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There is no country called America. We live in the United States of America, and we have appropriated the adjective “American”, even though we can claim no exclusive title to it. Canadians and Mexicans are also Americans, but they have adjectives more obviously their own, and we have none. “Other countries”, wrote the "American" political theorist Horace Kallen, “get their names from the people, or from one of the peoples, who inhabit them. The United States, on the other hand, has a peculiar anonymity". It is a name that doesn't even pretend to tell us who lives here. Anybody can live here, and just about everybody does—men and women from all the world's peoples. (The Harvard Encyclopedia of American Ethnic Groups begins with Acadians and Afghans and ends with Zoroastrians.) It is peculiarly easy to become an American. The adjective provides no reliable information about the origins, histories, connections, or cultures of those whom it designates. What does it say, then, about their political allegiance?
Americans have never spoken of their country as a fatherland (or motherland). Similarly, the United States isn't a "homeland" (where a national family might dwell). It is a country of immigrants who, however grateful they are for this new place, still remember the old places. Americans have homesteads and homefolks and hometowns, and each of these is an endlessly interesting topic of conversation. But they don't have much to say about a common or communal home.

The term "Native Americans" designates the very first immigrants, who got here centuries before any of the others. At what point do the rest of us, native grown, become natives? What is the nature of this union? The Great Seal of the United States carries the motto E pluribus unum, "From many, one," which seems to suggest that manyness must be left behind for the sake of oneness. But the Great Seal presents a different image: the "American" eagle holds a sheaf of arrows. Perhaps the adjective "American" describes this kind of oneness.
But "American" is not one of the ethnic groups recognized in the United States census. "To be or to become an American," writes Philip Gleason, "a person did not have to be of any particular national, linguistic, religious, or ethnic background. All he had to do was to commit himself to the political ideology centered on the abstract ideals of liberty, equality, and republicanism”. The adjective "American" named, and still names, a politics that is relatively unqualified by religion or nationality or, alternatively, that is qualified by so many religions and nationalities as to be free from any one of them.
American symbols and cultures are culturally anonymous. They are invented rather than inherited. They are voluntaristic in style but are narrowly political in content. We have the flag, the Pledge, the Fourth, and the Constitution. The symbols and ceremonies of American citizenship could not be drawn from the political culture or history of British-Americans, because America is NOT just a land of the British. Our Congress is not a Commons; Guy Fawkes Day is not an American holiday; the Magna Carta has never been one of our sacred texts. 

Therefore…the flag and the Pledge are all we have.  
And it is entirely understandable that the debate over the flag and the Pledge continue, even today. We ask ourselves: 

1. With what reverence should the flag be treated? 
2. On what occasions must it be saluted? 
3. Should we require schoolchildren to recite the Pledge, teachers to lead the recitation? 
These questions can’t be easily answered.  So how does one prove one’s American-ness? The test proposed by the cultural pluralists is that one proves one's Americanism by living in peace with all the other "Americans". That is, they agree to respect social manyness rather than by pledging allegiance to the "one and indivisible" republic. And pluralists are led on by the logic of this argument to suggest that citizenship is something less than an "inestimable" good.
Let us consider “hyphenates”: African-Americans. Jewish-Americans. Italian-Americans. Originally, the hyphen joined two cultural processes in one person, so that a Jewish-American was similar to other Americans in his economic and political activity, but similar only to other Jews at the deeper level of culture. But, it is clear that the life of a "hyphenate" is located so emphatically to the left of the hyphen. But if this is the case, do we drop hyphens when we travel abroad?” Is an Italian-American more “Italian” or “American” when they visit Italy?
We have made our peace with the "particular characteristics" of all the immigrant groups. The hyphen works, when it is working, more like a plus sign. But which one is dominant? The name to the left, or to the right, of the hyphen? When a women gets married, she often times takes the husband’s last name. Is that new name more important? Or less important? Still, an ethnic American is someone who can, in principle, live his spiritual life as he chooses, on either side of the hyphen. It follows, then, that non-ethnic “Americans”, those that are not hyphenates, are Americans and nothing else. They are American-Americans, yet one more group of hyphenates.
The country has a political center (Washington, D.C.), but it remains in every other sense decentered. American politics needs a certain sort of incoherence. A radical program of Americanization would really be un-American. It isn't inconceivable that America will one day become an American nation-state, the many giving way to the one, but that is not what it is now; nor is that its destiny. America has no singular national destiny—and to be an "American" is, finally, to know that and to be more or less content with it.
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