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In January 1991, when I was still young and impressionable, I heard V S Naipaul speak in New York. He waxed eloquent about the phrase 'the pursuit of happiness' in the US Declaration of Independence, written by Thomas Jefferson in 1776.

"Familiar words, easy to take for granted; easy to misconstrue," said Naipaul. "This idea of the pursuit of happiness is at the heart of the civilisation to so many outside it or on its periphery. I find it marvellous to contemplate to what an extent, after two centuries, and after the terrible history of the earlier part of this century, the idea has come to a kind of fruition. It is an elastic idea; it fits all men.

It implies a certain kind of society, a certain kind of awakened spirit. So much is contained in it: the idea of the individual, responsibility, choice, the life of the intellect, the idea of vocation and perfectibility and achievement. It is an immense human idea. It cannot be reduced to a fixed system. It cannot generate fanaticism. But it is known to exist; and because of that, other more rigid systems in the end blow away."

But do they? That is a question for our time.

Another is: What exactly is America, anyway? For, as we all know, America is not just another country. The word 'America' denotes at least three distinct things: an enormous, merciless economy; a huge, well-armed state; and an idea.

It was an idea first. Naipaul's appreciation for that idea is personal: he's grateful for "a certain kind of society" in which he himself can exercise what Jefferson claimed as the right of "all men". Like the great American poet Walt Whitman, Naipaul is an unapologetic individualist, personally and viscerally grateful that there exists such an idea. But is the pursuit of happiness for me but not for thee morally tenable or practically sustainable? Naipaul's fellow Trinidadian and sometime mentor, C L R James, thought not.

"The Declaration of Independence enshrines life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness," wrote James in his magnificent study American Civilisation, written in 1950. "To this day nowhere in the world is there such a struggle to grasp at all the elements of life and liberty. Nowhere has happiness been pursued with such uninhibited energy and zest. … It is upon the strength or instability of the American economic system that the modern world looks for indications as to the future."

American society in the first century after 1776 presented "a spectacle of economic and social equality unknown in history," wrote James. He intended to show "how genuinely and sincerely America believed in its principles, however it might fail in practice." Although Americans were fiercely individualistic, they possessed "an altogether exceptional capacity for free association, in industry, in politics and for any other purpose." But a "conspiracy of silence" about the crucial place of cotton in the national economy had grown into a "blight upon the free play of economic and political ideas."

After 1776, a new definition of individualism began to emerge in America. James called this "perhaps the most astonishing thing about the way modern America thinks of itself -- the need to believe that the individual industrialists and financiers who organised the vast industries of the West were merely new forms of the individualism of 1776-1861."

Thus the main tension in America in the 20th century was between a seductive idea and an ever more formidable and efficient industrial economy. "Liberty, freedom, pursuit of happiness, free individuality had an actuality and a meaning in America which they had nowhere else. … The essential conflict is between these ideals, hopes, aspirations, needs, which are still the essential part of the tradition, and the economic and social realities of present-day America."

Many passages in American Civilisation are startlingly prophetic. For example:

"The fear, the doubts are rooted in doubt and fear of the American system itself, fear and doubt of the ever-new conflicts and exacerbation of old ones that it ceaselessly breeds, and fear and doubt because both Western Europe and the millions in the Far East maintain a stiff and very often aggressive hostility to taking the achievements and traditions of America as a model. … Thus the greatest power in Western civilisation no longer knows what to believe about itself."

Now that I'm hanging my hat in America again, the opposing perspectives of Naipaul and James -- those two Westerners, products of the colonial New World -- are back in my mind. I will still be commenting in this space on Pakistani issues as occasion demands, still striving to interpret the West to the Islamic world and vice versa. But being back on the ground in the United States gives me new opportunities, and I invite you to share those with me, and to direct and query me.

What do you want to know or understand better about America, beyond the obvious or cliché? Please email me, and please be as concrete as possible.
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