Bleeding Kansas and the Dignity of Difference
by Julienne Busic
President Stipe Mesic’s inauguration took place recently after bitterly divisive elections in Croatia, and President Bush was sworn in in Washington, D.C. by the polarized American voters to another four years.  And I’m on the Kansas-Missouri border, site of the bloodiest internecine conflicts leading up to the American Civil War, suffering from an indescribable sense of “déjà vu”. 

Down the road in Liberty, Missouri, is the boyhood home of my Irish great great grandfather, Robert Semple Kelley, who was a captain in the Confederate Army and editor and owner of the radical Southern rights newspaper, “Squatter Sovereign”.  He was forced to flee to Montana in 1864 after the victorious Northerners confiscated all his property. Nonetheless, he was later appointed U.S. Marshal by the Democratic President of the United States, Grover Cleveland.  When Cleveland lost, he quit, saying he’d “never work a day under a Republican”, and he never did.  Republicans back then were those who allied themselves with upper class, economic interests, which meant “the damn Northerners”.

Down the road east from Liberty is Kearney, birthplace of Jesse James, to some a merciless murderer who gunned down unarmed men (eight in all) and terrorized the countryside, and to others, a symbol of Southern identity and the outlaw spirit, one which rebelled against the injustices imposed by aliens from the North.  His childhood home, untouched and unsullied since his death, is preserved by the state of Missouri as a museum now, and those who are interested can even become members of the “Friends of the James Farm” society and receive monthly newsletters about events held there, most recently a Western writers workshop.

On the other side of the border in Kansas, a few miles to the west, is the infamous maximum security prison in Leavenworth.  Within its high, barbed wire walls, beneath the forbidding gun towers, are many who would qualify as modern day Jesse James:  heroes to some, reprehensible criminals to others, they languish year after year in their dank cells as people who fail to grasp this contradiction flock from all over the world to pay their tribute and respect to the “King of the Bandits” a few miles over the border in Missouri.  The only monuments most of these prisoners will know is an anonymous headstone in an anonymous cemetery, perhaps exhibiting Billy the Kid’s famous observation:  “Times have changed, but I haven’t.”

And this might be the catch phrase that best explains the deep divides in America, but in Croatia as well.  The taxi driver who transported me from the airport when I arrived in “Bleeding Kansas”, as the historians have memorialized the state, was confirmation of both the divide and the seemingly unnavigable abyss that gapes between it.  It all began when I told him I lived in Croatia.  

“I don’t want to travel anywhere outside America anymore” he told me, “ever since I was in Mexico last year.”  

I asked him what had happened to him in Mexico which had soured him on international travel.  

“After a week there, I finally saw another guy in a crowd with a white face, so I went over and told him how glad I was to see an American.  He turned around and gave me a dirty look.  ‘I’m not American’, he said, ‘I’m from Canada’”.  

The taxi driver shook his head in incomprehension.  “He seemed really mad at me that I thought he was American!” he told me, “like I was insulting him.”  

“But why did you assume he was American just because he was white?” I asked him, amused somewhat by his admission.

“I don’t know”, he said, “he just looked American to me.”  

“Croatians are white, but they’re not American”, I told him. 

“I know, but he just seemed like one to me,” he said, “it’s sort of hard to explain.” 

The conversation turned inexorably to the war in Iraq. eHe 

He emphasized that the United States was simply attempting to impose “decency” and “civilization” in countries where thieves’ hands were cut off as punishment and women’s rights violated.  Being American to him meant something specific and tangible:  preserving the values and principles upon which the country was founded several centuries ago but which some, in recent times, have made an object of ridicule.

As he spoke, I was unpleasantly reminded of something the infamous mass murderer, Charles Manson, said many years ago on prime time American television.  When asked by the interviewer if he was crazy, Manson had answered with a smirk:  “Man, I was crazy back when that meant something.  Everyone’s crazy nowadays.”

The parallel is inescapable.  In the United States – and not only there -  everything used to be a lot simpler, being “American” meant something, definitions were a lot easier to formulate, colors were much starker, men were men and some things were always right and some were always wrong. People lived in close proximity, shared the same faith and values.  Now, because of globalization, the Internet, travel, multi-ethnic societies, we are constantly reminded of difference.  It’s all blurred now, and it seems half the population is in open rebellion.  The politics of ideology which dominated the 20th century answered the questions “what” and “how”, but the 21st century has ushered in the politics of identity, and it poses the questions “who” and “why”?  People want the “who” and the “why”.  They want to know of which narrative they are a part.  (posed by Rabbi Jonathan Sacks in a recent speech)

Now the question is, how to respond to this need without a descent into tribalism? Is there a new paradigm that goes beyond the universalism of Plato, which appears totally inadequate to the current human condition?  Let’s face it, the idea that the world of the senses, what we can see, hear, feel, is not reality, that truth is the same for everyone, that what is local, distinctive, and unique is inconsequential, even illusory, just isn’t convincing to a large part of the world.  Plato’s alternative to tribalism, eliminating differences and imposing a single, universal truth, simply isn’t working.  And different doesn’t always lead to tribalism, either, which is how some have interpreted Huntington’s  Clash of Civilizations.
The Chief Rabbi of the British Commonwealth, Jonathan Sacks, mentioned above, has proposed a new paradigm in his controversial book, Dignity of Difference, one which goes from the universal to the specific, instead of the other way around. 

“The real miracle of this created world is not the Platonic form of the leaf, it’s the 250,000 different kinds of leaf there are. It’s not the idea of a bird, but the 9,000 species that exist. It is not a universal language, it is the 6,000 languages actually spoken. The miracle is that unity creates diversity, that unity up there (note: in a religious sense) creates diversity down here,” he writes.  

He asks why it was that God called on one person, Abraham, and one woman, Sarah, and told them “Be different”, (pointing out that the word "holy” in the Hebrew Bible, kadosh, actually means "different, distinctive, set apart.”) “To teach all of us the dignity of difference,” he concludes. A new paradigm, something which bridges the deep divisions in the country of my birth, America, and my adopted country, Croatia.  The deep divisions, apparently, everywhere.

And that’s what was on my mind as I stood on the Kansas-Missouri border, the site of the bloodiest internecine conflicts leading to the American Civil War.  
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