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The earliest bronze age, dated around 3500 is for us shrouded in an antiquity that is all but impenetrable. Yet, if we were to take as our standard for the mortal span the biblical three score and ten, the bronze age began considerably less than a hundred lifetimes ago, and all that we moderns call history has occurred since. We are separated from the time of Jesus by thirty lifetimes, from the first formation of the modern state by seven, from the American Revolution by little more than three. Humans are not fruit flies; mutations are impossible to detect in the handfuls of generations between then and now. The wonder is that particularist sentiments and yearnings have been as quiescent as they have been during the few centuries in the lives of Western states. Existence as a member of a prenational community, at least from the perspective of those who share the nostalgia for it, was sweet: secure, unambiguous, free of risk, steeped in the familiar. Everywhere we look we see ourselves. The faces of our neighbors mirror our own, thereby rendering any search for an individual identity superfluous if not ridiculous. I had been born at least a hundred times before, had died as many times, what had been, is, and what is now, will be, forever. Never mind the realities. There is no more unreliable witness than nostalgia. In the course of its development, so the story goes, the nation-state ruthlessly swept away such primary relationships, destroyed the true basis of community, set sibling against sibling and the devil take the hindmost. The predictable outcome, and the modern intellectual had the precise term for it, was alienation. Released from the warm security of cottage and commons, the once contented soul was now doomed to wander the earth as a stranger to all others, even to itself. As the life of the individual becomes more and more abstract, the measure of control one exerts over one’s own destiny wanes, identity itself becomes fragile, one feels rootless, at home nowhere. Alexis de Tocqueville thought he perceived this symptom at large in American life well over a century ago. Driven or enticed from the land, the erstwhile peasant or freeholder enters a world so remote from corporeal experience as to be almost unrecognizable. Men and women are now given tools to work with that bear no comfortable connection to the external human body. Hammers and pliers, scales and calipers are obvious extensions of our physical equipment. Hammers are our pounding fists, pliers our grasping fingers, scales our hefting hands, calipers the span of thumb and forefinger. If the computer has an analogue in the human body, it is one that is not visible— synapse, neural net, or cortex—one that we have never seen and hope never to see. The introduction of money into trade, especially paper money, was an enormous abstract leap. What then do we make of abstractions for money itself, checks and drafts, plastic credit cards, wages deposited to our accounts electronically? How certain are we that twenty generations of peasants have successfully and, more important, definitively, made the leap into abstraction? The voice of nostalgia can be as alluring as the sirens’ song. Yet there is another side to it, to some the more persuasive side. The organization of the modern nationstate has released incredible quanta of energy from its members and placed much of it at their disposal. The process by which that has been accomplished is properly that of alienation. The energies released by making particular existence an anachronism, by directing erstwhile parochial passions to more secular projects, and by subduing particular cultures to a national superculture have been enormous. One of the chief instruments in this process of alienation, an instrument not originally or even consciously designed for the purpose, has been migration. The modern internal migrations of European peoples, mostly northward, both east and west, were sometimes invasions, sometimes flights, at other times responses to the invitations of governments short of labor or capital or skilled management. Special benefits were often conferred upon migrants and their families, in the form of tax incentives or exemption from military conscription for their children. More dramatic by far was the external migration of the nineteenth century, when in the space of three generations, between the Congress of Vienna and the outbreak of the First World War, more than fifty million Europeans left their homelands for residence in North, Central, and South America; Africa; Australia; and New Zealand. It marked the greatest migration in recorded history. And the migration continues from the four corners of the earth. Most immigrants to the new nations lived exemplary alienated lives. Many changed their names, their style of dress, their religious affiliations: they learned new languages, new trades, and new living arrangements. The benefits accruing to the host nations were staggering. Migrations spurred the accumulation of capital, the ingenuity of entrepreneurs, and the skills of labor, all of which enhanced the power of the nation. If there is anything at all in what I have been saying so far, there arises an intriguing, and possibly tragic, paradox: the more individual alienation, the more power generated for the state; the more state power, the more rootlessness. People grow weary of trying to cope in a world that seems ever wider and more chaotic. They feel distanced from both the political institutions and the markets that control their destiny, without special regard for their own travails and felt needs. The resulting experience of powerlessness finds expression in political apathy, social irresponsibility, and rage. In this circumstance it is hardly surprising that more of us should seek security in either flight from responsibility altogether, or an effort to reassert control in associations of the like-minded: in religion, in culture, in ethnicity, in race. Where once it was the family that was thought the refuge from the wounds of modern industrial society, a haven in a heartless world, now it is the single-identity collective, however abstact in itself, that strikes many as the bearer of the ethos of community against alienation, cooperation against ruthless competitiveness, friendship against mere aggregation. ‘‘Are you lonesome tonight?’’ Who isn’t. Another factor: The events of the sixties, which gave an enormous boost to the search for single-identity associations, from social or ethnic to gender-oriented, revealed the fragility of established institutions, for the most part a well-kept secret in the history of the nation-state. Trumpets were blown, walls came tumbling down. Possibilities undreamt of for generations now seemed to open up. The impending deconstruction of the state in an age of deconstruction came as such a shock, especially to those busily tapping, tapping at the foundations, that nobody seemed to know what to do next. Two American presidents were brought down, and in 1968 political power lay in the streets of Paris apparently at the disposal of the daring. No one had a plan. The sixties, as was everything else, were late in arriving in the closed societies of Eastern Europe. There the fragility of existing arrangements (which, from the outside, seemed unshakable), once revealed, created a domino effect—the only time in my judgment the domino theory has made any sense. As might be expected, the domino theorists of the West were all taken by surprise. How is it that shared reactions to questions of state legitimacy can surface in such a short period of time in societies remote from one another, with diverse histories, cultures, economies, and religions? Historians used to attribute such upheavals to the spirit of an age, and to talk about them the way epidemiologists talk about the spread of disease. In the latter case, it is the human constitution that is at risk, in the former the body politic as it is represented in the nation-state. Today the agents of contamination are the mass media, particularly television. The burning question obviously is the prospect for democracy in the new single-identity states, or those that will soon be such by suppressing the accursed Other, murdering him, or driving him beyond the borders. In terms familiar to movie buffs, democracy has a way of reading better than it plays. In reality, democracy is an inconvenient system of organization, encompassing as it does plurality, diversity of opinion, protection for the rights and interests of minorities. There is something else at work as well: the misleading example of our own revolutionary experience. America had presented to the world a case study in what appears the necessary relationship of self-determination to democracy. Following a long war for independence a liberal democratic entity emerged as the United States. Simplistic interpretations of what had happened began simultaneously with that event, in the Declaration of Independence and the writings and orations of the leading actors, later reinforced by doctrines of self-determination confidently fostered by American presidents. But there appears no necessary relationship between self-determination and the prospects for democracy. Especially when there emerge single-identity states inhospitable to difference and unwilling to exhibit the patience and forbearance demanded for the maintenance of mechanisms that safeguard human rights. One people, one language, one culture, one religion—who needs democracy? Particularly when new and pressing considerations of political economy and national defense seem so urgent. It is at just such a time that mediating influences are at a premium, from international confederations for certain purposes to internal constitutional guarantees. The eruption of enmities long suppressed, accompanied by cries for vengeance, are horrifying to all who value common decency, let alone democracy. A dozen years ago Vaclav Havel, poet, playwright, political martyr, then astonishingly president of Czechoslovakia, wrote these mournful words about his recently liberated nation (note how his opening passage resembles that toward the beginning of Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s Social Contract): We are witness to a bizarre state of affairs: society has freed itself, but in some ways it behaves worse than when it was in chains. Criminality has grown rapidly, and the familiar sewage that in times of historical reversal always wells up from the nether regions of the collective psyche has overflowed into the mass media, especially the gutter press. But there are other, more serious and dangerous symptoms: hatred among nationalities, suspicion, racism, even signs of fascism; vicious demagogy, intrigue, and deliberate lying; politicking, an unrestrained, unheeding struggle for purely particular interests, a hunger for power, unadulterated ambition, fanaticism of every imaginable kind; new and unprecedented varieties of robbery, the rise of different mafias; the general lack of tolerance, understanding, taste, moderation, reason. And, of course, there is a new attraction to ideologies, as if Marxism had left behind it a great, unsettling void that had to be filled at any cost. In the terms I have been using, that ‘‘great, unsettling void’’ is the anxiety produced by alienation. Give us new masters, take back the accursed freedom we had only yesterday dreamed of; we can’t stand the uncertainty of multiplying choices. We were led to believe that democracy would be heaven; instead we find the chill of isolated, autonomous identities, of a lack of direction and directives; we were not meant for such chaos but for serenity and like-mindedness; we wanna go home. President Havel entitled his lamentation ‘‘Paradise Lost.’’ Paradise lost? Havel could not possibly be referring to the desultory state of Czechoslovakia under the recently deposed Communists. Paradise lost: the opportunity to erect in its place a beautiful model of democracy, serene, loving, singleminded? I don’t think so. By the paradise that was lost Havel means, at least I hope he does, and his prescriptions later on in the essay seem to bear this out, the relinquishment, however reluctantly, of the dream of such a state. Consider the indictment: increased criminality; editorial ambition; rivalry; politicking; the agitation for particular interests; hunger for power; lack of taste, moderation, and reason. From the time of Plato to the present these have been seen as the constant unrestrained companions of political freedom. We are forever linking the words law and order, but however paradoxical it may sound, where there exists in reality the rule of law, order has rarely been the outcome. Social and political order—that is, quiescence—is more to be expected in authoritarian and totalitarian states than in democracies. Release us from an oppressive order, and we are capable of all sorts of extravagances. Life in a free society has always borne the anxiety of risk. It is some of the other ills to which Havel refers—hatred among ethnic groups, racism, fanaticism, suspicion, intrigue, and lack of tolerance and understanding—that are always and everywhere the foes of democracy. Recent reports from Moscow, Warsaw, and Budapest confirm Havel’s observations. In our, quite understandable, joy at the collapse of tyrannies in Europe, we perhaps ought not expect that those who only yesterday burst their chains will exult in their newfound freedom. The void left by the collapse of Marxism may be so horrifying to contemplate as to lead its former subjects to seek substitutes for wholeness in associations based on ethnicity, religion, or a common exclusive culture. And in certain cases, those associations will be coexistent with the state itself. In such an eventuality, the lengthy, excruciating process of wider nation building might be doomed to repeat itself. Remembering its cost, perhaps the least we can do in the circumstance is to offer compassion and to counsel patience. Bolstering the delusions of others about the functions democracy was never designed to perform, and never could perform, might give us the selfsatisfied feeling of I told you so, but delusions have a way of being unmasked sooner or later by reality. Then disillusion comes in their train, followed by intense rage and yet another search for scapegoats. Liberal democracy is no cure for alienation; it is an acceptance of a world in which our most cherished fantasies will most likely never be realized. Democracy does have its own rewards, but foremost among them is not an end to alienation. Perhaps there is a practical joke buried beneath all this posturing about one culture, one religion, one people, and it just might be a joke in favor of democracy. Once the institutions designed to suppress and control differences begin to languish, for the very reason that there appear no differences any longer to suppress and control, the single-identity advocates might discover, one hopes to their eventual delight, just how many differences, on practically everything, actually do exist even among an otherwise homogenous population. After all, no one with a serious claim on the attention of one’s fellows throughout the history of political thought has ever suggested that we mortals are by nature creatures who harbor exactly the same dreams and expectations. Some have celebrated the differences, more have condemned them. Still, it is safe to say that where freedom is, differences persist. To discover this for oneself can come as a shock, true. But some shocks are bracing to the spirit, and can breathe new life into an otherwise dull and predictable existence.
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