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begins on mass-produced “Levittowns.” Jackie Robin-
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CHRISTOPHER BIGSBY

Introduction:
What, then, is the American?

Every year, on March 22, Riverside, lowa, celebrates an event that has not
yet happened and never will. It is the place and date designated for the birth
of Captain James Tiberius Kirk, Captain of the Star Ship Enterprise.
America has so successfully colonized the future that it has mastered the
art of prospective nostalgia. Its natural tense is the future perfect. It looks
forward to a time when something will have happened. It is a place, too,
where fact and fiction, myth and reality dance a curious gavotte. It is a
society born out of its own imaginings.

There are those who believe they can remember alternative past lives. The
science fiction writer Philip K. Dick claimed to remember a different present
life. In his case it may have had something to do with amphetamines, but in
fact we do inhabit different and parallel presents. The 1920s constituted the
jazz age, except for those who tapped their feet to different rhythms. The
1960s were about drugs and rock and roll, except for the majority for
whom they were not. Thoreau once wrote of his wriggling his toes in the
mud of Walden Pond in search of the rock beneath. The search for a secure
foundation is understandable but cannot always be satisfied. Nineteenth-
century American writers dealt in symbols for a reason. Unlike the meta-
phor, the symbol suggested a field of meaning, an ambiguity which in the
end perhaps could more truthfully capture a world in flux, desperate for
clear definitions yet aware that in stasis lay a denial of, rather than a route
to, meaning in a society wedded to the idea of possibility, always coming
into being and never fixed.

Herman Melville’s Moby Dick begins in a curious way. A late consump-
tive usher to a grammar school offers an etymology and a sub-sub librarian
supplies a series of abstracts which together identify what is described as a
“veritable gospel cetology,” a seemingly comprehensive account of whales,
their types, weight, size, reproductive habits. Detail after detail is offered
as if thereby to reveal an undeniable truth. It is a mock taxonomy or, as
Melville suggests, “a glancing bird’s eye view.” For what follows is a novel
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with the ultimate in floating signifiers, the great white whale that is Moby
Dick, a screen onto which the characters project their own meanings in a
novel in which identity is problematic. Even the narrator coyly refuses to
define who he might be, offering instead a name which identifies him with
an ancestor of twelve tribes but a name which also means “outcast.” “Call

S

me Ishmael,” he suggests, as if mocking the desire for a true self and this in a
novel about the wish to pin down, harpoon a singular meaning." Here is
Melville’s allegory for the similar desire to stabilize America, identify what
it might be and thereby define its citizens.

James Fenimore Cooper, another chonicler of an emerging country,
created a protagonist who at one moment was the prosaic Natty Bumppo,
then Long Rife, Leatherstocking, Hawkeye. Only the British soldiers in
those novels, which track back near to the beginning of the American
experience, were manifestly who they seemed. The American was legion.
At the same time Nathaniel Hawthorne was creating his own fable of an
ambiguous identity in The Scarlet Letter, in which the letter A, inscribed on
the breast of Hester Prynne, offered as a definition by those intent to insist
upon a singular meaning, is transformed by experience, this being the
gift offered by a culture in which transformation is the essence. Call me
Chillingworth, says her cold-hearted husband, implying that a name is no
more than a convenience, as she suggests to her fearful lover that he could
change his name and so liberate himself from his own past, liberation from
the past being a national imperative.

At one moment America was to be self-evident fact; at another its virtue
lay in its resolute refusal of definition. For Henry Steal Commager, writing
in 1950, “Over a period of two and a half centuries, marked by such
adventures as few other people had known, Americans had created an
American character and formulated an American philosophy.” However,
“that character all but eludes description and that philosophy definition”
even if “both were unmistakable.”*

This was the existential space where existence preceded essence and yet
essence was in a curious way assumed. No one knew what America would
become and yet everyone assumed they knew it for what it was. America
new Eden, undefined, yet one whose parameters were known because
delineated in myth. It was simultaneously what it was and what it would
become. It was the future and the past in the same moment.

To travel west was to travel back in time toward a primitive encounter with
nature and to travel forward into a new land of possibility. The writers knew
early that the essence of the country lay in a resistance to definition, hence
their preference for symbols rather than metaphor. It was a kaleidoscope of

[¥]
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shifting possibilities. At the same time the root meaning of the word
“symbol” is “thrown together”, so that there is the potential for this
centripetal urge to terraform a country, improvise it into being, and
improvisation has always been an American virtue and necessity. The
ache to be clear about national identity and destiny was clear in enco-
miums to what did not in truth yet exist but along with this went a
perception that this was a culture endlessly wedded to becoming, that
being its special gift to the world, charged with a kinetic energy you
could feel from across the oceans of the world but which could never
discharge completely or it would lose its force.

In 2004, Bruce Springsteen, in explaining his reluctant decision to involve
himself in that year’s presidential election, remarked that in the aftermath of
o/11 “I felt the country’s unity.” He could not, though, “remember anything
quite like it.” Nor did the feeling last. The election, he suggested, was
essentially about “who we are, what we stand for,” though what that
“who” and “what™ might be was clearly no more evident to him than to
those who had sung America a century and a half before, a Walt Whitman,
say, who celebrated heterogeneity in what was offered as a national epic in
which the narrative voice was an I that contained multitudes. “Why is it,”
Springsteen asked,

that the wealthiest nation in the world finds it so hard to keep its promise and
faith with its weakest citizens? Why do we continue to find it so difficult to see
beyond the veil of race? How do we conduct ourselves during difficult times
without killing the things we hold dear? Why does the fulfilment of our
promise as a people always seem to be just within grasp yet for ever out of
reach?

He may have been “Born in the USA” but the question remained, what is
this thing, the USA?* That question has echoed down the corridors of
American consciousness.

At 8.46 a.m. on September 11, 2001, a Boeing 767 American Airlines
plane flying from Boston to Los Angeles, carrying eighty-one passengers and
eleven crew, crashed into the North Tower of the World Trade Center in
Manhattan. Seventeen minutes later, another 767, a United Airlines flight
carrying fifty-six passengers and nine crew, also en route from Boston to Los
Angeles, crashed into the South Tower. At 10.05 the South Tower collapsed,
followed, twenty-three minutes later, by the North. In just one hour and
forty-two minutes, 2,752 people died.

Those who had begun their day with a hurried kiss of farewell, thinking
of no more than what they must do and their destinations, found this to be
their last day on earth, never knowing why this should be so or that this



