






PA: Is it a form ofhubris?

ELRLD: You might call it that. I mustsaythat thatwasa relatively
interestinglessonI learnedfrom thoseyears.My political ideashad
beenshapedlong before,but the lessonwas clear. Whetherthese
peoplearein poweror in theoppositionthey'realwaysequallyim­
possible,or at leastvery difficult, to reach.In spiteof this I remain
genuinelycommittedto democracy.It would be interestingto see
how things function in Washington.Of course,America isn't as
centralizedasFrance.

PA: Sinceyou'vementionedAmericaseveraltimes,let measkyou
a couple of final questionsabout your experiencesin American
universities.You have taught extensivelyin America, you have
beena guestof the WesternStudiesProgramat Cornell, and I'm
sureyou areawareofthe "culturewars,"oneaspectofwhich is an
attackby theleft onwhatis consideredthe excessivelyEurocentric
characteroftraditionalcoursesin thehumanities.

Do you think, to beginwith, that thevery notionofa historical
surveyorprogramentitled "WesternCivilization," or "Western
Studies"is adated,reactionaryconcept?Canit haveanypedagogi­
cal valuefor theundergraduate?

ELRLD: I think it is a remarkablenotion. In France,for example,
studentshavebeentoo enclosedwithin Frenchculture. It hasper­
hapsbeenthe samein England,Germany,or Italy, I'm not sure.
Someeducatorshavewantednationalboundariesto "explode,"to
obtaina transnationalview ofeducationthatwould includeAmer­
ica, or Europetakenasan entirety. I find thata remarkablething, I
meanto makenationalboundaries"explode."So I don't find the
ideaof"WesternStudies"reactionary.Onthecontrary.
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The idea ofa "Western" approach such as you find it in America
is far better than the nationalistic approach which, unfortunately,
has too often characterized European education. The idea of
"Western" civilization is based not on a reactionary ideology but
on a very stimulating, ifsometimes naive ideology ofprogress.

Ifyou favor a "non-Western" approach to education to favor the
learning ofother great civilizations-Chinese, or Islamic, for exam­
ple-that is an arguable notion, although you can't learn everything
at once. But ifit's to argue that the memoirs ofa Guatemalan peas­
ant, or ofan obscure American feminist from Minnesota in 1880 is
a cultural "fact" as important as any other, I find that grotesque. In
French culture it's the same thing. To give equal footing to the
most prodigious works ofFrench culture and to some obscure pro­
duction from the French-speaking Pacific islands is something I
can't agree with.

PA: Can one consider oneselfa "cultural pluralist" and still hold to
the idea of"Western civilization"?

ELRLD: What I liked about the "Western civilization" idea was
that it was nonprovincial. American universities are the least provin­
cial in the world, intellectually speaking. They have been charac­
terized by a prodigious openness, by the greatly varied specializations
of their scholars, by their "secular" character and their openness to
many currents of thought: Marxist, feminist, gay-lesbian, etc. I be­
lieve this nonprovincial character of the American university
should be maintained, and that we should remind ourselves that the
idea ofWestern civilization was a sign ofthat openness.

PARIS, 3 MAY 1995
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