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What, then, is the American, this new man?
—7J. Hector St. John de Crévecceur

HE camera is wide-angle and worn low, so the

I hand that enters the frame seems to belong to
the viewer. It belongs to a Dutch travel vlogger

whose genre is decline: he goes where Europe is said to
be ending, the notorious suburbs, the postal codes with
reputations, and he films what he finds for an audience
that arrives already knowing what he will find. On this
day he is in Rosengard, in Malmé—for twenty years
now the most pre-photographed neighborhood on the
continent, the standing establishing-shot of a civiliza-
tion’s anxieties, a place that has been cast so many times



in the same role that the role now precedes any person
who lives there. He has come, professionally speaking,
for the wobble in the scenery. The lens swings across
a courtyard in full summer, benches, boulders, drying
laundry, and settles on a woman in a dark red dress and
a cream headscarf, and she is laughing, one hand open
to the sky.

Her English is willing and imperfect, and she apol-
ogizes for it, and he tells her not to—he speaks no
Swedish at all, he says; her English is doing all the work
of the encounter. She asks whether he has children.
A daughter, he says. She tells him, unprompted, that
there is a lot of crime here. She tells him about a boy
of fourteen who shot someone; the brother was mixed
up with one of the gangs. She says: but you know, I
have a job. She says, and here she laughs again as if
the sentence surprises her on the way out: I like it here.
I don’t know why I like it so much. He asks where
the people around here come from, and she begins to
list nations on her fingers. He asks whether there are
Swedish people here. No, no, she says—there are no
Swedish people here. At one point she reaches for a
word her English does not contain, and builds it in the
air with both hands instead, a gesture of two things held



apart: segregation. He nods. He has understood her
perfectly, the whole time.

And here the footage carries a testimony that its own
maker cannot hear. Under her struggling English, in
the connective tissue between attempts, she keeps slip-
ping into Swedish—and the Swedish is flawless. Not
good; native. Cradle Swedish, born-here Swedish, the
Swedish of a whole life. No subtitle notes it and the
vlogger has no way to know it, but any Swede who
wanders past this video receives, encrypted in a channel
the genre is deaf to, the single most important fact in the
frame: the sentence there are no Swedish people here
has just been delivered, in a second language, out of
courtesy to a foreigner, by the most Swedish speaker
for miles in any direction.

He went home and published the only conclusion
the material permitted. Everyone I met here was won-
derful, he told his audience, in so many words. I
don’t know what to tell you. His genre owns a com-
plete toolkit for moments like this—the dread harvested
from empty b-roll, the one menacing frame promoted
to thumbnail, the interview continued until somebody
says something usable. He put the toolkit down and
shipped the divergence. It is worth pausing on how rare
that is, and what everything else in this essay owes to
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it: a man whose living depends on a script, filing the
footage instead.

Begin with the sentence, because the sentence is a scan-
dal in one register and weather in another, and the dis-
tance between those two registers is the essay’s whole
subject. There are no Swedish people here—said by
a woman who is, by every measure that involves an
actual life, Swedish to the marrow. Born there, in all
likelihood; raised there; native in the language to a de-
gree most immigrants” grandchildren never reach any-
where; employed there, rooted there, family there; flu-
ent, above all, in the national manner, of which more
later. And also, plainly, in the register she was us-
ing, not Swedish at all: not ethnically, not by descent,
not in the sense the word carries when a Malmo resi-
dent stands in a Malmé courtyard and answers a for-
eigner’s demographic question. Both things are true
at once. Everyone present understood this instantly.
Everyone watching understands it instantly. The refer-
ence resolved in half a second, across a language barrier,
without a flicker of confusion on either face, because
a word is not a single blade but a declension—a stem
carried through cases—and every competent speaker
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conjugates it on the fly. She is Swedish in the civic case,
the cultural case, the linguistic case; she is not Swedish
in the ethnic case; and the person is the whole declen-
sion, not any single row of it.

The trouble never happens in the courtyard. It hap-
pens one level up, in the discourse about the courtyard,
where one-case grammarians patrol from both direc-
tions. From one side: she is not Swedish, full stop, and
her flawless Swedish and Swedish manners are a cos-
tume over the real fact. From the other: she is Swedish,
full stop, and noticing the other register at all is the
beginning of a crime—so that her own sentence, the
most ordinary sentence in the neighborhood, becomes
something she must be protected from having said. Ob-
serve what that second correction does, because it is self-
defeating in a way that deserves slow motion. If she is
Swedish—and she is—then she is a native speaker of
Swedish reality, and she inherits the entire language,
including its blunt registers, including the ethnic sense
of the national word that every native deploys in exactly
that context without ceremony. Her usage is not evi-
dence about the word; among native speakers, usage
is the word. To step in and handle her sentence—to
reinterpret it, upholster it, explain that she didn’t mean
it, rule it unsayable—is to demote her from speaker to
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specimen, from someone making a move in a conver-
sation to someone exhibiting a condition. It performs,
in the name of inclusion, the exact exclusion it fears: it
treats her as a guest in her own language. Guests are
addressed in the diplomatic register. Family gets the
rough one. She spoke as family, about her own street,
in the ordinary way, and the only genuine disrespect
available anywhere in the scene would be to receive her
plain sentence with tongs.

There is a general principle underneath, and it will
govern everything that follows: readings are authored.
The lady in the sun is not a text; she is a lady in the
sun. Whoever converts her into evidence—of collapse,
of success, of anything—has made a purchase, and the
invoice goes to the interpreter, who must be able to say
why the person in front of them needed the addition.
The default state is looking. Sometimes attention com-
pletes itself in the attending.

There is a country where her sentence is the least re-
markable sentence in the city, and it is the country that
invented the modern version of the problem. What are
you?—asked in Queens, this is a standard courtesy, and
the standard answer is a census recital: half Irish, a quar-
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ter Sicilian, some Polish on my mother’s side, delivered
by people three generations removed from any of those
places, in the only nation on earth where I'm Italian and
I've never been to Italy, I don’t speak Italian are the same
biography and nobody blinks. There are no Americans
on this block, it’s all Dominicans and Chinese—said,
obviously, by an American, about Americans, in Amer-
ican English, and understood by every hearer in both
registers at once, the way the woman in Malmé was un-
derstood. The double conjugation of the national word
is the home grammar of New York. It is spoken at full
volume, across bodega counters and parade routes and
comedy stages, by the very populations the diplomatic
register claims to be protecting, and it has been spoken
that way for a hundred and fifty years.

The hall where the grammar was born stands in the
harbor, and twelve million people passed through it.
Ellis Island is a museum now; the ferry departs from
the Battery, past the statue with the poem bolted inside
its base—

Give me your tired, your poor,
Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free

—and the great registry room upstairs is silent and lit
like a church, and outside along the water runs a wall
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of names that visitors trace with their fingers, looking
for the grandmother, the misspelling, the moment the
family became the family. It is a beautiful institution
and it should be understood precisely: it is the museum
of a finished process. The sociologists have a name
for what it curates—symbolic ethnicity, the phrase is
Herbert Gans’s—meaning ethnicity as commemoration:
optional, costless, worn on holidays, the shamrock and
the tricolor sausage-flag and the surname pronounced
two ways depending on the audience. The Ellis Island
recital—what are you; half this, a quarter that—is re-
laxed for one reason only: the war it refers to is over.
The melting is complete and the pot has cooled, and
the recital is the peace treaty read aloud at the family
reunion. Nobody at the parade is negotiating anything.
That is what makes it a parade.

It was not always a parade, and the metaphor itself
carries the scar. The melting pot entered the language
from a Broadway stage in 1908, in Israel Zangwill’s
play of that name—America is God’s crucible, the great
melting-pot where all the races of Europe are melting
and re-forming—and the restriction is right there in the
coinage: the races of Europe. The crucible was first ad-
vertised with a guest list, and the century that followed
was one long brawl over the door. The famous Ameri-
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can ease with the hyphen is not a national temperament.
It is the ease of survivors of a finished fight, and the
fight is not even finished—it has merely moved off the
postcard, to Flushing and the San Gabriel Valley and a
hundred school districts where the melt is live and the
stakes are attached and the frankness costs something.
Which is the real content of the comparison between the
two continents, so it should be said exactly: the differ-
ence between the American recital and the European
flinch is not relaxed people versus anxious people. It is
a finished process versus a live one. The New Yorker’s
frankness is fired with blanks; the referent evaporated
generations ago. The woman in Rosengard is doing
the same act with live ammunition—conjugating the
national word in both cases, cheerfully, in public, about
her own street, while the metal is still molten. Hers is
the impressive performance. His is the commemorative
one.

But there is a second America in the courtyard, inaudi-
ble and everywhere, and it must be introduced, because
it is the reason the scene reads as brave at all. Amer-
ica speaks two trained dialects on this subject. The
first is the block: the vernacular of actually diverse
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places, blunt, warm, tested hourly across counters, the
language in which ethnic frankness is not a transgres-
sion but the ordinary medium of neighborliness—the
dialect in which integration, from the inside, actually
sounds like something, and what it sounds like is teas-
ing, shorthand, census recitals, and nobody calling a
meeting. The second is the compliance department:
the institutional register in which every demographic
sentence is a potential liability event, drafted to survive
deposition, engineered so that no plain statement of fact
can be extracted from it under oath. Both dialects are
authentically American. Only one of them exports.

The export succeeded beyond any reasonable projec-
tion. The framework crossed the Atlantic wholesale—
the vocabulary, the trainings, the taxonomies, the
flinch—so that a European public broadcaster dis-
cussing a neighborhood like Rosengard does so, today,
in translated American legalese, hedged to a smooth-
ness no Swedish grandmother would recognize as her
language. And this is the correct, structural way to
understand the thing usually litigated under the name
political correctness, a phrase that generates more heat
than any distinction it draws: it is a liability dialect. It
is native to institutions, and inside institutions it does
real work—there are rooms where the deposition-proof
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sentence is exactly the right sentence. The catastrophe is
its promotion to a general-purpose language. A public
language that cannot say true sentences plainly does not
make the sentences false; it makes them contraband,
and contraband markets are always cornered by the
worst merchants. Every plain fact the official register
refuses to utter is handed, gift-wrapped, to the dread-
merchants, who will state it loudly, frame and all, to
audiences who notice only that these are the only
people talking like people. The deepest subsidy the
compliance dialect pays is not to sensitivity. It is to its
enemies, who receive from it a monopoly on frankness.

Meanwhile both editorial desks arrive at the court-
yard with the edit pre-written. The one desk needs
Rosengérd to be hell: the b-roll of burned cars is on file,
the thumbnail is drafted, the neighborhood has a job
in the argument and the job is to be ending. The other
desk needs Rosengérd to be a refutation: a success story,
a proof, a brochure, and every inconvenient statistic an
artifact of somebody’s methodology. What the footage
actually says fits neither folder, and it is worth writing
down in its full, unemployable shape: the crime is real,
and the boy was fourteen; the segregation is real, and
she had to build the word with her hands; the people
are wonderful; she has a job; she likes it here and does
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not know why; something about the place, in her own
laughing words, seems to work, and nobody can say
what. That finding has no desk. It is called the docu-
mentary conclusion, and it is what remains when a per-
son with a camera surrenders the script to the footage.

Now take the full inventory of languages spoken in
the scene, because the arrangement is almost too neat.
The Dutch vlogger’s genre runs on imported Ameri-
can culture-war templates. The anxious commentary
around such footage runs on imported American com-
pliance English. The two Americas have divided the dis-
course of the European suburb between them—and the
one person in the frame speaking no dialect of Ameri-
can at all is the woman in the headscarf, who is speaking
Rosengard, and who sounds, to any ear raised on the
actual melting pot, exactly like Queens. The block’s lan-
guage reinvented itself independently, five thousand
miles from the block, in a courtyard the official registers
cannot describe. The bodega does not have a compli-
ance department. Neither, it turns out, does the bench
outside a Malmo grocery.

A nation’s word for itself keeps a fossil record. As
long as the people and the polity coincide, the word
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needs only one case—there is nothing to decline, be-
cause there has never been a resident it failed to de-
scribe. When demography makes the old unity false,
the word splits, and the split is not damage but a growth
ring: the visible line where new wood met the trunk.
Philology can date a migration by the age of the second
register.

The comparative anatomy is quick. American split at
birth, more or less by construction; Crévecceur was al-
ready asking what, then, is the American, this new man
in 1782, before the nation had finished being founded,
and the answer was civic from the start because it had
no other option. Japanese has never split, because it has
never had to: the polite monoculture, coherent, friction-
less in this one dimension, paying its own costs else-
where; nobody in Osaka asks what are you, because
the answer is issued at birth with the rest of the stan-
dard equipment, and even the exceptions are managed
quietly, in the margins of the census. German, con-
fronted with the gap, reached for bureaucratic splint
rather than declension—Menschen mit Migrationshin-
tergrund, persons with a background of migration, a
phrase so embarrassed by itself that it requires a subor-
dinate clause to say neighbor. French refuses on prin-
ciple to keep the second register at all; the Republic

13



counts citizens and declines to count anything else, the
statistics are actually illegal, and the word splits any-
way, unofficially, in the banlieue, where everyone con-
jugates what the state will not print. And Swedish is
splitting now—live, on camera, mid-sentence, in the
mouth of a woman using its first register’s perfect flu-
ency to deny herself its first register’s name. Svensk is
growing its second case in real time, and the growth is
audible, and it sounds like her.

The neighborhood itself has already contributed the
split’s most famous exhibit, and the country has never
quite absorbed the joke. The most celebrated Swede
of his generation—the national icon, the face on the
actual postage stamps—grew up in these exact blocks,
a Rosengard boy of Balkan parents, and his autobiog-
raphy opens, in effect, by planting a flag in the first
person: I am. The same square kilometer thus supplies,
simultaneously, the standing image of un-Sweden and
the most Swedish Swede alive, and both facts are simply
true, and the entire national conversation lives in the
gap between them, which is to say inside a word that
is one case short of its own population. The word will
finish growing. Words do. The only open question is
how much foolishness gets committed in the interval by
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people insisting, from either direction, that the declen-
sion has only one row.

What does integration sound like from the inside? Not
like the ceremony. The ceremony—the citizenship oath,
the certificate, the stock photo with the little flags—is
the paperwork of belonging, and paperwork is the trail-
ing indicator. The leading indicator is manner, and the
manner is what the footage catches, in a detail so fine
it deserves its own paragraph: she apologizes for her
English. Apologizing for one’s English—while speak-
ing it perfectly serviceably—is very nearly the Swedish
national sport; no examination hall on earth can test for
it; it is acquired only by marination, over decades, in a
culture whose deepest reflexes are self-deprecation and
accommodation, and it is performed here flawlessly, un-
consciously, by the person the anxious registers cannot
decide how to classify. She carries the conversation on
the foreigner’s terms because she can see he has none
of hers; she pre-explains the crime because she can tell
it is what he came to ask and she would rather he hear
it straight than gather it crooked; she diminishes her-
self, sweetly, by exact instinct, in the national style. The
headscarf is what the camera came to photograph. The
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apology for good English is the naturalization certifi-
cate no office can issue.

And her honesty leaves the genre nothing to work
with, which is a forensic fact worth stating as one. She
lists the crime herself, unprompted; she supplies the
fourteen-year-old, the brother, the gangs; she builds
segregation with her bare hands when the vocabulary
runs out. You cannot ambush a witness who has al-
ready volunteered everything, and testimony against
interest is the only testimony courts fully trust—so
that when this particular witness, having entered every
damaging fact into the record herself, then laughs and
says I like it here, I don’t know why I like it so much,
I have a job, the statement is unimpeachable in a way
no brochure could ever be. The same principle, one oc-
tave up, is what makes the vlogger’s conclusion carry: a
professional collapse-tourist reporting that everyone he
met was wonderful is a hostile witness testifying for the
defense, and there is no stronger evidence in any court-
room. The sympathetic observer filming warm scenes
proves nothing; that is the intended field, the studium.
The uninvented warmth, extracted from a camera that
came for dread, is the detail that acquits.

As for the two of them—the perfect interaction, and
it is worth defining what made it one, because the def-
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inition is short: nobody enforced a script on anybody.
He told her not to apologize; she kept trying to meet
him in his language; when hers ran out she used her
hands, and he took the meaning; each fitted themselves
to the other, both directions at once, which is all that
grace between strangers has ever consisted of. Two peo-
ple sharing perhaps four hundred words of working
vocabulary conducted a frictionless conversation about
the most radioactive subject on the continent, no offense
given or taken in either direction—while whole com-
mentariats, in full command of their common language,
cannot cross the same terrain without catastrophe. The
lesson is Grice’s, promoted to ethics: communication
runs on the cooperative wanting, not on the word count.
The courtyard had the wanting. The discourse has the
vocabulary.

The island in the harbor keeps the finished melt under
glass, and it keeps it beautifully: the registry hall, the
ferry, the wall of names warm under the visitors” fin-
gers. Go, if you have not. But understand what you are
visiting. A museum’s function is to hold what no longer
moves, and the recital performed on its ramps—what
are you, half this, a quarter that—is a commemorative
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liturgy, the treaty read at the reunion, blanks fired over
a battlefield gone to lawn. The living heir of Ellis Island
is not on Ellis Island. It is every unphotographed court-
yard where a nation’s word for itself is currently split-
ting in somebody’s mouth—Malmo, Marseille, Birm-
ingham, the school gates and grocery benches where
the second register is being grown, live, at the speakers’
own expense, with the metal still hot. That is where
the crucible actually stands, and it looks like nothing:
laundry, boulders, benches, a wide-angle lens, a man
with a genre slowly losing custody of his script.

What, then, is the Swede, this new woman? The
question does not require an essay; it was answered, in
person, in the footage, by the only method such ques-
tions have ever really been answered. She is laughing
in the sun with her hand open. She is fluent in the
national manner down past the bone, apologizing for
her excellent English, carrying a stranger’s conversation
on his terms, entering every hard fact into the record
unasked and then liking her street anyway, for reasons
she cheerfully declines to know. She is declaring, in
flawless native Swedish, that there are no Swedish peo-
ple here—one case of the word denying her while every
other case crowds around to contradict it. The name
is one row short of her, for now. Names catch up; it
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is the oldest thing names do; there is an island in an
American harbor with a wall of them that did. Until
then she holds the whole declension open in a single
laughing sentence, vault behind vault, and the sentence
works, and everyone understands her perfectly—which
is, if the word means anything at all, the most Swedish
thing in the frame.
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