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FOR MY FAMILY,


far and near,


old and young,


past and present,


beloved all.




Preface


BROWSING IN A USED BOOK STORE in Los Angeles, I came across a dusty black book called The March of Freedom: A Layman’s History of the American People. I opened it and read the story of “one man’s hunt for what he felt he needed most to bring home to himself.”1 That man was William Harlan Hale—a journalist, classicist, broadcaster of the Voice of America, and, as I later found out, trusted adviser to President Harry Truman. But his credentials interested me far less than his prose. Writing in 1947, when America had emerged as the most powerful victor of World War II, he seemed to feel exactly as I do today, that the America he loved was turning into a country he no longer recognized.


Hale saw the looming forces of “greed, bigotry, and inertia.” He saw a country with an atomic bomb capable of destroying anything on earth. He saw a country “accused of being overbearing and imperialistic,” a country “so crisscrossed by our own divisions” that we were stuck fast, incapable of living up to our own ideals. Hale was not despondent, however, but determined. He turned to our past to find the energy and principles to spur renewed action. Across the decades, his account of those principles continues to inspire.


Today, America has emerged as the undisputed victor of the Cold War, and U.S. power and wealth are unparalleled. But when I read the papers in the morning, I often feel that I am in the midst of a bad dream. American soldiers and Iraqi civilians are dying daily in Iraq, in a war we rushed into under false pretenses and now can’t get out of. We are so hated in many parts of the world that any policy initiative with our name on it is dead on arrival. Even the citizens of our fellow democracies see us as morally bankrupt, and not without reason.


Our Congress would allow the president to imprison any “enemy combatant” for life with no possibility of challenging his detention in court. We have denounced many of the international institutions that we worked so hard to build after 1945. We stand isolated in the world community, voting with countries like Libya, Yemen, and North Korea against all other NATO members and virtually all our other allies on issues like the establishment of a U.N. Human Rights Council. We have lost the diplomatic clout even to persuade a majority of Latin American countries to support our candidate for president of the Organization of American States. Worst of all, in large parts of the world, the image of America is not the Statue of Liberty, but rather the image of a hooded figure standing on a box with an electric cord trailing from under his gown. Yet rather than support efforts by leaders in Congress to reject and erase this image, our own vice president has insisted that our Central Intelligence Agency officers must be allowed to torture their captives.


I too have turned back to our past to help find the way forward. We can recover. We can regain our identity, our values, and our pride. Thirty years ago, millions of people around the world equated the United States with the picture of the naked little girl running down the road in Vietnam, fleeing a napalm attack. But this image then gave way to other images in the nation’s and the world’s consciousness: Ronald Reagan standing in Berlin and asking Mr. Gorbachev to “tear down this wall,” and later joyous and unbelieving East Germans dancing on top of that same wall in 1989; the United States at the head of a global coalition under a U.N. flag driving Iraq back out of Kuwait; U.S. Ambassador Richard Holbrooke insisting at the United Nations that AIDS in Africa be treated as a global security issue; the Dayton Peace Agreement ending the war in Bosnia and later the NATO intervention in Kosovo to stop Slobodan Milosevic from one more horrific and bloody round of ethnic cleansing; and the unforgettable image of the Twin Towers burning on September 11, with all the world standing with us in shock and grief. More than five years after 9/11, we remember the horror of that indelible day. But in the intervening years of war and conflict, of unilateralism at home and anti-Americanism abroad, we have largely forgotten that all-too-brief moment of global solidarity, the opportunity to unite almost all nations in a fight against terrorism and its deeper causes. President Bush told our friends and our sympathizers and even the would-be neutrals that they had to be either with us or against us. Today, regardless of what their governments say, the people of almost every nation are against us.


We have lost our way in the world. To find it again, we must ask ourselves, and openly debate, a key question: What role should America play in the world?


For me, that question has a ready, though incomplete, answer. We should stand for our values, the values that this country was created to achieve and that define us as a nation. Standing for those values is both an end and a means. It reflects who we are as a people; it also serves our long-term national interests.


That answer may seem obvious, but many in my profession—scholars and practitioners of foreign policy—would argue instead that American political and economic interests often conflict with our values, and when they do, we should go with our interests. We cannot afford to be naïve or idealistic, they would say; we must recognize instead that the currency of international politics is power. The road to peace and prosperity requires amassing and holding on to more power than any other nation, regardless whether the means we use contradict our stated values. Hypocrisy, in this view, is the price of security.


Without question, America must have enough power to defend its territory and secure the lives and welfare of its people. This is the minimum responsibility of any American president. We must also have enough power to pursue our larger purposes at home and abroad. But those purposes go far beyond the self-interested accumulation of power. America has never fully accepted the traditional game of the international system. From George Washington to Woodrow Wilson to Ronald Reagan, we have claimed to stand apart from old-world power politics and stand for our values instead. Seeking power as an end in itself—even to balance the power of other states—seems, well, un-American.


So, for me, the question of what role America should play in the world becomes a more specific question: How do we stand for our values in the world?


Since 9/11, we have tried to stand for our values through a strategy of regime change, a fancy term for overthrowing governments we dislike and replacing them with governments that like us. Overthrowing the Taliban was a necessary response to the September 11 attacks; this group was harboring and actively assisting the attackers. By contrast, overthrowing Saddam Hussein as the first step toward building a democracy in Iraq was neither necessary for our security nor the only way to promote liberty and democracy in the Middle East. We have unwittingly, although not unforeseeably, plunged a country into steadily increasing violence and chaos, which has resulted in the deaths of thousands of American soldiers as well as many times more Iraqi civilians and the curtailment of liberty in day-to-day life for millions more.


The vast majority of our soldiers have done the best they could. These men and women have helped to rebuild the country’s infrastructure, organized local governments and councils, and tried to safeguard Iraqi citizens from their fellow citizens. But by and large, they are viewed not as liberators but as invaders and occupiers. And most have been given missions they have not been trained for—nation building—and often do not have the proper guidance and supervision to carry out. I have taught some of these soldiers on their return from Iraq, as masters and Ph.D. students at the Woodrow Wilson School. They are extraordinary people, measured by both their talent and their dedication to duty. They deserve civilian leadership worthy of their sacrifice.


It is all the more unforgivable, then, that the actions of some of our soldiers have gravely—perhaps irretrievably—undermined our words and deeds in Iraq and everywhere else we fight. The pictures of torture and sexual and physical abuse from Abu Ghraib and Bagram air base in Afghanistan project around the globe images of the United States that could not be further from our values. These images dominated our headlines and television screens only briefly. But they remain vivid on the Internet and in the minds of millions around the world. They sully all of us, none more than the brave men and women who have put their lives on the line precisely to uphold and advance their vision of what America stands for. Instead of trying only a few actual perpetrators, conducting a token round of investigations, and calling the case closed, it is our responsibility as a nation to figure out how things could have gone so badly wrong—and to make them right again.


The question then becomes even more pointed: How do we stand for our values in the world in a way that is consistent with our values?


I wrote this book to answer that question—for myself and, I hope, for others. For me, it is a deeply personal as well as intellectual question. As an American, I have always been proud of being half-European; my mother left Brussels as a beautiful twenty-three-year-old ingenue to make her life in Charlottesville, Virginia, with my father. But in my many trips back and forth across the Atlantic to spend summers with my Belgian family, it was always clear to me that I was deeply and fundamentally American.


At lunch, which in Belgium was really dinner—the table set with white linen, china, silver, and glorious food and wine that were a far cry from the peanut butter and jelly I knew in Charlottesville—my family members had vehement debates in French over whether the Marshall Plan had really been altruistic or simply a vehicle for American economic interests. They argued over racism, the Vietnam War, fast food, rock music, and American tourists who descended by the busload on European monuments and seemed to assume that all the world spoke English.


My mother had all the zeal of the newly naturalized, and would speak of the warmhearted, generous, idealistic people she had found in her new life. My grandfather would pound his fist on the table and my uncle would expostulate about American cultural and political imperialism. In the end, though, these were family fights—within our own family and the larger transatlantic family. After all, my Belgian grandfather had been at Dunkirk, scrambling to get across the English Channel as the Germans advanced. He had fought with the British in the dark days before the Americans entered the war. My father, in turn, had served in the U.S. Navy after the Korean War and as a member of the Naval Reserve for decades afterwards.


Everyone around that table also knew that without the willingness of American soldiers and taxpayers to sacrifice their lives and dollars, Belgium would have become a German protectorate. America might not always live up to its own ideals, but overall, American power had made the world a better place.


Thirty years later, at the end of the 1990s, I found myself teaching American law to 150 foreign students every year at Harvard Law School. Almost half of them were young Europeans, often deeply conflicted. They had chosen to study at Harvard because they knew that it offered a better legal education than they could generally get at home; the prestige of an American degree was also undeniable. They would profit from their stay in America, intellectually and materially, and they saw much that they would later seek to emulate back home.


Yet they railed against what they saw as American hypocrisy. When I spoke of the rule of law and human rights, they would ask why the United States would not join the International Criminal Court or the Land Mines Treaty, why U.S. leaders sought always to make rules that would apply to everyone except Americans.


When I spoke of democracy and equal opportunity, the students wondered out loud about the huge disproportion of black Americans on death row, the appalling conditions in American prisons, and the refusal of American taxpayers to pay for decent schools or health care for vast numbers of American citizens.


When I spoke of generosity, they questioned why Americans have one of the lowest levels of foreign aid, as a percentage of gross domestic product, in the developed world. They admired American ideals but insisted on measuring us by our performance; they increasingly saw us as an arrogant, hypocritical hyperpower.


I agreed with much of their criticism. Still, I could point to much good that the United States was doing in the world—taking the lead on Somalia, Haiti, Bosnia, and Kosovo. Europe had talked a good game on the Balkans, but had done very little actually to stop Milosevic. Rwanda was the mutual shame of Europe and the United States, but we had drawn a much more activist lesson. When Secretary of State Madeleine Albright said that America was the “indispensable power,” she meant not that we should go it alone, but that without us, nothing got done.


But those students were early indicators of a major decline in America’s international reputation. Millions—indeed billions—of people around the world see us not as the indispensable power but as the imperialist power, the arrogant power—the ignorant, the immoral, and even the incompetent power. Too many Americans dismiss the antipathy against us as mere prejudice, ingratitude, or even “hatred of freedom.” In certain quarters, no doubt, anti-Americanism is as necessary and fashionable as dressing in black. But that kind of anti-Americanism is only a fraction of the anger and disappointment welling up from every corner of the world. Patriotic Americans need to understand these critiques and take them to heart if we want our country to remain true to its mission.


I want to be able to hold my head high again, not from pride in American exceptionalism, but from common moral and political purpose with the vast majority of humankind. I want to live in an America that inspires hope, not loathing or fear. I want America to earn the faith it inspired in my mother. I want my children to grow up happy to be Americans, not because it makes them any better than anyone else, but because they can say that their nation is true to its principles. That is why I am writing this book.


As I have turned the pages of our own history, I found myself taking comfort in the stories of the great men and women of our past, in the countless voices that have spoken so powerfully and movingly of our common human quest. I look to the many patriots who have criticized as well as championed, questioned their own certainties, acknowledged error, and sought truth. These are the voices of poets, politicians, song writers, storytellers, soldiers, social workers, judges, ministers, and memorial carvers. Their stories do not present America in its moments of victory, but in its times of struggle—not in its perfection, but in all the contending passions of its people. It is a better place to be from than the airbrushed videos of our lives and people that we send around the world today.


William Harlan Hale had his own vision of the role America should play in the world—an answer born directly of his experience in World War II. In his book, he tells of entering the German concentration camp at Dachau in 1945, on the heels of a battalion of American liberators. He describes the wraithlike prisoners scouring the camp grounds for rags and bits of colored cloth to make crude national flags—even before they searched for food. The prisoners then stood, in their thousands, in the Alpine rain, listening to speeches from different national leaders in a ceremony of liberation.


And then came the Americans.


An alley was made for the American commanding officer—a tall, gray-haired colonel who now climbed the platform, helmet in hand, and spoke a few words of greeting and fraternity. When he had finished, the great iron gate which the Nazis had built was swung open and three American soldiers marched in—a guard bearing the United States colors. They advanced toward the platform, and I thought they would climb up and mount our colors on it, impressively high. But at the last moment, upon the colonel’s signal, they wheeled toward the assembled thousands, carried our flag into their midst, and placed it there with the banners borne by men in convict stripes from a dozen victim peoples. And at this there arose a shout—a general shout of brotherhood and joy that echoed around the sodden walls.


For Hale, that moment captured the very soul of America:


I thought as I came away: This is what we mean, this is what we are. Should we seem to be less than this—should we stand apart from the lowly, from the people oppressed for faith, from those who will not be bound—then, in spite of all our riches and our power, we are not what we set out to be. We were these people; we have led, and we can again lead, their common aspirations. If we forget this, we forget ourselves.


The country that I know and love is a country that flies its flag alongside other nations, not above them. It is a country that does not need to declare over and over again that it is the greatest power the world has ever seen. It is a country that accepts constraints in order to be able to constrain others, as the essence of the rule of law. My country is the country that young American men and women think they are fighting for around the world. It is the country that we can and will again be.




 


   Introduction


             Do we sacrifice our ideals in order to preserve security? Terrorism inspires fear and suppresses ideals like freedom and individual rights. Overcoming the fear posed by terrorist threats is a tremendous test of our courage. Will we confront danger and adversity in order to preserve our ideals, or will our courage and commitment to individual rights wither at the prospect of sacrifice? My response is simple. If we abandon our ideals in the face of adversity and aggression, then those ideals were never really in our possession. I would rather die fighting than give up even the smallest part of the idea that is “America.”


                   —Captain Ian Fishback, 1st Battalion,


                      504th Parachute Infantry Regiment, 82nd Airborne Division, writing to Senator John McCain, September 16, 2005


AMERICA IS A PLACE, a country, a people, but also an idea. It is the idea of a nation founded on a set of universal values—self-evident truths—that come not from blood, or soil, or skin color, or wealth—but from the fact of our common humanity. It is the idea of a nation bound together not by territory or religion or ethnicity but by a self-conscious commitment to shared values, for ourselves and for all peoples.


But what are these values underpinning the idea that is America? If asked this question, virtually all Americans would talk about the American belief in liberty and democracy. Most would talk about equality; many would add justice. After all, the Pledge of Allegiance commits us to “liberty and justice for all,” and the Declaration of Independence declares that “all men are created equal.” We believe that we stand and fight for democracy around the world. These core values have been enshrined in two centuries of civics classes, Fourth of July speeches, inaugural addresses, poems, anthems, pledges, and creeds. They live in the memorial inscriptions carved into the granite and marble bases of statues in countless town squares.


Liberty, democracy, equality, and justice—certainly. But to this list I would add three more values that are essential to the idea that is America: tolerance, humility, and faith. Tolerance, because liberty and democracy are impossible without it. Humility, because, as an unrivaled superpower, we all too often forget the humility of our Founders and because humility is the flip side of our belief in progress. And faith, because faith in our ideals and in the very idea of progress is at the core of what many other peoples see as a distinctively American optimism. Faith conquers fear, fear that weakens our commitment to the American idea itself.


These values are not abstract concepts. They have taken on specific meanings through the stories that make up our American history, stories of struggle and persistence against all odds. Stories of Puritans, Quakers, Catholics, Presbyterians, Mennonites, Moravians, Lutherans, Amish, as well as Jews, Muslims, and countless other sects seeking liberty—the freedom to worship the god of their choice in the way they choose. Stories of relatively few propertied white men seeking to govern themselves in America’s early days, and of white men of lesser means, black men, and women of all races and means determined to secure the right to vote in the decades and centuries that followed. Stories of slavery and war and segregation and protests and sit-ins and boycotts and the awakening of an entire nation to secure the promise of equality. Stories of lynching and internment, but also of prosecutions and subpoenas to secure justice and of a government of laws, not of men. Stories of tolerance not as a luxury, but as a necessary tool to weld a great multicultural nation together. Stories of humility, like the first governor of Massachusetts Bay Colony offering his shining vision of a city on a hill but telling its occupants to “walk humbly with their god.” And stories of constant faith, faith in our values, faith in our own can-do spirit, faith that we shall overcome, faith in the idea of America.


These tales are plots and subplots in a larger story that continues. Revisiting and retelling them offers a moral, political, and practical compass to point the way to where we need to go today. We turn back to the past not to glory in it, but rather to remind ourselves and the world at large of our imperfections, our mistakes, and our struggles to live up to our own standards. Remembering and acknowledging those parts of our past will temper our view of ourselves and of other nations. But at the same time, summoning the stories of our past can help us recharge our dreams.


The American idea took shape at our nation’s founding as a vision and a promise. The Founders foresaw a nation that could be different from any other. They wrote this vision into the Declaration of Independence, the Constitution, and the Bill of Rights. But in themselves, of course, these documents are only words on paper, however venerable the parchment and flourishing the signatures. The idea that is America may be written in words, but it is realized in our deeds.


AMERICA WAS FOUNDED ON A PROMISE, a promise to the American people and to the world. Our Founders promised deliberately and self-consciously that a government of the people—a republic—could succeed. They promised liberty, equality, and justice to all citizens of that republic. And they promised to demonstrate that such a government was the birthright of all human beings.


But these promises were not kept right away. It fell to Abraham Lincoln to reconcile, through the blood and fire of the Civil War, the contradiction between Jefferson’s grand proclamation of human equality and the ugly, brutal reality of human slavery. In 1857, Lincoln acknowledged the gap between the lofty principles of the Declaration of Independence and the slave-holding practices of many of the Founders. In grappling with this issue, he expressed something essential about America:


[The Founders] meant to set up a standard maxim for free society which should be familiar to all: constantly looked to, constantly labored for, and even though never perfectly attained, constantly approximated and thereby constantly spreading and deepening its influence and augmenting the happiness and value of life to all people, of all colors, everywhere.1


In other words, our history is a process of trying to live up to our ideals, falling short, succeeding in some places, and trying again in others. And our greatest patriots have often been those men and women—dark-skinned and pale-skinned and any color in between, immigrant and native-born, rich and poor, rural and urban, straight and gay, reformer and conservative, laborer and captain of industry—who have pointed out our shortfalls and insisted on holding our government and our people to their word.
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KEEPING THE PROMISE of our founding—the promise of America—means keeping faith with our values. But keeping faith, while often enormously difficult, is not a burden. It is our greatest source of strength. It is what knits us together, what motivates us and moves us forward, and what connects us to other nations.


Our values keep America strong by binding us together. By committing and recommitting ourselves to our ideals, we have forged a common American identity. It is what makes e pluribus unum—“out of many, one”—possible. That is precisely the message that Woodrow Wilson sought to communicate in May 1915, as he spoke to a group of newly naturalized Americans just after they took their oath:


You have just taken an oath of allegiance to the United States. Of allegiance to whom? Of allegiance to no one, unless it be God. Certainly not of allegiance to those who temporarily represent this great government. You have taken an oath of allegiance to a great ideal, to a great body of principles, to a great hope of the human race.2


An ideal, a body of principles, a great hope: For Wilson, America represented a vision of the future and the hope that this vision could be achieved. He knew that America often stumbled in practice, but that the promise of our founding endured.


Our shared values also strengthen America by giving us something to hope and work for. Americans share an extraordinary faith in progress—to an extent perhaps unique among nations. This faith has its origin in the missionary zeal of our founding. “From its beginnings,” wrote William Harlan Hale, “Americanism has been a denial that things could possibly stand still. We have a purpose here; we are going places. We are going to advance ourselves; we are thereby going to advance the country we live in; and by advancing this country, we shall eventually advance the world.”3


Many observers—our own cultural critics and thoughtful commentators from other nations—are bemused, if not incredulous, at our insistence on seeing history as the march of progress, however unsteady, uneven, or halting. They point out, not unfairly, that it often leads us into trouble and makes us all too ready to oversimplify complex problems. On a deeper level, Americans sometimes seem simply unable to appreciate the magnitude of tragedy, evil, and injustice in the world. We want our stories to have happy endings.


Consider, for instance, the difference between the British Harry Potter novels and the American Star Wars films. Both are classic epics of good versus evil and are loved by children and adults alike. But in Harry Potter, death stalks Harry throughout the books. One after another, his protectors die, until, as he finally comes to understand in the sixth book, “he must abandon forever the illusion he ought to have lost at the age of one, that the shelter of a parent’s arms meant that nothing could hurt him.” He recalls Dumbledore telling him that it is important “to fight, and fight again, and keep fighting, for only then could evil be kept at bay, though never quite eradicated.”4


For Star Wars director George Lucas, on the other hand, evil can be vanquished once and for all. Luke Skywalker conquers the Sith, with the help of his father, Darth Vader, who has been to the Dark Side but is redeemed in his final act. Things may look bleak for the good guys at the end of one movie in the series to ensure that audiences come back for the sequel, but once the Jedi knights return, their ultimate and definitive triumph is never in doubt.


Harry Potter emerges from a nation that has known the Blitz, lost an empire, and ceded its position as the strongest power in the world to the United States. The British believe in the vital necessity of an enduring struggle against evil, but they are less automatically certain of the outcome. Hence, they pride themselves on their fortitude in the face of danger—the legendary stiff upper lip. Americans, by contrast, grew up on a vast, fertile continent of seemingly boundless opportunities. Though our nation made great sacrifices to defeat fascism and communism, we emerged virtually unscathed from the great conflicts of recent memory. We are motivated by our belief in the inevitability of victory—by blind faith in success, regardless of the odds.


People around the world are inspired by the extraordinary optimism of Americans—even though they may also mock it. Every year, tens of thousands of people around the world seek the opportunity to make a better life for themselves on American soil. Untold others fight valiantly in their own countries for the same freedoms and opportunities America affords. For all of these people, our great American epic—the story of our founding values and the progress that generations of Americans have made toward achieving them—is deeply compelling. It inspires them, on leaky boats or in dark jail cells, to believe that they can make their own lives better, either by emigration or revolution.


Finally, our shared values are essential because they link America to the world. The belief that American values are universal values—that all men and women are created equal, that all are entitled to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness, regardless of race, creed, or nationality—connects us to other nations. From the early days of the nation, Americans understood that the eyes of the world were watching our experiment—in the hope that what worked for us could work for them as well.


On June 17, 1825, the fiftieth anniversary of the Battle of Bunker Hill, the great American orator Daniel Webster laid the cornerstone of the Bunker Hill Monument. His speech was intended to echo through the ages, as it has. Webster exulted “in the conviction of the benefit which the example of our country has produced, and is likely to produce, on human freedom and human happiness.” His emphasis on the American example to the rest of the world is striking. For Webster, the survival and success of the new nation had demonstrated to all people that “representative and popular governments . . . are compatible, not only with respectability and power, but with repose, with peace, with security of personal rights, with good laws, and a just administration.” Webster understood that other countries might prefer other systems of government. But the American example demonstrated the validity of an idea that had been, only five decades earlier, quite literally revolutionary: “that with wisdom and knowledge men may govern themselves.” It was now the duty of all Americans to ensure the survival of this shining example, and to “take care that nothing may weaken its authority with the world.”5


The deep connection between America and other nations is too often overshadowed by what is sometimes referred to as our “splendid isolation.” An isolationalist strand does weave its way through our history. Most famously, in his farewell address to our young nation, George Washington counseled us to avoid entangling alliances and to make a clean break between the old world and the new.6 But cosmopolitanism is the far stronger thread in our national fabric. Thomas Jefferson, for instance, welcomed the revolutions in France and Holland that followed shortly after the success of the American colonists in overthrowing British rule. He proudly predicted that “this ball of liberty . . . is now so well in motion that it will roll round the globe, at least the enlightened part of it, for light and liberty go together. It is our glory that we first put it into motion.”7 We were not rejecting Europe, but rather the old monarchical politics of Europe. By the same token, we saw ourselves as immediately and automatically connected to our fellow democracies around the world.


Two centuries later, President Jimmy Carter also understood America’s responsibility to the wider world in similar terms. He insisted on building advocacy of global human rights into American foreign policy in the face of detractors who scoffed at his “namby-pamby” liberalism. Carter recognized that supporting human rights globally was in the finest tradition of American history. He also knew that it would enhance our strength and bolster our credibility abroad. “To be true to ourselves, we must be true to others,” he pronounced in his inaugural address. “We will not behave in foreign places so as to violate our rules and standards here at home, for we know that the trust which our Nation earns is essential to our strength.”8 Human rights, he later explained, are at the very root of what it means to be American: “America did not invent human rights. In a very real sense . . . [h]uman rights invented America.”9


Remember the Declaration of Independence: All men (and women) are created equal. Believing in America means believing in values that apply to all people everywhere. Patriotism is love of one’s own country, but American patriotism, because of what it stands for, is at its best a cosmopolitan patriotism.


Our pride in our values is a source of tremendous strength, but we often seem to talk as if we were the only nation in the world, or at least certainly the best. Perhaps not surprisingly, the end of the Cold War went to our heads. Instead of understanding these values as part of a process, we too often seemed to believe that we actually embodied them in perfected form. Instead of inviting others to strive with us in attaining our highest ideals, we came to believe that we had finished the job ourselves and demanded that others simply imitate us. Our confidence all too frequently came off as arrogance, damaging America’s image abroad—at times with dire consequences. To cite an extreme example, Osama Bin Laden described his view of our nation’s arrogance: “The collapse of the Soviet Union made the U.S. more haughty, and it has started to look at itself as a master of this world and established what it calls the New World Order.”10


Let us make no mistake: America is still a work in progress. And unless we openly acknowledge our failings—failings such as our low voter turn-out, our political culture of special interests, the massive holes and inequalities in our health care and education systems, the state of our prisons—other nations will denounce us for our hypocrisy. Abraham Lincoln knew this problem all too well. In his famous 1854 debates with Stephen A. Douglas, he denounced the Missouri Compromise, which accepted slavery in the Southern states. He hated it not only “because of the monstrous injustice of slavery itself,” he said, “but because it deprives our republican example of its just influence in the world—enables the enemies of free institutions, with plausibility, to taunt us as hypocrites—causes the real friends of freedom to doubt our sincerity.”11


How those words resonate today. Guantánamo, Abu Ghraib, secret prisons, extraordinary renditions, detention without trial and possibly without end, tolerance of torture by others and even ourselves—all enable our enemies to taunt us as hypocrites and our friends to doubt our sincerity. Our power today is far greater and the world is far more complex than in Lincoln’s time. And we act across a far broader range of issues. But the essential problem is the same. We must return to a foreign policy far more attentive to practicing what we preach.


If, in the international sphere, our nation succeeds in keeping faith with our values as we do at home—never perfectly, but consistently—it will be our greatest strength.12 If we do not, we will lose our way in the world, and our isolation may itself prove our undoing. We have already glimpsed the frightening possibility that in a world ever more hostile to America and thus ever more threatening, we will be ever more tempted to stray from the Constitution itself, to sacrifice liberty for security, democracy for efficiency, and justice for power. We may be tempted, in other words, to give up on the idea that is America.


TODAY IT IS MORE IMPORTANT than ever to regain our strength through a foreign policy based on our values. Measured by economic statistics and military might, our power is greater than ever. But measured by the commonsense measure of whether we can get others to do what we want them to do, we have clearly lost ground since the Cold War. If we are serious that our greatest strength is not our army, our land, or our wealth, but is instead our values, then we must rethink a whole set of current strategies and practices to reflect and promote those values.


To find the way forward, we need to look back and assess our own history honestly. We need to acknowledge just how long it has taken and how hard it has been to close the gap between our rhetoric and our lived reality in America, and how much work remains to be done. Admitting our own imperfections will not tarnish our ideals or ourselves in the eyes of the world. On the contrary, the world will find inspiration in the example of countless courageous Americans who, over the course of U.S. history, have forced the government and their fellow citizens to live up to proclaimed American ideals. Instead of hiding those struggles, many of which continue today, we should embrace and publicize them.


We also need to look back to understand exactly how we have defined and fought for our most cherished values over the course of our history. This understanding, in turn, will point the way to how we must now stand for those same values in the larger world. We must show one face—the same face—at home and abroad. And it must be an authentically American face, neither pious nor ashamed, that reflects who we are and have been as a people with both justifiable pride and much-needed humility.


But we must look forward, as well, and recommit ourselves to achieving our ideals at home. The most convincing argument for our way of life will lie in our ability to make it possible for more and more people to realize their American dreams. Our hold on people’s hearts and minds around the world has always been rooted in the stories of their relatives and friends who made it to America and made a fortune, earned a degree, or simply gained the right to live free. Ensuring that this dream remains accessible today for both native-born Americans and immigrants may be the single best thing that we can do for ourselves in the world.


[image: ]


AMERICA NEEDS MORE PATRIOTS who understand the real meaning of American patriotism. In his famous poem “The Charge of the Light Brigade,” Alfred Lord Tennyson describes the ultimate military loyalty: “Their’s not to reason why, their’s but to do and die.” That kind of patriotism is not what America needs right now. If Ian Fishback, whose words inspired the title of this book, had followed that maxim, he would never have written his letter to John McCain urging a full investigation of the abuses at Abu Ghraib and explaining that his efforts to push an investigation within the army had fallen on deaf ears. He was protesting and exposing our flaws in time of war, pointing to behavior that deeply contravened American values. His was a deeply patriotic act, one that ultimately galvanized the Senate to take a stand against torture.


Our current government, however, does not always recognize the patriotism of such acts. The administration has denounced as disloyal and unpatriotic the politicians, reporters, and ordinary citizens who demand accountability for the disastrous prosecution of the war in Iraq and who challenge the constitutionality of aspects of the war on terror. But Americans who never question their government, regardless of the party or person in power, are avoiding their civic duty as Americans. In an unusually serious vein, our great folk hero Mark Twain put it this way. “Each must for himself alone decide what is right and what is wrong, and which course is patriotic and which isn’t. You cannot shirk this and be a man. To decide it against your convictions is to be an unqualified and inexcusable traitor, both to yourself and to your country, let men label you as they may.”13


In our history, the greatest patriots have been those leaders and ordinary citizens who have dared to hold America to our own highest standards—even at the cost of ostracism, punishment, imprisonment and, at times, even death. That, in the end, is what differentiates patriotism from nationalism. It is not “my country, right or wrong.” It is, in the words of the great German American Civil War general, Republican senator, secretary of the interior, journalist, editor, and author Carl Schurz: “[Our] country, right or wrong; if right, to be kept right; and if wrong to be set right.”14


This is a more humble and attractive patriotism, one that is particularly vital at a time of external threat, when criticism of any sort is generally silenced. Standing up for our country’s ideals in the face of danger takes particular courage, the courage that Justice Louis Brandeis described as “the secret of liberty.”15 The stories on the following pages are accounts of great courage by great Americans, who criticized, agitated, marched, and fought for their cause. They were patriots in the spirit of James Baldwin, who proclaimed: “I love America more than any other country in this world; and, exactly for this reason, I insist on the right to criticize her perpetually.”16 That spirit itself is a vital part of the idea that is America.


“THE IDEA THAT IS AMERICA” can never be one idea. Our people, our landscapes, our families and cultures and experiences are far too diverse. Instead, many voices have sounded these ideas through our history, coming together over the centuries in a great chorus. As we listen to the speeches, the anthems, the sermons, the poems, the pledges, the ballads and the rallying cries across the land, we, like Walt Whitman in his famous poem Leaves of Grass, can hear America singing.


Yet this book is about far more than words, spoken or sung. Empty words yield hollow promises, breeding deep cynicism at home and abroad. We must translate our ideals into concrete plans and policies. And we must hurry, because the world is watching and the stakes could not be higher.


At the best moments in American history, we have, in Ralph Waldo Emerson’s words, put our creed into our deed.17 The manifest inconsistency between word and deed in the face of glaring injustice has produced a dynamic of protest and, ultimately, positive change. This change results not from our perfection or superiority as a people, but from the design of our political institutions, our collective shame when we fall short, and our collective conviction that, ultimately, we must be who we say we are.


A German friend of mine says that “beneath every hater of America is a disappointed lover of America.” He is a German of the post–World War II generation, a man deeply devoted to American ideals and grateful for the role America has played in the German and European past. His sentiment captures how the members of his generation want us to live up to our ideals, to set an example and inspire others.


Young Germans today have a radically different view of America. They see us, quite simply, as having lost the moral high ground and, with it, any legitimacy to lead. During the Cold War, young Germans and young Europeans often marched in the streets to protest specific American policies that they disliked, but against the backdrop of an America standing for liberty and democracy against the Soviet Union. For the generations rising today in Europe, Africa, Asia, and Latin America, by contrast, the America they see arrogantly bestriding the world and using its military power without constraint is the only America they know.
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