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INTRODUCTION



At noon, October 18, 2003, President George W. Bush landed in Manila as part of a six-nation Asian tour. Because officials were concerned about a terrorist attack on the embattled islands, the presidential airplane, Air Force One, was shepherded into Philippine air space by F-15s. Bush’s speech to the Philippine Congress was delayed by what one reporter described as “undulating throngs of demonstrators who lined his motorcade route past rows of shacks.”* Outside the Philippine House of Representatives, several thousand more demonstrators greeted Bush, and several Philippine legislators staged a walkout during his twenty-minute speech.


In his speech, Bush took credit for America transforming the Philippines into “the first democratic nation in Asia.” Said Bush, “America is proud of its part in the great story of the Filipino people. Together our soldiers liberated the Philippines from colonial rule. Together we rescued the islands from invasion and occupation.” And he drew an analogy between America’s attempt to create democracy in the Philippines and its attempt to create a democratic Middle East through invading and occupying Iraq in the spring of 2003: “Democracy always has skeptics. Some say the culture of the Middle East will not sustain the institutions of democracy. The same doubts were once expressed about the culture of Asia. These doubts were proven wrong nearly six decades ago, when the Republic of the Philippines became the first democratic nation in Asia.”


After a state dinner, Bush and his party were bundled back onto Air Force One and shunted off to the president’s next stop, Thailand. The Secret Service had warned Bush that it was not safe for him to remain overnight in the “first Democratic nation in Asia.”


As many Philippine commentators remarked afterward, Bush’s rendition of Philippine-American history bore very little relation to fact. True, the United States Navy under Admiral George Dewey had ousted Spain from the Philippines in the Spanish-American War of 1898. But instead of creating a Philippine democracy, President William McKinley annexed the country and installed a colonial administrator. The United States then fought a brutal war against the same Philippine independence movement it had encouraged to fight Spain. The war dragged on for fourteen years. Before it was over, about 120,000 American troops were deployed and more than 4,000 died; more than 200,000 Filipino civilians and soldiers were killed.* And the resentment against American policy was still evident a century later during George W. Bush’s visit.


The Filipinos were not the only ones to rue the American occupation. Before he was assassinated in September 1901, McKinley himself had come to have doubts about it. He told a friend, “If old Dewey had just sailed away when he smashed that Spanish fleet, what a lot of trouble he would have saved us.”* By 1907, Theodore Roosevelt, who had earlier championed the war and occupation, recognized the United States had made a mistake in annexing the Philippines. After Woodrow Wilson became president, he and the Democrats backed Philippine independence, but were thwarted by Republicans who still nurtured dreams of American empire. Only in 1946, after reconquering the Philippines from Japan, did the United States finally grant independence—and even then it retained military bases and special privileges for American corporations.


As for the Philippines’ democracy, the United States can take little credit for what exists, and some blame for what doesn’t. The Philippines were not the first Asian country to hold elections. And the electoral machinery the U.S. designed in 1946 provided a veneer of democratic process beneath which a handful of families, allied to American investors and addicted to payoffs and kickbacks, controlled Philippine land, economy, and society. The tenuous system broke down in 1973 when Ferdinand Marcos had himself declared president for life. Marcos was finally overthrown in 1986, but even today Philippine democracy is more dream than reality. Three months before Bush’s visit, beleaguered Philippine president Gloria Macapagal Arroyo had survived a military coup; and with Islamic radicals and communists roaming the countryside, the Philippines are perhaps the least stable of Asian nations. If the analogy between America’s “liberation” of the Philippines and of Iraq were to hold true, the United States can look forward to four decades of occupation, culminating in an outcome that is still far from satisfactory. Such an outcome would not redound to the credit of the Bush administration, but instead to the “skeptics” who charged that the Bush administration had undertaken the invasion of Baghdad with its eyes wide shut.


Politicians often rewrite history to their own purposes, but, as Bush’s analogy to Iraq suggested, there was more than passing significance to his revision of the history of the Spanish-American War. It reflected not just a distorted picture of a critical episode in American foreign policy but a seeming ignorance of the important lessons that Americans drew from this brief and unhappy experiment in creating an overseas empire. If Bush had applied these lessons to the American plans for invading Iraq and transforming the Middle East, he might have proceeded far more cautiously. But as his rendition of history showed, he was either unaware of them or had chosen to ignore them.


The Spanish-American War and its aftermath represented a turning point in American foreign policy. Until the 1890s, the United States had adhered to George Washington and Thomas Jefferson’s advice to stay out of “foreign entanglements.” America had expanded over the continent and sought to prevent new foreign incursions into the hemisphere, but it had avoided Europe’s growing struggle for empire in Asia and Africa. Now, by going to war against Spain in the Pacific and the Caribbean, and by establishing what it thought of as a stepping-stone to the China market, the United States had abandoned its own splendid isolation and thrown itself into the worldwide struggle.


To take this momentous step, the United States had discarded its historic opposition to imperialism. Founded as a result of an anti-colonial war against the British, the United States had sought to expand westward by adding new states and citizens that enjoyed equal rights with those that existed. Americans had stood firmly against acquiring overseas people and territories that would be ruled from afar. But by taking over the Spanish empire, America had become the kind of imperial power it had once denounced. It was now vying with Great Britain, France, Germany, Russia, and Japan for what Theodore Roosevelt called “the domination of the world.”*


American proponents of imperialism argued that the country needed colonies to bolster its military power and to find markets for its capital, but they also believed that by expanding overseas, the United States was fulfilling its historic mission to transform the world in its image. The United States had been founded by descendants of emigrants from Protestant Britain and Holland who viewed their new land as a “city on a hill” that would initiate the “new Israel” and the Kingdom of God on Earth. Well after the glow of Puritan conviction dimmed, Americans still believed that they had a unique or special millennial role in transforming the world—not necessarily into a replica of early Christian communities, but into states and countries that shared America’s commitment to liberty and democracy.


Roosevelt, McKinley, and the other proponents of an American imperialism insisted that by annexing other countries, Americans would, in McKinley’s words, “civilize and Christianize” them. Said McKinley of the Philippines in October 1900, “Territory sometimes comes to us when we go to war in a holy cause, and whenever it does the banner of liberty will float over it and bring, I trust, blessings and benefits to all people.”* Their convictions were echoed by a prominent historian who had recently become president of Princeton. In 1901, Woodrow Wilson wrote in defense of the annexation of the Philippines:


The East is to be opened and transformed, whether we will it or not; the standards of the West are to be imposed upon it; nations and peoples who have stood still the centuries through are to be quickened and to be made part of the universal world of commerce and of ideas which has so steadily been a-making by the advance of European power from age to age.*


America, the proponents of imperialism argued, would acquire an overseas empire of its own, and through careful administration and the defeat of backward, or “savage,” resistance movements, lay the basis for the spread of liberty and democracy throughout the world. “God’s hand,” Indiana senator Albert Beveridge declared in 1900, “is in … the movement of the American people toward the mastery of the world.”*


The two presidents who figured out that America’s experiment with imperialism wasn’t working were, ironically, Theodore Roosevelt and Woodrow Wilson. Roosevelt was an enthusiastic supporter not only of the Spanish American War, in which he enlisted, but of the subsequent American takeover of the Spanish empire. Said Roosevelt in April 1899, “If we do our duty aright in the Philippines, we will add to that national renown which is the highest and finest part of national life, and will greatly benefit the people of the Philippine islands, and above all, we will play our part well in the great work of uplifting mankind.”* Yet after he became president in September 1901, his enthusiasm for overseas expansion noticeably waned. Urged to take over the Dominican Republic, he quipped, “As for annexing the island, I have about the same desire to annex it as a gorged boa constrictor might have to swallow a porcupine wrong-end-to.”* Under Roosevelt, America’s colonial holdings actually shrunk. And after the Russo-Japanese War in 1904, Roosevelt changed America’s diplomatic posture from competitor with the other imperialist powers in dominating the world to mediator in their growing conflicts.


Woodrow Wilson had initially cheered the American takeover of the Spanish empire, although not as lustily as Roosevelt and McKinley. When he became president in 1913, he boasted that he could transform Latin America, if not the rest of the world, into constitutional democracies in America’s image. Proclaiming his opposition to Mexican dictator Victoriano Huerta, Wilson promised that he was “going to teach the South American republics to elect good men.”* But Wilson discovered in Mexico that attempts to instill American-style constitutional democracy and capitalism through force were destined to fail. And not just to fail, but to spark a nationalist, anti-American backlash that would threaten American security during World War I. In Mexico, Wilson came to understand in practice what he had written in his theories of government—that “self-government is not a thing that can be ‘given’ to any people.”*


Like Roosevelt, and many European leaders, Wilson had also believed that imperialism was contributing to a higher, more pacific civilization by bringing not only capitalist industry but also higher standards of morality and education to what had been barbarous regions. Wars would be fought, but primarily between uncivilized nations, or between them and civilized countries. Eventually, war would disappear. But as Wilson learned from the outbreak of World War I, the struggle for colonies had precipitated a savage and destructive war between the imperial powers themselves.


World War I turned Wilson not only against German militarism but against the structure of world politics and economics that the imperial struggle for colonies had sustained. The only way to prevent future war, he concluded, was to dismantle the structure itself. During the war and in the peace negotiations that followed, Wilson attempted to put America and the world on a new footing—one that would prevent future wars. Wilson’s plan included self-determination for former colonies, an open trading system to discourage economic imperialism, international arms reduction, and a commitment to collective security through international organizations—what is now sometimes referred to as “multilateralism.” Wilson continued to believe that the United States had a special role to play in the world. But he now believed that it could best play that role by getting other nations to work with it to effect a global transformation.


Wilson failed to get either the other victors from World War I or the Republican-controlled Senate in the United States to agree to his plan for a new world order. His Republican successors organized international disarmament conferences but ignored the structure of imperialism that was fueling a new arms race. They called for an “open door” in world markets, but protected America’s prosperity behind high tariff walls. They played a small, but real, part in fulfilling the prediction of a new world war that Wilson had made in Pueblo, Colorado, in September 1919, on the eve of the vote on the League of Nations.


Franklin Roosevelt, who had served under Wilson, saw the onset of World War II as a vindication of Wilson’s approach. Roosevelt and Harry Truman attempted to craft a new “community of power” based upon Wilsonian principles. It was embodied in organizations such as the United Nations and the International Monetary Fund and in treaties such as the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade. This approach helped prevent a new world war and depression, but it did not succeed exactly as Wilson, Roosevelt, or Truman initially envisaged. After the war, the British and French refused to give up their colonies without a fight, and the Soviet Union fueled a Cold War by attempting to restore, and build upon, the older czarist empire in eastern Europe and southern and western Asia.


During the Cold War, the United States used Wilson’s approach to create a “community of power” against the Soviet Union—chiefly through the creation of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), a new type of alliance that encouraged the defense and spread of democratic principles. That aspect of American foreign policy proved to be remarkably successful. But outside of western Europe and Japan, American policymakers often believed that they had to choose between maintaining America’s opposition to imperialism and colonialism and opposing the Soviet Union in the Cold War. They opposed anti-imperialist movements in southeast Asia, the Mideast, and Latin America because they believed that their victory would aid the Soviet Union. That led to the catastrophic war in Vietnam and to serious setbacks in the Caribbean, Central America, and the Mideast. American policy-makers discovered once more that when America took the side of the imperial powers or acted itself as an imperial power, it courted disaster and even defeat.


The end of the Cold War created the conditions for finally realizing the promise of Wilson’s foreign policy. With the collapse of the Soviet empire and the dissolution of western Europe’s empires, one key aspect of the age of empire—the struggle for world domination among great powers—was over. What remained were the conflicts that imperialism had instigated or suppressed in the regions that the great powers had dominated. These were evident in the Mideast, South Asia, the Taiwan Straits, the Korean peninsula, the Balkans, and the Caribbean. The great powers could now, as Wilson had hoped, form a “community of power” to manage and resolve these remaining conflicts.


The administrations of George H. W. Bush and Bill Clinton understood the new opportunity that existed. When Iraq invaded and annexed Kuwait in August 1990, Bush built a powerful coalition through the United Nations Security Council to drive Saddam Hussein’s forces out of the Gulf kingdom. Clinton worked through NATO to protect the independence of Bosnia and the autonomy of Kosovo from a Serbia bent upon reestablishing its own version of hegemony over peoples that had suffered centuries of ethnic conflict under the Ottoman and Austro-Hungarian empires. Under Clinton, the nations of the world also founded a new World Trade Organization to move toward open markets.


These years represented a triumph of Wilsonianism and of the lessons that America had learned from the Spanish-American War, two world wars, and the Vietnam War. But these lessons were entirely lost on the administration of George W. Bush that took office in January 2001. Like the Republicans of the 1920s, the Bush Republicans were determined to forget rather than build upon the past. The new Bush administration was composed primarily of two factions that were deeply hostile to the tradition of Wilson, Franklin Roosevelt, and Truman. The nationalists, as they were called, were only willing to support American overseas intervention when it met a strict test of national interest and didn’t involve ceding control to international organizations or coalitions. Their policies, wrote Condoleezza Rice, who would become George W. Bush’s national security adviser, “proceed from the firm ground of the national interest, not from the interests of an illusory international community.”*


The neoconservatives were the second and third generation of the former socialists and liberals who had moved to the right during the 1960s. They declared their admiration for the Theodore Roosevelt of the 1890s and for America’s first experiment with imperialism. Some, like Wall Street Journal editorial page editor Max Boot, called on the United States to “unambiguously … embrace its imperial role,” while others preferred terms like “American hegemony.”* Like the nationalists, they scorned international institutions and the Wilsonian idea of a community of power. But unlike them, they strongly advocated using America’s military and economic power to transform countries and regions in America’s image. They were a throwback to the Republican imperialists who had agitated for the United States to occupy and annex the Philippines at the turn of the last century.


Well before the September 11, 2001, attack by Osama bin Laden’s al Qaeda organization, both factions had advocated overthrowing Iraq’s Saddam Hussein, but they were restrained by natural caution and by the public’s reluctance to support a war against an adversary that didn’t directly threaten the United States. September 11 provided them with the grounds to convince the public of a potential Iraqi threat, while America’s easy victory in Afghanistan in the fall of 2001 nourished an illusion that America could do whatever it wanted in the world. Both the nationalists and neoconservatives came to believe that they could invade Iraq, overthrow Saddam, and quickly install a regime that was friendly to the United States, while sending a signal to terrorists and neighboring autocracies that their days were numbered. The McKinley administration had acquired similar illusions after its quick victory over Spain in 1898. And while McKinley had dreamed of civilizing and Christianizing, the Bush administration dreamed of liberating and democratizing not just Iraq but the entire Mideast.


Just as in the Philippines in 1900, Mexico in 1913, or South Vietnam in 1961, things didn’t turn out as American policy-makers had hoped. America’s invasion and occupation of Iraq—a perfect imitation of an earlier imperialism—awakened dormant Iraqi nationalism. After a quick march across the desert to Baghdad, American forces found themselves besieged in a bloody and seemingly interminable occupation. In the Middle East, the invasion and occupation were seen as confirmation of bin Laden’s charge that the United States was bent on exploiting the region’s resources and imposing its culture. Instead of curtailing the “war on terror,” as Bush had promised, the war in Iraq brought a new wave of recruits. Instead of encouraging a democratic transformation, it reinforced the rule of neighboring autocracies.


History is not physics. The study of the past doesn’t yield unalterable laws that allow one to predict the future with the same certainty that a physicist can chart the trajectory and velocity of a falling object. But historical experiences do yield lessons that convince peoples and their leaders to change their behavior to avoid expected, and undesired, consequences. America’s initial experiment with imperialism in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries yielded these kinds of lessons. Under Theodore Roosevelt and Woodrow Wilson, and later under a succession of presidents from Franklin Roosevelt to Bill Clinton, these experiences convinced Americans to change their attitude toward imperial conquest and toward nationalism in countries like the Philippines and Iraq.


But as America entered the twenty-first century, this history appeared to have been forgotten or revised in the interests of a new nationalism and neo-conservatism. Only a president deeply ignorant of the past and what it teaches could journey to the Philippines in 2003 and declare that a century ago Americans had “liberated the Philippines from colonial rule.” America’s decision to invade and occupy Iraq wasn’t, of course, a direct result of this misreading of the past. If Bush or Vice President Dick Cheney or Deputy Secretary of Defense Paul Wolfowitz, the administration’s leading neoconservative, had been aware of the brutal war America had fought in the Philippines, or of Wilson’s misadventures in Mexico, or of the blighted history of Western imperialism in the Mideast, they might still have invaded Iraq. But they also might have had second or even third or fourth thoughts about what Bush, echoing Beveridge and the imperialists of a century ago, would call “a historic opportunity to change the world.”*








CHAPTER ONE
An Empire of Liberty:
The Framework of American Foreign Policy



In their first hundred years as a nation, Americans were preoccupied with their own continent. America’s foreign policy was principally concerned with removing Mexicans and Indians from lands that American settlers coveted. James Bryce wrote in The American Commonwealth in 1888, “The only one principle to which people have learnt to cling in foreign policy is that the less they have of it the better.”1 In 1889, the New York Sun, the precursor of the current neoconservative daily, advocated that the diplomatic service be abolished altogether. Americans, of course, wanted to trade with other countries, but they recoiled at the thought of becoming involved in their quarrels.


In the 1890s, however, the world and its quarrels came to America. Americans were suddenly forced to deal with the rapid growth of European and Japanese imperialism. Between 1876 and 1914, one quarter of the world was divvied up among these imperial powers.2 During these years, Great Britain increased its territories by 4 million square miles, France by 3.5 million, and Germany by more than a million. By 1900, Britain had 50 colonies, France 33, and Germany 13.3 Over 90 percent of Africa was colonized, 98.9 percent of Polynesia, and 56.5 percent of Asia.4


As the British economist J. A. Hobson argued in his 1902 book, Imperialism, much of this new competition for colonies was driven by economics. Faced with Britain’s domination of the world’s shipping and banking and America’s high tariff walls, European countries and Japan sought colonies in order to gain guaranteed markets and outlets for investment and to obtain raw materials that they could not extract at home. As France, Russia, Germany, and Japan established protectorates and colonies, they walled them off from economic competition. That aroused understandable fear among American businesses, banks, and farms that had become increasingly dependent on exports and on overseas capital investments. By the 1890s, it looked as if the China market, which was assumed to be a future source of untold riches, might eventually be closed off to American business.


Europe and Japan’s scramble for colonies was also driven by a combustible mixture of nationalism and militarism. In the late nineteenth century, the possession of colonies became an important measure of prestige and power for newly formed states like Germany and Italy and for older empires like the Russian, Ottoman, or Austrian that were threatened with disintegration. The Germans insisted that their colonial possessions should reflect their growing economic and military power in relation to Britain and France. The French sought overseas colonies to overcome the humiliation of their defeat in the Franco-Prussian War of 1871. This kind of competition fueled a massive naval arms race and a succession of wars, contributing finally to the outbreak of World War I.


Americans could look on the Franco-Prussian War dispassionately, but as the first major war broke out in China in 1894, and as German warships began to penetrate the Pacific and patrol the South American coast, they begin to reconsider their historic isolation. In 1890, the Naval Policy Board warned that


there are not wanting indications that [America’s] comparative isolation will soon cease to exist, and that it will gradually be replaced by a condition of affairs which will bring this nation into sharp commercial competition with others in every part of the world…. In the adjustment of our trade with a neighbor we are certain to reach out and obstruct the interests of foreign nations.5


Forced finally to look outward, Americans began a fifty-year-long debate about what kind of foreign policy the country should adopt. At its center was the question of how the United States should respond to the growth of this new imperialism. Should it maintain its traditional opposition, borne of the American Revolution, to colonial conquests? Should it seek, as the young Theodore Roosevelt advised, to compete with the imperial powers by acquiring colonies of its own? Or should it aggressively attempt, as Woodrow Wilson would later advocate, to dismantle the global structure of imperialism?


In deciding what policies to pursue, Americans, like their European cousins, drew upon a sense of their own national mission and purpose. This was often expressed in quasi-religious or moral terms. The proponents of an American imperialism insisted it would lead to the “redemption of the world.” They claimed it was “America’s duty to educate the Filipinos and uplift and Christianize them.” They argued that “the great civilized peoples have today at their command the means of developing the decadent nations of the world.” The opponents of imperialism, on the other hand, warned against a “war of selfish ambition” and the “temptation of conquest.” And they defended the opposition to imperialism as “the grandest triumph of the democratic idea.”


Sophisticated historians might dismiss these kind of statements about civilization, Christianity, and democracy as bombast. Foreign policy, they might argue, is always about power and money, not morals and religion. But a particular conception of America’s mission in the world has consistently shaped Americans’ understanding of geopolitics and economics. It has been central to the American debate over imperialism and empire. It provided the basis on which Americans rejected acquiring colonies, and later, it was modified, and perhaps twisted, to justify America’s acquiring colonies. Most recently, it was used by the Bush administration to justify its decision to invade and occupy Iraq.


A PECULIAR CHOSEN PEOPLE

Americans’ sense of mission predates the debate over imperialism. It originated with the dissenting Protestants from England and Holland who landed on the Atlantic Coast in the seventeenth century. These Puritans brought with them a set of beliefs about the New World and its mission. It was refined and given new substance by the American Revolution, the westward expansion, and the Indian wars, and was then invoked to justify and condemn different responses to the growth of European imperialism. It has long since lost its conscious connection to biblical passages, and provides a framework by which Americans of different faiths or no faith think about the country’s foreign policy.


There are two interrelated concepts that make up this framework of belief. While the precise content of these concepts has changed over the centuries, the overall relation between them and their importance to American foreign policy has endured:


Americans as the “chosen people”: The first settlers from Puritan England saw themselves as “chosen people” who had made a mutual “covenant” with God and who would have a special role in establishing a “new Israel.” As one prominent Connecticut clergyman put it in 1777, “We in this land are, as it were, led out of Egypt by the hand of Moses.”6 Over the next 225 years, this concept has kept recurring, whether in its original religious form or in a more modern, secular guise. In 1900, during the Senate debate over imperialism, Albert Beveridge would declare that God “has marked the American people as His chosen nation to finally lead in the redemption of the world.”7 In 1917, Woodrow Wilson called America “the greatest hope and energy of the world.”8 Bill Clinton’s secretary of state Madeleine Albright regularly described the United States as “the indispensable nation.” And in his 2002 State of the Union address, George W. Bush declared that the United States had “been called to a unique role in human events.”9


Americans as having a moral or religious mission: As the “chosen people” in their “unique role,” Americans have seen themselves as having a special mission in the world. Jefferson envisioned Americans forging an “empire of liberty,” Jacksonian Democrats talked of “manifest destiny,” and Franklin Roosevelt and later Ronald Reagan spoke of a “rendezvous with destiny.” The mission is, above all, religious or moral in nature and defined as a struggle between good and evil and for redemption and salvation. In 1919, arguing for the ratification of the treaty establishing the League of Nations, President Woodrow Wilson declared, “For nothing less depends upon this decision, nothing less than the liberation and salvation of the world.”10 George W. Bush called on America in his 2002 State of the Union address to defeat an “axis of evil.” He declared in November 2003 that “the advance of freedom is the calling of our time. It is the calling of our country…. We believe that liberty is the design of nature. We believe that liberty is the direction of history.”11


In White Jacket, Herman Melville’s narrator summed up Americans’ view of themselves and their mission: “And we Americans are the peculiar, chosen people—the Israel of our time; we bear the ark of the liberties of the world…. God has predestined, mankind expects great things from our race…. The rest of the nations must soon be in our rear…. Long enough have we been skeptics with regard to ourselves, and doubted whether, indeed, the political Messiah had come. But he has come in us, if we would be given utterance to his promptings. And let us always remember that with ourselves, almost for the first time in the history of the earth, national selfishness is unbounded philanthropy; for we cannot do a good to America, but we give alms to the world.”12


Over the centuries, Americans have changed their idea of who the chosen people are. In the seventeenth century, it was the members of the scattered Protestant communities along the East Coast of North America. With the Revolution, and the nation’s founding, the chosen people became Americans, but the term “American” sometimes referred in fact only to white Christian Anglo-Saxons. In Our Country, his best-selling argument in 1885 for imperialism, Josiah Strong wrote that God is “preparing in our Anglo-Saxon civilization the die with which to stamp the peoples of the earth.”13 Only after World War II did the term “Americans” come to have the full-throated multiethnic, multiracial connotation that it currently has.


The specific idea of mission has also changed. Before the Revolution, the mission was defined by the dissenting Protestantism of the early settlers. America’s mission was millennial: it was to create a thousand-year-long Kingdom of God on Earth, a new Israel, that would resemble the early Christian communities that the Puritans admired and that would combat the influence of the papal Antichrist. After the Revolution, many Americans moved from a primarily religious conception of the Kingdom of God on Earth to what historian Nathan Hatch called “civil millennialism.”14 They talked of America as founding what Jefferson called an “empire of liberty.” In the nineteenth century, many Americans talked of spreading civilization in lands dominated by savages, and in the twentieth century of spreading democracy to nations controlled by fascism and communism.


Americans have changed their idea of the mission to adapt to changing economic, political, and military circumstances. This is where the interplay of ideal and interest figures. Sometimes the conception of mission has served primarily as a rationalization for pursuing less than noble interests, such as ousting the Sioux from the Black Hills of South Dakota in order to make room for gold prospectors. Other times, such as during America’s recent intervention in the Balkans, ideal has appeared to drive interest. But at crucial junctures in American history, in the late eighteenth and late nineteenth century and even in the early twenty-first century, Americans have earnestly sought a happy marriage of America’s mission with the immediate interests of its citizens.


Finally, the means by which Americans thought they could accomplish their mission has changed. In 1630, John Winthrop, who would later become governor of Massachusetts, told his fellow émigrés aboard the Arabella that they were going to establish a “city on the hill” that would transform the world by example. In the nation’s first two decades, George Washington and Thomas Jefferson would insist that the United States steer clear of old-world conflicts and alliances. Throughout most of the nineteenth century Americans would take their advice, and would seek to transform the world through continental expansion. Only at the end of the nineteenth century, faced with the rise of European imperialism, would Americans begin to consider actively transforming the world outside their hemisphere. Over the next four decades, Americans would debate whether to concern themselves with affairs in Europe and Asia. Finally, during World War II, Americans would assume world leadership.


Looked at over seven key periods—with the definition of the seventh still under contention—the different components of the American framework would look something like the table on the opposite page.


The United States is not the first or only nation in the world to believe that it had a special role to play in transforming the world. So did imperial Rome, Napoleonic France, Victorian Britain, Wilhemine and Nazi Germany, and the Soviet Union. But these countries’ sense of mission eventually ran afoul of the reality they sought to transform. They had to abandon their visions, whether as a result of devastating military defeat or gradual economic decline. America, too, has periodically had to modify its visions in the face of new circumstances and adversaries. But what distinguishes America today is that it has not had to abandon its millennial hopes. A string of victories in major wars, coupled with an almost unbroken rise in the national standard of living, has strengthened Americans’ conviction of their exceptionalism.


Not all Americans have adhered to this view of themselves and their nation. It is not a genetic inheritance like height or eye color, but rather an understanding that is passed down from generation to generation by parents, teachers, ministers, politicians, and what is now called the media. But dissent itself has taken place within what might be awkwardly described as the framework of the framework. There was an original strand of American Protestantism that preached withdrawal and separation. In theological terms, it held a “premillennial” rather than “postmillennial” vision of the future—that the world would end and Jesus would come and spirit away the saved before the millennium. Some prominent Puritan clerics, including Increase Mather, took this view.15 So did the Disciples of Christ when Ronald Reagan was growing up, and the Reverend Jerry Falwell, one of the founders of the modern Christian right. There has been a strand of American foreign policy that corresponds to this theological outlook. It counsels isolation from what Thomas Jefferson called the “exterminating havoc” of the Old World.16 It sees Americans as chosen and as having a mission, but the mission is one of saving themselves while the rest of the world wallows in sin or is consumed by destruction. It doesn’t see the rest of the world as potential converts to the American example, but as hardened sinners whom it is best to avoid. Its pessimistic view of the world outside America and of Americans’ obligation to save themselves from it could be seen vividly in the isolationism of the 1930s. It would reappear among some Republicans in the 1990s and even in the statements of George W. Bush. But in the span of American history, this premillennial vision has usually taken second place to that of the postmillennial.








	Period Mission


	Adversary Means










	Pre-Revolutionary, Colonial America (1600-1776)

	Kingdom of God on Earth Papal Antichrist Example as “city on the hill”




	Revolutionary and founding era (1776-1815) Empire of liberty Old-world tyranny, monarchy, and empire Example, continental expansion without entangling alliances



	
Jacksonian America (1815-1848)
 Christian civilization Savages or “children” Example, continental expansion without entangling alliances




	
Imperial America (1898-1908)
 Christian civilization Barbarians and savages Overseas expansion without entangling alliances




	
Wilsonian internationalism (1914-1919 and 1939-1946)
 Global democracy, four freedoms Autocracy, imperialism, and fascism International organization and alliances




	
Cold War liberalism (1946-1989)
 Global democracy Communism International organizations and alliances




	
Post-imperialism with remnants of imperialism (1989-)
 Global democracy, third way? International terrorism, rogue states? International organizations, unilateral action?










CIVIL MILLENNIALISM


As Ernest Tuveson argues in Redeemer Nation, the origins of America’s millennial framework go back to the Protestant Reformation and to its linear and progressive view of history.17 English Puritans read the New Testament’s “Revelation of St. John” to mean that the millennium—interpreted by most medieval clerics to be a purely symbolic event—would actually occur before the end of history as a result of the triumph of the forces of Good over Evil in the Battle of Armageddon. After this glorious victory, human beings would enjoy a thousand years of the Kingdom of God on Earth. Out of this theological conviction, English Puritans embraced the social or political objective of creating the Kingdom of God on Earth—first as a religious community and then as a nation and world dedicated to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.


The English Puritans believed that the Reformation, by overthrowing the papal Antichrist, had begun the process that would culminate in the millennium. The next step would be the overthrow of England’s Catholic monarchy and the creation of an English republic shaped by the principles of primitive Christianity. But Oliver Cromwell’s New Model Army did not succeed in getting rid of the English monarchy. After Cromwell’s fall, the Puritans increasingly rested their hopes for establishing the kingdom of God on their American co-religionists, who had fled England to establish religious communities in the New World. The Puritan poet George Herbert wrote:


Religion stands tip-toe in our land
Ready to pass to the American strand.


The Pilgrims and Puritans who landed in North America believed that they were founding a “new Israel” that would serve as the site of the millennium. Cotton Mather described New England as “the spot of Earth, which the God of Heaven spied out … as the center of the future Kingdom.”18 In the mid-eighteenth century, Jonathan Edwards, the leader of the Great Awakening, spoke of “the dawning, or at least a prelude, of that glorious work of God, so often foretold in Scripture, which in the progress and issue of it, shall renew the world of mankind…. Many things … make it probable that this work will begin in America.”19


By the time of the Revolution, many Americans were moving from a primarily religious conception of the Kingdom of God on Earth to “civil millennialism.” Americans’ view of the millennium became secular, but it also became defined in peculiarly American terms. The breakdown of feudal-era social stratification in the New World reinforced the belief of dissenting Protestants that all people were equal before God and led to belief in the liberty and equality that Jefferson expressed in the Declaration of Independence.20 The revolution against British rule led Americans to advocate the elimination of feudal servitude and independence from foreign rule by the “antichrist of British tyranny.”21


Americans would later expand their understanding of liberty. Democracy and human rights would also be included. But this basic version of American civil millennialism has remained remarkably intact from the American Revolution to today. In 1942, during World War II, Franklin Roosevelt would urge Americans to be true to their “divine heritage. We are fighting, as our fathers have fought, to uphold the doctrine that all men are equal in the sight of God…. This is the conflict that day and night now pervades our lives. No compromise can end that conflict. There never has been—there never can be—successful compromise between good and evil.” In November 2003, George W. Bush, defending the invasion of Iraq, would say, “Liberty is both the plan of Heaven for humanity, and the best hope for progress here on Earth.”


AN EMPIRE FOR LIBERTY

America’s founders saw the continental nation they had created as an “American empire.” Washington spoke of a “rising American empire,” and Jefferson of an “empire for liberty” and an “empire of liberty.”22 Theodore Roosevelt, Indiana senator Albert Beveridge, and some current proponents of imperialism would claim that they were following in Washington and Jefferson’s footsteps—Beveridge would describe Jefferson as “the first imperialist”—but their conception of empire was fundamentally different from that of the founders.23


Washington and Jefferson adapted the classical theory of the cycle of empires to America’s millennial vision. America would be the next and, perhaps, the last stop in the cycle of great empires, succeeding Great Britain. Bishop George Berkeley, better known for his solipsistic theory of knowledge, had voiced this theory in his “Verses on the Prospect of Planting Arts and Learning in America”:


Westward the course of empire takes its way;
The four first acts already past,
A fifth shall close the drama with the day;
Time’s noblest offspring is the last.


Washington, Jefferson, and other founders believed that the United States would grow and surpass its predecessors in size and population by expanding across the North American continent. But in expanding, it would create new states and citizens that enjoyed the same liberty and self-government as the old. As reflected in the Northwest Ordinance of 1787, Washington and Jefferson conceived of an American empire as a very large federated nation made up of equal states and citizens. They condemned the idea of an empire based on a powerful core state ruling over colonies and subject peoples. Indeed, Jefferson envisaged the world of nations on the model of a nation of equal individuals, writing to Madison in 1789 that “I know but one code of morality for man whether acting singly or collectively.”24


The founders explicitly rejected empires based on conquest and distant rule. In 1777, poet Timothy Dwight, who was then serving as chaplain to the Army of the Potomac and would later become the president of Yale, contrasted the European idea of conquest with the American view of “empire … on Freedom’s broad basis”:


To conquest, and slaughter, let Europe aspire,
Whelm nations in blood, and wrap cities in fire …
A world is thy realm: for a world be thy laws,
Enlarg’d as thine empire, and just as thy cause;
On Freedom’s broad basis, that empire shall rise,
Extend with the main, and dissolve with the skies.25


In 1780, the Reverend Samuel Cooper told the Massachusetts legislature, “Conquest is not indeed the aim of these rising states; sound policy must ever forbid it. We have before us an object more truly great and honorable. We seem called by heaven to make a large portion of this globe a seat of knowledge and liberty, of agriculture, commerce, and arts, and what is more important than all, of Christian piety and virtue.”26 In 1788, John Jay, the president of the Continental Congress, told the French envoy that America’s Constitution was “inconsistent with the passion for conquest.”27


ENTANGLING ALLIANCES


Americans believed their revolution would serve as a “city on the hill” for all the nations of the world. Declared Yale president Ezra Stiles, “This great American revolution, this recent political phenomenon of a new sovereignty arising among the sovereign powers of the earth, will be attended to and contemplated by all nations.”28 And in the wake of the French Revolution in 1789, some Americans became convinced that they had actually sparked a world revolution. When the French revolutionary Edmond Charles Genet, dubbed Citizen Genet, landed in America in 1793, he won widespread support for plans to attack the Spanish and British empires. Americans would actually furnish foot soldiers for this worldwide revolution. In 1794, theologian David Austin predicted that the millennium itself would occur in 1796!29


Washington, however, recognized that the new nation was still extraordinarily weak and could barely defend its own frontier, let alone get involved in a European war. He opposed any alliance with France and opted for a strategy of noninterference in European affairs that implicitly acknowledged Britain’s superior navy. In his Farewell Address in 1796, Washington said, “The great rule of conduct for us in regard to foreign nations is, in extending our commercial relations to have with them as little political connection as possible.” He warned against “permanent inveterate antipathies against particular nations and passionate attachments for others.”


Jefferson and John Quincy Adams both reaffirmed Washington’s foreign policy. In his first inaugural address, Jefferson warned against “entangling alliances.” In 1821, John Quincy Adams, serving as James Monroe’s secretary of state, rejected pleas that the United States intervene on behalf of the Greek revolutionaries. Adams rejected “going abroad in search of monsters to destroy,” urging instead that America “commend the general cause by the countenance of her voice and the benignant sympathy of her example.”30 Washington, John Quincy Adams, and Jefferson were making a judgment that given America’s military and economic weakness, it had nothing to gain and everything to lose from involving itself in Europe’s quarrels. Except for Jefferson at moments of extreme antipathy toward Europe, they weren’t rejecting the framework, they were insisting that the way America would transform the world was by example, not by active intervention. Said Washington in his Farewell Address, “It will be worthy of a free, enlightened, and at no distant period a great nation to give to mankind the magnanimous and too novel example of a people always guided by an exalted justice and benevolence.”


CIVILIZATION AND BARBARISM

During most of the nineteenth century, the main focus of American foreign policy was on westward expansion and on the Indian wars. (Americans fought the War of 1812 partly or even primarily to end British support for the Indians in what was then the Northwest.) Indians were driven off their lands; many were killed, and some were even enslaved. In 1820, for instance, 125,000 Indians lived east of the Mississippi River. By 1844, only 30,000 remained, and most of those lived in the northern Lake Superior region.31 Both Democrat Andrew Jackson and Whig president William Henry Harrison made their reputations primarily as Indian fighters.


The brutal wars of conquest—often motivated by land speculation and the quest for gold—appeared to contradict America’s historic mission, but Americans invented an elaborate rationale to justify them, and it later provided a justification for imperialism. Missouri senator Thomas Hart Benton and other proponents of westward expansion described the Western settlers in terms that were borrowed from the Puritan emigration to North America. Although it was often land speculators and mineral prospectors who led the way, Benton described the settlers as the “children of Israel” who “entered the promised land, with the implements of husbandry in one hand and the weapons of war in the other.”32 In 1846, writer, editor, and land speculator William Gilpin declared that “the untransacted destiny of the American people is to subdue the continent.”33 The settlers and land speculators were fulfilling America’s historic mission.


To justify the removal of the Indians from the land, Benton and others grafted onto the millennial theory of history the Enlightenment theory of stages of civilization. According to this theory, races—of which the bulk of white Americans were thought to be “Anglo-Saxons”—passed through different stages from savagery to barbarism to civilization. America’s mission was to spread civilization in the face of barbarism and savagery. That could mean lifting up and converting the barbarians or savages, as Jefferson proposed to do for the Native Americans. Or it could mean killing or removing them if they resisted the spread of civilization. That was the tack taken by Andrew Jackson.


The settlers and land speculators in the frontier lands in Kentucky, Tennessee, Georgia, and Mississippi were not interested in civilizing the Indians. They wanted their land. To justify Indian removal, Andrew Jackson, who began his career as a land speculator, Benton, and other champions of westward expansion modified the Enlightenment theory of civilization. They construed the theory not as a ladder of development but as a static description of different stages of development. Some races, including Indians, would never progress from savage to civilized. Indians, Jackson’s secretary of war Lewis Cass declared, would not exchange their lives for “the stationary and laborious duties of civilized societies.”34 Instead, if allowed to flourish, they could potentially drag civilized peoples down to their level, or even destroy them. In a Senate speech in 1846, Benton outlined the choices that faced the white settlers and their savage foes: “Civilization or extinction has been the fate of all people who have found themselves in the track of advancing whites; civilization, always the preference of the advancing whites, has been pressed as an object, while extinction has followed as a consequence of its resistance.”35


Benton’s ethics, and those of the proponents of Indian removal, were a departure from those of Jefferson and the Enlightenment. In his statement on equality in the Declaration, Jefferson assumed the ethical principle of the Golden Rule—that each human being is equally worthy of respect and not to be considered a means to someone else’s end, or a colonial subject to do with as a conqueror pleases. But for Benton, Jackson, and Cass, the Indians were expendable as human beings because they stood in the way of the march of white civilization. The moral principles that governed behavior among whites did not govern behavior between whites and Indians. Theirs was a utilitarianism that justified injustice if it advanced civilization. After Herbert Spencer’s application of a pre-Darwinian theory of evolution to sociology and history, these kinds of arguments would become extremely popular among defenders of imperialism, but Americans were already using them to defend their tactics in the Indian wars.


To make their case that Indians were unredeemable, the proponents of Indian removal cast them as less than human, or less than human adults. The Indians, historian Francis Parkman wrote, were “man, wolf, and devil, all in one.”36 To justify their view of Indians as “savages,” Parkman and others cited Indian violence against whites, particularly women and children, although, in fact, settlers had provoked much of the violence and had acted with equal brutality against the Indians themselves. As president, Jackson addressed Indians in his communications as “my children.” But Jackson’s relationship to them was similar to that between God and his subjects. They would not become fathers themselves, but would always remain children.
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