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Introduction




To the efficacy and permanency of your Union, a government for the whole is indispensable. . . . Liberty itself will find in such a government, with powers properly distributed and adjusted, its surest guardian.


George Washington, 17961


Our values are not simply words written into parchment—they are a creed that calls us together, and that has carried us through the darkest of storms as one nation, as one people.


Barack Obama, 20092





When George Washington wrote of an American “Union” with “a government for the whole,” his vision was radical, perhaps foolhardy. Such a thing had never existed among a diverse people, across a vast continent, with no established royal or military authority. The Union of politically empowered citizens that Washington described was an aspiration more than a reality. It was a dream after two difficult decades of revolution, war, and reconstruction.


Washington’s vision was prophetic. He was ahead of his times. His contemporaries, especially in Europe, expected tyranny, anarchy, or the return of foreign empire in North America after the British defeat. Eighteenth-century thinkers had few models of a good government “with powers properly distributed and adjusted.” They had even fewer models of a strong government that became a “guardian” rather than an oppressor of liberty.3


George Washington’s eighteenth-century radicalism evolved into the twenty-first century’s conventional wisdom. The success of the American experiment in building a prosperous and democratic Union discredited other options. When Washington wrote his words people advocated many kinds of government: monarchy, theocracy, confederation, empire, city-state, and even small republic. Representative government for a large, diverse, and united population living in a dispersed but discrete territory—that became the contemporary standard for the modern “nation-state.” It was almost nonexistent during Wshington’s lifetime. In its early American formation, the political institutions that we now take for granted were an eccentric experiment—an “exception” to the common arrangements of the era.4


Two hundred years after Washington, American exceptionalism became the normal expectation for citizens. The United States proved that large, diverse, and united societies—“nations”—could achieve more than their fragmented counterparts. The United States also showed that the first president’s claims about the virtues of a representative government were well founded. A powerful government of the people did more for the people, and it was generally more stable than its predecessors. The American model stood out for its unity and its representativeness. Although many Americans—including women, African Americans, and others—did not initially have full rights of citizenship, the society they inhabited encouraged more popular participation in politics than any late-eighteenth- or nineteenth-century counterpart. Politics was part of the nation’s common culture. The state birthed from rallies, debates, and conflicts claimed legitimacy from its roots in the street, not the gentleman’s club.5


By the twentieth century virtually all governments organized themselves as nation-states. Dominant state institutions claimed legitimacy because they spoke for the people—not divine authority or a borderless ethnicity—in a particular place. Modern political power was nation-state power. National populations claimed particular rights and privileges because they were constituted in a single state. The ties between nation and state became symbiotic and near universal.6


Political power centered on territory, institutions of control, and repertoires of consent—all symbolized by the flags and passports distributed to mark simultaneous identity and authority. The unbound merchant traveler of an earlier age became the Chinese citizen regulated by the Chinese government, or the German citizen protected by both the German and European Union governments. When entering the borders of another nation-state, one must show one’s passport to prove that one is a bona fide part of the larger nation-state system, with clearly defined loyalty and responsibility. If you do not have a nation and a state, then you have neither a homeland nor a right to travel safely beyond. If you do not have a nation and a state, you do not count in the modern world.7


The antiterrorist measures implemented across the globe since 11 September 2001 to control the free movement of peoples, weapons, and products have reinforced this nation-state system. Borders are rigidly policed by states. People are closely categorized by nationality. “National security” takes precedence over all other claims. Nongovernmental organizations (like Amnesty International) and intergovernmental institutions (like the United Nations) continue to exert important influence, but they are tightly tied to nation-states for their resources, recruitment, and leverage over policy. International advocates of human rights, environmental protection, and religious freedom are most effective when they work within and between nation-states, not as alternatives to nation-states. The same is true for multinational corporations. Although they operate globally, they remain regulated by nation-state laws and organizations composed of nation-states, especially the World Trade Organization. The world of the early twenty-first century is a world dominated by political “Unions” that resemble Washington’s farsighted conceptualization. He would be surprised only at their uniformity and their near universal spread.8


The United States did not create this system alone, but it contributed to its development and expansion. Washington’s calls for “Union” in a new country began the wider diffusion of the nation-state as the foundation for political power in the modern world. Other forms of political authority declined as the American-inspired version rose. The United States influenced this process by model, by rhetoric, and often by direct policy. Since the eighteenth century, Americans have sought to create a world that would be “safe” for their form of government—a world that would adopt harmonious political institutions, despite continued cultural diversity.9


That is, of course, the deeper meaning of pluralism: “unity in diversity.” It was the foundation for Woodrow Wilson’s famous—per-haps infamous—call for a “League of Nations.” Franklin Roosevelt followed with plans for a “United Nations.” His successors have furthered this process through the creation of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization, the European Union, the World Trade Organization, and other international bodies that define power around nation-states—not races, religions, or other markers of identity. American pluralism is the pluralism of nation-states. Modern globalization is the globalization of nation-states too.10


There are very few substitutes for this system in the twenty-first century. If you want respect as an international player, you must be a nation-state. Compare the circumstances of Egyptians, who have a recognized nation-state, and the Kurds, who do not. United peoples represented by strong institutions in a given territory can claim voice in global negotiations. Those who are not united, not represented, and not identified with a particular place get little attention. Political sovereignty in the modern world is based on national identity and effective state governance. Other forms of authority get little recognition. Politics has become less diverse since the eighteenth century.11


President Barack Obama’s description of contemporary American foreign policy reinforces this point. When he echoed George Washington, extolling the United States “as one nation, as one people,” his words were neither original nor revolutionary. They were common to American political statements. Obama was describing the obvious, articulating the standard clichés, appealing to American triumphal self-regard. His words were ritualistic, repeated by nearly every president. United action in a strong nation-state had become the touchstone for protecting security and liberty, especially after attacks by vicious nonstate actors. Building stable nation-states in regions filled with “tribal” hatreds and “failed” states—both of which sponsored terrorist activities—had become the most accepted approach to ensuring peace and prosperity. This is what Obama meant when he spoke of an American “creed that calls us together, and that has carried us through the darkest of storms.”12


Applying the wisdom of accumulated American experience, Obama and most of his listeners believed that the suffering citizens of Afghanistan, Iraq, and other countries would live better if represented by institutions that governed local groups “as one nation, as one people.” Effective nation-states in those countries would establish security, they would help their citizens, and they would keep extremists out. They would also serve American and other international interests in stability, access, and profit. Afghan and Iraqi nation-states were the solution to terrorism, as they had been the American solution to other threats in prior decades. From the founding to the first years of the twenty-first century, the history of American nation-building repeated itself.


Obama pledged that the United States would continue to support nation-building abroad, despite all the other demands on resources at home:




Our union was founded in resistance to oppression. We do not seek to occupy other nations. We will not claim another nation’s resources or target other peoples because their faith or ethnicity is different from ours. What we have fought for—what we continue to fight for—is a better future for our children and grandchildren. And we believe that their lives will be better if other peoples’ children and grandchildren can live in freedom and access opportunity.13





Nothing could be more American than to pursue global peace through the spread of American-style institutions. Nothing could be more American than to expect ready support for this process from a mix of local populations, international allies, and, of course, the United States government. Between the presidencies of Washington and Obama, nation-building became the dominant template for political change among Americans. Matched with the growing power of the United States, this template gained unparalleled global force. That is the story told in this book—how American nation-building became global nation-building.


One can chart this history in abstract and theoretical terms. One can also focus on isolated cases in great detail. Both are worthy approaches. This book does neither. Instead, the forthcoming chapters examine what we might identify as the six most enduring American nation-building projects: the founding of the United States, Reconstruction after the Civil War, and subsequent interventions in the Philippines, Germany, Vietnam, and Afghanistan. These are the cases that defined American politics, and the politics of other societies, for successive generations. These were ambitious undertakings, involving extended commitments of resources and long-term sacrifices. Each effort was controversial in its origins and its consequences. Each nation-building project set the terms for subsequent endeavors. The hopeful, frustrating, and inconclusive experiences of each generation created the memories, the precedents, and the patterns that shaped policy in other places.


The United States pursued nation-building projects in many additional countries, especially in Latin America. Other powerful societies—including the British, the French, the Germans, the Soviets, and the Japanese—had their own programs for political construction in the twentieth century. This book covers only a small collection of cases, but it argues that they mattered enormously. They strongly connect our present to our past. This is a history that explains why Americans pursue nation-building today in the ways that we do, and how we are likely to act in the future. We can better calibrate our expectations about nation-building going forward, if we look carefully back upon two centuries of experience. The results in Afghanistan and other countries will build on the legacies of prior efforts in the American South, the Philippines, Germany, and Vietnam.


For each of these historical cases, nation-building was domestic and foreign, local and global. The distinctions we draw between “at home” and “abroad” in our daily discussions are not helpful. Whether engaged in North Carolina in 1869 or northern Afghanistan in 2009, the question has always been: how can Americans help to nurture more stable, modern, and sustainable institutions?


Americans have intervened by force of arms to destroy “criminals” who prohibit nation-state development. Americans have also invested—often insufficiently—in peoples and programs designed to replace anarchy, empire, and tyranny with nation-states. These efforts defined Abraham Lincoln’s Northern Republican program in the former Confederacy, just as they characterized a later Republican’s anti-terrorist program in former Taliban territory. Despite all the changes in technology, the United States has employed similar military, political, and social instruments close to and far from home. Despite all the differences in circumstance, the United States has relied on some of the same ideas from one century to another.


The experiences of nation-building reinforced one another. Abraham Lincoln looked back to George Washington and the American founding to articulate Union aims in the Civil War. William McKinley, William Howard Taft, and others drew on their experiences with Reconstruction after the Civil War to conceptualize nation-building in the Philippines. The men near Franklin Roosevelt and Harry Truman who made policy in postwar Germany began their careers in and around the Philippines. The German experience defined American efforts in Vietnam. And Vietnam, of course, haunts contemporary Afghanistan. Americans fight the last war. They also nation-build as they did in their last mission. This dynamic reinforces the recurrence of common themes.


If nation-building is the American grand strategy, what differs from one case to another are the tactics. As in any endeavor, day-today decisions determine outcomes. That is the key point of each chapter in this book: to examine how human choices shaped the practice of nation-building for successive generations. With broad agreement on aims, how did different figures put principle into practice? How did the implementation of nation-building policies change the hopes, expectations, and experiences of citizens touched by each project?


The goal is not to show how simple ideas came undone when applied to a complex world. That is nothing new. The aim of this analysis is more ambitious. The most difficult part of policy is making change. Time pressures, resource constraints, cultural diversity, bureaucratic red tape, and the fear of the unknown reinforce resistance to reform. This is true within both rich and poor societies. For this reason, many leaders give up. They satisfy themselves with efforts to work on the margins, to preserve rather than to progress. This is often called pragmatism, but it really is not. It is the politics of least resistance and the tolerance of the lowest common denominator. Never understimate how risk-aversion prolongs failed policies, including wars and other conflicts. To sue for peace and invest in reconstruction—that is often the most uncertain and unsettling endeavor. That is the history examined in this book.


Americans have made more wars than many others, but they have also tried more often than anyone else to build nations after battle. That is why I call Americans “a nation-building people.” That is why Americans are continually trying to change societies. That is why American policies are so unique, so interesting, and sometimes so baffling. How has the United States initiated change at home and abroad during intensive moments of effort? How has the United States undermined change at the same time? How have Americans adapted to the unintended consequences of their reforms? Understanding these dynamics of change and stagnation, as well as reform and adjustment, has a lot to offer contemporary observers.


The story of nation-building is the story of political and institutional reform. How has it worked? How can we do it better? Even the most local policy problem could benefit from this more global analysis. Even the newest test will draw on this inherited history. Looking back at ourselves and our actions, we can see the origins of our current world, and the glimmer of what comes next.


This book will close with some thoughts about the lessons we can draw for navigating our unpredictable future. These lessons will focus on five historical themes that run through each chapter: partnerships, process, problem-solving, purpose, and people. I call these themes the 5 Ps. Americans are a nation-building people, defined by the partnerships we have formed in a two-century-long process of problem-solving with a clearly defined, if rarely fulfilled, purpose. The 5 Ps are the axes around which American politics spin. They are the basic material for what began as the early American nation-building creed.





Chapter 1





The American Nation-Building Creed




The same advantage which a republic has over a democracy, in controlling the effects of faction, is enjoyed by a large over a small republic—is enjoyed by the Union over the States composing it.


James Madison1


No legislative act, therefore, contrary to the Constitution, can be valid. To deny this, would be to affirm, that the deputy is greater than his principal; that the servant is above his master; that the representatives of the people are superior to the people themselves.


Alexander Hamilton2





American society has never lacked ambition. During the last two centuries the global reach of the United States has spread like rushing water, moving with ever-greater speed across the landscape, around barriers, and into the nooks and crannies of what were once distant locales. This dynamic dispersion of U.S. influence shows no sign of stopping in the twenty-first century. In recent years the nation’s soldiers, treasure, and social media have expanded into Afghanistan, Pakistan, Yemen, Somalia, and other places Shakespeare described as “monstrous,” “desolate,” and largely inhospitable to foreign occupiers.3


Shakespeare never visited the exotic lands of his plays, but Americans have prodigiously trod in what the playwright called the “mudded” terrains. The growing presence of the United States in these regions transformed the applications of the country’s power beyond the dreams of the Founding Fathers. James Madison, Alexander Hamilton, and their many contemporaries could never have imagined that their new nation would one day dominate all the oceans of the globe, with permanent military bases in more than fifty countries. Compared to its most powerful predecessors in Europe and Asia since the Middle Ages, the United States became a much larger and heavier global presence. “Soft” cultural power was both a product and a producer of America’s unprecedented “hard” economic and military might.S4


The Ever-Lasting Revolution


Despite the nation’s extraordinary growth, the early assumptions of American power remained fundamentally unchanged over more than two centuries. Basic ideas about politics transferred with consistency from generation to generation, and from territory to territory. The image of the American Revolution, and the founding of a new nation and a new government at the time, framed all future discussions in the United States about how to live with other societies. The Revolution was an experience, a myth, and also a paradigm for defining political mission.5


Nothing could exemplify this point more than the American reaction to the horrible terrorist attacks of 11 September 2001. Amidst the smoking remains of New York’s World Trade Center, President George W. Bush memorably announced that “America today is on bended knee in prayer” for its people and its principles. In a two-minute pep talk to tired rescue workers he used the word “nation” four times, along with a flag that he proudly waved, to affirm American unity and power in the intrepid defense of individual liberty. Appearing before Congress less than a week later, the president spoke in revolutionary terms: “this country will define our times, not be defined by them. As long as the United States of America is determined and strong, this will not be an age of terror. This will be an age of liberty here and across the world.”6


In the most powerful pamphlet written to defend the war against Great Britain in late 1776, Thomas Paine had proclaimed the same militant American purpose in defending individual liberty against frightening enemies: “These are the times that try men’s souls. The summer soldier and the sunshine patriot will, in this crisis, shrink from the service of their country; but he that stands by it now, deserves the love and thanks of man and woman. Tyranny, like hell, is not easily conquered; yet we have this consolation with us, that the harder the conflict, the more glorious the triumph. . . . Heaven knows how to put a proper price upon its goods; and it would be strange indeed if so celestial an article as freedom should not be highly rated."7


From Thomas Paine to George W. Bush, Americans have reaffirmed their sense of purpose as defined in their Revolution. When threatened, Americans have mobilized around the global expansion of freedom—protecting their rights by ensuring that foreign peoples accept them. Americans have consistently emphasized their common identity as a single people, and they have militantly fought to destroy evil enemies who would deny their rights and their unity. Most significant, Americans have done all of these things by working to build new nations with constitutional governments, like their own. That is the history of the late eighteenth century that the United States has replayed from the Constitutional Convention through Southern Reconstruction after the Civil War, and all the conflicts of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. Crises consistently produce war and constitution-writing in American history. Scholars have, in fact, contributed to this process as they have told the story of the Revolution during each of these moments to remind citizens of their inherited purpose, born of political ambition.8


For some observers, the constant reinforcement of American ideals is a source of strength; it makes the United States a global force for progressive change. Robert Kagan writes: “Americans believed the world would be a better and safer place if republican institutions flourished and if tyranny and monarchy disappeared. Americans believed a world reformed along liberal and republican lines would be a safer world for their liberal republic, and that a freer and multiplying commerce would make them a more prosperous nation. They were arguably right on both counts."9


President Bush obviously agreed. His Second Inaugural Address captured the most radical American revolutionary urges in the face of foreign threats: “From the day of our Founding, we have proclaimed that every man and woman on this earth has rights, and dignity, and matchless value, because they bear the image of the Maker of Heaven and earth.” “Advancing these ideals is the mission that created our Nation,” Bush reminded listeners. “[I]t is the policy of the United States to seek and support the growth of democratic movements and institutions in every nation and culture, with the ultimate goal of ending tyranny in our world.”10


Bush’s ambition to shine the light of American democracy on the entire world struck some observers as a dark nightmare. The problem for most critics was not the revolutionary principles articulated by the president, but their applicability to hostile circumstances in Iraq, Afghanistan, and other distant societies. Could the United States really overcome the Shakespearean difficulties of managing “desolate” lands? Was the image of the American Revolution really an accurate map for international change? Shouldn’t Americans more wisely focus on fulfilling the ideals of the Revolution in their own society?


Skeptical voices have a long lineage in American history, with as much claim on the nation’s past as the revolutionary zealotry exhibited by President Bush and so many of his predecessors. Advocates of a more limited American global mission—John Jay, Robert La Follette, George McGovern, Patrick Buchanan, and others—gained popular appeal in each generation as ambitious foreign adventures, predictably, failed to live up to their promise. Since the eighteenth century, strong assertions of American revolutionary principles have accompanied every war and smaller foreign intervention. Angry dissent against the application of those principles to the conflict at hand has also accompanied every war, with the notable exception of the Second World War. Americans continually replay not only the rhetoric of their Revolution, but also the early debates about the meaning and the application of the Revolution to contemporary society.


The clear pattern is that in moments of crisis the images, claims, and ambitions of the Revolution win out over more cautious voices. This is true in the history of the United States, almost without exception. “At times of heightened threat perception,” Melvyn Leffler explains, “the assertion of values mounts and subsumes careful calculation of interests. Values and ideals are asserted to help evoke public support for the mobilization of power; power, then, tempts the government to overreach far beyond what careful calculations of interest might dictate.” The goals of the United States in spreading a particular model of government are remarkably resilient, especially in the face of a fast-changing world. The willingness to use force for revolutionary purposes remains pervasive in the American experience.11


Making the “American Nation”


Despite its wide, repeated, and controversial applications, the enduring sense of American mission is firmly rooted in unique historical circumstances. The constitutional innovations of James Madison and Alexander Hamilton reflect these roots and their continuing influence in the United States and abroad. Madison, Hamilton, and their many literate counterparts in late-eighteenth-century British North America invented a new kind of government, fusing complex ideas about republics, democracies, and empires. Their creation drew its legitimacy not from tradition, from religion, or from the existing administrative units in the thirteen colonies. The Constitution challenged all of these inherited anchors of authority.12


[image: image]


Madison, Hamilton, and their fellow framers built not only a new edifice of government, but also a new foundation for that edifice. In this sense, they were at least as radical as the Thomas Paines who provoked the Revolution in the first place. The Constitution for the United States, jointly written, widely debated, and ultimately ratified in 1789, asserted that the power of American government rested on the definition of a new people—an “American nation.” Free men, living in diverse geographic, economic, and religious circumstances across an already vast territorial expanse, provided the wellspring for shared rule. No king would enforce authority, as was traditionally the case. No religious deity would promise eternal salvation from collective sacrifice. The citizens, defined as a single community, would constitute the sovereign basis for political authority that would supersede all other bodies, institutions, and claims. The government would come from a common people. This was a very surprising idea, especially since no one really knew who these common people were.13


Popular sovereignty made the American Revolution a permanent part of nationhood and governance. It framed much more than a philosophy or a constitution. The creative work of designing democratic institutions continued because the figures assembled in eighteenth-century Philadelphia, and subsequent meetings around the country, developed a new language to transform the appearance, the feel, and ultimately the function of politics. Madison, Hamilton, and others designed a new reality from scattered materials—“Americans”—that did not yet exist as a coherent whole. The act of making the institutions for government created the people, just as the people made the government.14


This is what Hamilton meant, in the debates surrounding the ratification of the Constitution, when he called for the citizens of the states to approve this foundational document both to build a national government and to affirm the primacy of their collective will. You could not have a national government or a collective will without the other. The Constitution empowered the “people themselves,” just as the “people themselves” made the Constitution. The relationship between nation and state—Americans and their government—was symbiotic in the late eighteenth century. It has remained so ever since.15


Most residents of North America were, of course, excluded from Madison’s and Hamilton’s definitions of the people and the nation. The institutions created by the Constitution remained extremely limited in their early influence within society. Perhaps most significant, the Constitution affirmed the continuation of slavery, with guaranteed protection from the national government, despite the widespread recognition of its evil and the worldwide efforts to eliminate it. The popular consensus behind the new American national government was neither as popular nor as consensual as the rhetoric, then and now, has claimed.16


These are important points, but they often receive too much emphasis in a twenty-first-century context that embraces, at least rhetorically, strong presumptions about inclusiveness. The creation of the American nation and government in the late eighteenth century unleashed an outpouring of participation on both sides of the Atlantic Ocean that forever changed the fabric of modern politics. “The Revolution,” one historian writes, “resembled the breaking of a dam, releasing thousands upon thousands of pent-up pressures . . . suddenly it was as if the whole traditional structure, enfeebled and brittle to begin with, broke apart, and people and their energies were set loose in an unprecedented outburst.”17


The energies of citizens found collective voice in the constitutional institutions created to manage them. As “Americans,” literate individuals were now part of a national debate about a common government. “Public opinion”—measured in tone and attitude, rather than surveys or elections—shaped a national identity, government policies, and much more. The United States emerged as a new kind of broad and yet ordered democracy in action. “The Revolution,” Gordon Wood writes, “rapidly expanded this ‘public’ and democratized its opinion.


Every conceivable form of printed matter—books, pamphlets, handbills, posters, broadsides, and especially newspapers—multiplied and were now written and read by many more ordinary people than ever before in history. . . . By the early nineteenth century this newly enlarged and democratized public opinion had become the ‘vital principle’ underlying American government, society, and culture.”18


People felt they mattered as they had not before. Government now had to serve the people. Farmers and merchants, not kings and aristocrats, made the government. For these revolutionary circumstances to endure and prosper, nation and government had to remain closely tied together. The alternative was a reversion to separation and despotism. The alternative was a return of European empire on the ashes of the revolutionary experiment. American-style nation-building looked to many participants like the only viable alternative—then and now.


For the new nation to survive, the world had to be made safe for it not through war or imposition, but instead through a gradual nurturing of similar experiments far and wide. Thomas Jefferson, for example, hoped that the contagion of liberty would spread both to Indian “savages” and to French aristocrats. His Notes on the State of Virginia are filled with references to the “manners” and “moral sense of right and wrong” among Indians. Jefferson believed that a more organized government could transform Indian “aborigines” into modern citizens, enjoying what he envisioned as a peaceful and prosperous way of life—including Indians and whites side by side. Jefferson similarly wrote to James Madison, from France, of the goodness that could come from destroying European “degeneracy” and building new nations: “I hold it that a little rebellion now and then is a good thing, and as necessary in the political world as storms in the physical. . . . An observation of this truth should render honest republican governors so mild in their punishments of rebellions, as not to discourage them too much. It is a medicine necessary for the sound health of government.”19


The spread of the American Revolution was the best security for the American Revolution in a hostile world. If Americans looked only within, they quite reasonably feared that powerful foreign actors would exploit and ultimately destroy them. They were probably correct in this judgment. The country’s alleged ocean “isolation” was far narrower than many historians have admitted. British military forces occupied fortifications on the northern and some western borders of the new nation, while Spanish and French soldiers maintained a strong presence on the southern rim of the North American continent. European military, economic, and cultural influences surrounded the United States well into the nineteenth century.20


The American Revolution made a foreign policy of cautious nation-building, or what later advocates would call “democratic development,” imperative. Early strategists did not plan for American international leadership in years, or even decades, but they firmly believed that the United States had to promote long-term changes beyond the nation’s borders. Even George Washington’s famous warning that his countrymen should avoid the temptation to “entangle our peace and prosperity in the toils of European ambition” closed with support for “diffusing and diversifying by gentle means the streams of commerce.” Washington captured the inherent internationalism of the American Revolution, committed to separation from “permanent alliances with any portion of the foreign world,” but also the expansion of global influence through trade, “impartial” relations, and political example. Although the United States had to live with global diversity, it sought to shape that diversity in cautious but significant ways.21


The Sacred Union of Nation and State


Nation-building through democratic development allowed the United States to increase its territory, its population, its wealth, and, ultimately, its worldwide reach. This process of continuing expansion, with all its positive and negative implications for different groups, rested on the strong shoulders of an enduring American identity. Despite the many challenges to a common collectivity, especially during the Civil War, more and more residents of North America began to call themselves “Americans.” This certainly did not imply consensus on major political issues of the day—including tariffs, banking, or slavery, of course—but it did mean that when threatened by external or internal adversaries, people consistently demanded that a national government serve their rightful interests as Americans. Urban merchants, rural farmers, frontier settlers, and others invoked a common identity to justify broad government action on their behalf to regulate commerce, remove Indians, and create “free” and “slave” states in new territories. Active government, in turn, affirmed the power and legitimacy of the expanding American nation.22


This historical trajectory of the American nation and state was not preordained. If anything, it ran against the history of European and Asian territories that guided the expectations of foreign observers. The people of those continents had not embraced a common identity or a common government, at least since the fifteenth century, even when powerful military figures tried to impose such a phenomenon. Colonial rivalries in North America appeared to promise the export of a similar experience to the New World. In the absence of American nation and state formation after the late eighteenth century, informed thinkers expected the region to suffer much more violence, suffering, and despair. North American history could have easily resembled the fracturing and foreign imposition of Central Asia, Southeast Asia, and North Africa—occurring at precisely the same moment.23


Madison was among many who feared that exact outcome in North America. During the first years after the Revolution, he described the “evil” of narrow self-interests in the former British colonies, and the emerging prospect of “public calamities” because of “trespasses of the states on the rights of each other.” Madison warned in 1787 that although the “foreign powers have not yet been rigorous” in pursuing their aims in North America, their “moderation cannot be mistaken for a permanent partiality to our faults.” Prosperity, security, and independence in North America required a new form of political order.24


Madison’s most enduring ideas about constitutions and nation-building emerged in this context. “The great desideratum in Government,” he wrote “is such a modification of the Sovereignty as will render it sufficiently neutral between the different interests and factions, to control one part of the Society from invading the rights of another, and at the same time sufficiently controlled itself, from setting up an interest adverse to that of the whole Society. In absolute Monarchies, the prince is sufficiently neutral towards his subjects, but frequently sacrifices their happiness to his ambition or his avarice. In small Republics, the sovereign will is sufficiently controlled from such a Sacrifice of the entire Society, but is not sufficiently neutral towards the parts composing it.” The United States, according to Madison, needed to build a government that was strong and unified, but also restrained and pluralist.25


The debates about the Constitution were debates about a new model of nation and state that would serve this purpose. Madison, Hamilton, and their colleagues across the states devised a form of government that was neither monarchical nor wholly democratic. Through new representative institutions this government would create a necessary alternative to the despotisms, anarchies, and wars of “normal” eighteenth-century politics around the globe. Instead of enforced uniformity or chaotic individualism, the United States would build a basis for unprecedented “concert in matters where common interest requires it.” Europeans at the time experimented with a similar idea, but their inherited differences in self-definition prohibited the same “Union” on the other side of the Atlantic that Madison and others imagined for the new Americans.26


“Union” in the American context meant much more than cooperation, or shared territory, or even common law. For Madison and his followers across two centuries it came to embody a single people in a single government. American nation-building was the construction of a single Union from the free, diverse, and disparate elements of the land. It had a religious quality associated with a calling to something above “normal” politics. It was to be a godly community of souls, united in spirit if not daily behavior, to produce mutual peace and prosperity. On the backs of a new American identity and a new government, the Union promised, in George Washington’s words, to “control the usual current of the passions” and “prevent our Nation from running the course which has hitherto marked the Destiny of Nations.” Echoing Madison and Hamilton, Washington reminded Americans that: “To the efficacy and permanency of your Union, a government for the whole is indispensable."




[I]t is of infinite moment that you should properly estimate the immense value of your national union to your collective and individual happiness; that you should cherish a cordial, habitual, and immovable attachment to it; accustoming yourselves to think and speak of it as of the palladium of your political safety and prosperity; watching for its preservation with jealous anxiety; discountenancing whatever may suggest even a suspicion that it can in any event be abandoned; and indignantly frowning upon the first dawning of every attempt to alienate any portion of our country from the rest, or to enfeeble the sacred ties which now link together the various parts.27





The Union was a reality based in faith. It was a touchstone for ordering the present and the future. Defense and promotion of the Union formed a creed that would define not only the interests of Americans, but also their behavior at home and abroad. This is what Washington meant when he described the Union as a “palladium” of security and wealth. It was an architecture that the first president called on Americans to reinforce and replicate for their permanence and growth. The alternative was the chaos and despotism of the Old World. The Union faith made the unique fusion of the new American nation and state something more than the sum of its constituent elements. The Union became, in Washington’s words, a set of “sacred ties which now link together the various parts.”28
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George Washington’s Farewell Address (1796) envisioned an evolving international society of states, where the American nation-building model would remain separate but broadly influential. The painting shows Alexander Hamilton helping Washington draft his address. This photo has been cropped from its original version. Allyn Cox, Architect of the Capitol


The first real test for the Union, after the ratification of the Constitution, was westward settlement. As citizens moved into the frontier lands largely unsettled by whites but populated by diverse Indians, the promise of united representative government confronted serious challenges. Different states and land companies made conflicting claims to the same territories. Settlers demanded protections as American citizens, but they also requested freedoms for land seizure, resource extraction, and even forced population movement that exceeded the rights of their fellow citizens in more established areas of government. Conflicts arose over whether slave or nonslave labor should accompany territorial expansion.29


Americans did not resolve these issues until the Civil War and subsequent decades, but they began a unique nation-building process in the late eighteenth century. Instead of separate imperial extensions of the most powerful American states, the Western territories became part of a single continental government. Instead of creating subordinate political institutions, the Western territories emerged as American states modeled on and equal to their Eastern counterparts. One historian points to the “nearly universal support” among citizens then and later “for the constitutional ideal that had guided the American territorial system since its founding. Territories would not be held in perpetual dependency but could look forward to statehood and membership in the Union.”30


This principle of popular inclusion and political sovereignty applied consistently for new territories until Americans reached the end of their land frontier, until they came upon their ocean terminus. Through the Northwest Ordinance of 1787, and its many elaborations in territories west of the Mississippi River, the United States built a Union of integrated, representative, self-governing institutions. White settlers carried the American nation-building creed into new lands and they constructed compatible representative governments and market economies around it. They wrote constitutions, they elected governors and legislatures, and they established separation between church and state. Settlers in new states defined citizenship by belonging to both a specific state polity and a larger constitutional Union. The specific state polity guaranteed local culture and interests; the larger constitutional Union protected basic security, rights, and property. Although Indians, African Americans, many women, and other groups were excluded from full membership in this system, its emphasis on political empowerment and equality for white settlers in the new American territories was unprecedented when compared to most foreign empires at the time, and thereafter. The creation of the continental Union was a powerful extension of American nation-building.31


A More Perfect Union


Despite the momentum of westward expansion, the Union remained comparatively small and weak in its early decades. That was not the point. What the Union offered was the fusion of republicanism and empire—the active political participation of the citizenry and the creation of centralized power over a large and growing territory. This was a formidable combination, even at its birth. Republics filled with yeoman farmers were generally too small for the challenges and opportunities of the North American continent. Vast empires, on the model of Europe, China, and the Ottoman world, were too large for the literate and free citizens who wanted to control their own destiny.


Madison defined the new synthesis of republicanism and empire in a Union that turned territorial expanse into a republican strength by preventing any faction or set of factions from dominating government power. A plurality of American opinions would ensure freedom from imperial tyranny. At the same time, republicanism would tame empire by ensuring attention to the will of the people. The American nation would hold the central government accountable, and therefore ensure that it served the citizens and not vice versa. This unionist vision promised cooperation rather than conflict among the small states and territories that composed the United States. Union also provided assurance of a collective capability for national defense, what later Americans would call, more expansively, “national security.”32
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The “Unionist Paradigm” was the unique and enduring American contribution to modern politics. It was what the symbiosis of a new American people and a new national government became in practice. A common identity, although still exclusive, allowed for the mobilization of people and resources for collective purpose. Presidential elections where Americans across territories voted for the same office—unprecedented on this scale in the eighteenth century—embodied this common identity. Despite frequent incompetence and corruption, national institutions with perceived legitimacy brought stable rule. They allowed for creative adjustment to new threats and opportunities. They ensured political continuity amidst social and economic change.33


Leadership transitions are always the most difficult test for political stability. The electoral defeat of the Federalists in 1800, and their peaceful replacement by the Jeffersonian Republicans, affirmed the resilience of America’s nascent national institutions. Through the end of the eighteenth century, what started as an eccentric and largely imagined Union became a powerful “magnet” that attracted, encouraged, and sometimes enforced consensus across region, religion, race, and gender. “From the springs of ardor and enthusiasm issued a powerful myth about America that,” one scholar explains, transformed “ordinary labor into extraordinary acts of nation building.” Recent historians have shown that even slaves, denied all public political voice, embraced elements of the Union before the Civil War in an effort to end their inhumane bondage. The Union was a high-minded aspiration that remade parts of a low and dirty reality.34


If there is a “genius” behind American successes, it is both the aspiration and the experience of nation-building as a single Union. For the United States this has always come back to the twin birth of nation and state, and their inextricable connection through succeeding decades and centuries. The expansion of the American Union has been a continual process of simultaneous national identity formation and national government building across an ever-wider terrain. Everywhere Americans have gone since the Revolution they have tried to make nations with accompanying representative governments. Everywhere Americans have gone they have imagined “founding moments” for national identity formation and modern state construction, even where nation and state seem alien to local populations. Along with guns and dollars, Americans have deployed their exceptional history in universalistic ways. Every war since the Revolution has been a “war to end all wars,” a crusade to end “tyranny in our world,” a struggle to protect and promote a more perfect Union.35


Society of States


Reliving their past, Americans imagine a global future that reflects their own national history. Instead of the empires, confederations, and various substate structures that have dominated the history of international relations, the American vision presumes discrete geographic units of power, deriving their legitimacy from popular consent, embodied in representative governing institutions. Each state, according to the American experience, should have a single coherent people; each people should have a single, united, and effective state. Americans imagine the governments of foreign societies resembling their own, with statewide institutions led by elected figures, protections for individual rights and private property, and strong constitutions.


The latter are crucially important because they serve, like the U.S. Constitution, to embody a deep expression of public opinion that transcends faction, fear, and short-term self-interest. Constitutions organize foreign nations and states in the image of a single American-style union. They also provide a Madisonian check on tyrannical dictators and unruly masses. Drawing on their own experiences, Americans perceive states as legitimate when they appear to unite a people around a consensual identity and a stable government that represents something more sustained than the temporary trade-offs of different groups, or the enforced authority of a powerful figure. This is the modern image of the sovereign nation-state.


This is also the wellspring for American assumptions about a peaceful “society of states.” Americans have traditionally distrusted powerful international bodies designed to control the interests of diverse communities. Distant global regulators can easily become global imperialists, playing a role similar to that of European colonial officials, denying national and local autonomy. Americans have condemned a laissez-faire world of anarchical states too. Competition without control breeds frequent wars and destruction, as the very violent history of the eighteenth century readily displayed to observers at the time.


The American vision of a society of states posits an alternative to global regulation and global anarchy. It presumes that societies organized internally as constitutional nation-states will naturally preserve their independence and seek cooperation with like-minded countries. The society of states anchors peace to the ideological and institutional compatibility of governments. Compatibility breeds familiarity, and it serves the national interests of diverse peoples, according to this vision.36


Early American ideas about a society of states were not unique. Writing in the East Prussian city of Königsberg (now Kaliningrad) at the end of the eighteenth century, Immanuel Kant described how creating a world of modern nation-states could ensure a “perpetual peace.” “The republican constitution,” Kant explained, “gives a favorable prospect for the desired consequence, i.e., perpetual peace. The reason is this: if the consent of the citizens is required in order to decide that war should be declared (and in this constitution it cannot but be the case), nothing is more natural than that they would be very cautious in commencing such a poor game, decreeing for themselves all the calamities of war.” Kant spoke of a “league of peace” among "free states,” committed to cooperation based on the mutual trust derived from their representative and stable institutions. Conceived near the end of his life, Kant’s scheme was a testament to how reasoning citizens—like the American revolutionaries—could reorder the world by remaking their national governments.37


Thomas Jefferson echoed Kant in his Second Inaugural Address, written as the warring British and French empires attacked American ships at sea: “We are firmly convinced, and we act on that conviction, that with nations, as with individuals, our interests soundly calculated, will ever be found inseparable from our moral duties.” “[H]istory,” Jefferson continued, “bears witness to the fact, that a just nation is taken on its word, when recourse is had to armaments and wars to bridle others.” For Jefferson, as for many Americans in coming centuries, a peaceful society of states required morally acceptable nations and governments.38


Encouraging American-style states abroad preoccupied Jefferson and his successors. U.S. foreign policy largely rejected the traditional realpolitik focus on military and economic power, separate from moral judgments about local politics. This is where the American vision of a society of states, and the hold of Kant’s “perpetual peace,” are exceptional. More than any of their counterparts, Americans have consistently defined the world in terms of good and evil actors, deserving of inclusion or ostracism from the society of states. More than any of their counterparts, Americans have consistently deployed their power, often in extreme forms, to eliminate perceived threats to the society of states. All of these actions have, of course, served U.S. interests, but they have constituted something much more profound. American foreign policy positions have displayed an urge to Kantian perfection, a desire to convert selfish international actors into a free and ordered community.


Advocates of realpolitik, especially George Kennan and Henry Kissinger, have condemned this American moralism as a quixotic vision—a futile chasing of false windmills for global democracy and constitutionalism. International politics, Kennan and Kissinger argue, is too violent and unequal for such American-centered presumptions. This is a powerful, but unfair, criticism. The American pursuit of a society of states serves the deepest interests of a people forged in revolution. The spread of American-style nation-states, and the destruction of their challengers, matches the realistic interests of citizens in the United States. Alternative forms of foreign government limit American influence, access, and long-term trust. American-inspired forms of government promise, at least in American eyes, to benefit everyone—those living in foreign societies, as well as those residing in the United States. Contrary to Kennan and Kissinger, nation-building is a form of what we might call “realistic idealism.”39


Almost without exception, the United States has defined political ideologies that challenge its vision of the modern nation-state—Jacobinism, socialism, communism, fascism, and Islamic fundamental-ism—as existential threats. Instead of negotiating, Americans have refused to recognize antithetical regimes. Americans have worked, where possible, to overthrow governments they abhor. Appealing to the interests of “peoples,” rather than inherited sources of local authority, means that established borders around territories do not necessarily place legitimate restrictions on American influence, especially if those borders enclose nation-less and state-less violence. Invoking the peaceful promise of governments made from the people, the United States has often encouraged revolutionary changes in faraway places.


The central paradox, missed by many observers, is that ardent commitment to a society of states has justified internal interference in those countries that posed “criminal” threats to the greater society. Within years of the American Revolution, citizens spoke of “police” actions to protect order and prosperity from gangs of wrongdoers along the Western frontier, on the Canadian border, and even in the pirated waters of North Africa. The American policing force would grow and its writ to protect the society of states would expand by the mid-twentieth century to include most of the globe. This was precisely Kennan and Kissinger’s nightmare as they criticized the American international commitment to moral compatibility, rather than narrow self-interest. Asserting leadership over a society of states was, in many ways, more ambitious than running an empire.40


American efforts to build institutions for cooperation among the states in “good standing” were the other side of a compatibility agenda. As Kant suggested, a perpetual peace required freedom and common practice among politically prepared actors, not false unity or shallow assumptions about laissez-faire. Americans played a crucial role in designing the League of Nations, the United Nations, and the World Trade Organization, among others, for precisely this reason. These organizations were intended to build peaceful and prosperous relations among free and independent states. They have pursued this goal by seeding an American-inspired fusion of nation and state—through aid, knowledge transfer, trade, and security assistance—across the globe. They have written constitutions and constructed representative institutions that encourage stable rulers, cohesive peoples, and open societies. What Akira Iriye identifies as the growth of “global community” since the nineteenth century has really been the promotion of a more explicit society of states, with organized mechanisms for cooperation on American terms. The United States does not rule or govern, as much as it leads from the power of its model.41


The society of states is really a “society,” rather than an empire, because the powerful actors recognize certain basic rules more often than not—including the defense of territorial security, the fair treatment of visitors, and the protection of foreign property. These are all elements dating back to Kant’s vision of “perpetual peace.” Most international actors prefer peace to war, they acknowledge their interdependence, and they encourage external trade and other interactions, mediated by both national and international institutions. Power and wealth are unevenly distributed in the society of states (as they are within all societies), but states have widely recognized claims on some of both, as they did not in empires that traditionally denied statehood in the first place. At its root, the society of states extends Madison’s pioneering union of nation and state in North America to an even more extensive and diverse global landscape.42
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James Madison was one of the most original and enduring political thinkers of his time. He helped create an American government and an American people where neither had existed before. More than any other figure, he authored the American nation-building creed. Portrait of James Madison, 1816, John Vanderlyn, White House Historical Association


Madison and Hamilton created an American nation by constructing a government that derived from that nation. Similarly, Woodrow Wilson and Franklin Roosevelt helped create a society of states by designing international institutions that derived from that society of states. The building blocks of local political order became more legible in the construction of the global political order. Systems theorists call this “self-similarity across scale.” For Americans it is a way of reconciling independence and unity with new organizing mechanisms. American internationalism has promoted the fusion of nationalism and statehood across a historically nation-less and state-less globe.43


The Cultural Contradictions of American Nation-Building


The American vision of nation, state, and the society of states is sophisticated and shallow at the same time. The same could be said for American policies since the Revolution. No other country has devoted more resources to building a world that would support its way of life—including open markets, individual rights, and private property protections. No other country has created more problems for itself and others, especially in the twentieth century, by interfering in foreign societies and pursuing impractical changes—including the rapid “modernization” of traditional communities, the heavy investment in centralized economic “development,” and, most of all, the imposition of constitutional democracy. The history of American nation-building is filled with these contradictory achievements and failures. The history of American nation-building is nearly impossible to categorize, as much as many might try.44


The sophisticated achievements of U.S. policy in the post-Civil War South, the Philippines, Germany, and Japan come, in part, from the ability of Americans to recognize the intersection of complex phenomena: national identity, democratic government, domestic interests, and international organization. All of these phenomena mattered deeply for the making of policy in these regions. All of these phenomena influenced the deployments of knowledge, wealth, and force that contributed to the construction of new political organizations in these societies, as well as within the United States. Nation-building at its best was as much about changing “us” to work with “them” as it was the reverse. Southern Reconstruction and the post-World War II occupations of Germany and Japan, in particular, transformed the inner workings of American society—from the new amendments to the Constitution after the Civil War to the National Security Act of 1947. The American nation reshaped itself to help reshape others abroad.45


The elegance of the American system is its potential for productive flexibility. With an inherited vision of the union of nation and state on American terms, and a consistent belief that this vision can transfer across cultures, U.S. citizens have entered foreign societies with clear goals. They have aimed to build American-style nations, and they have known what that means. These nation-builders have, however, rarely possessed even the most rudimentary knowledge about how to achieve such lofty goals. Policy has emerged from adaptation to circumstances—trial and error, with frequent misdirection and adjustment. Americans have, in fact, experienced many productive failures, and policy has—at its best—responded to unforeseen challenges, shortcomings, and misperceptions. When most successful, Americans have possessed the resources and resolve to make the necessary adjustments in their nation-building efforts. They have also defined their nation-building goals in the long term, accepting locally inspired variations.


This point about a long time horizon is crucial. Change in societies is slow and it is not smooth. Entrenched interests and accepted habits of behavior resist reforms that they find threatening. They also reverse slow advances during periods of doubt and uncertainty. Large and complex societies, like big corporations and universities, are rarely flexible or experimental. This observation, of course, explains why democratic theorists before James Madison believed that representative governments had to be small republics, rather than large territorial states. The repressive force of tradition in the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century British Empire was a warning to Madison and others about the difficulties of remaking societies, even those with powerful profit-seekers.46


Nation-building is strategic. It requires targeted investments, sophisticated attention to legitimate sources of resistance, and, most of all, patience. There are no quick results. Nation-building occurs in decades, not years. Progress is uneven, and it comes with visible breakthroughs after extended periods of apparent stagnation, and even reversal. This was, of course, the case for the United States in its own history. The ratification of the Constitution was a breakthrough after years of disunion and conflict. Southern Reconstruction, at least in its early years, was also a breakthrough after a bloody Civil War that brought the country to the brink of dissolution. In an international context, the Marshall Plan in Western Europe and the “Reverse Course” in Japan were similar breakthroughs after years of postwar starvation and disarray. Breakthroughs occurred and they endured in all of these cases because of patient, long-term, and ever-adjusting commitments. Nation-builders must make sustainable and dynamic investments. At their best, Americans have invested in these terms. At their best, American leaders—in government, business, and academia—have encouraged this strategy.


Unfortunately, wise leadership and smart investing are not pervasive in American history. They are, in fact, somewhat rare. Too often, Americans have exhibited overconfidence and impatience in their commitments to nation-building. They have believed that the sincerity of their commitments will substitute for the sacrifice and sustained attention necessary for success. Americans have also embraced a simplistic view of their own past, one that raised false expectations about the pace of change. The hardest accomplishments have appeared easy for citizens who are proud of their own achievements and ignorant of the alternative aspirations, traditions, and habits in other societies. American successes have often undermined the patient and sophisticated attitudes that made success possible in the first place.
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