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THE GREAT EXPERIMENT





Introduction

A GATHERING OF TRIBES


Some peoples wax and others wane

And, in a short space, the order of living things is changed

And, like runners, hand on the torch of life.

—LUCRETIUS1




If I had a world to govern

of kingdoms so contentious,

by far would I prefer

never to have a realm at all.

—GOTTFRIED VON STRASSBURG2






“MULTILAT is hell.” It was a jarring way for Victoria Nuland to begin our morning staff meeting, but she knew what she was doing. She was a professional diplomat used to dealing with the influx of political appointees that comes with a change in administrations. As my executive assistant, she had the job that day, in September 1993, of preparing me for my first United Nations General Assembly, or UNGA. Veterans of the annual gathering pronounce the acronym “un-guh,” making it sound like a groan of weariness at the prospect of yet again having to see if representatives of nearly two hundred nations can accomplish anything cooperatively—or, in the language of diplomacy, multilaterally.

The member states of the UN range alphabetically from Afghanistan, one of the most ungovernable nations on earth, to Zimbabwe, one of the worst governed. They vary in size from tiny relics of history, such as the Principality of Liechtenstein, a sixty-two-square-mile constitutional monarchy in the Alpine foothills, and newborn microstates, such as Kiribati and Vanuatu in the South Pacific, to the Asian giants, India and China.

In the autumn of 1993, virtually all the presidents, prime ministers, and monarchs who were about to descend on New York City hoped to meet Bill Clinton, a newcomer to their ranks. Many would get face time with him. Some would have formal “bilats” at the American mission across the street from the UN, or at the Waldorf-Astoria, where the White House and State Department staffs set up camp. Others would be granted “pull-asides” at one of the numerous receptions every evening, or on the margins of the General Assembly itself.

From his first UNGA in 1993 to his last in 2000, Clinton looked forward to the several days he spent each fall in New York as a jamboree of networking that brought together some of the world’s most ambitious, accomplished, and self-confident extroverts. In other words, people like him. He was more at home there than any other American president, with the possible exception of his immediate predecessor, George H. W. Bush, who had thrived in the post of “permrep,” or permanent representative (as ambassadors to the UN are formally known), twenty years before. Every year, as the requests for appointments poured in, protecting Clinton from his own gregariousness often meant telling him no when he wanted the answer to be yes. That part of my job was never easy or pleasant, nor did I always succeed.

I also had my immediate boss to worry about. For much of the 1990s, I was deputy secretary of state. In no other setting was the first word in that title more operative than at the UNGA. I frequently had to substitute—first for Warren Christopher, then for Madeleine Albright—in tasks for which the secretary had neither time nor interest nor obligation of protocol. Such assignments ranged from ones that I found genuinely interesting to others that were tedious but necessary, to a few that were downright embarrassing. The worst was being designated to sit in as head of the American delegation in the General Assembly for no purpose other than to wait for Fidel Castro to come to the podium so that I could stage the Americans’ annual solo walkout. It was a protest not over anything the Cuban leader said, since I left before he opened his mouth, but over the impertinence of his still being in power despite more than forty years of American antagonism. How this ritual was supposed to make him feel isolated, I never quite understood. My exit up the center aisle, with what seemed like the whole world watching, none too sympathetically, seemed to take forever. I remember thinking to myself: multilat may sometimes be too much of a good thing, but unilat is often too little. The trick is to find the right combination of the two.

The United Nations faces the same challenge. Its purpose is to take action against hunger, poverty, disease, aggression, and, in more recent years, outrages perpetrated by governments against their own citizens. But agreeing on exactly what action to take requires seemingly endless talk—everyone from everywhere talking to everyone from everywhere else about everything under the sun.

Hence Victoria Nuland’s rueful quip. But we both knew Winston Churchill’s riposte, when he and Dwight Eisenhower were sharing their hope for a UN-negotiated settlement in Indochina after the French defeat at Dien Bien Phu in 1954: “To jaw-jaw is better than to war-war.”

Churchill made the line rhyme; the UN’s job is to make it meaningful. On another occasion, Eisenhower made the same point, though more prosaically: “With all the defects, with all the failures that we can chalk up against it, the UN still represents man’s best organized hope to substitute the conference table for the battlefield.”3

 

SOMETIMES, AFTER GIVING JAW-JAW every possible chance, the UN must resort to force. On those occasions, the organization yields to the power of a few countries that are able to act. That often means yielding to the United States. More than any other country, it is able to get its way on its own terms. That is largely because it has the strongest military on earth and is the leader of several alliances. The oldest and largest of those is the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), the world’s only permanent international mechanism capable of exerting the muscle that is sometimes necessary to back up exhortations, condemnations, and threats.

The most dramatic example of robust multilateralism that I experienced during my stint in government in the nineties was in the Balkans. The worst outbreak of violence in Europe since World War II required a division of labor among the UN, NATO, the European Union (EU), the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE), and an ad hoc arrangement to enlist the diplomatic assistance of the Russians. Each of these bodies was, in its own way, important for reaching an outcome the world could live with: NATO provided the crucial ingredient of air power in Bosnia and Kosovo; the UN Security Council gave the operation in Bosnia a useful degree of international legitimacy; in the more difficult case of Kosovo, the secretary-general, Kofi Annan, took it upon himself to speak out on the need for a U.S.-led intervention to stop mass murder and ethnic cleansing.

Despite the UN’s imperfections and uncertainty about its future, it sometimes resolves the paradox reflected in its name and lives up to its lofty but elusive goals. It did that in large, conspicuous ways in the Balkans, and it does it in small, little-noticed ones every day: providing food, shelter, and care to refugees; deploying border observers, police trainers, election monitors, and weapons inspectors; coaching governments on economic reform; and slogging away against corruption and illicit traffic in drugs, women, and children, and in dangerous technology and weaponry. During the summer of 2007, there were eighteen UN peacekeeping missions deployed on four continents, involving 100,000 personnel, many of them soldiers, from about a hundred countries.

In all these cases, the UN is exercising, on behalf of all nations, responsibilities and powers that used to be largely if not exclusively in the domain of sovereign national governments. On a highly selective and circumscribed basis, the member states of the UN pool their authority and resources to achieve common purposes, often in concert with other international bodies. Some, such as the World Bank and the World Health Organization, are considered part of the UN system, but they operate separately, with variable and in some cases tenuous ties to the UN itself. Others, such as NATO, the EU, and the OSCE, are separate from the UN except that their members belong to the UN as well, and their interests often coincide with, and their capacities serve, the UN’s objectives.

When the nations of the world take joint action, they are, in both senses of the verb, practicing global governance: they are doing something necessary and difficult; and with experience, they are learning to do it better.

 

THE PHRASE “GLOBAL GOVERNANCE” appears frequently in the course offerings of universities and on the agendas of public-policy conferences in many countries. That is less the case in the United States.* In the nation that is host to the UN’s headquarters, the very term “global governance” tends to be used with nervous caution, as though with tweezers, especially in my hometown, Washington, D.C. I noticed early in my time at the State Department that foreign service officers used euphemisms, of which multilateralism was one. They had learned, sometimes to the jeopardy of their careers, that public mention of global governance can be politically radioactive. Either it has the ring of woolly-mindedness, or, far worse, it is taken as code for a belief in a world government that turns nations into provinces of a global superstate. To those inclined to see it that way—and there are many—the UN is a stalking horse for a conspiracy to deprive the United States of its independence and its citizens of their freedoms.

It is not surprising that talk of global governance should elicit more skepticism, suspicion, and sometimes bilious opposition in the United States than elsewhere. The more powerful a state is, the more likely its people are to regard the pooling of national authority as an unnatural act. What is surprising is that, in the second half of the twentieth century, precisely during the period when the United States was asserting itself as the most powerful state ever, eleven presidents—six Democrats and five Republicans, from Franklin Roosevelt to Bill Clinton—recognized global governance as a natural element in world politics and as a useful, even indispensable instrument of American foreign policy. While they too called it by other names that emphasized U.S. interests and U.S. leadership, they made global governance an American project.

 

GEORGE W. BUSH did not so much abandon that project as change the way in which it was conducted and perceived. He accentuated what he saw—and wanted the world to accept—as America’s right to make and enforce the rules by which other nations must abide. In so doing, Bush broke with the tactics, tone, doctrine, and worldview that had guided more than half a century of U.S. foreign policy. Especially striking was the contrast with the two previous occupants of the Oval Office. “Bush 41” and Clinton had been arch-multilateralists. “Bush 43,” particularly during his first term, was a radical unilateralist. More than any of his predecessors, he adhered to an uncompromising and extreme variant of American exceptionalism—a form of nationalism that ascribes to the United States superior qualities, universal values, global interests, unique responsibilities, and a divine dispensation to use its might on behalf of what its leaders deem to be right.

The test case was in Iraq, and the result was a failure and a backlash. Many around the world, including allies and traditional friends, had already come to see the United States less as a leader to be followed and more as a high-handed, often arbitrary boss, to be resented, resisted, counterbalanced, and “contained”—a word I began to hear in my travels abroad as early as 2001.

In part because effective global governance and successful American foreign policy are closely linked, both enterprises fell on hard times, and they will have to be resuscitated together. Among the most urgent pieces of business Bush will leave his successor will be that of restoring American standing in the world. Many who had worked in previous administrations, and some who worked for Bush himself, hoped that presidents coming after him would not have to learn the hard way that multilat, while sometimes hellishly hard, is indispensable to the mutually reinforcing goals of pursuing American national interests and strengthening international institutions.

 

DURING THE BUSH 43 PRESIDENCY, Victoria Nuland served as ambassador to an expanded NATO and found herself immersed in multilateralism; the status of Kosovo was a subject of UN-brokered negotiations that the Americans and West Europeans hoped would lead to independence; and Clinton whirled around the globe on a variety of good-works projects, including two with the UN: the battle against HIV/AIDS and, in a partnership that burgeoned into a genuine friendship with the elder President Bush, a campaign to provide relief to victims of the 2004 tsunami. I spent the academic year 2001–2002 in New Haven, where my wife, Brooke, and I helped Yale University set up two new international programs, then returned to Washington when I joined the Brookings Institution.

In 2003, I started writing this book on a subject that I had been thinking about for several decades: how the origin of individual nations and the formation of the international system have been similarly motivated. Both occur when disparate people unite for the sake of safety and prosperity. Just as a nation is a gathering of tribes, so the international community is a gathering of nations—an incipient global nation, in the sense that humanity is learning to govern itself as a whole on those issues where it can do so to the benefit of all, and especially on those where it must do so to avert planetary disaster.

There has always been, and always will be, a tension—sometimes creative, sometimes destructive—between, on the one hand, the concept of an international community that recognizes interdependence as a fact and collective governance as a necessity and, on the other, the appeal of a national community that thinks of itself as independent and sovereign. The forces that unify individual states—a sense of shared identity and destiny, a desire for collective order and defense—have often led to war between and among states. On other occasions, however, comparable forces have led states to come together for purposes of advancing common goals and defending themselves against common threats. Over the ages, there has been progress in the form of what development economists call the “scaling up” of governance from the national to the international level.

That story is just one of the many subplots of history, but it is one that has fascinated me all my life. My parents were active in the internationalist wing of the Republican Party in the late forties and early fifties. They nudged me, at an early age, toward an awareness of how far the world had to go in learning to govern itself sensibly. Under their influence, I gravitated, early in my schooling, toward the study of foreign cultures and world history. Whatever my profession, I have never stopped thinking of myself as a student of those subjects. This book is a reflection on some of what I have learned and an attempt to relate it to some of what I have seen, and done, in international politics.

 

I HAVE TRACED THE GREAT EXPERIMENT of global governance from the origins of the concept in ancient religion and philosophy through its evolution in the minds of political thinkers and in the strivings of political leaders. A big idea becomes a good idea—not just logically sound and ethically noble but practical as well—through thousands of years of struggle and testing, incremental progress, and catastrophic setbacks.

I look back to our once-nomadic ancestors who settled long enough to think of themselves as having their own homelands, protected by their own gods. I focus on the people who called, first themselves and then the land they believed their God had given them, “Israel,” which I see as a prototype of nationhood, not least because it experienced both absorption by and liberation from empire.

The imperial system, which held sway for millennia, is the subject of Part One of this book. From the earliest recorded history, leaders have sought to impose authority from above while fostering acceptance of that authority from below in a way that made it possible to rule multiple nations. Alexander the Great conceived of an ecumenical realm embracing what, for him, was the known world. The expansion of his domain and those of other conquerors—the Romans, Genghis Khan, the Qin Emperor in China, Ashoka and Akbar in India, the Ottomans, the Hapsburgs, the Spanish, the Dutch, and the British—established the basis for governance on a vast scale in two ways: first by connecting remote regions and cultures, and in the process establishing networks of economic interdependence and cultural cross-fertilization; second, by developing organizational practices and technologies that were capable of projecting force, and therefore authority, and providing security for diverse nationalities spread out over great distances.

The more successful empires incorporated some degree of institutionalized tolerance and administrative decentralization. Those diversified polities were more likely to prosper and endure if they allowed communities within their borders to follow their own customs and manage their own affairs, even though the emperor, great khan, or sultan retained responsibility for order within the realm and its protection from external enemies.

But the degree to which any single imperial system could succeed was always limited. Many empires failed because they were inherently hierarchical and therefore unjust: the concentration of power in the hands of the emperor often translated into institutionalized intolerance, which in turn provoked among subject peoples alienation, sullen resistance, or outright rebellion. Yet too much decentralization meant that the center could not hold, and things would fall apart.

For one of these reasons or the other, and sometimes because of a combination of the two, the ability of the metropole to rule its colonies could not last forever. Nor could the imperial system as such.

As nation-states broke free from empires, they found that being small—or at least smaller—required collective security. They entered into alliances and treaties to deter predatory behemoths and also to keep from going to war against one another. Peace was conducive to trade, which, in turn, was regulated by commercial agreements. Beyond its economic benefit, the movement of goods and services, along with people, ideas, and technology, drew states into a web of associations, common practices, and mutual dependency—the components of what today we call globalization.

In following this pattern, I concentrate on Western civilization, since that was the source of so much of the experience and intellectual raw material on which modern international structures came to be based. For centuries, Europe was a busy, bloody, yet productive laboratory for experimentation with ideas and institutions that would eventually replace empire. As nation-states came into their own, they shared a growing sense that they formed a single continental community. The dialectic between these two developments established the premise for various methods of keeping the peace that extended governance horizontally rather than imposing it from above. One result was the concept of balance of power among states as a replacement for imperial predominance.

Another European invention was federalism, which became an export to the American colonies in the eighteenth century and, in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, the basis for supranational governance under the flag of the European Union. Despite its current doldrums, the EU is an undertaking of great boldness and promise, a model for what is possible in other parts of the world.

But before Europe could become the zone of peace that it is today, it spent centuries at war, primarily with itself though also with the forces of Islam that either pushed into Europe or repelled European incursions into the Holy Land. Then, having spread their commerce and culture to the far corners of the earth through their empires, the Europeans unleashed, within a twenty-year period, two world wars. The first of those conflagrations made Europe ripe for a pair of totalitarian ideologies, German fascism and Soviet communism, each with proponents who believed their movement would take over the world. The United States was indispensable in rescuing Europe and the world from those monstrosities, in ending the age of empire, and in giving Europe the sense of security it needed to form the EU.

Part Two of the book deals with America’s rise to unparalleled and unprecedented power. The Founding Fathers set about governing themselves and building a constitutional democracy—a postimperial multinational state—out of a wide continental wilderness that was shielded from the outside world by two even wider oceans. Yet even as they looked westward and inland, Americans also looked over their shoulders, across the Atlantic and back to the Old World from which they had broken free. They believed they were creating not just a new nation or even just a new kind of nation, but a new and better way for all nations to govern themselves. They were convinced that what they were doing mattered to all humanity and deserved universal approval.

But they knew they would have to earn that approval in the way they made the case for their own great experiment as an object of admiration and emulation. The Founders promised, in the first sentence of the Declaration of Independence, to show “a decent respect to the opinions of mankind.” That line can be read as a caveat about the danger of rubbing other countries’ noses in American exceptionalism.

Europe continued to loom large in Americans’ thinking because it was not just where most of them or their forebears came from—it was where their founding ideas came from. American leaders acknowledged a debt to ancient Greece and Rome and to European civilization. Separation of church and state, the sanctity of civil and human rights, and other principles of the U.S. Constitution grew out of the humanist movement that started in Italy in the fifteenth century and that nurtured the Renaissance and the Enlightenment.

Today’s disputes over American foreign policy echo those of Europe centuries ago. Dante Alighieri’s vision of a universal kingdom and Immanuel Kant’s concept of a democratic (or as he put it, “republican”) peace anticipated today’s liberal internationalism, whose adherents imagine and seek to build a better world. For its part, the realist school, which prides itself on dealing with the hazards and opportunities of the world as it is, pays homage to Niccolò Machiavelli and Thomas Hobbes.

While individual Americans have staked out opposing sides in this debate, their country as a whole has tried to have it both ways—and has often succeeded. In imbuing idealism with pragmatism (and vice versa), America has developed and sustained a sense of a global mission to advance values as well as interests, and to do so as much as possible by example and consent rather than by conquest.

The most violent of centuries, the twentieth, opened just as the United States was coming into its own as a world power. America set about to champion abroad the liberal principles of pluralistic democracy, rule of law, and protection of the rights of the individual citizen. In Woodrow Wilson, America had a leader who believed that if those tenets of national governance could be institutionalized internationally, the world would be safer, more prosperous, and more humane.

At the Paris Peace Conference after World War I, which produced the Treaty of Versailles, Wilson briefly took charge of the on-again/off-again European venture in multilateral diplomacy that had begun with the Peace of Westphalia in 1648 and continued with the Congress of Vienna in 1814–15. The result, in 1919, was the League of Nations. It ended in ruins, partly because of the U.S. Senate’s repudiation of Wilson and America’s refusal to participate in the League.

A quarter of a century after Versailles, and after a second global calamity and the defeat of the original axis of evil—which ran from Tokyo through Berlin to Rome—the world and the United States had a second chance. This time, working off a blueprint left to them by Franklin Roosevelt, Harry Truman and his successors came closer to getting it right. In the final days of World War II, Truman presided at yet another of those postwar gatherings of tribes exhausted by war—a conference, held in San Francisco in the spring and early summer of 1945, that founded the United Nations. The U.S. Senate overwhelmingly approved the UN charter at the end of July. A little more than a week later, the detonations of atomic bombs over Hiroshima and Nagasaki gave impetus to the one-world movement, an international effort to apply the ideas of Dante and Kant to ending the era of total war.

 

I WAS BORN THE FOLLOWING YEAR. More pertinently, so were George W. Bush and Bill Clinton, classmates of mine at Yale and Oxford respectively. Our generation grew up with the UN. The baby boom was the result of a burst in American optimism, confidence, and energy. But to be a baby boomer was also to be a child of the cold war. That competition was a cause of constant anxiety and occasional terror. For just that reason, the world required a new, highly specialized form of governance. The joint regulation of the U.S. and Soviet nuclear arsenals averted Armageddon and established the basis for a compact whereby most other nations agreed to forgo having such weapons. Living under what George F. Kennan called “the cloud of danger” had a lot to do with my fascination with U.S.-Soviet and, later, U.S.-Russian relations and with nuclear diplomacy. What has been justifiably called “the American system” of global governance was a three-way synthesis of the hegemonic aspect of empire (America as unchallenged leader of the free world), the reliance on the balance-of-power system of the nineteenth century (updated as the balance of terror between the superpowers in the twentieth), and the all-important, distinctively American element of constitutionalism: universally applicable and equitably enforced rules, checks and balances, and the consent of the governed.4

Part Three deals with American preeminence since the end of the cold war, a distinction that the country used largely to its advantage and the world’s until the misadventures of Bush 43 foreign policy and, in particular, the war in Iraq. In those chapters, I have drawn on experiences and observations from three stages of my career: twenty-one years at Time, which coincided with the decrepitude of the world’s last empire and the beginning of the post–cold war era and, in the triumphalist rhetoric of the right, America’s “unipolar” moment; eight years at the State Department, which gave me a carpenter’s perspective on what Kant called “the crooked timber of humanity”; and six years at Yale and Brookings, where I have worked with scholars deeply knowledgeable about many of the subjects that I have delved into here.

I bring the story up to the onset of the 2008 American presidential campaign, then look ahead, in a conclusion, to what I believe should happen under the next president if the planet is to be spared the ravages of climate change and a new wave of nuclear proliferation. These and other perils that cloud our future come with the modern condition. But the dilemma they pose—how to reconcile our tribal instincts with our common fate—is much older: it is part of the human condition, a theme in human history, and rooted in human nature.








One

THE IMPERIAL MILLENNIA










1

CARAVANS AT REST


The scattered Bektashi and the Rufayan, the Mevlevi dervishes of the Tower of the Winds, the Liaps of Souli, the Pomaks of the Rhodope, the Kizilbashi near Kechro, the Fire-Walkers of the Mavrolevki, the Lazi from the Pontic shores, the Linovamvaki—crypto-Christian Moslems of Cyprus—the Donmehs—crypto-Jewish Moslems of Salonika and Smyrna—the Slavophones of Northern Macedonia, the Koutzo-Vlachs of Samarina and Metzovo, the Chams of Thesprotia, the scattered Souliots of Roumeli and the Heptanese, the Albanians of Argolis and Attica, the Kravarite mendicants of Aetolia, the wandering quacks of Eurytania, the phallus-wielding Bounariots of Tyrnavos, the Shqip-speaking Atticans of Sfax…to name a few.

—PATRICK LEIGH FERMOR,

Mani: Travels in the Southern Peloponnese1




“What do you mean ‘we,’ paleface?”

—BILL COSBY,

Punch line in a joke about Tonto’s final exchange with the Lone Ranger






NATIONS answer a primal human need to belong, to embed individual identity in a collective one, thereby making the most of our similarities and the best of our differences. That much about the character and purpose of nations we understand intuitively, even as children. But there is much about nationhood that is mystifying, even irrational. I remember from my own childhood that the more I looked at a map, the less sense it made, especially as I began to learn how particular nations came into being, why they assumed the size and shape they did, and who lived there. The Rand McNally globe that my parents gave me when I was in my early teens, before I went off to the Hotchkiss School in the Berkshires, was a spherical jigsaw puzzle, perverse in its ingenuity. Somehow the pieces fit together, but why they were cut the way they were seemed utterly random. Sometimes a mountain range or river would form an international boundary (the Pyrenees between France and Spain; the Rhine between parts of Germany and France; the Himalayas between India and China). But the correlation of natural borders to political ones was usually arbitrary. Why should the Rio Grande divide the United States from Mexico while a surveyor’s abstraction—the 49th parallel—separates much of the United States from Canada?

There were answers to these questions in books I read and courses I took at Hotchkiss and Yale; but they often hinged on quirks of fortune, and they raised other questions, including counterfactual ones. What if the clash of ideas, faiths, armies, and colonial ambitions of the European powers had gone differently in the sixteenth, seventeenth, and eighteenth centuries? Would I be writing this book in French, Dutch, Spanish, or German? What if Abraham Lincoln had not gotten around to replacing the sober General McClellan with the heavy-drinking General Grant? Would the Union have lost to the Confederacy, and would some distant cousins of mine in Texas be living in a separate country? And what if the artillery shell that wounded Corporal Hitler during the Battle of the Somme in 1916 had killed him? Would my father’s generation have been spared their own battles at Cassino, Normandy, and the Bulge nearly three decades later?2

Lincoln and Hitler are reminders of the crucial role that individuals have played in determining the fate of nations. The Scottish essayist, Thomas Carlyle, made “the Great Man”—with a big ego, big ideas, big plans, and huge luck—the protagonist of a theory of history.3 It was one of many propounded in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. When I studied at Oxford in the late sixties and early seventies, I attended several lectures by Patrick Gardiner, a philosophy don at Magdalen College who compiled an anthology of conjectures by the heavyweights, from Vico and Hegel to Spengler and Toynbee, about the “laws” of nature that supposedly predetermine progress and decline.4 Gardiner explicated these theories but never, as far as I recall, endorsed any of them. He offered them for what they were: earnest and intellectually impressive attempts to impose some order on the capriciousness of the human story. But none, in the end, was convincing to me or, more to the point, to Gardiner. I took comfort from his decision to include, amid all the systems and certitudes of the philosophers, Leo Tolstoy’s warning about “the difficulty of defining the forces that move nations.” Tolstoy had little use for theoretical debates over how the world came to be organized the way it is, but he shared the conviction of many of the theorists that there has to be a better way to organize it in the future. That was a theme of Tolstoy’s own life, especially in his later years, when he increasingly devoted himself to utopian causes.

THE GYPSIES OF OXFORDSHIRE

Attending Oxford gave me my first chance to live outside the United States. The experience exposed me to fresh and instructive curiosities about the complexity of national identity. For example, the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland, as such, did not have a team competing in the 1968 World Cup. Instead, England, Northern Ireland, Scotland, and Wales each had a team of its own. Only the English one qualified to go to Mexico City, where its fans waved the Cross of Saint George, a throwback to the Crusades and the banner of the Church of England, rather than the Union Jack. So the Kingdom was only in a sense and up to a point United.

And then there were the Gypsies who still roamed the English countryside. Previously, I had known about them only from their cameo appearances in books I read, or had read to me, as a child. In The Wind in the Willows, Gypsies are among the few human characters. I assumed they, along with Badger and Mr. Toad, had long since disappeared from the scene. I discovered otherwise when I took weekend bicycle trips into the Cotswolds. On fields outside villages, near fairgrounds, along waterways, I would slow down just long enough to exchange curious stares with grimy but colorfully dressed children playing by the highway.

During my second year at the university, I moved from a room in an annex of Magdalen to North Oxford in order to be closer to St. Antony’s College, where I was studying twentieth-century Russian literature. On Leckford Road I shared a house and solidified a friendship with Bill Clinton that led to my serving in his administration a quarter of a century later. At the bottom of the road was a rustic wooden gate opening to a rutted footpath that crossed Port Meadow, an expanse of common land set aside since Roman times for local farmers. A canal ran through the fields of uncut grass. The Isis, as the Thames is known in those parts, meandered along the far side, ensuring mist in the morning and often at dusk as well. An alluring destination by itself, the meadow was also a shortcut to a riverbank pub called the Trout that served my favorite meal, steak-and-kidney pie and Mackeson’s stout.

Just near enough to the Trout for its owners and customers occasionally to complain, but just far enough for the authorities to avoid taking action, a band of Gypsies had parked a caravan of dilapidated cars, trucks, and trailers. On my way to or from the pub, I would sometimes take a detour for a closer look at these exotic folk. I never felt inclined, much less invited, to make small talk with them. The few conversations I had were brief and strained and left me feeling like a trespasser.

The Gypsies in the area worked as tinkers, auto mechanics, and basket-weavers, or at seasonal agriculture, road repair, the building trades, and other jobs compatible with their itinerant lives. The Oxford Mail sometimes carried stories about the county government’s uneasy accommodation and occasional trouble with these most numerous and conspicuous of migrants, whom the English called Travellers—a euphemism that was capitalized as though to indicate a separate people and a permanent condition. Around that time, Parliament was debating whether to change the law from one that made Gypsies legal residents of Britain only as long as they were on the move—in effect, forbidding them from having established residences—to one that barred them from living in many areas of the country.

On trips to the continent, especially a tour of the Balkans during a spring vacation in 1970, I found myself in a Gypsy heartland: the Vojvodina in northern Serbia and parts of Hungary, Bulgaria, and Romania. In markets and along country roads, they were often in the picture, though always, it seemed, off to the side and slightly out of focus.

I read up on the Gypsies’ story. They came from northern India, and their language is based on Sanskrit. They refer to themselves as Rom, meaning simply “man.” They call all others gadje, which has the connotation of “bumpkin” or “barbarian.” They began moving westward in the first millennium CE and never stopped. They passed through Persia on their way to Anatolia and the Middle East (but not Egypt, even though that’s the basis for the word Gypsy). They lingered long enough in central Europe to be enslaved, persecuted, stigmatized, and slaughtered. During the Holocaust, the Nazis sent Gypsies to the gas chambers.5 Like Jews at the time, Gypsies were a people without a homeland, and as such subject to a special hatred on the part of the most murderous nationalists.

The Gypsies reached Britain in the sixteenth century but did not get to America until the early twentieth and to Australia in the second half. I discovered that English Gypsies had communal leaders they called kings and queens who presided over clusters of encampments they called nations. I was intrigued by the idiosyncratic use of these words, especially the last one. I had always thought of a nation as having a fixed address, a blotch of color on globes like the one that accompanied me from one school to the next. Yet here were people who called themselves a nation even though they were always on the road, with no place to plant a flag.

Most of the peoples on earth have states they can call their own—including, as of 1948, the Jews. Or at least they have states they share with others. Basques live on both sides of the border between Spain and France. The Palestinians, even though many of them live under Israeli occupation, have established the principle that they will, someday, have a state of their own. Thirty million Kurds are spread out in the borderlands of four states: Turkey, Iraq, Iran, and Syria. “The Basque Country,” “Palestine,” and, in northern Iraq, “Kurdistan” represent geographically defined, though politically contested, homelands.

The Gypsies have no such thing. Their language, Romani, abounds with proverbs that celebrate rootlessness: “May my favorite horse break a leg and my wagon burn to ashes if I do not keep my word,” and “We are all wanderers on this earth; our hearts are full of wonder, and our souls deep with dreams.” Other sayings lament the way they have been treated during their endless travels: “Bury me standing, for I have spent my life on my knees.”6 When borrowing such words as king, queen, and nation, they seem to be mocking the sedentary gadje, who have abandoned their wagons for houses, whose hearts are barren, whose souls are shallow, whose caravans have come to rest, and who lie down in their graves.

During my excursions to New York for the UN General Assembly in the 1990s, I caught a glimpse, among the sidewalk merchants doing brisk commerce in tchotchkes on Dag Hammarskjöld Plaza, of a woman selling garish costumes who, I learned, was one of the more flamboyant regulars. Her name was Luminitsa Kwiek, and she was a Polish-Gypsy “princess.” The International Romani Union has “consultative status” in several UN agencies, which is probably as close as the Gypsies will come to being treated like a conventional nation.

Gypsies are said to have lived all these centuries “outside history,” a phrase that suggests they are a mysterious exception to the human proclivity for settling down. I came to think of them differently, as a living connection with our forebears, for whom mobility was necessary for self-preservation. The Gypsies would pause in their wanderings and rest for a while, or perhaps longer, but not forever. They comprise a real though restless nation. Because they have nowhere to call home, they make themselves at home everywhere. Their presence in our midst is both an affirmation of the need of all people for national identity and, at the same time, a reminder of how elusive, mutable, and expansive the concept of nationality is.

DEFINITIONS

The word nation entered English in the fourteenth century by way of Anglo-Norman and Middle French. It comes from the Latin natio, a noun based on the verb nasci, “to be born.” Corresponding words in other languages have similar connotations: nature confers nationality on the native. In some languages, words associated with patriotism shift genders, often depending on whether the context is war or peace. The common Russian word for homeland is rodina, usually translated as “motherland,” since it is a feminine noun from a root associated with child-bearing. But when the Russian nation defends itself against its enemies, the word most often used is otetchestvo, from “father”(World War II is known as “the Great Fatherland War”).

Yet a nation is not a natural phenomenon. Rather, it is an artifact, a product of happenstance, human ingenuity, and improvisation, with all the resulting possibilities for successful trial and ruinous error.

The same is true of a state. That word, like static and stability, comes from the Latin stare, “to stand,” “to abide,” or “to endure,” which reinforces the illusion of permanence and immutability. Yet history is a story of nations and states appearing and disappearing, expanding and contracting, in a kaleidoscope of fission and fusion. The state that some twenty million Soviet citizens died for during the Great Fatherland War barely made it past the lifespan of “threescore years and ten” that the 90th Psalm allots to mortals. A septuagenarian today has seen the death of fifteen countries—and the birth of some 130.*

The Oxford English Dictionary (OED) defines nation as meaning a “large aggregate” of people “united by factors such as common descent, language, culture, history, or occupation of the same territory, so as to form a distinct people. Now also: such a people forming a political state.”7 The near uselessness of that definition is not the fault of the lexicographers, any more than the messiness of the map is the fault of geographers. Words can only be precisely and uniformly defined if the concepts for which they stand are precisely and uniformly established. Such is not the case with a nation. Virtually each of the words that the OED uses invites confusion or argument over its own meaning and its application to historical and contemporary reality. The first word and the last in the OED’s definition of nation suggest that it is a “large state.” If so, why are Liechtenstein, Vanuatu, and East Timor considered, in the eyes of the world, independent states? The answer is that their people want to be considered that way and the UN, the closest thing that the world has to a governing body, agreed to let them in as members.

The OED is equally misleading in the other attributes that are supposed to distinguish nations. One is language. Yet no language is truly distinct and therefore truly distinguishing; each is derivative and syncretic—and few are more so than English. The words in this paragraph, for example, are a tangle of Sanskrit, Latin, ancient Greek, Anglo-Saxon, Teutonic, Norse, and other Indo-European roots that can be traced back to long-dead, widely dispersed, yet intricately interwoven civilizations.

As for culture, that is a particularly elastic word standing for a particularly elusive concept. It can be defined as either what makes us the same or what makes us different; it has been both a rallying cry and a fighting word. History has often come down to a dispute over who is different (or “distinct”) from whom; who decides the operative distinctions and their implications for others; how much distinctiveness entitles a people to “occupy the same territory,” and what that territory’s boundaries are—in other words, what “same” means.

Central Asia, where I traveled as a journalist for Time in the eighties and as a diplomat in the nineties, is made up of various stans, a Persian word that connotes a homeland for a people: Tajikistan for Tajiks, Kazakhstan for the Kazakhs, Turkmenistan for the Turkmens, Uzbekistan for the Uzbeks. But because history has been more a blender than a separator, many of the eponymous peoples ended up in someone else’s stan. There are no better examples than Pakistan and Afghanistan. Pakistan means “land of the pure” in Urdu, but it is also an acronym for the various parts of British India that were divided by partition (P for Punjab, K for Kashmir) or that ended up entirely in Pakistan (S for Sind). Afghanistan, too, is an artificial construct: the country is populated by Pashtuns in the south, Tajiks and Uzbeks in the north, Kirghiz in the east, Hazara (descendants of the Mongols) in the middle, whose common history is not so much the experience of living in a single state as banding together against the incursions of czarist Russia and the British Raj. In 2005, nearly a century after the last czar and nearly sixty years after the last viceroy, Hamid Karzai, who bore the title but not the power of president, had the impossible task of governing Afghanistan through a traditional gathering of tribes known as the loya jirga. His authority was constantly undermined by warlords. After receiving a delegation from a remote province and hearing that jobs in the province were being allocated on the basis of tribal affiliation, Karzai exclaimed, “What are these people thinking? I prefer an orphan, a child without a father, or even better, someone who doesn’t know what nationality he is than such people.”8

Similar combinations of ethnic stranding and scrambling have occurred practically everywhere on the planet, leaving a legacy of conflict among self-conscious, aggrieved minorities, or between a minority and a majority, over identity and loyalty, borders and flags.

“National pride,” wrote John Adams when his own nation was only nine years old, “is as natural as self-love.”9 In fact, national pride is a form of self-love. In extremis, it can carry intimations of the immortality that many believe comes with self-sacrifice in defense of one’s own nation against its enemies. Recalling his service as an infantryman in the Civil War in a Memorial Day address to the Harvard Class of 1895, Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr., rhapsodized, “Now, at least, and perhaps as long as man dwells upon the globe, his destiny is battle, and he has to take the chances of war…Who is there who would not like to be thought a gentleman? Yet what has that name been built on but the soldier’s choice of honor rather than life?…[T]he faith is true and adorable which leads a soldier to throw away his life in obedience to a blindly accepted duty, in a cause which he little understands, in a plan of campaign of which he has little notion, under tactics of which he does not see the use…War, when you are at it, is horrible and dull. It is only when time has passed that you see that its message was divine.”10 And so on—an ecstatic ode to patriotic gore by a figure revered as a great civilian.

For most of us, nationality may be, just as the word suggests, something we acquire at birth, keep for life, and, if necessary, defend to the death. But that is not, by any means, true for all of us. Many, in the course of their lives, change their nationality, and often their names as well. Both nationality and name are, after all, designations assigned to us not by birth but at birth; they are bestowed on us by other people: in the case of our names, by our parents; in that of our nationality, by the authorities who have jurisdiction where we are born. Upheaval, famine, economic depression, and political repression often conspire to drive people out of their native countries, or they come upon an opportunity to live a better life somewhere else, or they are seized by an urge or a sense of obligation to follow their families.

Others, while never migrating, salute some flag other than that of the country where they live. William Butler Yeats, who was no less a gentleman than Justice Holmes, carried a British passport much of his life but identified with “the nationality of Ireland [that] is in her songs and in her stories, and in her chronicles and in her traditions,” and he found nothing noble or glorious in the Great War of his age (“I think it better that in times like these / A poet’s mouth be silent, for in truth / We have no gift to set a statesman right”).11 Bed[image: image]ich Smetana’s My Country is an ode to his native Bohemia, not to the Austro-Hungarian Empire of which he was a subject. Jean Sibelius’s best-known patriotic composition was written in the 1890s, when Finlandia was still a grand duchy under the Romanovs.

Not only does nationality mean different things to different people—it can mean different things to the same people in different contexts. A colleague of mine, Vishakha Desai, has said that when she is asked what is happening in her country, she usually answers as a naturalized American who has all the rights of a native-born citizen (almost all, that is: she can be president of the Asia Society but under the Constitution, not of the United States). Sometimes, however, depending on who is asking the question, who else is listening to her answer, and where the conversation is taking place, she thinks of herself as an Indian-American, an American of Indian origin, or, simply, an Indian. Occasionally she even thinks of herself as a Gujarati—a native of the state in northwestern India where she was born—while in other settings she thinks of herself as an Asian.12

 

AMONG SCHOLARS, THE DEBATE over how people come to identify with a nation breaks down into at least four camps. The so-called “primordialists,” who are out of fashion in academe today, see nations as ancient, necessary, and, indeed, “natural” parts of social organization from the dawn of human history. The “perennialists” do not go that far, but they acknowledge important continuities between ancient and modern concepts of nationhood: modern nations, as they see it, are formed around “ethnic cores” developed from premodern communities that share a collective proper name (“Greeks,” “Turks,” “English”)—a myth, in other words, of common ancestry, elements of common culture, historical memories, an association with a specific homeland, and a sense of solidarity. For two other camps, the “modernists” and the “constructivists,” nations and nationalism are modern phenomena, without premodern roots, often deliberately constructed for functionalist purposes, such as raising taxes and armies, uniting disparate tribes, or manipulating mass support for other elite goals. According to this view, nationalism was impossible in agrarian societies since it took industrialization to generate the social and economic need for cultural and political homogeneity.13

Scholars have also engaged in intellectual combat over the origin of nation-states and the question of which comes first, the nation or the state. In a lecture, famous in the annals of social science, the nineteenth-century French philosopher Ernest Renan argued that nations are formed by the experience of common suffering (a “grand solidarity constituted by the sentiment of sacrifices”) and the willingness of individuals to pledge allegiance to the group in an “everyday plebiscite.”14 Max Weber believed that nations exist prior to states, while other leading theorists, such as Ernest Gellner and Charles Tilly, have argued that states play an essential role in creating nations out of racial, linguistic, or tribal connections.

Rather than joining this chicken-and-egg argument, some scholars, including some of the most eminent, have in effect thrown up their hands over the difficulty in defining a nation. The British historian Hugh Seton-Watson, writing in the late 1970s, was reduced to tautology: “All that I can find to say is that a nation exists when a significant number of people in a community consider themselves to form a nation or behave as if they formed one.”15 Others have come up with mordant aphorisms. My favorites are Julian Huxley’s dictum that “a nation is a society united by a common error as to its origins and a common aversion to its neighbors,” Charles Glass’s definition of nations as “tribes with flags,” and Yuri Slezkine’s variant, “book-reading tribes,” which he intends to be especially applicable to the Jews, since so many of them do not have a flag of their own.16

Benedict Anderson, a political scientist at Cornell, has pondered the question, “What is a nation?” He sums up his answer in the title of his best-known book, Imagined Communities. The size of the largest imaginable nation, he believes, is limited to about a billion people, about a sixth of humanity. He has to let his own imagination reach that far since India and China each has a population of a bit more than a billion. Drawing the line there, Anderson asserts, “No nation imagines itself coterminous with mankind.”17

That is self-evidently true, since nations, by the OED’s definition and any other (including the UN’s), exist in the plural; they imagine themselves into existence precisely in order to distinguish—and, if necessary, defend themselves—from others.

 

YET SINCE ANCIENT TIMES, some individuals have been able to imagine themselves belonging to a community that is coterminous with mankind. For them, communal identity is more than just a matter of sharing language, culture, history, and territory; they believe people can identify with others who are unlike themselves and who live far away, and they will accept increasingly expansive political structures as long as they are convinced that doing so will make them safer and better off.

According to Plutarch, among the unorthodox views that got Socrates into fatal trouble was his declaration that he was not an Athenian or a Greek but “a citizen of the world.”18 Twenty-two centuries later that phrase would echo in the rhetoric of the American Founding Fathers, and nearly two hundred years after that, it would be part of the ethos of the UN, which acknowledges in its name the multiplicity of nations but in its goals and accomplishments posits a community of all nations.

[image: image]

Socrates

In Socrates’ day, the assertion of global citizenship smacked of sedition—as it sometimes does today. Finding him guilty, Socrates’ judges gave him the choice of death or banishment, which was the civic equivalent of death.
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A LIGHT UNTO THE NATIONS


[He] hath made of one blood all nations of men for to dwell on all the face of the earth…

—Acts 17:26




The LORD shall go forth as a mighty man, he shall stir up jealousy like a man of war: he shall cry, yea, roar; he shall prevail against his enemies.

—Isaiah 42:13






TREASON—the crime for which Socrates was condemned—was formally known as “refusal to accept the gods of the state.”1 The notion that a state has its own gods is a telling conceit. The Athenians were indulging in the presumption that their earthly domain had divine sanction. Socrates’ stubbornness was in keeping with the more theologically reasonable view that the supreme authority of the universe feels proprietary toward all humanity and therefore individual human beings should indeed think of themselves as citizens of the world.

In theory, religion—a primordial component of culture and therefore of politics as well—should be the ultimate unifier. The idea of a single human community is inherent in the concept, common to most belief systems, of a universal order. In practice, however, since people—and peoples—have such different beliefs about divinity, religion has been a great divider. It is often what sets people apart, sometimes violently, not just from their neighbors but from those in their own midst who, as the OED would have it, occupy the same territory but are of different descent, culture, and language—and who worship, if not different gods, then the same god in different ways.

Israel is a case study of the interaction between religion and politics. It gave the world the first of the three great monotheistic religions. Israel’s history, from its ancient origins to its rebirth as an independent country in modern times, dramatizes the evanescence of a nation, the durability of national identity, and the crucial role that religion plays in shaping and maintaining that identity, even when a people is scattered across the face of the earth.

The word Israel has referred both to a place on the map and to the people who have lived there, or have wanted to live there. But they are a people who, like Gypsies, have, in multitudes over many millennia, lived everywhere, under myriad flags, yet often felt that they fully belonged nowhere, and who therefore have kept the idea of their homeland alive in their remarkably portable culture.

Israel’s story is both an inspirational tale and a cautionary one. Because of the Jews’ determination to maintain themselves as a distinct community, they have been subject to persecution, absorption, dispersal, and, in our own era, genocide. In the precepts ancient Israel developed for ensuring its welfare and survival, it established a concept of statehood and precedents for many of the institutions of governance that would take hold in later eras, especially in Europe, and eventually in European colonies around the world that would, like Israel itself, eventually attain—or regain—independence.

 

MUCH OF THAT STORY IS TOLD in the Bible. According to Genesis, Adam himself was a great but flawed experiment—one that kept going awry, demanding his maker’s constant intervention and correction. God’s first improvement in the first member of the human race was compassionate and practical. “It is not good,” said the Lord, “that the man should be alone” (Genesis 2:18). So he added a woman to the Garden of Eden. Absolute self-reliance and solitude gave way to companionship; the individual became part of a community of two—the original first-person plural.

The family is the basis for the institutions and norms of society and the state. Human beings enter the world as helpless infants who, as they grow up, learn to follow rules and accept obligations; they must obey their parents who, in their prime, provide sustenance, care, and protection, and who then, in their old age, expect the same in return. This arrangement ensures that the community, unlike its individual members, lives on. The idea of the parental state resonates in words like motherland, fatherland, and patriotism, with their connotations of a strong, fair, nurturing, protective, but often stern earthly power that demands and rewards loyalty. If citizens disregard or defy authority, they, like delinquent children, are punished.

That is a lesson of the opening chapters of Genesis. God’s only stricture to Adam and Eve while they were still in the Garden was that they not eat the fruit growing on “the tree of the knowledge of good and evil,” or, as some biblical scholars have interpreted the passage, “the tree of knowing all things.” On its face, it was a puzzling rule. What was wrong with Adam’s acquiring knowledge, particularly the knowledge of good and evil—and, presumably, the difference between them? The Bible seems to say that it is all right for man and woman to think and to acquire knowledge. But if they think they know too much—if they show excessive pride, certitude, self-confidence, and ambition in the way they use the cognitive and creative faculties that God has given them and that distinguish them from other animals—they will come to believe that they are masters of their own fate. The plans and rules they make for themselves will supplant those of God, and they will become less obedient to him.

When Adam and Eve committed the sin of disobedience, God cast them out of Eden. According to early interpreters of the Hebrew Scriptures, Adam and Eve, once in exile, became mortal. Death was not just a fate they and their progeny had to suffer—it was one they could inflict on others, as humankind wasted no time in demonstrating. In a fit of jealousy, Cain slew Abel. So the first death, committed by the first couple’s first son, was not merely murder, it was fratricide, a metaphor for all the wars that would follow. Under God’s interrogation, Cain replied, “Am I my brother’s keeper?” God’s answer, in effect, was, “Yes, you are.” That has been a basic principle as ties extended from kinship to community, from community to nationality, from nationality to statehood, and from statehood to “the brotherhood of man,” a phrase that has permeated UN rhetoric from the organization’s earliest days.

Just as God had earlier evicted Adam and Eve from Eden, he now banished Cain from his parents’ fold—his mother-and-fatherland. The bad seed propagated along with the good. From its first chapter, the story of the human family is about how disobeying authority and fomenting discord will lead not just to war but to dispersion of an originally homogenous and harmonious people—or in Greek, diaspora.2

 

THE SCIENTIFIC VERSION OF GENESIS is a story of fitful progress, from primates to human beings and from cave to civilization. The first hominids started to walk upright about four million years ago. Some two and a half million years later, the more advanced, adventuresome, and desperate of them trekked out of the savannahs of Africa across the Sinai peninsula. By 100,000 BCE, in the Late Paleolithic age, the genus Homo had yielded the species of anatomically modern humans called Homo sapiens: “man who knows”—which sounds like a nod to Adam and Eve’s insistence on tasting the fruit of the tree of knowledge. They fashioned tools, developed methods of vocal communication, and organized themselves into groups that could defend and provide for themselves.

Over time, they worked out codes of conduct, legends about their ancestors, and religious beliefs. They were as curious, as needy, as prone to hope, love, despair, and imagination as we are. In moments of private distress or contemplative solitude, they would ponder, just as we do, mystery and mortality. Who made this world? Who put us in it—and why? Where, if anywhere, will we go when we leave it? To whom do we appeal for comfort in the face of all that is painful in life and all that is frightening about death?

For many, asking these questions and having no answers only added to their sense of loneliness and helplessness. Huddling with others around a fire and staring together into the darkness beyond helped, but it was not enough. Misery may love company, but it wants more than that. The vexations of life and the certainty of death, the loss of loved ones who precede us to the grave, and all the other pains and perils of the natural world inclined both the individual and the group to supernatural answers.

Communities tended to be sturdier if they offered their members an established faith that included a system of rules to guide them in answering down-to-earth questions as well as cosmic and spiritual ones: How should we go about our daily lives? How should we behave toward others? How can we rightfully expect others to behave toward us? Whom can we trust? Who is on our side, and who are our enemies? Whom should we follow? What rules should guide us on the path of life and in our hope for an afterlife? It was the beginning not just of religion but of society.

Shamans served as mediums between the visible and the supernatural worlds. Their claim to be able to commune with the sun, the stars, or the spirits of the forest entitled them to tell the tribe what to hunt, where to camp, what (and whom) to sacrifice for the common good. Elemental systems for establishing leadership and dividing labor emerged. It was the beginning of politics and economics.

Then something happened again and again that constituted the beginning of geopolitics. Motivated by some combination of hunger, fear, and wanderlust, a band would hold council around a fire in a valley and decide to set off over a mountain. Off the warriors would go, chanting phrases that anticipated doctrines of manifest destiny, the need for living space, or preemptive defense. When they reached the next valley, they would massacre, enslave, and eventually absorb some weaker band that was clustered around some smaller fire.

 

ABOUT TEN THOUSAND YEARS AGO, the nomadic life of hunter-gatherers began to give way to a more settled one. Anthropologists believe that “sedentism”—the transition from life on the move to staying put—was the most important ism of all. The Neolithic Revolution, when agriculture replaced hunting and gathering, ushering in complex social organizations, is often said to be the single most significant development in human history. Early societies began to congeal around great rivers or by the sea. As these peoples became more productive economically and more efficient politically—capable of protecting themselves from external enemies and preserving internal order—their populations grew. Over the ages the saddle, the wheel, and the sail increased the speed and distance they could travel; the spear, the shield, and the bow enabled them to overpower those in their way. As these capacities increased, strong political units grew stronger and more expansive and brought smaller, weaker ones under their sway.

In the Late Bronze Age (from the sixteenth until the twelfth century BCE), the Minoans established trade links, backed by military power, which spread their civilization from Crete through the Aegean islands and up the Greek peninsula; the early Canaanites built the city of Ugarit on the Mediterranean; the Sumerians, Akkadians, Babylonians, and Assyrians were concentrated between the Tigris and Euphrates; and the Egyptians spread out from the Nile, establishing the longest-lived of the ancient kingdoms. Their pharaohs were believed to be incarnations of Ra, the sun god and the creator of the universe, who was often depicted as a man with the head of a hawk. Because they were god-kings, the pharaohs laid claim to the entire earth. They extended their rule from central Africa into Mesopotamia until they collided with other civilizations, led by other god-kings. These were the world wars of that era.

 

WANDERING WITHIN AND AMONG those sprawling, often contesting kingdoms was a hardy Semitic people whose story is the main plot of the Hebrew Scriptures.* The first book is largely a genealogical narrative that simultaneously reinforces the idea of “the family of man” yet also recognizes the reality of humanity’s political and cultural fragmentation. As Adam and Eve’s original family becomes increasingly extended, it loses its sense of common origin and common identity. All those “begats” in Genesis produce different tribes that often take the names of their patriarchs. As they go their own ways, many stray further and further from the path that God intended. In several generations, humankind becomes so wicked that God comes close to giving up entirely on the experiment he began with Adam. He wipes out the whole species except for one virtuous man, Noah, and his immediate family.

Once the flood waters start to recede, Noah sends a dove out of the ark to see if there is any dry land. On the second try, the dove returns bearing the olive branch, thereby providing the modern world with a symbol of peace and the UN with an image to accompany the globe on its flag. The incorporation of the story of Noah into official imagery of the UN can be seen as a giveaway of its founders’ bias toward Western civilization as the progenitor of modern institutions. But according to the Bible’s own chronology, the flood predates the division of humanity into separate civilizations and separate nations; it goes back to a time when—as in Eden—the family of man was just that, a single family.

 

THE STORY OF NOAH may be the earliest point in the Bible where the scribes were applying their imagination to an actual event in the distant past.* They put their own interpretation on a dim memory that they inherited, in mythologized form, from earlier civilizations.

Gilgamesh, the hero of a Babylonian epic originating in the second millennium BCE, meets the survivor of a great flood that had been brought about by Marduk, originally the god of thunderstorms who defeated the dragons of chaos and became the god of light and the creator of humanity. The Babylonians built cities around temple complexes that featured terraced pyramids known as ziggurats. These original skyscrapers, it is conjectured, were religiously motivated: they may have been man-made mountains intended to allow mortals to get closer to their gods so that they could appeal for sufficient rain for their crops. The Babylonians believed that the mythical warrior-king Nimrod decided, in case the gods could not be propitiated, to build the first ziggurat too high for the waters to reach.

In the eyes of his own people, Nimrod was the ruler of the whole earth. The responsibility of a Mesopotamian king was to mediate between his realm and all creation. As the anthropologist Henri Frankfort writes in Kingship and the Gods, “The ancients experienced human life as part of a widely spreading network of connections which reached beyond the local and the national communities into the hidden depths of nature and the powers that rule nature…Whatever was significant was imbedded in the life of the cosmos, and it was precisely the king’s function to maintain the harmony of that integration.”3

Here was a royal corollary of the Socratic concept of global citizenship: the divine right of kings, which carried with it a universal writ. For a king’s power to be challenged by any other ruler, not to mention any mere citizen, was an abomination not just against the royal personage himself, on his earthly throne, but against the divine authority in whose name he ruled.

Hence the title “king of kings,” which remained in use until late in the twentieth century. I was among the last reporters to hear it used by a sitting monarch. In late 1978, I conducted an interview with Mohammad Reza Pahlavi shortly before he was driven from Iran’s Peacock Throne by masses loyal to the Ayatollah Khomeini. As I listened to the shah tell me about how the CIA was behind the revolution—we talked in his besieged palace in downtown Tehran, with tanks guarding the compound and the chants of protestors in the distance—he insisted that I identify him in print not just as the Shah but as the Shah-an-Shah. He would carry that title with him as he wandered for a year and a half, from one barely hospitable country to another until he died in Cairo, and it would be inscribed on his tomb in the al-Rifai Mosque in Egypt.

In the sixth and fifth centuries BCE, a series of Persian emperors took the same title literally and acted on it aggressively. Just to emphasize that its implications were unlimited and uncompromising, they added reinforcing epithets. Cyrus was “king of the world, great king, legitimate king, king of Babylon, king of Sumer and Akkad, king of the four rims of the earth.” The Hebrew Scriptures have him declare, “The Lord God of Heaven hath given me all the kingdoms of the earth.” Darius the Great was “king of all the people of all origins, king of the great earth and beyond.” Xerxes was “king over all this distant and vast world.”4

The determination of ancient conqueror-kings to act out their ambition to rule over the whole world was the beginning of imperialism, an institution that would last for some six thousand years.

 

ACCORDING TO GENESIS, one of Noah’s grandsons, named Egypt, ends up in North Africa as a precursor of the pharaohs. Nimrod, a great-grandson of Noah, settles in Mesopotamia and is identified with a biblical phrase sometimes translated as “the first potentate on earth.”5 Chapter 10 of Genesis concludes with Noah’s descendants being “divided in the earth after the flood” and differentiated according to “their families…their tongues…[and] their nations.”

Then comes one of the more abrupt and incongruous transitions in the Bible. Chapter 11 begins, “And the whole earth was of one language, and of one speech. And it came to pass, as they journeyed from the east, that they found a plain in the land of Shinar,” in the Tigris-Euphrates valley, where Nimrod established his kingdom. The city at its center Genesis calls Babel.6 “They,” it would seem, constitute all humanity, which is on the verge of forging itself into a universal race. They set about building a capital of the world, with a tower that will reach into heaven: “Let us make us a name, lest we be scattered abroad upon the face of the whole earth.” The Lord is mightily displeased and puts a stop to the venture.

I remember being perplexed in Sunday school over why God was so angry about Babel. Unlike Adam and Eve, the builders of the Tower were not directly violating one of God’s injunctions. Unlike Cain, they had not committed murder, nor were the denizens of Babel guilty of the depravity that provoked the flood or the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah. Rather, the city fathers had simply gone on a building spree that was motivated by an impulse to keep all humanity together in a single political, linguistic, and cultural entity.

What, exactly, was wrong with that? Insofar as the story provides its own answer, it seems to be that the offense is hubris: in God’s eyes, the builders of the Tower are trying to make themselves masters of his creation. If they succeed, “Nothing will be restrained from them, which they have imagined to do.” Men would, more than ever, follow their own laws rather than those that the Lord had promulgated.7

This time God’s intervention is, in its ramifications, highly political and explains how the first phase of the great experiment, which had started with a single man and a single family, ends up in the fractionation of humanity and a multiplicity of nations.

The Lord decides to “go down, and there confound their language…[so] that they may not understand one another’s speech.” In the Babylonians’ language, Bab-ilu meant “Gate of God,” a designation suggesting divine approval. However, in Hebrew, Babel is a play on the verb balal, which means “to confuse, or mix up.” God’s intervention leaves the officials and citizens of the city reduced to babbling over their plans for the Tower and, by implication, over their plans for world domination. It is a linguistic form of mass banishment. By turning one language into many, God makes it impossible for the citizens of Babel to continue to dwell and govern themselves together within a single state.

The story of the Tower concludes with a repetition of the phrase “scattered abroad upon the face of all the earth.” The leaders of Babel have brought down on themselves exactly the fate that they sought to avoid by building the Tower in the first place.8

A CHOSEN PEOPLE

If the story of Babel had ended with the destruction of the city, the world would simply have returned to the condition in which it found itself before the ill-fated project to unify humanity. But as Genesis continues, a bad empire yields a good nation—a recurring theme in the narrative of history. God singles out for his favor and protection a group of migrants who settle, on his instructions and with his blessing, in a land some six hundred miles west of Babel. They have separated themselves geographically, linguistically, and religiously from the Babylonians. Their scribes put their own spin on what happened to Babel: they look back on the citizens of that city as pagans, who provoked God’s wrath by trying to climb closer to a false heaven, inhabited by false gods.

Some of these wanderers were called Habiru, the root of Hebrew. Their chieftain was Abraham, whose name means “Father of a Multitude” and who is believed to have lived around the late twentieth and early nineteenth centuries BCE.9 God’s first commandment to Abraham is to tell him where to go—to Canaan, between the Jordan River and the Mediterranean—and God promises him that once he gets there, his family and his followers and those who came after them will, with God’s help, be able to govern and defend themselves: “Now the Lord had said unto Abraham, Get thee out of thy country, and from thy kindred, and from thy father’s house, unto a land that I will shew thee; And I will make of thee a great nation, and I will bless thee, and make thy name great; and thou shalt be a blessing: And I will bless them that bless thee, and curse him that curseth thee: and in thee shall all families of the earth be blessed.”10

Gowy, Hebrew for “nation,” implies not just what we would call a nationality group but also an independent political entity—a state. In “making thy name great,” God is using the phrase that the Bible later applies to kingdoms.11 Yet while Abraham is the progenitor of what would see itself and be seen by the world as a new race and a new nation, he also personifies the element of self-invention that attends racial and national identity. Try as they might to assert their uniqueness, all races and nations are derivative of others. The Hebrews and the Babylonians were distant relatives, just as Cain and Abel were close ones.

Genesis identifies Abraham as coming originally from Ur, site of one of the largest of the ziggurats, and having lived for a while in Haran, another Mesopotamian city that had been under Babylonian rule. Since the forebears of Israel had lived in the shadow of the Tower and presumably worshipped the multiple gods to which it was dedicated, it follows that the first great monotheistic religion gradually grew out of polytheism. As further evidence of this tie, one of the names that the ancient Hebrews used for their God was El, who figured in the Canaanite pantheon as the sky god. Psalm 82 opens with the line: “God standeth in the congregation of the mighty; he judgeth among the gods.”12 The Psalm concludes with the God of Abraham in effect putting an end to this collective heavenly power by sentencing to death any gods worshipped by other peoples: “I have said, Ye are gods; and all of you are children of the most High. But ye shall die like men, and fall like one of the princes.” In other biblical references, subordinate deities are demoted to the status of angels—messengers of God, but also ghosts of earlier, long-dead religions from which Judaism, Christianity, and Islam are derived.

The Bible depicts God contending not only with his competitors for supremacy in heaven but with a mortal for the loyalty of a nation on earth that God can call his own. One of the more enigmatic passages in the Hebrew Scriptures is about Jacob, the son of Isaac and the grandson of Abraham, wrestling with a stranger through the night at a ford on the West Bank of the Jordan River. At the break of day, the stranger says he must leave. Jacob refuses to let his opponent go until he reveals, obliquely, that he is God and gives Jacob a new name: Israel, which is sometimes interpreted as “the one who struggles with God,” sometimes as “May God show his strength.” Either way, the words flicker with the extraordinary image of the riverside wrestling match. I have asked but never quite gotten a satisfactory answer to the question of why God settles for a draw.13 In any event, once the Lord reveals himself, he commands Jacob to return to “the land of your ancestors and to your kindred.” Jacob’s offspring are called the children of Israel, a name that comes to apply to a whole tribe and, eventually, to a homeland where the Hebrews can speak their own language and practice their own religion—which means worshipping their own god, who in turn protects them as his own people. Their holy book constantly reminds them that, since they owe the existence and independence of their state to that god, they must forsake deities of the older, larger civilizations from which Israel has emerged.

Just as Jacob struggles with God, so the early Hebrews struggle with one another over which deity will be their divine patron. They finally come together around the “God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob,” or “the God of our fathers.” Genesis concludes with the story of how the covenant—the sacred pact between God and his chosen people—passes from one generation to the next and thus to an extended family, a tribe that has a piece of real estate it can rule and defend as its own.14

 

EXODUS TELLS ANOTHER STORY in a different setting, with a different cast of characters, but with the same implication that Israel was a nation born of empire. Another of Noah’s wayward grandsons, Egypt, founds a civilization that conquers the Hebrews. Much like Genesis, Exodus depicts the Hebrews as distant relatives of their captors and tormentors.15 Just as Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob separate themselves from Babel, so Moses—the leader of another wave of settlers, sometime around 1200 BCE—breaks whatever ties he and his followers have with Egyptian civilization. The scribes say these newcomers are descendants of Abraham who had been enslaved by Pharaoh and are liberated by Moses with divine guidance and assistance.

The Jews have their own God, who sends plagues to punish their oppressors and, as they make their way to their destined homeland, uses the Red Sea to drown their pursuers. When God speaks to Moses on Mount Sinai, it is in the same highly personal tone he used with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob; God makes clear that his relationship with Israel is exclusive and transactional. “I am the Lord thy God, which have brought thee out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of bondage,” he says, before giving Moses the tablets with the rules—or laws—by which the Jews must live. Significantly, the first of the Ten Commandments is “Thou shalt have no other gods before me.” That is the deal: obedience to this God and no other, and to his laws and no others, will make the Jews his people.16

Thus, in Exodus as in Genesis, a universal, inclusive, polytheistic divine order has become a national, exclusive, monotheistic one. The maker of the cosmos, the earth, and all its creatures is trying something new; it is as though, having seen the human aspect of his grand scheme of creation go wrong so often and in so many ways, he decides to concentrate on a pilot project; he will make of one nation a Promised Land for his chosen people.

Sometimes God denies ethnocentricity and favoritism. “I’m not just yours,” he says in the book of Amos, “I’m everyone’s”: “To me, O Israelites, you are just like the Ethiopians…True, I brought Israel up from the land of Egypt, but also the Philistines from Caphtor and the Arameans from Kir.” In that passage and others, writes Jaroslav Pelikan, a biblical scholar whose lectures I attended at Yale in the sixties, the Lord “was not a tribal deity but the God of all the nations.”17

Nonetheless, the Almighty makes rarer appearances in that guise than as the God of Israel. As a compromise between the tribal or national dimension of religion and the universal one, the idea emerges of Israel as an exemplar to all humanity, “a light unto the nations.” That phrase, which in modern times has been a motto for Zionism, is, in the Hebrew Scriptures, attributed by Isaiah to God himself: “I have called you [Israel] in righteousness; I have taken you by the hand and kept you; I have given you a covenant to the people, a light unto the nations, to open the eyes that are blind, to bring out the prisoners from the dungeon, from the prison those who sit in darkness.”18

This is the small-is-beautiful alternative to imperialism: Israel will liberate other peoples not by the sword but by example—by the power of its God-given ideas and ideals about how to live and how to govern.

 

BUT ISRAEL ALSO HAD THE NEED, the power, and the divine blessing to resist and defeat its enemies. Just a few verses after quoting God as an all-embracing deity, Isaiah invokes him in a very different guise, as Yahweh Sabaoth, the God of Armies—Israel’s armies. The Canaanites and Philistines are depicted as morally corrupt, therefore deserving slaughter. When push comes to shove among the peoples of the region, as it so often did in those days and so often would in the centuries that followed, God is on his people’s side against other nations who are, in the Israelites’ eyes, illicitly occupying the land God intends for them. He commands his people to show their foes no mercy:

[T]hou shalt smite them, and utterly destroy them; thou shalt make no covenant with them, nor show mercy unto them: neither shalt thou make marriages with them; thy daughter thou shalt not give unto his son, nor his daughter shalt thou take unto thy son…[Y]e shall destroy their altars, and break down their images, and cut down their groves, and burn their graven images with fire.19


The scripture continues with a pragmatic justification of the ferocity of this exhortation:

For thou art an holy people unto the Lord thy God: the Lord thy God hath chosen thee to be a special people unto himself, above all people that are upon the face of the earth. The Lord did not set his love upon you, nor choose you, because ye were more in number than any people; for ye were the fewest of all people.


As for how the leaders of Israel should rule their subjects, biblical law recognizes the nation’s eclectic origins and the diversity of its population. It seeks to reconcile Israel’s identity as a Jewish kingdom with tolerance for religious minorities within its borders, such as Moabites, Philistines, and Canaanites: “The stranger that dwelleth with you shall be unto you as one born among you, and thou shalt love him as thyself.”20

But pluralism has its limits: “One ordinance shall be both for you of the congregation, and also for the stranger that sojourneth with you, an ordinance for ever in your generations: as ye are, so shall the stranger be before the Lord.”21 That means the God of Israel. If “the stranger” worships other gods, then his sojourn in Israel will be that of an outsider, and his graven images will, presumably, suffer the same fate as those of Israel’s enemies.

 

AS THE STORY OF BABEL, Egypt, and Israel shows, each system of governance—empire and nation—had the vulnerability of its virtue. An empire’s inclusiveness, its pretensions of universality, made it prone to eventual breakdown and breakup. The Minoans went into decline, perhaps initially because of a volcanic eruption on a nearby island, but also because of invasion by other civilizations. The Hittites eventually succumbed to constant raids from mountain tribes and “the Sea Peoples,” who came from the northern Mediterranean coast and its offshore islands. The Egyptian empire was whittled away by the encroachments of Ethiopians, Assyrians, Persians, and, finally, Greeks. Each of these empires and all those that would follow came into being through a process in three stages: conquest, absorption, and integration. Then sooner or later, that sequence would go into reverse: conquest provoked rebellion; absorption proved incomplete and inequitable; integration gave way to disintegration. Within restive communities, often on the edge of the empire, a sense of common grievance abetted the growth of a sense of common identity and common purpose. And that purpose was to achieve independence.

But then the virtues of national identity would show themselves to be vulnerabilities in disguise: the exclusivity and distinctiveness that made a nation cohesive also predisposed it to conflict with its neighbors and made it a target for ascendant and covetous empires.

So it was with Israel. It came into existence as what today would be called a sovereign state under King Saul in the eleventh century BCE and attained its height under his successors, David and Solomon. Israel remained unified for only three generations—about a century—then split into a northern kingdom, which retained the name, and a southern one that called itself Judah, which survived until the sixth century BCE. By then, the Hittites had given way to the Assyrians, who in turn were supplanted by the resurgent Babylonians, who, in effect, rebuilt the Babel of Genesis. Jeremiah had predicted Judah’s destruction: it would be wiped off the map by a predatory and neighboring state—which is geopolitics in its most basic, brutal, and rapacious form.

Early in the sixth century BCE, King Nebuchadnezzar II sent his armies westward into Syria, Egypt, and Palestine, took captive many of the nobles, warriors, and artisans from the Jewish kingdom of Judah, and brought them to Babylon. Eleven years later, Nebuchadnezzar’s armies returned, sacked Jerusalem, destroyed the Temple of Solomon, and deported many of the remaining Israelites. That period of exile, known as the Babylonian Captivity, continued until Babylon itself fell to Cyrus and the Persians. Cyrus allowed the Jews still exiled in Babylon to return to their homeland. Many Jews living in Babylon—perhaps a majority—did not take up the offer. Instead, they became part of the oldest continuous diaspora of them all, the body of Jews who would remain dispersed among nations outside Palestine, including in Babylon itself, until the rule of Saddam Hussein. (By the time American troops reached Baghdad in spring of 2003, there were perhaps two dozen old Iraqi Jews left in the country, the last remnant of a continuous 2,600-year diaspora in the region. Most were airlifted to Israel.)

After the Babylonian Captivity, waves of empire washed over the Promised Land. After the Babylonians came the Persians, then various Greek dynasties. A successful revolt by the Maccabees, in 168 BCE—which Jews celebrate with Hanukkah—recreated an independent Jewish state, called Judea, which lasted for about a century, until the Romans conquered it and classified the Jews as a natio within the empire. Then came the Byzantines, several Arab regimes, the Crusaders, the Egyptian Mamluks, the Ottomans, and finally the British.

Not until the mid-twentieth century did Israel once again become an independent state, recognized by the United Nations shortly after the organization itself was born. By then imperialism was in terminal decline. The following two decades—the nineteen-fifties and sixties—would be the heyday of decolonization. Dying empires begat new nations. But those new nations would have troubles of their own. Israel is a chronically vexing example. In modern times as in ancient ones, that nation has represented both the strength and the weakness of nationhood itself. Israel grew out of a gathering of tribes that had come to think of themselves as constituting a single tribe, with their own divine mandate, a single defining culture, and a homeland to be defended against the hostile tribes on its borders. The fate of Israel and its Arab neighbors over the next sixty years would be a nagging reminder that the post–World War II international system, symbolized and—in episodic and partial fashion—governed by the UN, was an improvement on the old imperial one in many ways. But not in all ways. While imperialism had its fatal flaws, it also had its not-quite-saving graces as a means of bringing together many nations spread over huge distances and sometimes on different continents.
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THE ECUMENICAL STATE


A state is not a mere society, having a common place, established for the prevention of mutual crime and for the sake of exchange…. Political society exists for the sake of noble actions, and not of mere companionship….

—ARISTOTLE1




I am proud not of imperialism itself but of some things it left in its wake.

—CHRIS PATTEN2






ON a grim, chilly day in November 1971, shortly after my wife, Brooke, and I arrived in Belgrade to take up a two-year assignment covering Eastern Europe, we hailed a taxi in front of our apartment building on Ulica Lole Ribara and asked to go somewhere across town—the train station, perhaps, or a government ministry for an interview, or to a friend’s home for a meal. What made for a lasting memory was not the destination but the explanation for why we were late in getting there. The cab made it about three blocks from where it had picked us up when the engine coughed and died. The driver shook his head wearily, sighed, and looked at us over his shoulder. “What can you expect?” he said. “We were under the Turks for five hundred years.”

Over the next two years, we heard essentially the same thing from many of our Serbian hosts, sometimes as they sipped what most of the rest of the world knows as Turkish coffee but they called srpska kafa. The pollution of the Danube, the uncertainty of Yugoslav railroad timetables and airline schedules, the largely unwelcome presence on the streets of Albanian Muslims, in their white skullcaps, doing menial jobs—these and other inconveniences and embarrassments were, it seemed, all the fault of the Ottomans, whose empire had passed into history more than fifty years before, in the aftermath of World War I.

When Brooke and I traveled around Bosnia, then still a republic of Yugoslavia, the legacy of empire looked quite different. Bosnia had fallen under the Ottomans almost a century before Serbia, and much of its population had abandoned the cross for the crescent and taken Islamic names not under threat of death but for reasons of conviction or convenience. The descendants of these converts whom we met in the 1970s therefore had, as far as we could sense, little residual bitterness toward “the Turks.” Moreover, they lived and worked alongside their fellow Bosnians who happened to be Catholic Croats or Orthodox Serbs. As we drove through the countryside, often the first signs we would see of a village were a pair of church spires and a minaret. Bosnia, in short, seemed to be a harmoniously multicommunal vestige of a harmoniously multinational empire.

The same could be said of other corners of other empires. The people who lived there were not masters of their own fate. Their ultimate masters were far away, and were of a different stock, often of a different religion. Yet these subjects of empire often lived more peacefully than they did when, eventually, they acquired independence. When that happened, they frequently turned not only against their overlords but against one another as well.

Despite the inequities, cruelties, and structural weaknesses that ultimately brought all empires to an end, the more robust of them practiced—if not constantly, then for long periods of time, and if not with all their subjects, then with many of them—an administrative broad-mindedness that made political, strategic, and economic sense, and that made for a durable form of governance rooted in the rulers’ enlightened self-interest. If military power did not have to be constantly deployed for the suppression of internal dissent and the forcible conversion of nonbelievers, it could be used instead for territorial defense and expansion (which itself was a form of defense).

The internal peace that came with accommodation of the differences among the constituent communities of the empire stimulated trade and therefore prosperity. Coercion and punishment were always part of the reality with which the subjects of empire had to reckon. But so were cooperation, commerce, and cultural cross-fertilization that helped bind scattered, often antagonistic nationalities together.

Imperialism at its best established the precedent for the post–World War II international system that would attempt to replace empires with sovereign nations while avoiding nationalism at its worst. That system would fail spectacularly in the Balkans in the 1990s, but by then it would have succeeded in much of the rest of Europe.

MASTERS OF THE UNIVERSE

One reason imperialism is so discredited in postimperial times is that, contrary to the old saw, history has often been written not by the victors but by the vanquished—or at least by those who tell the story from the vantage of their aggrieved, often enslaved forebears. There is no better example than the stories told in the Hebrew Scriptures. They often serve to settle old scores. The scribes believed they had every reason to vilify the Babylonian kings and Egyptian pharaohs who had persecuted the Jews and kept them in bondage, depriving them of their God-given birthright to a nation of their own. But some of the historical figures on whom those biblical tyrants were based were also, in important respects, just and tolerant rulers and pioneers of the novel idea that peace was preferable to war in relations among god-kings.

If there was a real Tower of Babel, it could well have been the ziggurat known as Etemenanki (“House of the Foundation of Heaven on Earth”) on the site of the Marduk temple in Babylon. If so, it would have been the work of Hammurabi, the greatest king of the first Babylonian dynasty, who ruled in the eighteenth century BCE. That was about five hundred years before the Hebrews began to emerge as a separate tribe and twelve hundred years before the Babylonian Captivity. Insofar as anything like facts can be deduced from fragmentary evidence—much of it in his own words or promulgated in his name—Hammurabi, during his approximately forty-year reign, codified a set of rules to govern social and political life. “Hammurabi’s Law,” engraved in cuneiform characters on a seven-foot-high monolith of black basalt, propounds the principles of peace, justice, “stable government and benevolent rule,” and the admonition that “the strong may not oppress the weak.” While little is known about the extent to which these humane and modern-sounding precepts were observed in practice, Hammurabi is celebrated as a founder of international law, and a replica of the tablet with his code (the original is in the Louvre) is mounted at the UN just outside the entrance to the General Assembly Hall.

 

AN EXAMPLE OF AN EMPEROR who may have been better than his reputation is Ramses II. He appears in the Bible as the Egyptian monarch who ordered the slaying of the Jews’ firstborn and, as divine retribution for this and other outrages against God’s chosen people, brought the seven plagues down on his own people. Yet that same ruler may well have been a warrior who turned statesman by negotiating one of the earliest known peace treaties. In the thirteenth century BCE, sweeping north from the Nile Valley, Ramses’ armies clashed with the Hittites, who had surged south from Asia Minor. After the long and debilitating Battle of Kadesh, in what today is Syria, Ramses and his Hittite adversary Hattušili agreed to fix the borders between the two realms, provide for the exchange of maps on the location of harbors and land routes that would be open to travelers and merchants, establish an extradition agreement, and commit each side to come to the other’s aid in the event of attack by an outside power. There is no hint of that early statesmanship in the Bible, not to mention in Cecil B. DeMille’s Ten Commandments, which casts a brooding Yul Brynner as the villain Ramses to Charlton Heston’s Moses.

 

HISTORY (NOT TO MENTION HOLLYWOOD) has been kinder to Alexander III of Macedon, whose father, Philip, had turned a pastoral mountain kingdom into the most powerful of the Greek states. Building on that accomplishment, Alexander, in the course of a life that lasted only thirty-three years, managed to vanquish Darius the Great and the Persian dynasty that had produced all those “kings of kings.” Alexander became the master of most of the world known to him and his busy legions. In pulling off that prodigy of ambition, will, and discipline, Alexander showed himself capable of the vanity, brutality, and treachery typical of conquering nonheroes of that age and later ones as well. In destroying Thebes, he slaughtered thousands and carried off many more in chains. Given to fits of paranoia and drunken rage, he killed his most trusted general and a historian who accompanied him on his campaigns.3
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Alexander the Great

Yet Alexander also left in his wake new cities that would come to bear his name, an economic and trading system based on silver and gold coinage, Greek as the language commonly in use from Gibraltar to the Punjab, and a culture that is still called Hellenic. The geographical reach of his conquest and, even more impressive, his lasting mark on those lands were the result not just of military genius but of a new idea about how to rule the territory he brought under his sway and the people who lived there. His predecessors believed that Greeks were, by nature, free, while non-Greeks were properly enslaved. Alexander, by contrast, experimented with koinonia, an expansive form of fellowship that included not only the Greeks’ allies but those who willingly submitted to their rule.

In this respect, Alexander was a pupil who improved on what he had learned from the ultimate teacher. From the age of thirteen until he became king five years later, Alexander had been tutored by Aristotle. The great philosopher instilled in Alexander a desire to learn about—and learn from—the peoples he conquered. Aristotle believed in the city-state as the ultimate organized society and in the Greeks’ superiority over all others. Alexander had a bigger and better idea. He imagined a political community that was geographically far more expansive and culturally more inclusive than the city-state. He set as his goal the establishment of oikumene, sometimes translated as “a sense of communion with all the peoples of the world”(a concept Alexander had learned from Aristotle, and the root of ecumenical ) to be ruled from a cosmopolis, or world city.4 He is believed to have influenced Zeno of Citium, the founder of the Stoic school of philosophy.*

Two decades after Alexander’s death, Zeno predicted that the model of the Greek city-state would be supplanted by ever-larger forms of governance; he argued that the world as a whole should be seen as one great city and that every individual should see himself as a citizen of that city. Or, as Plutarch quotes Zeno, “We should all live not in cities and tribes, each distinguished by separate rules of justice, but should regard all men as members of the same tribe and fellow citizens; and that there should be one life and order as of a single flock feeding together on a common pasture.”5

To realize this radical departure from the hierarchical and discriminatory Greek view of subject peoples, Alexander promoted, often forcibly, intermarriage among his officers and local leaders. He set an example by marrying Roxana, a princess of Bactria, in what is now northern Afghanistan. “This is the way that wise kings join Asia with Europe,” wrote Plutarch of Alexander in the first century CE. “It is not by beams or rafts, nor by lifeless and unfeeling bonds, but by the ties of lawful love and chaste nuptials and mutual joy in children that they join the nations together.”6 It is worth noting the contrast to Isaiah’s injunction, cited in Chapter 2, that the Hebrews should not intermarry with those they conquered.

The Roman philosopher Apuleius, looking back four hundred years later, proclaimed Alexander “the sole conqueror in the memory of mankind to have founded a universal empire,” while the early-twentieth-century Scottish historian W. W. Tarn credited Alexander as the first person known to have enunciated the idea of a single global political community.7

 

ALEXANDER HAS BECOME A PRIME EXAMPLE of the force that a singular personality can exert on the course of history. But it was the Romans who institutionalized the concept of the ecumenical state.

The Latin word imperator referred not only to a civilian ruler who interpreted and carried out the law but also to a victorious commander of one or more Roman legions. Political power derived from military strength and organization. It was the Romans’ superior prowess in battle that enabled them to replace the Greeks in the Mediterranean, but it was their concept of citizenship that allowed them, as imperialists, to achieve a reach and duration that far exceeded the Greeks. The Romans allowed conquered elites who paid taxes and obeyed imperial authority to become citizens.

With that status came mobility. The Romans built an infrastructure of communications and transportation suitable to a domain that, at its height, stretched from the Atlas Mountains in northwest Africa to Mesopotamia and to what is now Scotland—in all, about five million square miles with a population of some fifty-five million, as much as 30 percent of humanity at that time. The construction of fifty-three thousand miles of paved road was intended primarily to permit rapid deployment of troops and tax collectors, but it also improved trade and communications between distant regions.

Citizens throughout the empire felt they belonged to a single entity. In order to regulate commerce and undergird their ability to govern, the Romans had a legal system that allowed them to maintain the rough stability known as the Pax Romana for three centuries. Virgil, the principal poetic ideologue of the empire, wrote that while “others” (he had in mind the Greeks) might have been more refined and accomplished in the arts, the Romans had the advantage of law, not just for the benefit of the rulers but for the protection of those they ruled as well.8

Even more than their language and architecture, the Romans’ system of law is their most enduring and pervasive bequest. It has contributed to the governance of every modern nation where the Romans ruled, and also of a host of countries in areas of the world where they never set foot, such as South Africa, Sri Lanka, Guyana, Indonesia, Haiti, and, prominently, the United States.*

While at many times and in many ways arbitrary and repressive, Roman law was highly deferential to communal authorities, on the theory that one way to keep peace in the provinces was to empower the provincials to enforce their own rules. It operated on a simple principle—that people are more likely to accept a far-off authority that allows them to run their own lives as much as possible—which would be the essence of what, centuries later, became known as federalism.

In the first century BCE, Cicero proclaimed a vision of respublica totius orbis—the republic of the whole world. He chafed against the implication of coercion in the word imperator: “We could more truly have been titled a protectorate than an empire of the world.”9 For such a thing to be possible, its leaders must rule by consent from below as well as by force from above. A generation after Cicero, the historian Livy put it this way: “An empire remains powerful so long as its subjects rejoice in it.”10 In the second century CE, during the reign of the Emperor Antoninus Pius, one subject who so rejoiced was Aelius Aristides, a renowned Greek orator. Traveling to Rome to deliver a paean to his rulers, he proclaimed that all previous empires had failed because the conquerors “passed their lives in giving and receiving hatred,” while the Romans “rule over men who are free…[and] conduct public business in the whole civilized world exactly as if it were one city state.”11

Anthony Pagden, a professor of intellectual history at the University of California, Los Angeles, believes that it was largely because of this feature of governance that the Roman state was more accommodating of diversity than any other empire in the ancient world. As a result, Rome was “more than an empire. It was always for those who were drawn into it what the Romans called a civitas, the word from which, much later, the far more ambiguous modern term ‘civilization’ would be derived. It was a society which, although it had always looked to Rome, the ‘mother’ and the ‘prince’ of cities, had no fixed place, and indeed would one day gather all humanity into what Cicero called a single community ‘of gods and men.’”12

 

IN PRACTICE, CICERO’S CONCEPT meant that different men could have different gods—that is, the inhabitants of far-flung nations within the empire could have different religions. The Romans insisted on obedience to Caesar, but not on worship of Jupiter and Juno, Mars and Venus, Janus and Minerva. As Edward Gibbon wrote, “The various modes of worship, which prevailed in the Roman world, were all considered by the people, as equally true; by the philosopher, as equally false; and by the magistrate, as equally useful.”13

Fifteen hundred miles from Rome, the Jews in the Roman province of Judea could worship the God of Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and Moses, their deliverer from an earlier empire that had held them in bondage. Therefore there was no need for another exodus. They had a homeland, even though it was incorporated into an immense state. Some of the imperial agents sent from Rome to govern Judea not only recognized the Jews’ freedom to practice their religion but also their right to manage religious disputes among themselves, largely so that local squabbles would not get out of hand and require the intervention of imperial forces.

That was when Rome was practicing a benevolent and permissive form of imperial administration. When such was not the case, the results were bad for the stability of the empire itself. Caligula (who reigned 37–41 CE) ordered that the Jews venerate statues of him in the Temple in Jerusalem. It was only his death that prevented a rebellion. Thirty years later, the high-handedness of an imperial administrator set off the Great (or First) Jewish Revolt, which provoked the sack of Jerusalem and the destruction of the Temple by the Roman army. (It was at the end of this war that the Zealots committed mass suicide at Masada.) The next few decades saw a restoration of Roman control, punctuated by occasional Jewish-Roman violence. In 132 CE, the Second Jewish Revolt began—largely as a result of Hadrian’s restrictions on religious freedoms. Only when Antoninus Pius rescinded Hadrian’s orders did peace return, after great cost in Jewish blood.

CONVERSION AND ABSORPTION

During a period of relatively enlightened Roman rule, the devolution of power together with respect for the autonomy of the provinces gave birth to a new religion that was, like Judaism, monotheistic. Unlike Judaism—and like Cicero’s idea of Rome itself—it was universalistic. This new faith would replace the belief system of the Romans, outlast their empire, dominate its successors, and spread throughout the world. It began with a minor intracommunal disturbance during the reign of Tiberius Caesar (14–37 CE). The Jewish high priests found the teaching of a young reformist preacher and faith healer disruptive to the peace of the community and a challenge to their standing within it.

According to the Christian Scriptures, it was trouble that Jesus of Nazareth did not ask for. Other than occasionally attacking corruption (such as priests permitting merchants and moneylenders to do business in the Temple), he tried to stay out of politics. The Pharisees, members of a Jewish sect that promoted strict interpretation of Mosaic Law, tried to trick Jesus into crossing the line by asking whether it was right for Jews, whose nation was, against its will, being ruled from Rome, to pay tribute to Tiberius. Showing them a coin, Jesus asked whose likeness was imprinted on it. “Caesar’s,” was their reply. “Render unto Caesar what is Caesar’s,” said Jesus, “and to God what is God’s.”14

Jesus’ insistence on the separation of temple and state would have sat well with the far-off emperor, but it did not mollify the leaders of the local establishment, for whom religious and political authorities were intertwined. When Jesus chastised them for hypocrisy and corruption, they formed a tribunal of their chief priests, charged him with blasphemy, and condemned him to death.

The case went to Pontius Pilate, the Roman military governor of Judea, and became a test of his ability to preserve peace in the community, which he believed required upholding the prerogatives of its leaders. Pilate asked the prisoner if he believed himself to be the king of the Jews, which would have made him a political threat. According to the Gospel of John, Jesus denied any such claim: “My kingdom is not of this world: if my kingdom were of this world, then would my servants [i.e., followers] fight, that I should not be delivered to the Jews: but now is my kingdom not from hence.” According to Matthew, Mark, and Luke, he refused to answer directly.15 In either case, Jesus was adhering to a tradition in Judaism: prophets stick to prophesying, while Jewish secular leaders, no matter how powerful, must not claim to speak for God.

Pilate was impressed: the man before him was not a rebel. But while Jesus’ disclaimer solved Rome’s problem, it did not solve Pilate’s local one. He was fearful that unless he affirmed the tribunal’s sentence, there might be an uprising instigated by the Jewish establishment, and Rome would get reports of trouble in Judea. Therefore he let the crucifixion go forward.

After Christ’s death, there was a debate among his disciples about whether they should convert only Jews or whether they should reach out to gentiles as well. The later view, advocated by the Apostle Paul, prevailed, not least because the new creed needed numbers to survive. Paul was from Tarsus, located on a trade route between East and West, and he inherited from his father Roman citizenship, which had been granted to members of the local elite.16 That status allowed him to take advantage of the mobility within the empire and travel freely, preaching the gospel and proselytizing for two decades through Syria, Cyprus, Anatolia, and the Greek islands and mainland. Among Paul’s rights as a citizen was that of being sentenced by a Roman court and decapitated by a Roman executioner under the authority of a Roman emperor—Nero, a strong contender for the worst of the lot. (Paul’s fellow apostle Peter, who was not a citizen, also met his death in Rome, but by crucifixion.) It is a testament to Saint Paul’s success in converting gentiles that my family worshipped at an Episcopal church bearing his name nineteen hundred years later and 4,600 miles away, on Fairmount Boulevard in Cleveland Heights, Ohio.

 

FOR THREE CENTURIES, the powers of Rome did their best to stamp out this offshoot of Judaism that had broken out of a mononational mold and was spreading far and wide. They failed in part because Christianity defended itself by going on the offensive, albeit peacefully, taking full advantage of religion as a unifying, consolidating, and expansive force.

Jesus’ followers presented his teachings as an invitation to members of other communities and adherents of other faiths to embrace theirs. In pursuit of converts, Christianity encouraged tolerance for their customs. A passage in Matthew—“Not that which goeth into the mouth defileth a man; but that which cometh out of the mouth, this defileth a man”(15:11)—was helpful in converting gentiles who wanted to continue observing their own dietary laws, and so helped make Christianity seem all-welcoming and egalitarian.

The second line of what became known as the Lord’s Prayer, “Thy kingdom come. Thy will be done in earth, as it is in heaven,” suggested to Jesus’ disciples and their pupils through the ages that belief in him and his teachings would unify those who were otherwise divided. As Paul put it in his epistle to the churches he founded in the Roman province of Galatia, in central Anatolia, “There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither bond nor free…for ye are all one in Christ Jesus.”17

Paul was offering those who chose to join the new religion the ultimate reward in heaven. But many of those who were drawn to Christianity naturally hoped for a secure, peaceful life on earth as well. They wanted to be part not just of a spiritual union but also of a temporal one. Protection for the community required power for its leaders and obedience from its members. Over time, the proactive inclusiveness of the Mother Church led to a firmly enforced proviso: open-mindedness about who might join the church did not mean brooking heterodoxy about what they were to believe once they had joined. Secular harmony depended on doctrinal unity. The Nicene Creed was intended to commit all who uttered it to unquestioning acceptance of Christ’s divine inception, resurrection, and, in the fullness of time, the limitlessness of his kingdom, not just in heaven but on earth as well.*

When I learned to recite this basic part of the Christian liturgy in Sunday school in the 1950s, I remember thinking that it sounded like the pledge of allegiance that began each day in the elementary school I attended during the week.

 

THE NICENE CREED WAS PROMULGATED in 325 CE by a political figure who saw Christianity as a rallying force that would enable him to defeat his enemies and secure power on earth.

Like many Roman rulers of his era, Constantine the Great was an imperator in the original sense of a warrior-emperor. Born an army brat at a Roman outpost in the Balkans, Constantine followed his father, Constantius I, from one embattled frontier to another, including to the rugged fortresses of Britain, which was under constant threat from Saxon pirates operating in the English Channel and Scottish invaders from the north.

Just as the empire itself was under attack along its periphery, so the belief system of the ancients was giving way to outside influences. By Constantine’s time, the worship of the panoply of gods around Jupiter had already moved toward monotheism, worshipping one supreme deity while accepting the existence of others. Sol, the sun god, was believed to be the visible manifestation of an invisible summus deus (“Highest God”) who ruled the universe and, not incidentally, provided advice on grand strategy to the Roman emperor.

By the third century CE, the incumbent, whoever he was, needed all the help he could get. His office had fallen into disrepute and his realm into disarray, largely because of chronic misrule by a string of incompetent, sadistic, and insane predecessors, of whom Caligula was the most notorious.

One line of speculation would, if proved, underscore the warning that technological progress of the sort that helps civilizations advance comes with its own risks. Centuries later, the prime examples would be the internal combustion engine, electricity, and nuclear energy, but in the beginning of the third century CE it was the efficient delivery of water to city dwellers. Eleven aqueducts around Rome delivered to the city 250,000 gallons per day; it was then distributed by a system of lead pipes. Anthropologists have discovered ten times the normal amount of lead in bones they have found in excavations, leading them to conjecture that steady poisoning may have had something to do with the epidemic of madness among the emperors of the period.18

If that theory is true, Constantine had the advantage of growing up far from Rome. He was born in a city in what today is Serbia, when his father was a military official there, and raised in what is now Turkey at the court of the Eastern Roman Emperor Diocletian.

Constantine’s incentive to convert to Christianity was almost surely as much military and political as spiritual. Christianity had long since emerged as one of the most important religions of the empire. Moreover, it was a useful force for promoting stability, allegiance, and efficient organization.19 According to legend, on the eve of a battle in Italy against one of his rivals, Constantine dreamed that Christ appeared to him and told him to put the Greek XP, the first two letters of Christ’s name, on the shields of his troops. During the battle, a cross appeared in front of the sun—the symbol of the new religion partially eclipsing that of the old—along with the inscription “in this sign you will be the victor.” Constantine won and gave credit to “the God of the Christians.” The Roman Senate hailed him as a savior and made him co-emperor with a peasant-born general, Licinius. Constantine immediately mandated the end of persecution of the Christians throughout the Empire. Thirteen years later, he presided, in Nicaea, over an assembly of bishops that produced the Nicene Creed—the first of many councils to be given the Alexandrian designation “ecumenical.”

The power-sharing arrangement between Constantine and Licinius was a formula for rivalry, conflict, and treachery. When it led to a series of civil wars, Constantine prevailed and soon decamped from the banks of the Tiber and moved about 850 miles east, to the ancient Greek site of Byzantium on the shores of the Bosporus. He named the city after himself, devoted the last decade of his life to expanding and beautifying it, and was baptized shortly before his death. It is believed that one factor motivating Constantine to move was a desire to be closer to the Holy Land. His mother, Helena, also converted to Christianity and, at the age of eighty, set off on a pilgrimage to Jerusalem, where she is said to have found the True Cross.

THE COMMUNITY OF THE FAITHFUL

A momentous consequence of Constantine’s decision to move the seat of the Roman Empire eastward was an eerie case of history repeating itself. The “first” Rome—its capital on a peninsula jutting into the middle of the Mediterranean—had, in its Levantine hinterland, unintentionally nurtured Christianity, which was working its way west, gaining in political potency as it acquired converts. “The second Rome,” as Constantinople was called, exerted a cultural influence on the disparate peoples to its east that was strong enough to give them a sense of common identity but not strong enough to bring them into the Byzantine Empire. This dynamic helped create the conditions for the rise, early in the seventh century CE, of Islam.

Most Arabs of the early sixth century, while observing pagan traditions, recognized a supreme deity whom they called “al-Lah” (“the God”). The more sophisticated of them believed him to be the same god worshipped by Jews and Christians. The Jews, however, had their own prophets, and the Christians had their own redeemer. Believers in those religions also had their own scriptures, allowing God to speak to them in their language, thereby making them feel that he was truly guiding and protecting them. The Arabs, in this respect, were left out: they too wanted a god of their own. Since Arabs were largely a nomadic people, their society was fragmented and prone to feuds. As Karen Armstrong, a scholar of religion, writes, “It seemed to many of the more thoughtful people in Arabia that the Arabs were a lost people, exiled forever from the civilized world and ignored by God himself.”20 They had just enough exposure to the more cohesive and advanced civilizations around them to know what they were missing: they were in need of a leader who could give them their own sense of spiritual and political identity.

Sometime around 570 CE, Mohammed ibn Abdullah was born in Mecca, an important Arabian trading settlement and destination for pilgrims since the time of Abraham. Mohammed was part of that tradition himself. In his youth, he had contact with Christians and Jews, among travelers to Mecca, and on his own trips as a spice merchant with caravans to Syria. In middle age, Mohammed believed he was visited in his sleep by Gabriel, the archangel who appears several times in the Hebrew Scriptures to reveal God’s will and who, in the Christian Scriptures, informs Mary that the child in her womb is the son of God. Mohammed, who was frightened and perplexed by this experience, consulted a Christian monk who helped persuade him that with this divine vision came a divine mission. Mohammed’s followers believe that Gabriel later transported him to Jerusalem to meet Abraham, Moses, and Jesus. Mohammed called his followers Muslims (“those who have submitted”—Islam itself means submission, or obedience), established himself in their view as the last of the prophets, and led them from Mecca, where they were a persecuted minority, to Medina, where they established a city-state.

There is a marked difference between the revelations that Mohammed received over a thirteen-year period in Mecca and recorded in the Koran (Koran means the “recitation” of the word of God as revealed to his Prophet) and those that later came to him in Medina. The so-called Meccan verses are, much like the teachings of Jesus, addressed to humanity as a whole and infused with a spirit of what a prominent Muslim scholar calls “peaceful persuasion,” in contrast to the compulsion by the sword.21 It was in Medina that Mohammed heard God command the faithful to “fight and slay the pagans wherever you find them, and seize them, beleaguer them, and lie in wait for them in every stratagem [of war].”22 This and other militant exhortations—which came to Mohammed as the leader of the city-state of Medina, when war was an essential part of statecraft—would be adopted by jihadists in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. In the seventh century, however, their context, while militant, was more conventionally political and, indeed, geopolitical. They were part of the ideological ammunition of a community that was itself beleaguered by enemies and that, like Israel fourteen centuries before, had to fight for survival.

But there were also important distinctions in the political manifestation of Islam. In the community that Mohammed and his followers established, there was no divide between secular and religious authority. Nor, in theory at least, was the community defined by national identity or confined by any borders on the map. Unlike the Hebrew Scriptures, which speak of the “God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob,” “the God of our fathers,” and “the God of Israel,” the Koran suggests no such familial, tribal, linguistic, or geographical limitations.

Christianity was comparably expansive and inclined to merge spiritual authority with political power, but it was three hundred years after the birth of Christ that the religion founded in his name became, with Constantine, the firm basis of earthly rule. It took Islam only a dozen years, and it happened not just during the Prophet’s lifetime but as a result of his own ambition and skill. Unlike Jesus, for whom God’s kingdom was “not of this world,” Mohammed proclaimed, “I am the Messenger to you all of Him to whom belongs the kingdom of the heavens and the earth.”23 Mohammed was chieftain and priest, lawgiver and judge. In order to protect and extend the community of the faithful, or umma, he was also supreme commander, and his martial prowess turned out to be as impressive as his political skill and spiritual authority.24

This new monotheistic, universalistic religion spread with dizzying speed. With its claim on all aspects of life and its ability to impose discipline on scattered, warring bands, it quickly filled a theological and political void across a huge area. Mohammed’s followers were not building a nation, a state, or an empire in the sense that we use those words today. Rather, they were establishing a domain where the reigning and uniting principle was submission to God, the one and only, making it a domain that should, in its ideal form, have no boundaries. By the time of his death, in 632, Mohammed had gathered under his authority most of the tribes of the Arabian peninsula.

Over the course of a century, Muslim warriors reached the Himalayas in the East and the Pyrenees in the West. A Berber chieftain who defeated the king of Castile dispatched cartloads of Christian heads to other cities in Spain. The mass decapitations were intended more to make clear who was now in charge than to punish adherents of other faiths or force their conversion to Islam. Far from abominating other religions, the Koran says that God sent messengers to all the peoples on earth, and it treats the multitude of faiths as building toward the perfection of Islam. Mohammed himself had set a precedent for relative tolerance when he captured the oasis town of Khaybar in northern Arabia in 629 and allowed the Jewish and Christian communities to live in peace and safety as long as they paid a religious tax. He wrote letters inviting the leaders of Egypt, Abyssinia, Byzantium, and Persia to accept Islam while emphasizing that Muslims’ fellow “People of the Book”—Christians, Jews, and Zoroastrians—would not be forced to convert.25

 

THIS PRINCIPLE, HOWEVER, was often honored more in the breach than in the observance. Moses Maimonides, a towering figure in Jewish history, lived his exemplary life entirely under Muslim rule and experienced both the best and the worst of that world. At the time of his birth in the Spanish city of Cordoba in 1135, the Moors had, for the most part, sheathed their scimitars and were governing, rather than repressing or terrorizing, the locals. Christians and Jews were allowed to keep their heads as long as they bowed them to the emir. Philosophical inquiry was not subject to religious dogma. The great works of Greek thought, which had been largely lost to Europe in the chaos that accompanied the fall of the Roman Empire, were reintroduced to the continent under the Moors.26 Science, too, thrived, in part because the Koran exhorted the faithful to indulge curiosity and reason.27 The civil and religious rights of Jews were protected by Koranic law, and they had access to universities, libraries, hospitals, and public facilities. The notion that Islam is inherently obscurantist or intolerant is nonsense.

But in the hands of fanatics, Islam could, with its insistence on the unity between the secular and spiritual realms, serve as a basis for militant dogmatism, just as it has in our own time. When Maimonides was a teenager, a Berber sect, the Almohads (“those who proclaim the unity of God”), seized power in Iberia and North Africa and forced Jews and Christians to convert on pain of death. Maimonides’ family was among the many who fled the Almohad repression. For five years, when the family lived in Fez, Maimonides feigned conversion and took the name Abu Imran Musa ibn Maymun. In one of his early interpretations of Jewish law, he determined it was permissible for Jews to pretend they had become Muslims and thereby stay alive, as long as they continued to adhere to their true faith in private.

Thus, under the Almohads, the Jews, already in what seemed permanent exile from their promised land, could only secretly worship their God and imagine their community. Yet despite the horrors perpetrated by the Almohads and others, Maimonides still considered the divide between Judaism and Islam narrower than the one between Judaism and Christianity. His reasoning was that Jews and Muslims both eschewed what they considered the idolatrous worship of icons like the cross and images like those of the Virgin Mary and the saints. Also, Muslims believed Mohammed to be only a prophet, a status that Jews could understand even if they did not accept it, while the Christians saw Jesus as the messiah, a belief that was unacceptable to the Jews.28

Once again, Maimonides and his family moved, finally coming to rest in Alexandria, where Alexander himself had encouraged Jews to settle.29 Under the caliphs of the Fatimid dynasty and then under the suzerainty of the great Kurdish warrior-chief Saladin, Egypt enjoyed a sustained period of prosperity, flourishing culture, and communal harmony—the third being a condition for the first two. (Saladin was equally protective of the Jews during the Crusades. When he reconquered Jerusalem from a French knight in 1187, he allowed those indigenous Jews lucky enough to have been merely expelled by the Crusaders to return and practice their religion in peace.)

Alexandria was the site of some twenty institutions of higher learning. It was there—in a land where the children of Israel had been persecuted by the pharaohs, but in a city named for the Greek conqueror who believed in an inclusive empire—that Maimonides attained lasting prominence as a sage and a position of leadership in the diaspora (“Our brethren of the House of Israel, scattered to the remote regions of the globe, it is your duty to strengthen one another, the older the younger, the few the many”), even as he made a decent living as personal physician to Saladin and his son.30

THE ABODES OF WAR AND PEACE

The Ottomans, who figured so oppressively in the resentments and insecurities of Brooke’s and my Serbian neighbors in the 1970s, also often made tolerance of cultural diversity a principle of governance. They were descended from the Seljuk Turks, nomads from Central Asia who had migrated westward, converted to Islam in the tenth century, and taken control of much of the Byzantine Empire, leaving Constantine’s successors with only western Anatolia and the Balkan peninsula. A Seljuk chieftain, Osman (1258–1324), founded a dynasty that bore his name and that is rendered in English as Ottoman. That word, however, came to connote neither a family, a place, a race, a nation, nor a language. For long periods, Greek was as much an Ottoman lingua franca as Turkish. “An Ottoman,” writes Jason Goodwin in Lords of the Horizons, was “not born, but made.”31 The royal ministers (or viziers), bureaucrats, magistrates, courtiers, janissaries, and soldiers came from all over and traveled all over. The Devlet-i Aliye-i Osmaniye, or “Ottoman Sublime State,” was a sturdy, expansive, and aggressively inclusive political construct.

For centuries the sultan was not just an absolute monarch—he was also the caliph, the supreme religious leader.32 Like almost all overlords, the Ottomans were capable of great cruelty, especially when subduing new subjects and repressing uprisings. But in practice, much like the Romans, and for much the same reason, the Ottomans by and large granted their provinces a degree of political autonomy and cultural license commensurate with the variety of languages, races, and religions to be found in a realm that, at its height in the sixteenth century, encompassed about eight million square miles. The Ottomans believed in what they called the Circle of Justice, a concept they had inherited from the Seljuks: rulers depended on the army; raising an army depended on raising taxes; plentiful tax revenue depended on a contented populace; and the contentment of the populace depended on the effective—and equitable—dispensation of justice.33

Lands beyond the martial reach, and therefore the administrative control, of the Sublime Porte (as the sultan’s court was known) were known as Dar ul-Harb, “The Abode of War.” The Arabic term—which derived not from the Koran but from the politics of empire—suggested not just hostility on the part of those who lived there but their ripeness for conquest. Those who were already Ottoman inhabited what was called the Dar ul-Islam, a phrase usually translated as “The Abode of Peace,” although Islam means “submission” as well. Even the linguistic ambiguity is instructive: to submit to the sultan—who wanted to be seen as ruling by the will of Allah—was to enjoy his protection, and the right to live in peace extended to the multitudinous and distinctive tribes and communities that made up the state. Many of those were Christians and Jews. Christians had to be careful not to build their churches with spires higher than the minarets of the nearby mosques, but they could worship freely. On a reporting trip to Syria in the late 1970s, I visited what had been the Ottoman province of Şam and saw the remains of the church of Saint Nicholas. “Under the Turks” (as the Serbs would say), it was used by Christians and Muslims alike. In that region and many others, there were long periods when Muslims recognized Christian saints.34 As Goodwin notes, Ottoman Jews were “so free of ghetto pallor as to be practically unrecognizable” to visitors from western Europe.35

I have borne these snippets of history in mind when I have heard commentators blame political turmoil in the modern Middle East and Balkans on “ancient ethnic and religious hatreds.” This cliché does an injustice to long periods when those regions were often an abode of peace for the ancestors of people who have been at one another’s throats in recent decades. It also provides an alibi for the failure of contemporary leaders to create a postimperial version of the ecumenical state.

THE TWIN GIANTS

The legacies of Mohammed and Alexander had profound influence in Asia, although for different reasons. Mohammed’s followers succeeded in spreading the universalistic faith he founded as far as Indonesia, while Alexander’s attempt to extend his imperial reach into South Asia provided an incentive for those in his path to stop fighting among themselves and join forces against a common enemy.

According to legend, on reaching the Hyphasis River (today known as the Beas, in Pakistani Punjab), Alexander shed tears of frustration because there were no lands left for him to conquer. But historians (including Plutarch) believe that Alexander’s exhausted and homesick Macedonian troops mutinied when they heard rumors that if they proceeded they would face a massive Indian army with cavalries mounted on elephants.36 Alexander retreated through Persia and died soon afterward in Babylon.

If Alexander was an irresistible force, Chandragupta, a myth-shrouded hero of Indian history, was an immovable object. Believed to have been born poor into the warrior caste and brought up by peacock tamers, Chandragupta exploited the lingering threat of another invasion by the Greeks to assemble a war machine that he later used to unite India. After driving back the remnants of Alexander’s army, Chandragupta recovered the Punjab and went on to found the Mauryan dynasty. Within two generations, its domain encompassed most of the subcontinent.

When I first visited India in 1974 as a reporter covering Secretary of State Henry Kissinger, I was struck by almost worshipful references to Chandragupta’s grandson, Ashoka. He seemed to be one of those shining figures whose reputation is too good to be true, or at least entirely true. That may be because, as in the case of Hammurabi, most of what we know about Ashoka is deduced from edicts inscribed on pillars that he erected throughout his realm. A successful warrior who battled his brothers for his father’s throne and added the modern state of Orissa to his domain, he is believed to have been seized with remorse over the bloodshed and suffering that came with imperial expansion. He renounced armed force, converted from Hinduism to Buddhism, and applied its spiritual precepts of moderation, tolerance, and nonviolence to statecraft.

Ashoka adopted a policy he called “conquest by dharma,” a word that refers to Buddha’s teachings about the virtuous life as the path to enlightenment. In governing his people, he sought to codify and institutionalize civility of public discourse, requiring “restraint in regard to speech, so that there should be no extolment of one’s own sect or disparagement of other sects on inappropriate occasions, and it should be moderate even on appropriate occasions.” Forceful argument on behalf of one’s own position was fine, as long as “other sects should be duly honored in every way on all occasions.” He also believed that logic and rationality rather than tradition should guide public administration.

If Ashoka practiced anything like what he preached, he was the closest thing in history to a philosopher king: he promulgated his commands through powers of persuasion rather than coercion, showed mercy to his enemies, gave succor to the weak and the poor, celebrated the religious and ethnic differences among his subjects, protected animal rights, planted trees and established rest houses by roadsides, and dispatched diplomats and missionaries (including his own children) to neighboring kingdoms. After Ashoka’s death, invasions, defections, and quarrels over succession took their toll on the territory over which he had ruled so benevolently.

Modern scholars, such as the Nobel Prize–winning economist and essayist Amartya Sen, see Ashoka’s forty-one-year rule as a variant of Alexander’s concept of koinonia, a wellspring of what is best in Indian society and democracy today, and a model for the rest of the world.37
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NO HALO ADORNS the image of Ashoka’s Chinese contemporary, Qin (pronounced “chin”) Shihuangdi (meaning First Emperor). He was in many ways a central-casting despot—ruthless, paranoid, and self-aggrandizing. He traveled widely in search of the secret of eternal life. As a second-best option, he ordered that when he died he would be buried along with dozens of his concubines and retainers and thousands of life-size terra cotta soldiers and horses to protect his spirit in a massive tomb complex near the modern city of Xian. He united remnants of an earlier feudal regime, made up of independent and warring kingdoms, by scorched-earth conquest and wholesale repression. In order to preempt their protests against his policies, he buried alive hundreds of scholars. As part of a campaign to fortify China’s northern frontier against rampaging nomads and other invaders, he is believed to have linked several fortifications into the beginnings of the Great Wall.

During one of my first visits to China—again, as a reporter covering Kissinger in the 1970s—the press corps was bused out from Beijing to see the wall while Kissinger met Mao Zedong. One of our group’s barbarian-handlers, as we called our exceedingly cautious English-speaking guides, told me, in muted tones, that Mao, who was responsible for the deaths of as many as forty million of his own citizens and was still keeping China largely walled off from the world, regarded the Qin Emperor as “one of the great heroes in our history.”
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Qin Shihuangdi

But just as there may have been less to Ashoka’s beneficence than his stone tablets would suggest, there was more to the Qin Emperor than tyranny, vanity, and xenophobia. He instituted a combination of bureaucratic governance and military rule based on merit rather than noble birth. Slaves who worked as farmers were liberated and allowed to own land. A system of standardized weights and measures, along with a uniform written language, was extended throughout the realm. So was a legal code, although it was enforced with great brutality.

The Qin Emperor’s domain, like Alexander’s and Ashoka’s, fell into civil war upon his death. But within a decade the Han dynasty reunited China and retained many of the Qin Emperor’s innovations: the system of forts and roads, the administrative division of the country into prefectures, and the standardization of writing, laws, and measurements—the hardware and software necessary for governing diverse and widely scattered peoples.

 

ANOTHER FIGURE WHOSE LEGACY shaped both India and China was Genghis Khan, founder of the largest contiguous empire of all time—at its height, nearly six times larger than the Roman Empire. During his life (ca. 1162–1227), Genghis united nomadic confederations called hordes into the Great Mongol Nation (or, more literally and evocatively, “the Great Mongol Tribal Commonwealth”), which stretched across the Gobi Desert and Siberian tundra, from Manchuria to the Altai Mountains in Central Asia. Genghis and his successors went on to extend a single regime, for the only time in history, over the entire length of the trade routes that linked the Far East, Persia, the Indian subcontinent, and Europe. That expanse of the earth’s surface is now home to the majority of humanity, well over three billion people, including about thirty countries on today’s map: in addition to India and China, the two Koreas, Iran, Iraq, Russia, most of the other former Soviet republics, and, briefly, Poland, Hungary, and eastern Germany—and, of course, Mongolia itself, which remained the core of the empire, the place to which chieftains would return when it was time to choose a new khan.38

The Mongols considered all other nations ripe for absorption within their seemingly ever-expanding borders.39 Once the Mongols subdued all in their path, they settled down to an activity that did not come naturally: civil administration. “The empire,” one of their noblemen said, “was created on horseback, but it cannot be governed on horseback.”40 Like the Romans and Ottomans, the Mongols tended to let obedient subjects maintain their cultural identity. Genghis Khan was a believer in meritocracy and a master of co-option. He would fold defeated armies into his own, quickly promoting the ablest of his former enemies and employing captured artisans to develop catapults and “ballistas” (huge crossbows that shot giant arrows, often tipped with flame) so that each siege could be more effective than the previous one. The Mongols left little of physical permanence in their wake (except, significantly, bridges), but they encouraged the invention of new technologies (such as combining European bell-casting with Chinese gunpowder-making to produce the cannon), innovations in commerce (the introduction of paper currency), and new ways of traveling and communicating over great distances (improvements in mapmaking and timekeeping and the introduction of a pony-express-like network of couriers).

[image: image]

Genghis Khan

The Mongols’ protection of the Silk Road and other Eurasian trade routes ushered in more than a century known as the Great Mongol Peace. Jack Weatherford, an anthropologist and biographer of Genghis, writes that at the height of their power, the Mongols “displayed a devoutly and persistently internationalist zeal in their political, economic, and intellectual endeavors. They sought not merely to conquer the world but to institute a global order based on free trade, a single international law, and a universal alphabet with which to write all languages.”41 They were, in short, agents of what eight hundred years later would be called globalization, in both its positive and negative aspects (traffic along the Silk Road is believed to have introduced the bubonic plague, or “Black Death,” to Europe, wiping out as much as a third of its population in the fourteenth century).

Genghis Khan asserted his right to reign in the name of the sky god Tengiri, who “has given me the empire of the earth from east to west.”42 But he granted freedom of worship to his subjects. The principal incentive for a local Christian lord to capitulate to the Mongols was the certain knowledge that he and all his followers would be put to the sword if he refused. But he also had some confidence that if he submitted, he and his community would be allowed to practice their own faith. A Russian prince, in relinquishing the keys of Novgorod to one of Genghis’s grandsons, Batu, said, “To thee, Czar, I bow, since God hath granted thee the sovereignty of this world.” There was considerable irony packed into this pledge of fealty: a Christian, in recognizing the suzerainty of a pagan khan, was addressing him by a title derived from the name of Julius Caesar.*

According to Weatherford, the Mongol capital of Karakorum—which today is a pastureland scattered with a few archeological remains on the bank of the Orhon River in central Mongolia—was, in the thirteenth century, “probably the most religiously open and tolerant city in the world at the time. Nowhere else could followers of so many different religions worship side by side in peace.”43

 

GENGHIS KHAN WAS AS PHENOMENAL in procreation as he was in territorial aggrandizement. DNA evidence suggests that there may be more than sixteen million of his direct descendants living today in about thirty countries—a statistic that could serve as an advertisement for the benefits of compound interest as well as a spectacular refutation of the idea of ethnic and national purity.44

However, another consequence of Genghis’s multiple offspring—dynastic rivalry—contributed to the dissolution, within three generations, of the empire he founded. The Mongols’ penchant for adopting the techniques, customs, and institutions of those they conquered made them prone to becoming part of the sophisticated civilizations that they ruled. The two principal examples were the giant kingdoms forged by Ashoka and the Qin Emperor in the third century BCE.

About half a century after Genghis’s death, another of his many grandsons, Kublai Khan, moved the Mongol court from Karakorum to the Chinese city of Shangdu (sometimes transliterated as Xanadu). Once he had conquered most of China, Kublai built a permanent capital two hundred miles south, on the site of present-day Beijing. From there, his lineage ruled as the Yuan dynasty. While Mao Zedong dismissed Genghis as a nomad “who only knew how to draw his bow at the eagles,” by 2006 the Chinese were officially celebrating the Mongol conqueror as one of their own national heroes.45

 

ANOTHER DESCENDANT of Genghis Khan, Akbar, was the greatest of the emperors of India known as the Moguls. The word Mogul comes from the Persian for Mongol, since the Moguls’ roots were traceable to Timur (often called Tamerlane), a Turkic warlord of Mongol ancestry whose hordes poured from Central Asia westward into Anatolia, southward into Persia, and eastward across northern India.

Akbar’s reputation in India for combining conquest with conciliation is not quite as rosy as Ashoka’s. That is partly because he was from a line of alien conquerors, a Muslim autocrat presiding over a Hindu majority, while Ashoka is commonly regarded as a native son and a practitioner of two homegrown religions, Hinduism and Buddhism. Also, Akbar lived nineteen hundred years after Ashoka, so we know much more about the often merciless methods he used to bring Gujarat, Kashmir, Sind, and Bengal into his domain.46
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Akbar

Still, Akbar was a visionary who initiated an array of reforms to institutionalize tolerance and communal harmony. These included a high degree of autonomy for provinces; direct imperial appointment of governors who were punished if they abused power or mistreated the poor and the weak; a bureaucracy open to members of all faiths; freedom of worship and respect for dietary and other laws of various religious communities; and the repeal of a tax on non-Muslims.

Like Alexander the Great and Genghis Khan, Akbar believed in the blending of gene pools. Many of his hundreds of concubines were Hindu princesses, and the first of his four official wives was a Rajput, from the zealously independent and martial Hindu elites of Rajasthan.

While believed to be illiterate, Akbar displayed a capacious curiosity about the wisdom available from other religions. Like Kublai Khan, Akbar welcomed Jesuit priests in his courts, and he established what amounted to multifaith discussion groups in a special facility called the Ibadat Khana (literally, “place of worship”). Under the influence of a Sufi mystic, Akbar experimented with a fusion of Hinduism and Islam called Din-i-Ilahi (“Divine Faith”). By building his capital near Delhi, he sought to interweave Hindu and Muslim architectural styles, commissioned the translation of Sanskrit classics into Persian, and loosened Muslim strictures on music and the visual arts so that his people, whatever their faith, could appreciate the influence of the Renaissance that was then at its height in Europe.47

 

THUS, A PAIR OF HISTORICALLY, culturally, and genetically connected Asiatic regimes fostered practices and institutions that held together over the centuries. The people living north of the Himalayas came to call themselves Chinese and now number well over a billion. An almost equal number of people on the southern side of that mountain range have long since come to think of themselves as Indians. India and China each qualify as a civilizational state, a polity that has proved more durable than the empires that have risen and fallen within their boundaries. At the beginning of the twenty-first century, more than a third of the 6.5 billion people on earth are governed from two capitals, Beijing and New Delhi. That fact weighs in favor of the argument that a single system of governance can encompass vast and diverse populations. Moreover, given the economic dynamism that marks India’s and China’s emergence as major powers, “the East” is poised to break the near monopoly that “the West”—Europe and North America—have had in setting the rules and running the institutions of global governance for the past several hundred years.
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