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The public controversy over The 1619 Project reflects an 
underlying tension between competing narratives about 
America’s past. For the past half century, the “City on a Hill” 
national narrative gained prominence in the U.S. as a way 
to make sense of the country’s past. But today a competing 
narrative that has been part of American culture for over 
a century has recently re-emerged to challenge this more 
optimistic view. This is the “Fear of Replacement by Others” 
narrative. Its appearance in elite circles of American society 
was marked by Madison Grant’s 1916 book The Passing of the 
Great Race, and has had a shadow presence in public discourse 
ever since. To analyze how such competing narratives operate, 
the speaker will propose a conceptual framework whose basic 
ingredients include: narrative as a cultural tool, underlying 
codes in the form of “narrative templates” and the habits they 
spawn, and “narrative dialogism.” These notions can help 
provide insight into how the Fear of Replacement narrative 
template functions as a shadowy alternative to the City on a 
Hill and how the two narrative templates “co-author” what 
speakers are saying in today’s public discourse.
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Memory as Syncretism: 
HOW COMMUNITIES AND NATIONS CRAFT 
MEANING FROM MULTIPLE HISTORIES

February 19, 2022, 2:00 p.m.
via Zoom: 
835 7654 2230, passcode 1234Dr. James V. Wertsch 
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and Director Emeritus of 
the McDonnell International 
Scholars Academy at 
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in St. Louis. A professor of 
sociocultural anthropology, 
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identity, especially in Russia 
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former Soviet Union, as 
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(1998), Voices of Collective 
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How Nations Remember: A 
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