowledge the scientific and medical communities are producing

is so powerful that . . . I am not certain that we should leave it up to scientists and

medical researchers alone to determine what is good and what is bad.

which do not allow us to come
up with a strictly ordered struc-
ture, what we find is that instead
of having something concrete to
work with, we are opening up
spaces. By defining spaces we are
opening up the margins and the
periphery. In between these de-
fined spaces, there are holes. We
all know this. If we take a micro-
scope to our skin, our skin is very
porous, it has got to be because
we need its interaction. This table
is not really firm and solid. Parti-
cles could pass through it. What I
see here is a parallel to opening
up spaces in the science of chaos.

In terms of science being per-
ceived as an instrument for the
good, yes, that was absolutely the
case. There was actually no ques-
tion in the 18th century that sci-
ence and technology could be
used to bring about a better life.
But that usually translated into
material goods. It is clear, how-
ever, that the quality of the good
life is determined by moral com-
ponents as well as physical, while
science and technology had been
too long focused only on the ma-
terial side.

TucHMAN: Unless you think
about the sciences of man. The
real hope in the 18th century was
that the sciences would provide
us with an understanding of hu-
man nature and enable us to
shape it in the same way that we
shape our environment. They
hoped that they would be able to
enhance human evolution, and
the material ends were certainly a
part of it. It was a translation of
science into technology. Perhaps
what concerns me is that the
craving or thirst for knowledge
will end in a Faustian nightmare.

McCARTHY: The Faustian
nightmare? I thought it was an
ideal!

TucHMAN: This ideal will
sometimes lead to a disregard for
values that a particular culture
holds dear. Tam not saying that
people who engage in science do
not have any understanding of
ethics so that they need people
from outside who can consider
such issues. But any group will

sometimes lose perspective if it
functions in isolation. The kind
of knowledge the scientific and
medical communities are produc-
ing is so powerful that it is alter-
ing all of our lives all the time at
every moment, and I am not cer-
tain that we should leave it up to
scientists and medical researchers
alone to determine what is
good and what is bad. We
as a society need to be
engaging in a dia-
logue. I am too
much a realist to
think that we could
ever stop certain
avenues of research,
so the most I could
hope for is that they
are being discussed.
MCCARTHY: I
could not agree more.
We need to break down
the disciplinary boundaries
and apprise one another of the
distinctive parameters of the dis-
cipline. Without those parame-
ters, no discipline. Obviously, we
cannot do without the disci-
plines. I could talk in terms of
convergent and divergent forces.
Thomas Kuhn uses those terms
in his notion of a paradigm
change. The convergent forces are
those which are disciplinarily fo-
cused. The divergent ones would
be those which would take the at-
tention off the task at hand and
force the researcher, whether in
the humanities or in the sciences,
to look at a related field and say:
“Well, what impact might my
project have in another area.”
TucHMAN: I would want to
argue here that ethics should be
part of the scientific enterprise.
MCCARTHY: T agree with you.
But on the other hand I am also
firmly convinced that any
thought which is capable of being
formulated will be formulated.
And if it is capable of being for-
mulated and thought privately
for oneself, we are also “commu-
nication bound.” As social crea-
tures, we are driven to share those
thoughts with others. Once you
have thought a thought, there is
no way you can police it or cen-

sor it. It is going to come out.

TucHMAN: No, but you can
perhaps, if there is enough discus-
sion, develop a consensus that
this is something on which we do
not want to act.

MCCARTHY: You have re-
minded me of the dilemma faced
by Robert Oppenheimer in the

development of the atomic
bomb as thematized by
the Swiss writer,
Friedrick Durren-
matt, in his black
comedy The
Physicists.  The
chief protagonist,
Johann Wilhelm
Mobius, feigns
insanity to pre-
vent his theory of
field unity from be-
coming public
knowledge. If it got into
the wrong hands, the con-
sequences could be deadly. How-
ever, he was a scientist, an atomic
physicist, and he continued to
work in his cell. He thought only
for himself, but his manuscripts
were spirited outside and he was
no longer in control. “All these
years,” he said, “I have tried to
protect the world from the abuse
of this knowledge, but at the
same time | could not stop from
developing my ideas.” There
seems to be some genetic coding
in us, something that forces us to
dare to toy with ideas, to dare to
expand those parameters just to
see where they will lead, and we
cannort always anticipate whether
the outcome is going to be good
or bad. If we take a perspective
which is far removed from that of
the human race, what happens to
the human race is of little con-
cern within the cosmic percep-
tion,

LETTERS: There is a difference
between the two of you of which
[ am sure you are well aware.
John, you are willing to use scien-
tific terminology and the prod-
ucts of science itself in
metaphorical terms to help you
with your theoretical work and
your understanding of the world.
Whereas, Arleen, you do not

seem to do that at all. You also
seem to be slightly suspicious of
it. Is this merely an aesthetic, styl-
istic difference?

TucHMAN: This is one of the
things about which I am curious
to learn in the course of the year.
[ do not know whether it is be-
cause of my training in the sci-
ences or because of my
upbringing, but I do not tend to
use a lot of metaphors when I
speak, at least not consciously.
John does. I often do not know
how metaphorically he is speak-
ing and how literally. My sense is
that what he says functions more
on the level of metaphor and
then I just think we have a differ-
ence in style. I am actually in-
trigued to move around in that
space. If he is speaking more liter-
ally in these moments, then we
will get into more disagreements
about this, because, for instance,
[ am uncomfortable with claims
that somehow we can explain our
creativity through our genetic
code. But I do not think that is
what he means. I also keep think-
ing, “I do not need to do any-
thing with John, the scientists
willl”

MCCARTHY: Yes, | know. | am
looking forward to that. I was not
aware that I was using metaphors.
[ thought I was talking about
things.

TUCHMAN: | was actually sur-
prised when you first said suspi-
cion, but I may indeed be
suspicious. This was apparent
when we were constructing the
project and we had a similar dis-
cussion about whether there was
a two way street between science
and culture or not. My sense is
that John accepts the power of
the scientific paradigm more than
[ do. I do not think thart there is
any difference between us in how
much we admire the knowledge
that science is producing. Some-
times I think that John’s fascina-
tion with science translates into a
willingness to give it an explana-
tory power on broader questions
than [ am willing to give it.

McCARTHY: What I am hop-
ing is that my obvious bias which
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is predetermined by my own pro-
fession and what I do on a daily
basis will be corrected toward the
middle. That means that maybe
some of the metaphorical lan-
guage, some of the fuzzy thinking
which is endemic in this kind of
endeavor will be corrected. But
on the other hand, “fuzzy think-
ing” is what goes on in every cre-
ative individual; it is part and
parcel of the aesthetic in the hu-
manities. So I am looking forward
to this chance and opportunity
for a correction of the imbalance.

I do not mean to privilege the
stance and the attitude of the nat-
ural sciences. They give us a dif-
ferent perspective, but it is a
perspective on the same questions
which concern humanists deep
down beneath the surface. We are
all looking at the same thing, and
it is a question of identity, as you
said before. “Who am 1?7 “What
am | doing here?” “Where am |
going?” We no longer have the
comfort of a telos which has been
passed onto us. God has disap-
peared. Maybe she died, right? As
Nietzsche mused. We no longer
have this light to follow and we
are sort of groping in the dark,
and any theory or any hypothesis
is valid until it is proven to be in-
appropriate within a given con-
text. Meaning that maybe given
the appropriate context, even the
wildest of hypotheses might be
appropriate.

LETTERS: Are you taking sci-
ence as roughly well-situated
within an accepted and unques-
tionable metaphysical enterprise?

MCCARTHY: Yes.

TuCHMAN: So you do have
this idea that with science, it is
possible to figure it out once and
for all.

MCCARTHY: Isn’t that what
the human genome project is all
about?

TucHMAN: That is what some
believe it is all about.

McCARTHY: Well, OK. This
is what the particle physicist be-
lieves it is all about.

TUCHMAN: Yes, but you are
accepting it! As critics of the sci-
entific enterprise we are supposed

to point out the questionability
of that belief.

McCCARTHY: That belief is a
function of what scientists do.
They examine and they dissect
and they try to understand. It is
entirely logical and appropriate
for them to act that way. We can-
not just simply go off in all direc-
tions at once, we have got to
study the needlepoint.

TUCHMAN: I agree with you.
But I wonder about your claim
that this reductionist path will
lead inevitably to a point where
we will have “figured it out.”

MCCARTHY: I am not that
convinced that even if we were
able to decode the genetic codes
so that we can recut it the way we
want to that we would in fact be
entirely successful on a more
global plane. The global perspec-
tive is something we are always
paying lip service to, and indeed
we need to try to keep the big
picture. Nevertheless, all our en-
deavors are in the small realm, in
the very restricted and limited
area, because we can police that
and we can measure progress and
movement.

TUuCHMAN: You and I differ
here as well. T agree with you
about the global, but I disagree
with you about the small. Every
time a question is answered, a
thousand others are raised. I have
never seen the development of
science as ever leading to the
point where something has been
figured out. It is constantly
changing.

McCCARTHY: That is why
finding the top quark does not
constitute an end.

TucHMAN: It is the begin-
ning.

MCCARTHY: It is the begin-
ning of something else, though
we do not know of what it is the
beginning. We do not know be-
cause it is unpredictable.

TUuCHMAN: When I look at
the search for the top quark, what
is interesting to me is why at a
particular time, in a particular
place and context do people be-
lieve that finding the top quark
would answer an important set of

questions. 1 distance myself from
the knowledge, though at the
same time I am fascinated by it. |
distance myself from the particu-
lar knowledge and what it might
be saying about how the real
world is structured. I do want to
know what they are finding out.
There is a part of me that is as
much a materialist as you are, but
I tend much more toward a social
constructionist position than you
do.

McCArTHY: 1 will accept
that. T am motivated by a search
for philosophical unity or whole-
ness, a theory of everything.

TUCHMAN: You are looking
for some kind of truth, with a
capital “T’, but I do not know
what it means to tell the truth
here. It depends what is meant by
“truth.” When I say that there is a
material world that sets con-
straints, | do not mean that it
dictates one possible answer. We
are constantly changing what we
are asking of nature. For example,
in genetics when one starts talk-
ing about the central dogma
where information travels in only
one direction, from the gene out
into the cell, there is a lot riding
on that interpretation. The cen-
tral dogma regards DNA as an
autonomous structure, uninflu-
enced by its environment. This
picture dominated genetics for
decades and is consistent with
ideas of biological determinism.
Yet as early as the 1950s, Barbara
McClintock argued for a different
picture of DNA. She viewed
DNA in a dynamic relationship
with the environment. Yet her
work was ignored until recently.
What fascinates me is how this
dynamic picture of DNA raises
interesting questions about the
divisions we make between biol-
ogy and environment, or nature
and nurture. I would imagine it is
the same with the physical world.
Sure there is some kind of truth
about the discovery of the struc-
ture of DNA and how it repli-
cates itself, but the way scientists
interpret these processes is much
more than a self-evident descrip-
tion of natural events.

McCCARTHY: If we are in fact
products of nature in our biologi-
cal and mental make-up, if we are
willing to grant that the informa-
tion flow or knowledge flow is
not just from the sciences to the
humanities and social sciences,
but also the other way around,
then it seems to me logical to ex-
pect that it is not just we human
beings who are making demands
of nature, but in a very real man-
ner nature is also making de-
mands of us. Nature is provoking
us to respond to natural phenom-
ena, to our physical environment,
and to notions of what the good
life is to be. And I see therefore a
dialogue between human con-
sciousness and physical reality,
and that is what motivates me. |
am not sure | would be very
happy with consensus. [ am not
expecting the Fellows’ seminar to
reach a consensus. 1 do not care if
we all agree upon the actual exis-
tence of material reality or not.
What I am hoping for is a con-
sciousness raising. That I will
know a lot more about modernity
in Spanish literature, and a heck
of a lot more about molecular bi-
ology than I did at the beginning.
And that enhancement of the
knowledge and the perspective
hopefully will impact upon what
I am thinking about and what I
am trying to do.

LETTERS: Do you have the
same kind of hope?

TucHMAN: I would have to
say yes and no. I do not want a
lot of consensus because that
would be sterile. T also do not
want there to be such fundamen-
tal disagreement about the basic
assumptions about who we are in
the world that it becomes impos-
sible to talk to each other. So, |
hope that there is enough consen-
sus that we can have a very stimu-
lating discussion about our
disagreements.

MCCARTHY: Arleen and 1
have agreed to disagree.
TucHMAN: We

choice, do we!

have no
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The National Conversation
Remarks by Sheldon Hackney

Chairman, National Endowment for the Humanities

On March 30, 1994, the Robert
Penn Warren Center for the Hu-
manities hosted a visit by Sheldon
Hackney, Chairman of the Na-
tional Endowment of the Humani-
ties and Vanderbilt University
Alumnus, Class of 1955. Dr.
Hackney participated in a seminar
at the Center for the Humanities.
He also gave a public address re-
garding his new initiative at the
N.E.H., the “National Conversa-
tion.” Following are the remarks he
delivered ro members of the Van-
derbilt community.

77 hy does it matter who
we think we are, either
: individually or collec-
tively? What difference does it
make what image of America is
shared by its citizens? The idea of
America, though always more
rooted in aspiration than reality,
has pulled this experiment on
democracy forward from the first
toward its dream of “liberty and
justice for all.” That dream, the
same one Martin Luther King, Jr.
spoke so eloquently about at the
Lincoln Memorial during the
march on Washington in 1963,
has powered one of the noble sto-
ries of America, the story of the
expansion of the promise of
American life to embrace increas-
ing proportions of its citizens.
The idea is tutor to the act.
Archibald MacLeish, in an es-
say published in 1949 as a warn-
ing against the mounting hysteria
of anti-Communism, wrote, “the
soul of a people is the image it
cherishes of itself; the aspect in
which it sees itself against its past;
the attributes to which its future
conduct must respond. To de-
stroy that image is to destroy, in a
very real sense, the identity of the
nation, for to destroy the image is
to destroy the means by which
the nation recognizes what it is
and what it has to do. But the
image a people holds of itself is
created not by words alone or
myths but by its actions. Unless
the actions are appropriate to the
image, the image is blurred. If the
actions deny the image, the image

is destroyed. . . . A people who
have been real to themselves be-
cause they were for something
cannot continue to be real to
themselves when they find they
are merely against something.”
The question I raise today is
not so much about actions that
are inconsistent with our image
of ourselves as about what we are
going to be for now that we don’t
have the “evil empire” to be
against? Do we have a clear and
an adequate image of ourselves in
the post—cold war world, given all
the threats to political stability
and human welfare both foreign
and domestic, given the danger-
ous fragmentation of a world in
which the closeness imposed by
modern communications and the
global economy has reemphasized
the differences within the human
family? What is the United States

going to be for in the 21st cen-
tury? What picture of an ideal
America is going to inform our
struggles with current problems?
What notion of shared commit-
ments, mutual obligations, civic
virtues, will help us come to-
gether to solve common prob-
lems?

Writing in the New York Times
(March 27, 1994), Henry Louis
Gates, Jr. of Harvard University
put the challenge of Minister
Louis Farrakhan and his hate-
mongering disciple, Khalid Abdul
Muhammad, in perspective by
quoting Rabbi Yaacov Perrin’s eu-
logy for Dr. Baruch Goldstein,
the man who massacred worship-
ping Palestinian Muslims in He-
bron: “One million Arabs are not
worth a Jewish fingernail.”

Burt we have heard this voice
before, Gates writes. “It is the

voice of messianic hatred. We
hear it from the Balkans to the
Bantustans; we hear it from
Hezbollah and from Kach. We
hear it in the streets of Benson-
hurst. And of course, we hear it
from some who profess to be ad-
dressing the misery of black
America.”

Professor Gates goes on to con-
nect these and other examples of
murderous utopianism to the
weaknesses of liberalism and ro
less lethal forms of what he calls
identity politics.

“There has been much talk
about the politics of identity,”
Gates writes, “a politics that has a
collective identity at its core. One
is to assert oneself in the political
arena as a woman, a homosexual,
a Jew, a person of color.... The
politics of identity starts with the
assertion of a collective allegiance.
It says: this is who we are, make
room for us, accommodate our
special needs, confer recognition
upon what is distinctive about us.
It is about the priority of differ-
ence, and while it is not, by icself,
undesirable, it is—by itself—dan-
gerously inadequate.”

Glancing around our nation
now does not give one much reas-
surance. Not only does Khalid
Abdul Muhammad of the Nation
of Islam travel from campus to
campus spewing bigotry and leav-
ing divisive squabbles in his
wake, but a few weeks ago the
National Conference of Chris-
tians and Jews released the results
of a survey of race relations com-
missioned by them and done by
Lou Harris. The results revealed,
perhaps unsurprisingly, chat
among Anglo-Americans, African
Americans, Asian Americans, and
Hispanic Americans, disturbingly
high percentages of each group
held negative stercotypes of each
of the other groups. So much for
the myth of “the new majority,”
the idea that people of color are
united against Euro-Americans.
No wonder the village square
these days is full of sound and
fury.

As effective as the politics of
difference have been in bringing
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previously excluded groups into
the mainstream of American life
(one might, in fact, say because
the politics of difference have
been so effective in giving for-
merly silent groups access to the
national public address system),
rancorous debates are increasingly
occupying our attention. Take for
example the angry debates in
state legislatures around bills to
make English the official lan-
guage of the state, an act that is
primarily symbolic and is emo-
tionally resisted for the very same
reason (nineteen states have such
laws; Maryland just turned down
an “official English” bill). The
growing debate over immigration
policy will be no less clamorous.
From South Central Los Angeles
to Crown Heights, from Liber-
tyville to the recent assassination
on the Brooklyn Bridge, tensions
among racial and ethnic groups
in the United States are in volatile
condition.

That this is more than acade-
mic is clear if one recalls the
hand-to-hand combat within
school boards involving such is-
sues as bilingual education and
Afrocentric curricula, the dispute
over the literary canon at the col-
lege level, or the court decisions
seeking to remedy past patterns
of discrimination in voting rights
cases by requiring redistricting or
changes in the form of local gov-
ernment so as to guarantee the
minority community representa-
tion in the legislative body. In
most of these cases, and others
you can probably think of, public
authorities are being asked to
confer some sort of official status
on a particular cultural group.
Large parts of the public sense
that this form of particularism is
a problem in a system based on
universal values of individual
rights. Simply saying that every-
one must respect everyone else’s
ethnic identity therefore does not
solve the problem.

Furthermore, how is one to
embrace cultural equality when
one is aware of so many practices
one does not admire: polygamy,

genital mutilation, the subordina-
tion of women in various other
ways, the rejection of life-saving
science, authoritarian social struc-
tures, ethnocentric and racist be-
liefs, etc. On what occasions and
in what circumstances should the
practices of cultural minorities
give way to the general society’s
rules, regulations, and expecta-
tions? At the same time, how can
an inclusive American identity be
defined so as not to obliterate the
particular cultural identities that
make America’s diversity so en-
riching? These are complex mat-
ters that require careful thought.
America, of course, has always
been diverse and its diversity has
always been problematic, which is
the reason for our motto, “F
Pluribus Unum.” We take pride in
the fact that our nation rests
upon a commitment to individ-
ual equality and democracy rather
than upon ethnicity, but we
worry about cohesion, and we
bounce back and forth along the
continuum between the assimila-
tion implied by the “melting pot”
myth and the persistence of pre-
American cultural identities as-
sumed by the metaphor of the
national quilt or the mosaic.
What is our image of the
America of the 21st century?
What kind of American do we
wish to be? Is America to be-
come, as Arjun Appadurai wor-
ries (Public Culture, Spring,
1993), a collection of exiled
groups whose members have loy-
alties only to their own group or
perhaps to their homeland rather
than to the United States? Are we
to be a nation of exiles rather
than a nation of immigrants?
Should our image be of an undif-
ferentiated America of “melting
pot” individuals without any hy-
phenated identity? Can it be an
America of shared values and
commitments that nonetheless
retains the modulation of cultural
differences, an America in which
we are all American and some-
thing else? Can we define what
Henry Louis Gates calls “human-
ism,” which starts not with a par-

ticular identity “but with the ca-
pacity to identify with. It asks
what we have in common with
others, while acknowledging the
diversity among ourselves. It is
about the promise of shared hu-
manity.”

Can we identify those values
and commitments we need to
share if we are to be a successful
society? Is a belief in the Consti-
tution and our political system
enough to hold us together with-
out violent friction between
members of different groups? To
what extent can any inclusive na-
tional identity enlist our loyalties
if it does not squarely face the is-
sue of social justice? If equal op-
portunity is to be part of the
American ideal, shouldn’t we talk
about the extent to which it does
not exist and how to bridge the
gap between ideal and reality?

There is not one of our consid-
erable number of social ills that
would not be considerably im-
proved if each of us felt a sense of
responsibility for the whole. I was
in Savannah, Georgia not long
ago visiting some N.E.H. funded
projects and I learned about an
oral history project that is re-
claiming the past of a residential
community called Cuyler-
Brownsville. One of the people
interviewed remembered his
childhood in that neighborhood.
His memory was that it was the
kind of place where “everybody’s
momma could whip everybody’s
kid.” I can’t think of a better defi-
nition of community or of civic
virtue than that. Everybody looks
out for everyone else, feels re-
sponsible for everyone else. It
would be utopian to aspire to the
same level of community spirit
on a national level, of course, but
some analogous sense of identifi-
cation with the whole is needed.

Two things are required if each
of us is to be willing to subordi-
nate our individual self-interests
on occasion to the good of the
whole: we must feel a part of the
whole, and we must see in that
whole some moral purpose that is
greater than the individual. Our

problem is our inadequate aware-
ness of what might be called the
sacred order that underlies the so-
cial order and is the source of le-
gitimate authority in the social
order.

At an carlier deﬁning moment
in the nation’s history, on the eve
of the outbreak of the Civil War,
Abraham Lincoln, speaking be-
tween his election and his inau-
guration, in Philadelphia in
Independence Hall where the
Declaration of Independence and
the Constitution had been
drafted, found the meaning of
America in its mission of being
the exemplar for the world of the
ideals of human freedom and
equality set forth in those great
documents. On that occasion,
Lincoln said, “I have often in-
quired of myself, what great prin-
ciple or idea it was that kept this
[Union] so long together. It was
not the mere matter of the sepa-
ration of the colonies from the
mother land; but hope to the
world for all future time. It was
that which gave promise that in
due time the weights should be
lifted from the shoulders of all
men, and that all should have an
equal chance.” It was not only
about slavery but about slavery as
a violation of the principles of
democracy and the sanctity of the
Union because with the Union
rested the world’s hope for
democracy.

The Civil War thus became a
test of whether democracy, with
its promise of liberty and equal-
ity, could survive, whether the
last best hope on earth could en-
dure. Returning to this theme
two and a half brutal years later at
the dedication of the military
cemetery in Gcttysburg, Lincoln
declared that defending the
Union was worth the sacrifices
exacted by that terrible struggle
because the sacrifices made possi-
ble “a new birth of freedom.”

The challenge of our time is to
revitalize our civic life in order to
realize a new birth of freedom.
All of our people—Ieft, right and
center—have a responsibility to
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examine and discuss what unites
us as a country, about what we
share as common American val-
ues in a nation comprised of so
many divergent groups and be-
liefs. For too long, we have let
what divides us capture the head-
lines and sound bites, polarizing
us rather than bringing us to-
gether.

The conversation that I envi-
sion will not be easy. Cornel
West, for instance, writes that
“confused citizens now oscillate
between tragic resignation and
vigorous attempts to hold at bay
their feelings of impotence and
powerlessness. Public life seems
barren and vacuous. And gallant
efforts to reconstruct public-
mindedness in a Balkanized soci-
ety of proliferating identities and
constituencies seem farfetched, if
not futile. Even the very art of
public conversation—the pre-
cious activity of communicating
with fellow citizens in a spirit of
mutual respect and civility—ap-
pears to fade amid the backdrop
of name-calling and finger-point-
ing in flat sound-bites.”

Despite the difficulties, the
conversation must proceed. The
objectives are too important to
abandon. What I envision is a na-
tional conversation open to all
Americans, a conversation in

which all voices need to be heard
and in which we must struggle se-
riously to define the meaning of
American pluralism. It is a con-
versation that is desperately
needed, and the National Endow-
ment for the Humanities is in the
process of encouraging that con-
versation through a special pro-
gram of grants, through a film
intended for national broadcast
on television but which will also
be repackaged for use in the na-
tion’s classrooms, through the on-
going activities of the state
humanities councils, and through
creative partnerships with organi-
zations throughout the country
that can help to stimulate and fa-
cilitate the discussion among citi-
zens from all walks of life.

This will be a risky enterprise,
because the N.E.H. comes only
with questions, not answers. The
outcome is therefore unpre-
dictable, contingent as it is on the
course of the discussion and on
what we learn from each other as
we talk.

However large the challenge, 1
believe we must reconstruct pub-
lic-mindedness in  America.
Without a sense of shared values,
individuals are not willing to sub-
ordinate personal self-interest to
the common good. Our first step
out of the moral nihilism of our

public and private lives is to de-
fine our common identity and to
find in it a moral purpose that is
worthy of our loyalty.

Fortunately, there is some evi-
dence of the continuing power of
the idea of America that has
moved generations of our people
to sacrifice in order to build a
better life not just for themselves
and people like themselves but
for others, that has called forth
the best in Americans in national
crises, that has enlarged our sense
of ourselves so that we more
nearly approximate the universal
ideals set forth in our founding
documents. When the American
Jewish Committee wanted to
rally public support against the
sort of intolerance preached by
the Nation of Islam, it called
upon familiar rhetoric that reveals
a particular conception of Amer-
ica and its civic values.

“We are Americans, whose di-
versity of faith, ethnicity and race
unites us in a common campaign
against bigotry,” (read the copy of
the advertisement that ran in the
New York Times [February 28,
1994] over an impressive and di-
verse array of signed leaders).

“We are Americans, who know
the rights and dignity of all of us
are jeopardized when those of any
of us are challenged.

“We are Americans, who reject
the ugly slanders of the hatemon-
gers seeking to lift up some
Americans by reviling others.

“We are Americans, born or
drawn to this land, children of
immigrants, refugees, natives, and
slaves, whose work together hon-
ors the history of the civil rights
struggle and makes it live, for all
Americans.

“In recent weeks, leaders of the
Nation of Islam have gained wide
attention for their verbal attacks
on whites, women, Jews,
Catholics, Arabs, gays, and
African Americans who criticize
their persistently divisive message.

“We, the undersigned, believe
the best response we can give to
those who teach hate is to join our
voices, as we have so often joined
forces, in a better message—of
faith in each other, of shared devo-
tion to America’s highest ideals of
freedom and equality.

““We must learn to live to-
gether as brothers,” the Reverend
Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. said,
‘or we will all perish together as
fools. That is the challenge of the
hour.

“Together we strive to meet
that challenge. For with all our
differences, we are indeed united,
as Americans.”
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MICHAEL D. BESS, Assistant
Professor of History, is interested
in theoretical issues raised by
nonlinear (“chaos”) dynamics,
and in the long-term ethical im-
plications of scientific research in
artificial intelligence and generic
engineering,. Professor Bess is cur-
rently working on his second
book, “The Changing Face of
Progress: Nature, Technology,
and the Popular Imagination in
Postwar France,” a study of the
extensive shifts in perceptions of
technological progress, and of the
human place within nature,
among the French population
since 1945.

JEFFERY J. FRANKS, Professor
of Psychology, works chiefly in
cognitive psychology. He is inter-
ested in questions suggested by
radical changes in the context and
nature of psychological inquiry in
the last twenty-five years,
especially in the development of
cognitive and neurosciences. Pro-
fessor Franks is the author of nu-
merous articles in his field.

PETER J. HAAS, Associate Pro-
fessor of Religious Studies and
Jewish Literature and Thought, is
the author of Morality After
Auschwitz: The Radical Challenge
of the Nazi Ethic, an examination
of how a complete and coherent
moral discourse of genocide
could be constructed on the basis
of a larger scientific discourse.
Professor Haas is interested in ar-
ticulating the interconnections of
scientific and moral discourse.

RiCHARD E. HAGLUND, JR.,
Professor of Physics, brings two
major projects to the program:
the pursuit of the relationship be-
tween the scientific program of
nonlinear dynamics (i.e. chaos
theory) and the question of the
freedom of the will; and an inter-
est in the differences and connec-
tions between the scientist’s
technical ability and issues in lit-
erature, history, and politics. Pro-
fessor Haglund’s publications
concern nonlinear interactions of
laser light with low-dimensional
systems.

1994/95 Humanities Center Fellows

Standing, left to right: Richard I Haglund, Jr., Gisela Mosig, Jeffery ]. Franks,
Cathy Login Jrade, Arleen M. Tuchman, and Michael D. Bess. Kneeling: Barbara
M. Kinach, Mark L. Schoenfield, John A. McCarthy. Not pictured: Peter . Haas,

Arkady Plotnitsky, and Efstratios Prassidis.

CATHY LOGIN JRADE, Associ-
ate Professor of Spanish and Por-
tuguese, is the author of Ruben
Dario and the Romantic Search for
Unity: The Modernist Recourse to
Esoteric Tradition. Her research
focuses on the relationship be-
tween the arrival of modernity in
Spanish America toward the end
of the 19th century and the liter-
ary production that has followed.
She is working on the alternative
world views and epistemologies
offered by literature in response
to the dominant belief system of
the modern world.

BARBARA M. KINACH, Assis-
tant Professor of Mathematics
Education, focuses on the philo-
sophical study of education. Au-
thor of Toward a Model of Teacher
Preparation: Reform and Curricu-
lum Theory Perspectives on Teach-
ers’” Subject-Matter Knowledge,
Professor Kinach will be engaged
in the interdisciplinary explo-
ration of the formation of knowl-
edge in the classroom and its
curricula.

JOoHN A. MCCARTHY, Spence
and Rebecca Webb Wilson Fel-

low, Professor of German, is cur-
rently working on his book “The
Good of Chaos: On Science, Evil,
and Creativity,” a study of the in-
terrelationship between philoso-
phy and literature from Spinoza
to Nietzsche and from Goethe to
Grass with special attention paid
to the parallels between modern
chaos research and the creative
process of value formation. Pro-
fessor McCarthy will co-direct
the Fellows” seminar.

GISELA MOSIG, Professor of
Molecular Biology, is currently
studying the genetics of control
of DNA replication. Her studies
demonstrate the resilience of bio-
logical systems in responding to
different situations by using back-
up mechanisms if the primary
mechanism fails. The author of
numerous articles in genetics,
Professor Mosig was recently
clected to the American Academy
of Microbiology.

ARKADY PLOTNITSKY,
William S. Vaughn Visiting Fel-
low, Assistant Professor of Eng-
lish, University of Pennsylvania.
Professor Plotnitsky is the first

William S. Vaughn Visiting Fel-
low to the Center. He is currently
working on a study concerning
the role of women in the develop-
ment of the natural sciences,
mathematics, and in the human
and social sciences during the
past century. Professor Plotnitsky
is the author of Complimentarity:
Anti-Epistemology After Bohr and
Derrida.

EFSTRATIOS PRASSIDIS, Assis-
tant Professor of Mathematics, is
mainly interested in topology, the
branch of mathematics that stud-
ies properties of spaces that re-
main invariable under continuous
transformations. Professor Pras-
sidis will examine the relation be-
tween the development  of
mathematical ideas and changes
in social structures.

MARK L. SCHOENFIELD, As-
sistant Professor of English, is in-
terested in the dissemination and
normalization of various social,
political, and aesthetic ideas in
the periodic press of the romantic
period. In the seminar, he will fo-
cus on the ideological force of sci-
ence and the rise of a rhetoric of
science. In particular, he is inter-
ested in the effect of the popular
discussion of matters for which
inadequate evidence and theoreti-
cal frameworks exist (e.g., the sci-
entific structure of racial
differentiation) on the structure
of knowledge.

ARLEEN M. TUCHMAN,
Jacque Voegeli Fellow, Associate
Professor of History, is most re-
cently the author of Science,
Medicine, and the State in Ger-
many: The Case of Baden, 1815-
1871.  Professor  Tuchman
specializes in the history of medi-
cine, particularly in 19th-century
Germany. She is currently work-
ing on a book, “Gender and Sci-
entific Medicine at a Crossroad:
The Life and Times of Marie
Elizabeth Zakrzewska (1829-
1902).” Professor Tuchman will
co-direct the Fellows’ seminar.
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