A Different Mirror

RoNALD T. TAKAKI

had flown from San Francisco to Norfolk and wasnly identified one of the islands as “Cipango”

riding in a taxi to my hotel to attend a conferengdapan). In the wake of the admiral, many peoples
on multiculturalism. Hundreds of educators fromould come toAmerica from diferent shores, not
across the country were meeting to discuss the neatly From Europe but alséfrica andAsia. One of
for greater cultural diversity in the curriculum. Mythem would be my grandfathéy mental wander
driver and | chatted about the weather and theg across terrain and time ended abruptly as we
tourists. The sky was cloudyand Virginia Beach arrived at my destination. | said good-bye to my
was twenty minutes awaylhe rearview mirror driver and went into the hotel, carrying a vivid
reflected a white man in his forties. “How long haveeminder of why | was attending this conference.

ou been in this country?” he asked. “All my life,” . . o
?/replied wincing. ! wasyborn in the Unitecﬂaﬁ)és." Questions like the one my taxi driver asked me

: re always jarring, but I can understand why he
With a strong southern draw, he remarked. I w asouId not see me @snerican. He had a narrow but
wondering because your English is excellent! idelv shared £ 1h ; historv that h
Then, as | had many times before, | explained: “Wy' cly shared sense of e past—a nistory tat has

: ewedAmerican as European in ancestiiRace,”
grandfather came here from Japan in the 1880s. . . . :
family has been here, imerica, for over a hun Eldgnl Morrison explained, has functioned as a

dred years.” He glanced at me in the mirro metaphor” necessary to the “construction of

Somehow | did not look “American” to him; mytitm?&\crﬁgﬂﬁ;z”: rllr;;hgegr? %té?i?]g;%irvr\]/ﬂ?gqal iden
eyes and complexion looked foreign. Y '

But America has been racially diverse since
our very beginning on th¥irginia shore, and this
iﬁ)ality is increasingly becoming visible and ubiqui

Suddenlywe both became uncomfortably eon
scious of a racial divide separating As.awkward
silence turned my gaze from the mirror to the pa s
ing landscape, the shore where the English and %
Powhatan Indians first encountered each other
highway was on land that Sivalter Raleigh had
renamed “Vfginia” in honor of Elizabeth I, the
Virgin Queen. In the English cultural appropriatio
of America, the indigenous peoples themselv
would become outsiders in their native land, Here, This emeging demographic diversity has
at the eastern edge of the continent, | mused, wased fundamental questions abAaterica’s ider
the site of the beginning of multiculturAmerica. tity and culture. In 1990Time published a cover
Jamestown, the English settlement founded in 16@Tory on “Americas Changing Colors.” “Someday
was nearby: the first twen#fricans were brought soon,” the magazine announced, “whit@ericans
here a year before the Pilgrims arrived at Plymouthll become a minority group.” How soon? By
Rock. Several hundred mites fstiore was 2056, mostAmericans will trace their descent to
Bermuda, the “Bermoothes” wher&Villiam “Africa, Asia, the Hispanic world, the Pacific
Shakespearg’ Prospero had landed and met tHslands, Arabia—almost anywhere but white
native Caliban iThe BmpestEarlier another voy Europe.”This dramatic change in our natisréth
ager had made &ktlantic crossing and unexpectednic composition is altering the way we think about
ly bumped into some islands to the sodthinking ourselves. “The deeper significance Arherica’s
he had reachefisia, Christopher Columbus mistak becoming a majority nonwhite society is what it

. Currentlyone-third of thémerican people do
trace their origins to Europe; in California,
minorities are last becoming a majorityhey
already predominate in major cities across the coun
try—New York, Chicago, Atlanta, Detroit,
gﬂladelphia, San Francisco, and lfogyeles.
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2 A Different Mimror

means to the national psyche, to individuaks\se while 37 percent were black. Of the fifty-eight peo
of themselves and their nation—their idea of whatpte who died in the riot, more than a third were
is to beAmerican.”..? Hispanic, and about 40 percent of the businesses

What is fueling the debate over our nationgestroyed were Hispanic-owned. Most of the other

identity and the content of our curriculum i

Americas intensifying racial crisisThe alarming .

signs and symptoms seem to be everywhere—@g the riot: two thousand Korean-owned business

killing of Vincent Chin in Detroit, the black boycoti were damaged or demolished, totaling about
t

: 400 million in lossesThere is evidence indicating
of a Korean grocery store in Flatbush, the hyste by were tageted. “After all.” explained a black

in Boston over the Carolt@art murderthe battle : . >
between white sportsmen and Indians over trib%?er;rgsrg?;nsbgrwe didnt burn our communityust

fishing rights inWisconsin, the Jewish-black clash
es in Brooklyns Crown Heights, the black-Hispanic  “I don’t feel like I'm in America anymore,”
competition for jobs and educational resources $aid Denisse Bustamente as she watched the police
Dallas, whichNewsweeklescribed as “a conflict of protecting the firefighters. “I feel like 1 am far
the have-nots,” and th@illie Horton campaign away” Indeed, Americans have been witnessing
commercials, which widened the divide betweegthnic strife erupting around the world—the rise of
the suburbs and the inner citigs. neo-Nazism and the murder ©firks in Germany
This reality of racial tension rudely wokethed ltjjlgly(‘j‘ethlnlchclegn&ng” n Bolsnla, tr:je t_erélble_
America like a fire bell in the night oApril 29, and bloody clashes between Muslims and Hindus in
1992. Immediately after four Lo&ngeles police India. Is the S|tuat_|on here tbfent,_we ha\_/e been
officers were found not guilty of brutality agains{.lerVOUSIy wondering, or do ethnic conflicts else

. . where represent a prologue famerica?What is
Rodney King, rage exploded in L&sgeles. Race
relatiorils reagchega nel\[/)v naduring thge nightmar the nature of malevolence? Is there a deep, perhaps

ish rampage, scores of people were killed, over t gmt?]rg'%ll[hn;id If;Jr egtrr?#g 'd?r]rgﬁysigo'[e:s'snbﬁ]strf%?
thousand injured, twelve thousand arrested, a,é)(éwerica’? Bljt answelrs pr:Javel beF()en Ilimited
America. The rioting and the murderous melee o egs"ﬂ” sgugrficiélesdessxviPoar]F)sero?rrlgceizl :r\]/; Oeen
the streets resembled the fighting in Beirut and t |smsyandpthe current urbpan malaldat is Iackg
West Bank.The thousands of fires burning out of ~".7 ~ ~ . )

control and the dark smoke filling the skies broug glilr? htl)setor;gzlrec(gntext, consequentlye are left
back images of the burning olil fields of Kuwait dur g bewl '

ing Desert ®rm. Entire sections of Lo&ngeles How did we get to this poindmericans every
looked like a bombed cityls thisAmerica?” many where are anxiously asking/hat does our diversi
shocked viewers asked. “Please, can we get aldpgnean, and where is it leading us? How do we
here,” pleaded Rodney King, calling for calm.Wwork it out in the post-Rodney King era?

all can get along. | mean, we're all stuck here for a
while. Let’s try to work it out.”

hops and stores were Korean-owriEte dreams
f many Korean immigrants went up in smoke-dur

Certainly one crucial way is for our society’
various ethnic groups to develop a greater under
But how should “we” be defined®ho are the standing of each othef~or example, how can
people “stuck here” ilmerica? One of the lessonsAfrican Americans and KoreaAmericans work it
of the LosAngeles explosion is the recognition obut unless they learn about each othewultures,
the fact that we are a multiracial society and thhistories, and also economic situatiod$f?s need
race can no longer be defined in the binary termstofshare knowledge about our ethnic diversity has
white and black. “W” will have to include acquired new importance and has given new
Hispanics andisians.While blacks currently cen urgency to the pursuit for a more accurate histary
St.'tUte .13 percent of the La&ngeles population, While all of Americas many groups cannot be
Hispanics represent 40 percefibe 1990 Census ., areqd [here], the English immigrants and their
revealed that South Central LAsgeles, which was jegcendants require attention, for they possessed
predominantly black in 1965 when tiiéatts rebel jnordinate power to defin@merican culture and
lion occurred, is now 45 percent Hispamianajor  make public policyWhat men like Johk\Vinthrop,
ity of the first 5,438 people arrested were HispaniThomas Jdérson, andAndrew Jackson thought as
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well as did mattered greatly to all of us and was comore come nowoo bad!"This precedent later pro
sequential for everyon@.broad range of groups [isvided a basis for the restriction of European immi
important]: African Americans,Asian Americans, grant groups such as ltalians, Russians, Poles, and
Chicanos, lIrish, Jews, and Indiaighile together GreeksThe Japanese painfully discovered that their
they help to explain general patterns in our socieccomplishments iAmerica did not lead to accept
each has contributed to the making of the Uniteshce, for duringWorld War II, unlike Italian
States. Americans and Germa/Americans, they were

African Americans have been the centra[flaced in internment camp3wo-thirds of them

- g Were citizens by birth. “How could | as a 6-month-
minority _throughout our country hlstory 'I_'hey Id child born in this countr{yasked Congressman
vAvere |I?|t|e;]IIy br?ught her;fo_n a slav_ehshlp '?1 1612 obert Matsui years latetbe declared by my own

ctually, these first twentpfricans might not have : ) :
been slaves; rathdike most of the white laborers Government to be an enemy alierf@iday Asian

they were probably indentured servarise trans Americans represent the fastest-growing ethnic

formation ofAfricans into slaves is the story of thegggg';gg?'a ha?/: ng(l)sno abse“ct(r)]r(]eq?\/ltohdeelfol\jl:itasor(i)tf ,m#gth
“hidden” origins of slaveryHow and when was it Y

ogly for blacks and Chicanos, but also for whites on

decided to institute a system of bonded black labor ; ; A
What happened, while freighted with racial signif?’vfgfﬁéfn%ngm%\ﬁt?ersnéddIe'CIaSS whites experiencing

cance, was actually conditioned by class conflicts
within white society Once established, the “pecu Chicanos represent the daist group among
liar institution” would have consequences for cerhe Hispanic population, which is projected to-out
turies to come. During the nineteenth centdine numberAfrican Americans.They have been in the
political storm over slavery almost destroyed thénited Sates for a long time, initially incorporated
nation. Since the CiviWar and emancipation, raceby the war against Mexicd.he treaty had moved
has continued to be lly defined in relation to the border between the two countries, and the peo
African Americans—segregation, civil rights, theple of “occupied” Mexico suddenly found them
underclass, and fainative action. Constituting the selves “foreigners” in their “native land&s histe
largest minority group in our socigetghey have rianAlbert Camarillo pointed out, the Chicano past
been at the cutting edge of the Civil Rights an integral part oAmericas westward expan
Movement. Indeed, their struggle has been a caion, also known as “manifest destihiput while
stant reminder oAmericas moral vision as a coun the early Chicanos were a colonized people, most of
try committed to the principle of libertyMartin them today have immigrant roots. Many began the
Luther King clearly understood this truth when hiek to EI None in the early twentieth centuis |
wrote from a jail cell: “Vé will reach the goal of had heard a lot about the Unitedatgs,” Jesus
freedom in Birmingham and all over the natiorGGarza recalled, “it was my dream to come here.”
because the goal Aimerica is freedonAbused and “We came to know families from Chihuahua,
scorned though we may be, our destiny is tied @@nora, Jalisco, and Durango,” stated Ernesto
with America’s destiny' Galarza. “Like ourselves, our Mexican neighbors

Asian Americans have been here for over ont?ead come this far moving step by step, working and

. aiting, as if they were feeling their way up a-lad
hundred and fifty years, before many Europeﬁé ” . .
immigrant groups. But as “strangers” coming fro " Nevertheless, the Chicano experience has been

w " ique, for most of them have lived close to their
a “different shore,” they have been stereotyped o :
“heathen.” exotic, and unassimilable. Seeki %meland—a proximity that has helped reinforce

“Gold Mountain,” the Chinese arrived first, an eir language, identifyand cultureThis migration

. . El Norte has continued to the present. Los
what happened to them mf_lu_enced the rece_ptlon'ﬁggeles has more people of Mexicaﬁ origin than
the Japanese, Koreans, F|I|_p|nos, Aisthn Ir_1d|ans any other city in the world, except Mexico City
as well as the Southea&sian refugees like the ’

. . mostly mestizo people of Indian as wellAdsican
Vietnamese and the Hmonghe 1882 Chinese . ; .
ExclusionAct was the first law that prohibited theand Spanish ancestries, Chicanos currently fepre

entry of immigrants on the basis of nationalithe sent the lagest minority group in the Southwest,

Chinese condemned this restriction as racist a‘ﬁ derseoérileeg?have been visibly transforming culture
tyrannical. “They call us ‘Chink,” complained a

Chinese immigrant, cursing the “white demons.” The Irish came here in greater numbers than
“They think we no goodAmerica cuts us &f No most immigrant groupd.heir history has been tied



4 A Different Mirmror

to Americas past from the very beginning. Ireland964 Freedom Summer were Jewishday Jews
represented the earliest English frontier: the-coare considered a highly successful “ethnic” group.
guest of Ireland occurred before the colonization bifow did they make such great socioeconomic
America, and the Irish were the first group that thetrides’?This question is often refrained by neocon
English called “savages.” In this context, the Irisbervative intellectuals like Irving Kristol and
past foreshadowed the Indian future. During thdathan Glazer to read: if Jewish immigrants were
nineteenth centuryhe Irish, like the Chinese, wereable to lift themselves from poverty into the main
victims of British colonialismWhile the Chinese stream through self-help and education without wel
fled from the ravages of the Opiwtars, the Irish fare and dfrmative action, why cam’blacks? But
were pushed from their homeland by “Englistvhat this thinking overlooks is the unique history of
tyranny” Here they became construction workerdewish immigrants, especially the initial advantages
and factory operatives as well as the “maids” of many of them as literate and skilled. Moregvter
America. Representing a Catholic group seeking nainimizes the virulence of racial prejudice rooted in
settle in a fiercely Protestant socigtye Irish immi  American slavery*

grants were tgets ofAmerican nativist hostility . " .
They were also what historian Lawrence J. Indians represent a critical contrast, for theirs

McCafirey called “the pioneers of thamerican oS not an immigrant experiendée \Wampanoags

urban ghetto,” “previewing” experiences that woul ere on the shore as the first English strangers

later be shared by the Italians, Poles, and ot rleveednlcr(;uv;/]?grtswgeutlvc\ilet;i ?ﬁ::llieadnsN:r% Evcgiltaegd'n ot
groups from southern and eastern Europ

Furthermore, they &r contrast to the immigrants. ?IIZ esnrézget?] ;h\/eercogﬁti rgf arr?geidreer:ﬁ;uog;‘s’thbem :rl]so
from Asia. The Irish came about the same time @ y Y 9

: o | society The architect of Indian removal
the Chinese, but they had a distinct advantage: . Cw ;
Naturalization Law of 1790 had reserved citize ésidenfndrew Jackson told Congress: "Our eon

ship for “whites” only Their compatible complex uct toward these people is deeply interesting to the

ion allowed them to assimilate, by blending in,[gatlonal character Frederick JacksonTurner

American societyln making their journey success ::jr;dnetirf?ézog]éhﬁgggzp'gg (c))l]::htlrsagts)fsoermiaglorc]:r\ﬁgi%rllehe
fully into the mainstream, howeyethese immi 9 '

grants from Erin pursued an Irish “ethnic” strategAt first, the European newcomers had to wear

they promoted “lrish” solidarity in order to gair?{.hdlan moccasins and shout the war. ciytile by

political power and also to dominate the skille%ttle’ as they subdued the wilderness, the pioneers

i : came “a new product” that was “American.” But
blue-collar occupations, often at the expense oftngdians have had a @fent view of this entire

Chinese and blacks: process. “The white man,” Lutheté®ding Bear of
Fleeing pogroms and religious persecution ihe Sioux explained, “does not understand the
Russia, the Jews were driven from what Johndian for the reason that he does not understand
Cuddihy described as the “Middiges into the America.” Continuing to be “troubled with primi
Anglo-American world of thegoyim ‘beyond the tive fears,” he has “in his consciousness the perils of
pale.” To them,America represented the Promisethis frontier continent...The man from Europe is
Land. This vision led Jews to struggle not only fostill a foreigner and an alieAnd he still hates the
themselves, but also for other oppressed groupsgn who questioned his path across the continent.”
especially blackdAfter the 1917 EasttSLouis race Indians questioned what Jackson dmgner trum
riot, the Yiddish Forward of New York compared peted as “progress.” For them, the frontier had-a dif
this anti-black violence to a 1903 pogrom in Russiterent “significance”: their history was how the
“Kishinev and $ Louis—the same soil, the sam&Vest was lost. But their story has also been one of
people.” Jews cheered when Jackie Robinson braksistanceAs Vine Deloria declared, “Custer died
into the Brooklyn Dodgers in 1947. “He was adopfor your sins.*2
ed as the surrogate hero by many of us growing up
atthe time,” recalled J“ack Greenperf the NAACP al perspective, we can comparatively analyze their
Legal Defense Fund. “He was the way we saw OWyneriences in order to develop an understanding of
selves triumphing against the forces of bigotry anfleir differences and similarities. Race, we will see,
ignorance.” Jews stood shoulder to shoulder witfas been a social construction that has historically
blacks in the Civil Rights Movement: two-thirds oket apart racial minorities from European immigrant
the white volunteers who went south during thgroups. Contrary to the notions of scholars like

By looking at these groups from a multicuttur
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Nathan Glazer antihomas Sowell, race limerica tamgets of similar complaints: they have been called
has not been the same as ethniditgroad compar “nerds” and told there are “too many” of them on
ative focus also allows us to see how the variedmpust+

experiences of diérent racial and ethnic groups

. Indians were already here, while blacks were
occurred within shared contexts. y ’

forcibly transported tdmerica, and Mexicans were
During the nineteenth centyfpr example, the initially enclosed byAmericas expanding border
Market Revolution employed Irish immigrant laborThe other groups came here as immigrants: for
ers in New England factories as it expanded cottdrem,America represented liminality—a new world
fields worked by enslaved blacks across Indiamhere they could pursue extravagardas and do
lands toward Mexico. Like blacks, the Irish newthings they had thought beyond their capabilities.
comers were stereotyped as “savages,” rifled hike the land itself, they found themselves “betwixt
passions rather than “civilized” virtues such as sednd between all fixed points of classification.” No
control and hard worklhe Irish saw themselves asonger fastened as fiercely to their old countries,
the “slaves” of British oppressors, and during a viditey felt a stirring to become new people in a-soci
to Ireland in the 1840s, Frederick Douglass fouraly still being defined and formée:
that the “wailing notes” of the Irish ballads remind
ed him of the "wild notes” of slave songshe
United Sates annexation of California, while ineor
porating Mexicans, led to trade wifksia and the
migration of “strangers” from Pacific shores. |
1870, Chinese immigrant laborers were transport
to Massachusetts as scabs to break an Irish-im é

These immigrants made bold and dangerous
crossings, pushed by political events and economic
hardships in their homelands and pulled by

merica’s demand for labor as well as by their own
reams for a better life. “By all means let me go to
erica,” a young man in Japan begged his par
ts. He had calculated that in one year as a laborer
re he could save almost a thousand yen—an

tried to oganize a Chinese lodge of the Knights & mount equal to the income of a governor in Japan.

o o i dear Fathet wrote an immigrant Irish girl liv
St. Crispin.After the CivilWar, Mississippi planters . y N :
recruited Chinese immigrants to discipline thid 1N NewYark, “Any man or woman without a

newly freed blacks. During the debate over gll){ea;]rf ;aoésohhr?tiwv?/ﬁfren%t)vﬁgt#:)er%%%?nme?/;?
immigration exclusion bill in 1882, a senator askeg. pienty Y

: . ungered.” In the shtetls of Russia, the crp “T
1 Indla_ns could be located on reservations, why n Ierical” roared like “wildfire.” “America was in
the Chineset®

everybodys mouth,” a Jewish immigrant recalled.
Other instances of our connectedness aboutBlusinessmen talked [about] it over their accounts;
In 1903, Mexican and Japanese farm laborers wémé market women made up their quarrels that they
on strike together in California: their uniorfioérs might discuss it from stall to stall; people who had
had names lik&¥amaguchi and Lizarras, and strikeelatives in the famous land went around reading
meetings were conducted in Japanese and Spartiséir letters.” Similarly for Mexican immigrants
The Mexican strikers declared that they were staratossing the border in the early twentieth centhty
ing in solidarity with their “Japanese brothersNorte became the sfuif overblown hopes. “If only
because the two groups had toiled together in theu could see how nice the Uniteth®s is,” they
fields and were now fighting together for a faisaid, “that is why the Mexicans are crazy about
wage. Speaking in impassion¥aldish during the it.” 16
1909 “uprising of twenty thousand” strikers in New . . A .
York, the charismatic Clara Lemlich compared thﬁ The signs oAmericas ethnic diversity can be

grant strike; in response, the Irish recognized t
need for interethnic working-class solidarity an

. iscerned across the continent—Ellis Islafdgel
abuse of Jewish female garment workers to t§and, Chinatown, Harlem, South Boston, the

experience of blacks: “[The bosses] yell at the gir, ower East Side, places with Spanish names like

and ‘call them downréven worse than | imagine th , . .
Negro slaves were in the South.” During the 192%osAngeles and SaAntonio or Indian names like

elite universities like Harvard worried about th assachusetts and lowa. Much of what is familiar

increasing numbers of Jewish students, and niyf*Mericas cultural landscape actually has ethnic
admissions criteria were instituted to curb theR19ins.The Bing cherry was developed by an early

enrollment. Jewish students were scorned for th&ihinese immigrant namedli Bing. American
studiousness and criticized for their “clannishnesdidians were cultivating corn, tomatoes, and tebac
Recently Asian-American students have been thgo long before the arrival of ColumbuBhe term
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okay was derived from the Choctaw womke survey do a lot of good for Chinese people,” an
meaning “it is so.There is evidence indicating thaimmigrant told an interviewer from t&nford
the nameYankeecame from Indian terms for theUniversity in the 1920s. “Maké&merican people
English—fromeankkein Cherokee andankwisin realize that Chinese people are humans. | think very
Delaware. Jazz and blues as well as rock and fev American people really know anything about
haveAfrican-American originsThe “Forty-Niners” Chinese.” But the remembering is also for the sake
of the Gold Rush learned mining techniques froof the children. “This story is dedicated to the
the MexicansAmerican cowboys acquired herdinglescendants of Lazar and Goldie Glauberman,”
skills from Mexicanvaqueps and adopted their Jewish immigrant Minnie Miller wrote in her adto
range terms—such dariat from la reata lasso biography “My history is bound up in their history
from laza and stampedefrom estampida Songs and the generations that follow should know where
like “God BlessAmerica,” “Easter Parade,” andthey came from to know better who they are.”
“White Christmas” were written by a RussianSimilarly, Tomo Shoji, an elderly Nisei woman,
Jewish immigrant named Israel Baline, more popurged Asian Americans to learn more about their
larly known as Irving Berlirt” roots: “We got such good, fantastic stories to tell.
| our stories are dférent.” Seeking to know how
ey fit into America, many young people have
become listeners; they are eager to learn about the
'hardships and humiliations experienced by their
parents and grandparenidey want to hear their
stories, unwilling to remain ignorant or ashamed of
their identity and past®

Furthermore, many diverse ethnic groups haY
contributed to the building of thmerican econo
my, forming whatwWalt Whitman saluted as “a vast
sumging, hopeful army of workersThey worked in
the Souths cotton fields, New Englargl'textile
mills, Hawaii’s canefields, Nework’s garment fac
tories, Californias orchardsWashingtors salmon

canneries, andrizona’s copper mineslThey built The telling of stories liberates. By writing
the railroad, the great symbolAnerica’s industrt about the people on Mangdré&et, Sandra Cisneros
al triumph.... explained, “the ghost does not ache so muthé

5 place no longer holds her with “both arms. She sets

me free.” Indeed, stories may not be as innocent or
simple as they seem to be. Native-American novel
ist Leslie Marmon Silko cautioned:

... The people in our study have been actors in
history, not merely victims of discrimination and
exploitation.They are entitled to be viewed as sub
jects—as men and women with minds, wills, and They aent just entetainment.
voices.

Moreover our diversity was tied tdmerica
most serious crisis: the Ciwlar was fought over a
racial issue—slavery.

I will tell you something about stories ...

Dont be fooled.

In the telling and etelling
of their stories,

They ceate communities
of memoy.

Indeed, the accounts given by the people in this
study vibrantly re-create moments, capturing the
complexities of human emotions and thoughts.
They also provide the authenticity of experience.
They also re-vision historylt is very natural that After she escaped from slaverifdarriet Jacobs
the history written by the victim,” said a Mexican irwrote in her autobiography: “[My purpose] is not to
1874, “does not altogether chime with the story ¢éll you what | have heard but what | have seen—
the victor” Sometimes they are hesitant to spealind what | have sfdred.” In their sharing of mem
thinking they are only “little people.” “I dohknow ory, the people in this studyfef us an opportunity
why anybody wants to hear my histdran Irish to see ourselves reflected in a mirror called histo
maid said apologetically in 1900. “Nothing every.Z°

inLs
happened to me worth the tellir In his recent study of Spain and the New

But their stories are worthyhrough their sto  World, The Buried Miror, Carlos Fuentes points
ries, the people who have livédnericas history out that mirrors have been found in the tombs of
can help all of us, including my taxi drivamder ancient Mexico, placed there to guide the dead
stand thalAmericans originated from many shoreghrough the underworld. He also tells us about the
and that all of us are entitled to dignitiyhope this legend of Quetzalcoatl, the Plumed Serpent. when
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this god was given a minor by thioltec deity as through a glass darkly? Do the televised images
Tezcatlipoca, he saw a marface in the minor and of racial hatred and violence that riveted us in 1992
realized his own humanityor us, the “mirror” of during the days of rage in Losngeles frame a
history can guide the living and also help us recofyiture of divisive race relations—wha&rthur
nize who we have been and hence aré Distant Schlesinger Jrhas fearfully denounced as the *dis
Mirror, BarbaraW. Tuchman finds “phenomenaluniting of America”? Or willAmericans of diverse
parallels” between the “calamitous fourteenth-ceraces and ethnicities be able to connect themselves
tury” of European society and our own e can, to a lager narrative®hatever happens, we can be
she observes, have “greater fellow-feeling for a disertain that much of our sociesyfuture will be
traught age” as we painfully recognize the “similanfluenced by which “mirror” we choose to see-our
disarray’ “collapsing assumptions,” and “unusuakelves America does not belong to one race or one
discomfort.’2% group ...Americans have been constantly redefin
ing their national identity from the moment of first
ontact on thé&/irginia shore. By sharing their sto
ries, they invite us to see ourselves in dedént
g1irror.24

But what is needed in our own perplexin
times is not so much a “distant” mirra&s one that
is “different.” While the study of the past can pro
vide collective self-knowledge, it often reflects th
scholats particular perspective or view of the workhat
happens when historians leave out many B&fndnotes
Americas peoples?hat happens, to borrow the 1 1qni

Morri Playi i he Dark:
words ofAdrienne Rich, “when someone with the orrison, Playing in the Dar

Whiteness in the Litergr Imagination

authority of a teacher” describes our societyd (Cambridge, Mass., 1992), p.47.

“you are not in it"? Such an experience can be dis N ,
orienting—“a moment of psychic disequilibrium, as 2. William A. Henry llI, “Beyond the Melting
if you looked into a mirror and saw nothing? Pot,” in “Americas Changing ColorsTime,

_ _ o vol. 135, no. 15 (April 9, 1990), pp. 28-31.
Through their narratives about their lives and . _ ,
circumstances, the people éimericas diverse  3- ‘A Conflict of the Have-Nots, Newsweek
groups are able to see themselves and each other in D&cember 12, 1988, pp. 28-29.
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