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Q-ftm twelve vears of teaching in a the-

ological sc hm)l I had heard more than
[ wanted to hear about how bad things are. There
was, both colleagues and students m.sl.slod, no sense
ol community anvmore. cither in the corporate life
of the school or in America at large. The sense of
common existenee had lost its (()n|unn§,, touch over
space and had been severely contracted in time.
Americans, they said, had neither a sense of con-
tinuity and tradition nor a vision of the future,
\lmn(lr)mng the l.ugv dimensions of social and
political life. there is nothing left but to fall back
upon tiny redoubts of pn\dt(! affiliations.
Theological schools, T was to discover, are still as
sheltered [rom the world as Luther claimed the
monasteries were in his time. Only after leaving to
teach in o secular university have 1 had to face the
full impact of America’s loss of community. My for-
mer colleagues and  students at least (()mpl.nn(‘d
about the .1l)s('nc~ of community and thought them-
selves the poorer for it. As 1 now surveyv the larger
canvas. T do not detect this element of regret; one
senses, rather, an aceeptance of life without wider
(_()mmunll_\—\\h itever the consequences.

Seven or cight of us in the Rice student center one
steamv day lmm( d a discussion group spun off from
my “Fithics of the Life Cyele” course. Our assign-
ment was the moral dimensions of the word “respon-
sibility.”

The Attica prison revolt was fresh on our minds,
and T asked whether, as members of American so-
cietv. we should consider ourselves in any way “re-
sp(msll)lc for the riot and subsequent loss of life.

“Of course,” came the quick response: One is ac-
countable for anvthing he can do something about.
While we can do more about owselves and those

Jasmus Sereens is David Rice Professor of Fthics at Rice
University, Houston, Texas.

34

closest to us, there is still conceivably something we
can do about prison wlonn—tln()u(rh the clectoral
process, for example, now that mght('cn vear-olds
can vote.

What about tragedies not so recent? “Do you fecl
any responsibility: for genocide in Nazi (,onnanv“‘
Most felt none. A ]o\wsh student expressed p.lssu)n-
ate concern that we not let such things happen again,
but even this expression of responsibility was limited
to what we can do .s()melhm(r about. No voung per-
son living today need, by any stretch of u)nscwnw
feel himself re spolml)l(‘ for past injustices.

“Do vou feel any wsp(msllnht\ for slaverv or the
failures of Reconstruction?” A unanimous no (the one
black in the course belonged to another discussion
group), then the pale addendum: “Of course, we
should do something about racial injustice today.”

Todav’s injustice has no rootage in vesterday, and
vesterday has no kinship with us. T ar L,uvd for a larg-
er view of responsibility that assumes more com-
monality with both the victims and the perpetrators
of the past. Responsibility may go bevond what we
have the power to change; it mlg_,ht have to do with
a common condition. '\% a reasonably conerete syin-
hol of all this I cited the American h(nt(lg_,(- itself, a
heritage binding us to each other and in responsibilty
to the rest of mankind.

What the students did not find incomprehensible
in such an argument scemed to them somewhat of-
fensive.

“What do vou mean by America, anyway?” asked
a bright premedical student. “I share vour concern
for injustice, but what is this * e ople’ you're talking
about? You scem to think of \m('l 1c1 as an entity
of some kind, as a 1_,()111{_, concern.”” His eyes nar-
rowed inquisitorially. “Do you®?”

“Well, gee, 1 suppose 1 do.”

“Man, that shows the g_,vn(*mllou gap. [ can’t even
lnm;_,me what this thmtr is you re tnmg_, to describe,
‘being a good American.””



“But what docs ‘community’ mean to vou?

“It means my {riends.”

“You said vou opposed injustice. . . .

“What docs that have to do with saluting®”

This was the Thursday 1:00 pan. group, a collee-
tion of functionalists, dspmnﬂ to be doctors, en-
gineers and L,u)l()msts I brought up the question
\\lth the 7:00 p.m. group, a snm]lm parcel of non-
pragmatist night people. They agreed with the fune-
tionalists. You certainly aren't l(wponwhlc for some-
one clse’s past. And vou aren’t going to find much, if
anvthing, at the socictal or nah()nal l('\'el to call com-
mumity. Whatever carlier generations believed about
it. this ousia or lu/postus'w of “Americanness” now
belonged to the category of superstition and priest-
craft.

“What is community, then?” T asked.

“I's us right here on Thursday night.”

Thev mem d a clags party, an expedition to a
Greek taverna oun the ship channel. What if most
members of the class itsell. those in the other dis-
cussion groups, didn’t want to sp('nd the money?
“Serew the class—well go without them!”

At semester’s end thv group fell apart,

”

In Jean Anouilh’s play The Traveler With-
out Luggage, the veteran Gaston is a
shell-shocked amnesiac. When he is presented with
the evidence of who he really was, of how cruel he
had been in his carly life, he prefers to renounce it,
to denv that he is _]d(qu(s Renaud. He tells Valen-
tine, the sister-in-law who remains in love with him,
why he is not coming back:

1 am in the act of refusing myv past and its pmson.w(*
myvsell included. 1’(1ll.|ps vou are my family, my
]m('.s. my true hl.slm_\. Yes, l)ul - | wlus(' VOu.

To do that. Valentine argues. would be foolish. It
would make one a moral monster. “No one can re-
fuse his past. No one can refuse himself.” But Gas-
ton replies:

I am no doubt the onlv man, it is true, to whom des-

tiny will have given the possibility of accomplishing

this dream of everyvone. I am a man and I can be, if 1

want, as new as a child! Not to take advant: 1ge of such
an opportimity would be eriminal. | refuse \()ll

This generation of American vouth, like Gaston,
has an unusual chance, almost l)\ wayv of a deus ex
machina, to u](c an lllld(((l)(dl)l(‘ \m(nc.m pd.st. It
can, at least for a while, sit it out, for, unlike carlier
generations, it has few bills to pav. Not to take ad-
vantage of such an opportunity would be criminal.

For some students the notion ol America as com-
munity i worse than unsatisfying or meaningless,
it is immoral. A voung North Dakotan writes l() me
from Toronto, where he is pul\»mm> graduate studics.
Before that he had been in Europe. In all, he has
been away from the US. for five years and is relue-
tant to return. America is not worth it. And yet, he
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cannot quite get the American experience out of his
svstem, he cannot qmtv \(.L‘(‘])l thv argument that it
is somebody clse’s dirty past we are talking about.
Maybe he still wr mls he said in his letter, to find
some decent way “to admit to being an American.”
But how can we, he asked. even if we think well of
the American h(*nta!’(', possibly “recover a heritage
virtnally destroved during the 60’s?” Can the tradi-
tion be reclaimed from ns reeent leaders, or resceued
from its captivity to world domination?

The pml)lcm T believe, extends far bevond the
students. Among the good, gray regulars of the so-
ciety there is a serious contraction of what it means
to be an American. When p.\ln()tlsm has become a
weapon of riot control, it can no longer be a way of
realizing what we have in common. The u-trulms
100, ]m\ ¢ their enclaves of lesser, more priv at(' con-
munity. The ks still exclude l)l.l( ks. When Southern
B.lpusts gathered in the Astrodome, astronaut James
B. Irwin was hailed as the fivst Baptist “to walk the
Moon’s mountains and vallevs, relving on God and
the pravers of his church back in Houston,” accord-
ing to a report i the Houston Chronicle. Tn Hlouston
one can purchase. for $493, a set of Swiss '\Ius‘ic al
Door Chimes that plavs “The Eyves of Texas.” (Also
available in the * \gmv War H\nm Y In America
todayv it is often casier to llnnk of onesell as a San
Franciscan, or an lowan. or a black, or a nco-Con-
federate, or an 1BM man, or a women’s liberationist,
or a superpatriot. To be simply an American is too
complicated.

erhaps it is true that, during the decade

P()f the sixties.  America (rXp(‘riUnCUd a

drastic, if not latal. loss of the notion of community.

[tis aloss characterized by refnsing a heritage some-

how gone wrong. ‘The result is a l.\llm(r lm(l\ upon

snmllu (n(laws for a redefinition ()1 \\]ml we mean

by community, even by “societv.” We wish hence-

forth to fulfill our ol)lumlmns without rumming them

through the used-up h\ postasis of the entity called
America.

For some the loss is the beginning ol the end.
Others call for a new regime to 1()\(:11)1\ redeploy the
hardheaded values of the past. Still others see it as
the prelude to revolation. | think that neither de-
[eatism nor reaction nor revolution can explain what
is happening or mayv happen. A more useful insight is
provided l)\ m\lh()l()(r\ and specifically by th(' ar-
chaic notion, muul\ um\usdl among ancient peoples.
of the rites of nuimlmn or pul)mt\ nk‘

Such rites, which aim to introduce the initiate to
“the whole body of the tribe’s nwlh()l();_,i(-al and cul-
tural traditions,” ordinarily beg 5,111 with an act of rup-
ture. The child or adolescent is separated from his
mother, sometimes biutallv, The initiate is ent off
from his past; he must die to it if he is to emerge in
anew identity.

The rite is not focused only on the initiates; the
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whole tribe is involved. Although the ceremony
marks the entrance of the adoleseent into the adult
world, there is, for the tribe itself, a movement in the
reverse direction: from the present to its own larg(‘r
rebirth, for, as Mircea Eliade has written in Rites
and Sz/mlmls' of Initiation, “through the repetition,
the reactualization, of the tl.x(h(u)nal rites, the entire
commnunity is re gene rated.” Thus the tnho returns Lo
its l)vL,nnnnlrs in the same rite within which the in-
itiate leaves his beginnings to assume a new role.

“Imitintion lics .ll the core of any genuine human
life.” says Eliade. We all go tln()ulﬂh eveles of cerisis,
suffering, loss of identity, deaths and rebirths of
meaning,  However .1t1s|\ml_, one’s life mayv have
heen, sllll we are likely at times to be aware of our
f.ll]lll(‘h, and to take the view that we have missed
what we had set out to do, or betraved the best that
was in us. “In such moments of total crisis, only one
hope seems to offer any issuc—the hope of beg ginuing
life over again. This means, in short, that the man
undergoing such a crisis dreams ()l new, regenerated
lite, fully realized and significant.”

¢ niav aceept the evidence of the de-
-» V cline of American community without
viewing it as the prelude to apoc alvpse. America
nay l)(- under (r()mg_, a deep- running rite of initiation.
It 15 2 movement in both dnv(.ll()ns America is an
adolescent (r(nmnuml\ ready to die to its recent Past
so it may enter, at least a little more fully, the adult
world of nations. And vet, as voung as America is,
it is also a morally w: asted nation al’ mid- -passage; it
must return o its l)(:gunnngs to (.‘.\p(?n(ncu i re-
birth of its constduting purpose.

I am svmpathetic with those who think America
needs a revolution, but Ameriea, I suspeet, will never
have another p()llllc.ll revolution. \lth(nu’h com-
numity, in the sense of common fidelity, may seem

dead ]usl now. other structural bonds remain strong,”

the bonds of national business, federal power .md
middle-class property-holding, for examples. We need
a moral revolution, to be sure. but the v av to get it
is by a change of identity, not by sl(nnnng_, the bar-
ricades at lhv Pentagon or ( M

The current ideologics of revolution do contain
mvths appropriate to rebirth. The blacks’ struggle
p(nnls dircetly to one of the fundamental American
myths that ()u«rhl to be, and perhaps is. in process of
rebirth: the shug(rl(' against despotism. The upris-
ings of students and women, the agitation of the poor
for political power—all these ww)lutmn ry currents
signify p()t('ntml resurgence for the meaning of com-
munity in America. There is an ironic interaction be-
tween death and life, fragmentation and community.

In carlv American hl.slm_\ the main issue between
the colonists and Great Britain was not at first the
struggle for independence. The issue was the rights
of Linglishmen to govern themselves. ‘xl()ng5 with the
political revolution, these Englishmen in America ex-

perienced a fundamental rite of initiation. The right
of sclf-governance was won, but the winners had to
give up the very identity (“Englishmen”) that had
occasioned the idea of self-g -governance in the first
place. Now they were self-governing, thanks to a re-
volution, and Americans, thanks to a rite of passage.

The most painful initiation in American history to
date was the Civil War. Old notions of who was an
American had to be slain, and new ones (imper foct-
Iv) born. After that rupture and rebirth, the country
took on new roles that persisted down through the
1960’s; America as technological hero in victorious
struggle with nature, and Uncle Sam as globally
pmssdnl

It is perhaps too carly to predict a rebirth of
America into a more appl()pndto less  one-sided
identity. Still, there are stirrings, faint traces of new
themes and of old themes in new combinations.
Among the more instructive of the cham’lns_, themes
is the d( ath and rebirth of the hero in America.

he hero we all knew, and mavbe loved,

has  disappeared  in America.  Lewis

Lapham has inquired into the mindsct of contem-

porary Hollvwood movie-makers and laments, among
other llnm_,s the suppression of heroic figures:

The most suceessful movies of the past smnmer, both
at the box office and with the New York critics, have
to do with rats, Iust, greed, and iuseets. In each in-
stance the evil in quoslum triumphs over the rickety
moral defenses of the few characters who even bother
to raise tentative questions of conscience. A cock-
roach cun be a hero. and a woman is nearly always
a whore [*What Movies Try to Scll Us,” II(npm’s
November, 1971]. .

Lapham suggests that heroes are still possible but
that film- m.ll\cns have chosen, for questionable rea
sons, not to portray them. The new films, he savs,
are crass appeals to the under-thirty dudwmv For
commercial reasons they cynically p‘mdvl ‘to the
worst suspicions of the adolescent mind.” Lapham

alls for the reappearance of the hero: “A modest
hero. certainly, marred by flaws of character, but a
figure who might at least suggest occasional aspira-
tions.”

But what if the hero is reallv dead? |Perhaps the
film-makers are simply 1('chhn(r the fact, and can
be criticized only for not l)nn;_,m;., the hero back a
a museun picce. The absence of the hero is n()t.lbl(‘
in other arcas of American life as well. Where s
vesterday’s great-souled, morally robust professional
football ])ld\ er? Shouldered aside by plavers turned
pld\l)()\s muckrakers and businessmen. In the com-
ics, the 1pl(un of industry, another incarnation of
the hero in America, has for vears been reduced to
parody (General Bu]]moow) or the palpably archaic
(Daddy Warbucks).

[ do not, however, think the hero in America has



died; it is, rather, that the heroic identity is under-
going massive change. And for good rcasons, {or
heroes are one-sided, thev exist to lead the people
through a period of crisis or transition.

For three gene rations the American hero has been
aggressive, masculine and egoistic—a nearly cosmic
gladiator figurce. He conquers something, or every-
tth, mtuw the business world, Hlﬂc the other
team, space. America needed that kind ol hero, ap-
parently, to realize its identity (and promise) as an
industrial nation. :

But no one is more ont of date than vesterdav’s
hero, especially when a new crisis oceurs. America’s
crisis today is not that of establishing technological
or political hegemony. It is a crisis “of interdey 'pen-
dence, of h\nw together. It is a crisis of the cities, of
the rights of minoritics. of the emergence of new na-
tions, of coexistence with other S'uporpo\\'( IS,

This is not a crisis for Horatio Alger’s kind of man.
\We do not need Conunodore Vanderbilt or Theodore
Roosevelt or ]()lm Wavne, or even JFK standing up
to the Russians in West Berlin, 1f courage was the

ardinal virtue of the last heroic age in America,
care will be that of the next. This is not to sav cour-
age need go out of stvle; Martin Luther King, one
of the like l\ forerunmers of the new hero figure, not
only preached a L,osp(l of care but demonstrated the
courage of caring. The hero who cares will be marked
also by fidelity, hunnht\, and a passion for justice.

Surns both great and small, of impending change
are all ah(mt us. Long hair on males represents a
return to the sexual .md .mtln()pol()g,l al center: a
less harsh. one-sided masculinity is now called for.
For some time now, bovs and men have been able,
without embarrassment or real threat to their mas-
cnlinity, to leamn to play the piano and cook and keep
house. even to wear “outside wallets.” I that is a
softer masculinity, it is also a more balanced repre-
sentation of the lnnnan

The Women's Liberation Movement represents a
similar trend toward the center. Women are rightly
asking for the end of an era in which they served
as maids for gladiators. In an age when caring may
bhe more m\pmhml than gladiating. women will r¢-
cover roles at the eenter of the action.

The old hero must die.

he loss of a sense of larger commumity

in America, then, is real, and it is pzlin-
ful and it leaves us poorer—but perhaps only for a
time. In primitive life, Tovalty to the tribe was strong
and uninterrupted because there were no options,
there was nowhere else to go. Myths that led to con-
fidence in the tribe’s gods and its destiny drew al-
legiance not as the l)( st choices but as the funda-
mental structure of reality to which there were no
alternatives. The twenticth century can restore that
kind of national community onlv in such aberrations
as Nazism. To the extent that patriotism in America
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has sometimes echoed this tribal consciousness, we
can welecome an era of lesser allegiance.

No face-to-face community can be healthy, how-
cver, if it feels no pull from a wider context. For
their own survival, Americans sooner or later must
risk again the leap of commitment outward, from
pm.lt(- lovalties to the national community and, be-
vond that, to a renewed moral investment, however
nsk\ in thv C()nnnumt\ of nations.

Of first importance in this movement is salvaging
the American mvth of the rights of man. The story of
human rights must be retold, this time by those who
have seen bevond the death throes of its previous
tellings. The Declaration of Independence needs to
be worked over by a new generation of artists and
storvtellers. Because its first beneficiaries were mostly
of British stock. the nascent American mvth had to
be wrenched from the ethnocentricity of its origins
and established as a saving myvth for all of us. But
the first solution, left stmdnur until very recently,
was to open the myth to anvone who became an
honorary WASP. Todayv we experience a more thor-
ough \\unchmﬂ historic renovations have removed
Protestant th()u"ht control and the King James Bible
from the c].mr(‘)mns have opened the L.()()(l schools
to all. and have begun to bring Catholics, blacks and
women into the national imperium on their own
terms.

One effect is 2 more \ml)]v “centeredness”™ in the
spirit of minority groups—the recent renaseence of
cthnicity, for example. In a longer view, this need
not be seen as a reversal but as a potential resuming
of the telos of our heritage. The American myth of
the rights of man, though it may have been born of a
local cl aim about the “rights of Englishmen,” has
undergone the lmnsh)nnnw power of the rite of in-
11mhon and now \mdm\\ntv a deeper freedom—the
freedom to live out the distinetive texture of one’s
own share of the heritage, be that testure Afro-
American.  Anglo-Saxon, “Franco- Catholic, overall-
freak or Wall Street-gray. But self-expression, the
American experience tells us, does imply interdepen-
dence. Just as there can be no statehood without fed-
cralism, so there can be no meaningful newer com-
munities without a renewal of the ties of union.

Half of alienation is believing nothing can be
done. Half of restoration is taking up the symbols
that will let us believe better of ()lns(l\(-\ The new
American myth, leading to a reborn, if more modest,
love of country, will find a wav to tell us again that
we are better off when “we mullm“\ ple dm- to cach
other our lives, our fortunes, and our muud honor.”
It is not an casy myth in an age when national com-
munity scems ‘dead or dvi ing. But we must begin
with Jefferson, who wrote (thls in a letter to his wife
dated March 28, 1787): “It is a part of the American
character to consider nothing as desperate; ... we
are obliged to invent and exeente; to find means
within oursclves.”



