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No one likes us—I don’t know why
We may not be perfect, but heaven knows we try
But all around, even our old friends put us down
Let’s drop the big one and see what happens.
—Randy Newman, “Political Science,” 1972


Preface

On September 12, 2001, while Ground Zero in Manhattan still glowed and smoked, Americans awoke to find themselves bathed in expressions of sympathy and affection across the globe. Jean-Marie Colombani, editor of the French daily Le Monde, headlined, “We Are All Americans.” He asked rhetorically, “How can we not feel profound solidarity with those people, that country, the United States, to whom we are so close and to whom we owe our freedom?”1 Flowers were strewn before American embassies from Germany to Japan. Crowds poured into the streets of foreign capitals to express their grief over the murders and destruction in New York, Pennsylvania, and Virginia.

A little more than two and a half years later, the same Jean-Marie Colombani wrote a story for Le Monde entitled, “We Are All Un-American?”2 In the time between global polls of public opinion in 1999 and 2000 and similar polls in spring 2004, the percentages of people expressing a favorable view of the United States went from 83 percent to 58 percent in Britain; from 78 percent to 38 percent in Germany; from 62 percent to 37 percent in France; and from 77 percent to 27 percent in Morocco.3 Similar drops in public favor were reflected in many other countries around the world. By mid-2004 the percentage of Jordanians expressing approval of their ally and major cash benefactor, the United States, dropped to 5 percent. What happened? What does it mean?

The United States was not universally loved even before September 11, 2001. Arabs celebrated the attacks in large public demonstrations in Cairo and Nablus, while people elsewhere expressed quiet satisfaction at the blow to the United States. Even where the pre-attack measurements of United States popularity were high, they were never 100 percent. At the deepest level, some of the expressions of disapproval of the United States reflect the same emotions that motivated the perpetrators of the attacks, who took their own lives in the process of striking out at the symbols of American economic and military power. In his sympathetic article on September 12, 2001, Colombani wrote, “America, in the solitude of its power … in certain parts of the globe ... seems to draw nothing but hate.”

For some it must be hate. For many others it may be too much love— unrequited love, disappointed love. The United States bears the world’s hopes and dreams as no other nation in history. In its “solitude of power,” the United States evokes expectations and longings among foreigners in their version of the “American Dream.” This is true American exceptionalism, and it is unique in history. In his first visit to Europe as president, in April 2009, Barack Obama answered a question from a Financial Times reporter about whether he believed in American exceptionalism. He said, “I believe in American exceptionalism, just as I suspect that the Brits believe in British exceptionalism and the Greeks believe in Greek exceptionalism.”4 His suspicion ignores the anomaly of American exceptionalism. There is no discussion of British or Greek exceptionalism among the citizens of those nations, and certainly no such concept among foreigners. And this difference is not about relative power. We know of no concept of Roman exceptionalism believed by the people on the edges of the Roman Empire or Mongol exceptionalism by the outside observers of Genghis Khan’s hordes. The world outside its borders has high expectations for America. Those expectations are a mixed blessing.

We must proceed with caution in analyzing attitudes based on opinion polling. The rapid decline in American popularity between 2000 and 2004 partly reflects the fickle and superficial nature of public opinion and the unreliability of global polling. Despite the absence of any real change in the United States or its policies between 2004 and 2005, Jordanian approval of the United States more than quadrupled to 21 percent in that time. French and German approval also rose, and British opinion dropped even further than in 2004. By May 2009, following the inauguration of President Obama and before he had implemented any significant changes in foreign policies, favorability ratings for the United States were once again at or above the levels from 2000 in most countries.5 One year later, in May 2010, Pew showed favorable views of the United States had leapt another 13 percent in Russia and 11 percent in China while dropping 10 percent in Egypt and India and declining 13 percent in Mexico.6 By March 2011, Pew found favorable views of the United States in China and India had dropped by 14 percent and 25 percent, respectively, from the 2010 figures.7 This volatility in polling hints at a more fundamental problem in interpreting such results: public opinion is a superficial phenomenon, like surface eddies in the sea. The images on which they draw are deeper currents that change more slowly and, over time, more consistently influence people’s conception of the world around them, including their pictures of the United States. This book examines both that fundamental visualization of America and the dynamic process of its expression.

Surveying the imagery people express about the United States exposes their consistent undercurrents of thought. People change their views rapidly, leaning toward more negative or positive opinions, but the imagery they use to articulate their concepts draws from a pool of old ideas. This pool changes, but only gradually. The United States is seen as rich, powerful, hypocritical, racist, imperialist, and democratic, among a host of other qualities. All of these and many others date back at least one hundred years in the popular imagination. All have some basis in fact, yet all are stereotypes, and none can be completely true. They are the data in people’s minds, the components that people assemble to articulate their attitudes.

The attitudes that rule the selection of images from the pool are controlled by a set of predispositions. Some are fleeting—a mood, a temper. Some are deeper rooted—a fear, a hope. Some are quite permanent—a religion, an ideology. Many people can harbor conflicting predispositions, making predicting or changing their attitudes a confounding process. These biases guide the formation of opinions on any subject. They are the filters that sift through and select among the stored images. We must look at both the nature and process of image collection and the biases that determine which images are selected, in order to understand the views people express on America, whether changeable or permanent, pro-American or anti-American.

At the heart of this analysis is a question of how people’s minds work. Certainly, the real-life United States, the nature of its existence and its policies, plays a role in the formation of people’s views. Facts matter. Actions matter. But all images and opinions are ideas, with more or less attachment to reality. Ideas are in their heads. This is an inquiry about them. The slender connection between America and views about America underscores the difficulty facing American policymakers, diplomats, and citizens in seeking to understand and, perhaps, to change those attitudes.

Whatever light this book sheds does not come from me alone. I am much indebted to all those around the world with whom I have discussed this interesting topic, my students at UCLA who have explored many of these ideas with me over the years, and especially my friends who have plowed through drafts of this manuscript and offered valuable suggestions on both the substance and the process of finishing this project. The guidance I received on bringing this to publication came from many people, but particularly from Nicholas Cull and Philip Seib of the University of Southern California, Daniel Caldwell of Pepperdine University, Thomas Plate of Loyola Marymount University, and Leslie Breed McLean. I also appreciate the excellent work of Erin Auerbach, Jennifer Patton, Mark Finster, and Ellen Caldwell in helping make this a book that is worthy of your attention.


PART I
Collecting images




1
INTRODUCTION

It will always be something else, a world unto itself, a Western
Heavenly Empire, a China of our imagination, a place to admire,
To be grateful to, and to be baffled by forever.
—Hans Magnus Enzensberger, German poet1

In his allegory of the cave, Plato portrayed people in a cave seeing the world as shadows cast on the wall by all that passed the entrance. Their perceptions were not reality; they were an indirect effect of reality. Sometimes, images are pure inventions of the mind and lack even this tenuous link to substance. They are a fluid mix of matters seen, remembered, forgotten, and invented. “America,” as imagined around the world, is just such an imperfect reflection of reality and of people’s hopes, dreams, and fears. It is a complex, evanescent, contradictory collection of ideas.

America is fertile ground for the study of images because it is unique among places in the world as an idea.2 It occupies a part of the mental landscape of almost every person on the globe. If you ask a Chilean about his image of Finland, he may have none. He may never have heard of Finland or Belgium or the Czech Republic. America, however, is among the world’s few universally recognized terms—even if the concept of it is radically different from one mind to another. The unique idea of the “American Dream,” a rich and loaded concept, is nearly as pervasive. Everyone has an opinion about America filled with imagery from the obvious to the bizarre. The opinions seem to change like quicksilver, but the imagery fits recurrent themes.

Images of America in minds in the remotest parts of the world arise from its revolutionary history, its current power and wealth, its evangelical devotion to democratic liberalism, and its global commercial, cultural, and political interactions. Each of these elements relates to the others. Paradoxically, one of the most persistent negative images of America is that it is inward looking, self-absorbed, and ignorant of the outside world. It is considered diplomatically immature and inept. Yet the omnipresence of America in the minds of others reflects, in part, America’s deep engagement with other cultures and places. The United States is one of the top three trading partners in either imports or exports (or both) with more than half of the sixty-seven major trading nations of the world and with all the most populous nations.3 In the competitive world of business, this sort of trading success cannot come to those who are ignorant of other cultures and peoples. Further, the United States has diplomatic missions in 160 nations.4 It has citizens living abroad in virtually every nation. More than half of Americans in the eighteen to twenty-nine age group report that they have friends or family living abroad.5 The United States founded the United Nations and is its single largest source of financial support as well as its home. In the short span of two and a quarter centuries since its founding, the United States has gone from a fringe of colonial settlements on the eastern seaboard adjoining a wilderness, to a global position of unsurpassed economic, political, military, and cultural influence. How ignorant and incompetent can Americans be?

Yes, many Americans have less knowledge of foreign countries, foreign cultures, and foreign languages than people of similar backgrounds abroad. Part of this is geography. Even in this era of the European Union, a person traveling in Europe, the 850-mile distance equal to that which separates Chicago and New York, will cross six or seven national boundaries and the lands of six or seven languages and cultures. By this closeness, a normal traveler in Europe naturally takes on the sophistication of a cosmopolitan. It comes with the territory.

It is not only geography. What the United States does matters to every other country in the world. It, and it alone, exercises economic and military power worldwide. Conversely, the actions of most of the world’s nations have no perceptible impact on the lives of Americans. Japan, then the world’s second largest economy, suffered more than a decade of economic stagnation in the 1990s with no apparent harmful impact on the American economy. The United States recently suffered a similar debacle, and national economies all over the world feel the financial pain.

Another part is philosophical. There has always been a strain of American political thinking that it would turn its back on the rest of the world and “have with them as little political connection as possible.”6 The United States doomed the League of Nations with its rejection of the Versailles Treaty in 1920, and it continues to guard its sovereignty jealously with respect to international treaties. In the same vein, the George W. Bush administration spurned the treaty that established the International Court of Justice and generally looked with a jaundiced eye on international treaties and conventions. During its first years in office, the Obama administration gave a cold shoulder to trade agreements and failed to seek ratification of pending treaties with Colombia, Pakistan, and South Korea.

In the face of this reputation for aloofness, there is an opposing image of the United States meddling in every event in the most obscure parts of the world. If a government falls in central Africa, it is certain that someone will blame the CIA. The United States, its intelligence services, and its corporations are considered so pervasive and so fiendishly clever and knowledgeable that one of them is assumed to be behind every mishap and catastrophe. Disastrous floods in Pakistan in 2010 and subsequent earthquakes and tsunamis are thought by many in the Muslim world to be the result of a secret United States military project called HAARP, based in Fairbanks, Alaska, which controls the world’s weather through electromagnetic waves.7

Consider the contrast between the comment by an Arab League official in Cairo who said of Americans that “they can hardly find Egypt on the map” with the contemporaneous comment by a Cairo university lecturer that “I was never a supporter of Nasser or Saddam Hussein, but we stood with him [sic] because they became symbols of our identity. The West creates these people.”8

Images of the United States are full of such contradictions. They have to be. America, the object being imagined, is complex and contradictory. Some are ideas of what America is or was, and some are ideas of what America does or did. “America” is not a single thing. It is a place, a piece of geography; it is a political actor, a nation; it is a group of people, a nationality; it is a symbol, a representation of a set of ideas for the political and economic ordering of life; and for many people it is the ideal of the perfect place, the name attached to their dreams for a better life. Within each of these, it is not a single thing. As a stretch of land, is it the black water swamps of South Carolina; the endless, broad plains of Iowa; the gritty streets of the South Bronx; or the beaches of Southern California? As a political force, is it a nation that rescued the Allies in World War I, preserving democracy, or a nation that refused to ratify the peace; a nation (among others) that failed to confront Hitler’s menace in the 1930s or a nation that again rescued the Allies in World War II; a nation that supported a long series of Latin American dictators or a nation that later championed a crop of democratically elected leaders? As a people, is it a society dominated by a white, Protestant middle class, or is it a society that is over 36 percent minority and in which Roman Catholicism is the single largest religious denomination? As the world’s most powerful and modern nation, is it a reactionary defender of the status quo or a disruptive agent of change and destroyer of tradition? As a symbol, is “America” the democratic and egalitarian ideal of the Enlightenment, or is it a rapacious, commercial homogenizer destroying indigenous cultures around the world? Is it real or is it a fantasy? It is all these things and more.

Images are stereotypes. They reduce a complex reality to a simpler thought. They extend the particular to the general. They can never capture a full reality or be more than partly true. With something as complex as America, the problem is multiplied a million-fold. America is vast and intricately varied, with a population that exults in its diversity. English historian John Gray explained,

America is too rich in contradictions for any definition of it to be possible. For every attitude that is supposed to be distinctively American one can find an opposite stance that is no less so.... In truth, there is no such thing as an essentially American world view—any more than there is an essentially American landscape. Anyone who thinks otherwise shows they have not grasped the most important fact about America, which is that it is unknowable.9

Images are not necessarily visual. They are the ideas received from the senses and the imagination. They can be expressed in words, visions, smells, tastes, or any other sensation or form of communication.

Even if America could be perfectly depicted as in a snapshot, images are formed from imperfect information. A visitor can only meet a small fraction of its 309 million people, cover only a small quantity of its 3.6 million square miles, experience only a few weeks or months of its history. What a visitor thinks he saw might be skewed by the problems of preexisting expectations, perceptual difficulties, moods, circumstances, and memory. The phenomenon of competing eyewitnesses is well known in courts of law, where dueling witnesses honestly swear to opposing versions of events. Three-quarters of the convicts in American prisons who later have been exonerated and released on the basis of DNA evidence had been convicted by eyewitness testimony.10 Still, the visitor to America can justly claim to have developed authentic personal images of America, and these claims take on credence. From de Tocqueville to Bernard-Henri Lévy,11 the personal travelogue has been a fertile source of imagery of America. People believe them.

For every person who visits the United States for a firsthand look, there are multitudes who never come. Their images of the United States are based only on what others tell them: accounts of travelers, parents, friends, journalists, novelists, teachers, religious leaders, politicians, or others. The clouds and distortion in these lenses are so thick that any accurate realities derived from these accounts would be by sheer luck. As the perception of America goes from the mind of the firsthand witness to his books, articles, and speeches, and then to the minds and interpretations of those who recount what they think they read or heard to others, the initial account of reality transforms as the rumor does in the game of telephone. It does not emerge in the same form as it went in—even assuming no intent to color or twist the facts. In the hands of a newspaper editor or, worse yet, a censor, reality gets a selective and a distorted rendering on its way to the reader. News can become propaganda. Religious leaders, politicians, friends, and relatives may all bring intentional or subliminal spins to the accounts they give.

Reality, in the hands of a filmmaker, is a victim of commercial or political motivations to sell entertainment or deliver a message. Scenes that never did and never would happen are filmed against the backdrop of putative American locales. The America in the eyes of the world on film over the years has mostly been painted backdrops and stock footage. Now, even with the advent of less costly location shoots that enable filming at the real place, American cities are being portrayed anywhere in the world. They often look more American than America. Consider the film Cold Mountain’s depictions of the Great Smoky Mountains and the television show Psych’s scenes of Santa Barbara; the former was filmed in Romania, and the latter is shot in Canada. Things happen in movies that did not happen and would not happen. For all the remarkable maneuvers a driver might really witness on American streets and highways, no one sees the sorts of flamboyant car chases that are staples of the action film genre, such as in Bullitt, The Fast and the Furious, and The French Connection. This flood of output on fictional film, on television, and in print, rather than in America itself, forms much of the raw material of images of America in people’s minds.

All these influences separating images from reality shrink in importance when compared to what happens to information when it enters the minds of the people forming the image. As ideas, images have no existence outside people’s minds. Even by assuming there is a reality of America outside people’s minds, we are leaping over two hundred years of philosophical ruminations. Bishop George Berkeley, the early eighteenth-century British empiricist philosopher, considered what could be definitively proven about the world. He concluded that he could say with certainty only that there is the mind, which can imagine ideas and organize perceptions of the senses (which are also ideas), and beyond that no “corporeal substance” exists.12

It is evident to anyone who takes a survey of the objects of human knowledge, that they are either ideas actually imprinted on the senses; or else such as are perceived by attending to the passions and operations of the mind; or lastly, ideas formed by help of memory and imaginations—either compounding, dividing, or barely representing those originally perceived in the aforesaid ways....

It is indeed an opinion strangely prevailing amongst men, that houses, mountains, rivers, and, in a word, all sensible objects, have an existence, natural or real, distinct from their being perceived by the understanding.... What are the forementioned objects but the things we perceive by sense? and what do we perceive besides our own ideas or sensations? and is it not plainly repugnant that any one of these, or any combination of them, should exist unperceived?13

In answer to the question of whether a tree falling in the forest makes a noise if no one is there to hear it, Berkeley would have said there was no noise, and there was no tree. All that we know of the existence of a real world consists of our reactions to sensations that hit our eardrums, retinas, and other points of perception—beyond that we cannot prove that anything is really there. To Berkeley, the processes of knowing and imagining cannot be separated. In short, it is all in our minds.

René Descartes’s conclusion “Cogito ergo sum” (“I think, therefore, I am”) makes a similar point: I cannot prove I exist or that anything exists; I only know for certain that I am having these thoughts; therefore, I must exist. In the discipline of epistemology, these egocentric theories that reality is only in the eye of the beholder were gathered under the category of solipsism and were again debated throughout the nineteenth century. In a way, the philosophers anticipated the imperceptible reality of quantum physics and the virtual reality of video games. The lines between the real and the imagined are now more blurred than ever. Today, ordinary people not inclined to philosophical musings can fairly wonder whether there is any reality out there. However, this book does not need to settle the philosophical argument. It will assume that America is real, that there is such a place and such a nation. Nevertheless, the images, which this book examines, are entirely in the minds of the beholders. That makes the issue complex enough.

People’s minds store images. From early childhood throughout life, images are being added, amended, and forgotten. The mind becomes a wall of shelves holding a large number of images as though they are all audiotapes or DVDs. Gradually, these recordings deteriorate as memories fade and are altered as the imagination amends them. At a given moment, people may access these shelves for one image or a few images and assert that they portray the idea they have on a subject. At another time, they may play entirely different recordings from their collections of images and appear to have changed their views. Their underlying impressions (the total collection of recordings) may have changed little, while the expression of their views may have altered radically. Which images they pull off the shelf will depend on their predispositions—their moods, some recent event, or the way a question is put to them. Something can trigger an old memory. Something can suppress an idea. Sometimes they can have so many conflicting images in their minds that there is no way to coherently express them all. Therefore, the expression of images by groups on a given day—public opinion—is volatile. The underlying views are deep seated and change slowly.

Harold Isaacs captured this in the 1950s in his study of American views of China and India.14 Isaacs interviewed at length 181 American “leadership types,” and he found in each of the interviewees a mix of favorable and unfavorable images on generally common themes but, in each case, in different proportions from the images held by the others. In the case of China, he identified six historical periods in American relations with China and images remembered by interviewees from the different periods. Isaacs classified the periods as ages of respect, contempt, benevolence, admiration, disenchantment, and finally (beginning with the revolution in 1949) hostility. Images of the Chinese people ranged from “delicate, subtle, restrained,”15 to “shrewd, wily, crafty.”16 They were seen as “bearded sages, patriarchs, scholars”17 and “a vast hungry people; millions dying; misery, disease, beggars.”18 The strongest imagery was rooted in the interviewees’ childhoods; for many, memories of Sunday school discussions of Christian missionary work in China in the period Isaacs called “benevolence” created indelible pictures of the Chinese as (ungrateful) wards. Isaacs observed:

All the images and experiences of the past have some part. They are not effaced but are absorbed and rearranged in some new design. Much is relegated to the museums and to the memory and to the contending history books, but the greater part remains to bedevil the process of change itself. All the sounds, old and new, go on in our hearing at the same time, making the great din in which we live. All the old and new images flicker around us, giving our world and every individual mind the quality it has of a kaleidoscope.19

Isaacs pursued his work in later editions, tracking Gallup polls taken of the American general public’s opinions concerning China in 1942 when it was an American ally; in 1966 when it was an avowed enemy; and in 1972 when relations between the two countries had taken a dramatic turn for the better. In the polls, the image of the Chinese for being “hardworking” fluctuated from an idea shared by 69 percent of Americans in 1942 to 37 percent in 1966 and back to 74 percent in 1972. The figures for “brave” moved from 48 percent to 7 percent to 17 percent, and for “practical” moved from 23 percent to 8 percent to 27 percent in the same periods.20 The measures of other traits—such as religious, intelligent, sly, and treacherous—were similarly volatile. The expressed images would appear to go away with external events and then be rediscovered in observers’ views when called forth by a change in the atmosphere, clearly demonstrating the difference between opinion and imagery.

The tapes and videos remained in place in the brain. They contained the full set of images accumulated through a lifetime of perceptions and changed only slowly. When the Gallup pollster put his questions to the subjects, the answers he received were good for that day only. On another day, in other circumstances, he might have gotten totally different responses. All the answers would be true in that they would reflect images taken from the mental shelves of the subject. What they would not be is meaningful in understanding the totality of the subject’s attitudes. That can be understood only with a much more comprehensive survey of the content of the shelves—those recordings that are chosen for play at this time as well as those withheld or temporarily forgotten and to be played at another moment.

Think of the litany of images that might simultaneously occupy anyone’s mental shelf space on the subject of America: free, powerful, democratic, arrogant, peaceful, dominant, land of opportunity, warlike, wealthy, imperialistic, friendly, focused on its own interests, generous, stingy, selfish, full of choices, religious, heathen, atheistic, isolationist, oblivious, intrusive, pervasive, intelligent, sanctimonious, immoral, technological, ignorant, unreliable, unpredictable, practical, pragmatic, shallow minded, uncultured, innovative, rootless, open minded, bourgeois, glamorous, fat, health conscious, commercial, hard working, lazy, money obsessed, work obsessed, respectful of civil and human rights, supportive of oppressive regimes, respectful of the rule of law, racist, respectful of the individual, lacking in sense of community, cruel, lacking in compassion, paranoid, Caucasian, diverse, beautiful, hideous, turbulent, and an abundance of other adjectives.

The ability to retain conflicting images of America on the mental shelves is significant. F. Scott Fitzgerald said, “The test of a first-rate intelligence is the ability to hold two opposed ideas in the mind at the same time, and still retain the ability to function.”21 By this measure, truly first-rate intelligences are ubiquitous. The world’s view of America may be its most comprehensive love-hate relationship.

This book first considers the collection of images about America in many people’s minds and how and when they arose: the images constructed from direct observation of and experience with America; the products of pictures shown and stories told by others; and the images that are purely the result of imagination. But having a storehouse of images does not determine a person’s views. Rather, it is there to coalesce, amplify, and illustrate opinions. Since they are often so contradictory, the images themselves cannot be the opinions. People need a selection process to choose among images. This book then examines these selection schemas (predispositions). Among others, conformity, xenophobia, nationalism, partisanship, fear of loss, resentment, grievance, hope, desire, self-pity, shame, and religious faith join with issues of political philosophy and simple contrariness to select from images in order to express opinions.

Of all of those selection schemas, hope and desire are the most intriguing. The imagery selected to express hope and desire is especially laden with ideas of pure invention.

Everybody has their own America, and then they have the pieces of a fantasy America that they think is out there but they can’t see.... So the fantasy corners of America ... you’ve pieced them together from scenes in movies, and music and lines from books. And you live in your dream America that you’ve custom-made from art and schmaltz and emotions just as much as you live in your real one. 22

America, or something called America, has a role in the dreams and aspirations of large numbers of people all over the world. It tantalizes and taunts them. It offers a refuge from their present existence or is an imagined reproach for their present existence. It is a paladin on which hopes for redemption or rescue are placed. No nation can meet all these admiring expectations. The risk and costs to the United States of disappointing these many friends far outweighs the risks and costs of conforming to the worst expectations of those who scorn America.


2
IMPRINTS FROM INSIDE AMERICA

America, in all its complex existence and behavior, provides a vast store of raw material for the creation of images. Some ideas frequently voiced today about the United States go back to the nineteenth century: America is a beacon of democracy, equality, and tolerance; an isolationist and self-centered nation; an arrogant imperialistic conqueror; a land of opportunity; a hypocritical exploiter of the environment and of people; a model of stable and advanced political institutions; a racist nation; a leader in innovation, progress, and rationality; a nation of failures and ill-bred, ignorant boors who only value money; a rich and powerful model of success and modernity. Others are twentieth century additions: America is imperialistic; an active protector of people against tyranny and occupation; a nation preoccupied with its self-interest; a builder (and destroyer) of multilateralism and international law and institutions; a reliable (and unreliable) guarantor of others’ safety and independence; a hyperpower that has no interest in the views of others; a source of glamour and excitement; a source and exporter of mindless and godless crude popular culture. These and an abundance of other images surface daily concerning events happening today. However, they all have their roots in older realities. The ideas that are expressed today often parrot those expressed by others many years ago.

During the first 125 years of the Republic, the images generated about America derived almost entirely from events and conditions within the United States. In the next century, the new images were mostly the product of the interactions between the people of the United States and the rest of the world. Very few images that are cited by people today do not have roots in these prior periods.

Democratic and Egalitarian

Contemporary French intellectual Alain Minc has said, “America is synonymous with democracy.”1 The American Revolution and Constitution did enshrine in writing and in institutions a revolutionary application of republican government. In 1801, after triumphing in a bitterly contested and controversial election, President Thomas Jefferson addressed the new nation at his inauguration. He set about healing the divisions among Americans by reminding them of the experiment in which they, together, were engaged. With characteristic grace and pith, Jefferson described all the elements of the American model of self-government. He explained that this is a “chosen country”; the fundamental governmental unit is the individual’s government of his own life; the states are united in a republican system of representative government; the nation shall expand across a vast land with enough room for “descendants to the thousandth and thousandth generation”; capitalism and free markets are the economic system of the nation; tolerance is shown to religious practices in “various forms”; and government limits its intrusions on individual freedom, whether by regulation or taxes. Running through his talk was one overarching theme: “the master assumption of American political thought ... its social freedom, its social equality.”2

The Americans did not just announce their new system. They set out to implement it, and the world watched, often with skepticism. François Jean de Beauvoir, Marquis de Chastellux, was a French nobleman, statesman, soldier, and scholar who served with the French Expeditionary Force that helped the American revolutionaries against the British in 1780–83. Despite his sympathies for the Enlightenment ideals of the U.S. Constitution, he looked on its prospects pessimistically:

In establishing among themselves a purely democratic government, had the Americans a real love of democracy? And if they have wished all men to be equal, is this not solely because, from the very nature of things, they were in fact equal, or nearly so?....

Now ... suppose that the increase of population reduces your artisans to the status they have in France and England—do you then believe that your principles are democratic enough so that the landholders and the opulent would still continue to regard them as their equals?3

For several decades after its birth, the United States was considered a fragile, utopian experiment that likely would be unable to preserve its independent nationhood or its republican government. During the Napoleonic Wars, both the French and the British acted as though American ships and sailors were theirs for the taking. Beginning in about 1806, the British seized a thousand American ships, and the French seized five hundred. In the period from 1803 to 1812, the British impressed over ten thousand American sailors into the Royal Navy. In 1812 the United States declared war on Great Britain and fought to an impasse. In 1814, two months after the parties reached a signed settlement (and not having heard that the war was over), Gen. Andrew Jackson engaged the British at New Orleans and won an astounding victory: seven hundred British killed and fourteen hundred wounded, eight Americans killed and thirteen wounded. These events were of much greater importance than is now recalled. Jackson’s victory over the superpower of the day made it clear to the dominant European nations that the United States was here to stay, and that it would remain standing as an image of democracy and social equality.

Sovereign and Self-Interested

The war and the European depredations that led to the war aroused in Americans a particularly strong attachment to the concept of sovereignty. That attachment remains a major theme of American foreign policy. Since the Peace of Westphalia in 1648 that ended the Thirty Years’ War, nation-states have uniformly declared their adherence to the rules of sovereignty. Under this system, each nation is entitled to equal dignity with all other nations, has defined borders that are to be respected by all other nations, and is free to act within its borders without interference from any other nation. On this simple laissez-faire, live-and-let-live framework, the international law of the jungle has been constructed. Since some borders are not so well defined and often are in dispute, and since national governments often lack the power to garrison and protect their declared borders, there has been plenty of room for sovereign states to do battle. Further, because the system purports to impose equal dignity among states that are far from equal in size, wealth, and power, there is an inherent instability in the system deriving from this effort to exalt fiction over facts. Those with greater power are often in search of pretexts to excuse attack on weaker neighbors, and those with less power are in constant need of allies to balance their power with that of their neighbors. In the years since 1648, under the system of sovereign nations, the normal condition among neighboring states has been war or the anticipation of war.

The Americans sought to flee the threat of this cruel world with a strict enforcement of their own sovereignty, hugely assisted by their geographic isolation. As George Washington advised in his farewell address in 1796, “The great rule of conduct for us in regard to foreign nations is in extending our commercial relations, to have with them as little political connection as possible ... It is our true policy to steer clear of permanent alliances with any portion of the foreign world.”

A Beacon for Humanity

Washington’s advice became ingrained in the American character. Throughout the nineteenth century, it formed the bedrock of America’s posture toward the world outside the Western Hemisphere. The Americans had confidence bordering on arrogance in their republic but no need to go abroad looking for worlds to conquer or people to convert. Their focus was inward. America was to serve as an example to others. It did not need to evangelize. It had only to stand there and be admired and emulated. This tradition began in 1630 when Puritan governor John Winthrop paraphrased Jesus to say that America is a “city upon a hill, the eyes of all people are upon us.”4 It persisted as a strain of American thinking through Ronald Reagan, when he referred to the nation as a “shining city on a hill.” Over the centuries, America has offered its example to those who long for personal and political freedom. Ivan Klíma, a writer who grew up under Soviet rule in Czechoslovakia, recalled in 2002, “It was a great encouragement to me to know that there existed an entire continent where one could live freely, where they didn’t jail people because of their attitude to the regime, where they didn’t confiscate books or ban authors and where they didn’t expel professors from universities for rejecting totalitarian (or any other) ideology.”5

Land of Opportunity—Nation of Failures

To create this beacon for mankind, there was much to do. Immigrants flocked to American shores. As German professor Berdt Ostendorf said, “Across the world popular fantasies have always seen America as an Eldorado of fulfilled middle-class wishes.”6 In 1800 about 5.3 million people lived in the United States. Between 1815 and 1860, five million immigrants settled in America, drawn there by the promise of a new life or in an effort to escape from hopelessness at home.7 They were welcome additions to a vast country in need of labor. However, they accentuated a scorn for the United States as “the Promised Land of failures”8 among the comfortable people left behind. German writer Friedrich Gerstäcker put it poetically in 1855:

“To America!” Lightly and boldly does the hothead audaciously call this out in the first and difficult hour which ought to test his strength, harden his mettle.—“To America!” whispers the desperate man who, on the verge of ruin, was here being pushed slowly but surely toward the abyss.—“To America!” says the destitute man quietly and resolutely; he, who has fought again and again with manly power against the force of circumstances, but always in vain, and who has paid for his “daily bread” with bloody sweat— and yet has not received it, who sees no aid for himself or his loved ones here in the homeland, and yet will not beg, cannot steal.— “To America!” laughs the criminal after a successfully executed robbery, exulting jubilantly in sight of the distant shore which will provide him security from the arm of the thus injured law.—“To America!” rejoices the idealist, who is angry with the real world because it is in fact real, and who envisages there, across the ocean, a prospect which conforms more closely to the one conjured up in his own mad mind.—“To America!”9

Much later, Evelyn Waugh told Graham Greene, “Of course, the Americans are cowards.... They are almost all the descendants of wretches who deserted their legitimate monarchs for fear of military service.”10 Whatever Gerstäcker, Waugh, and their compatriots thought of the emigrants, they did not deny that America was the right place to go for a person who wanted to turn his life around. These failures and cowards were put to populating a newly expanded nation. The 1803 Louisiana Purchase made the United States a continental power. Exploring and filling that land became a great national project for the United States. For many Europeans watching from their side of the Atlantic, it looked like the opportunity of a lifetime. The desperation of the poorest Europeans coalesced with the dreams of grandeur and self-confidence of progressive, entrepreneurial Americans as both groups contemplated the vast continent.

Of all images, “opportunity” has the most universal acceptance, even by the most critical observers. “Opportunity” was the one word used to describe the United States in 2010 by Anné Kulonen, a young Finnish-born composer of experimental music. Living in London, she has never visited the United States and has a skeptical view of its culture, government, and foreign policy. Still, she identified it as the one place that would give her music and her career the chance to succeed.11 Similarly, Guilherme Marchi, a Brazilian cowboy, moved to the United States in his late teens. By 2010, at age twenty-seven, he had earned the United States Professional Bull Riding World Championship and a total of over $1.9 million in prize money. With his wife and daughter, he settled into an eighty-two-acre ranch in Texas and opened a thriving restaurant. An enthusiastic bull-riding fan gave him a mounted deer head for his wall. He commented, “In Brazil we only kill deer to eat them. It’s strange what people do in this country, but I think I’m staying. I like it here.”12 The United States remains the place where, in the words of the U.S. Army–recruiting slogan, you can “be all you can be.”

Rationality, Progress, and Arrogance

In 1830 the young French aristocrat Alexis de Tocqueville came to America for nine months, ostensibly to report on the progressive American prison system. His larger project was to examine the functioning of democracy in the American climate of social equality. In 1835 and 1840, he published the two volumes of Democracy in America, which set the standard for insightful and broad-minded analysis of the American political system, social scene, and character. They achieved a vast readership and became fountainheads of imagery of the new nation. In his view, democracy and free enterprise in the American context functioned well, leading to the likelihood of future stability and enormous growth in prosperity and power.

Tocqueville observed the psychological and philosophical devotion of Americans to liberal Enlightenment thinking:

The Anglo-Americans place moral authority in universal reason, as they do political power in the universality of citizens, and they reckon that one must rely on the sense of all to discern what is permitted or forbidden, what is true or false. Most of them think that the knowledge of one’s self-interest, well understood is enough to lead man toward the just and the honest. They believe that at birth each has received the ability to govern himself, and that no one has the right to force one like himself to be happy. All have a lively faith in human perfectibility; they judge that the diffusion of enlightenment will necessarily produce useful results ... all consider society as a body in progress; humanity as a changing picture ... and they admit that what seems good to them today can be replaced tomorrow by the better that is still hidden.13

He took note of the American tendency to adopt the attitude of a “chosen” people:

At the same time that the Anglo-Americans are united among themselves in this way by common ideas, they are separated from all other peoples by a sentiment of pride.

For fifty years it has been constantly repeated to the inhabitants of the United States that they form the only religious, enlightened, and free people. They see that up to now, democratic institutions have prospered among them, while they have failed in the rest of the world; they therefore have an immense opinion of themselves, and they are not far from believing that they form a species apart in the human race.14

In this, Tocqueville was echoing the contemporary sentiments of the original expositor of the theory of America’s Manifest Destiny. In an 1839 article that was a clarion call of self-confidence, Jacksonian Democrat John M. O’Sullivan laid out the foundations of American exceptionalism:

Yes, we are the nation of progress, of individual freedom, of universal enfranchisement.... We must onward to the fulfilment of our mission–to the entire development of the principle of our organization–freedom of conscience, freedom of person, freedom of trade and business pursuits, universality of freedom and equality. This is our high destiny, and in nature’s eternal, inevitable decree of cause and effect we must accomplish it. All this will be our future history, to establish on earth the moral dignity and salvation of man—the immutable truth and beneficence of God. For this blessed mission to the nations of the world, which are shut out from the life-giving light of truth, has America been chosen; and her high example shall smite unto death the tyranny of kings, hierarchs, and oligarchs, and carry the glad tidings of peace and good will where myriads now endure an existence scarcely more enviable than that of beasts of the field. Who, then, can doubt that our country is destined to be the great nation of futurity?15

This sentiment has echoed ever since. Woodrow Wilson spoke to the Senate in 1919 in these terms: “The stage is set, the destiny disclosed. It has come about by no plan of our conceiving, but by the hand of God who led us into the way. We cannot turn back.... America shall in truth show the way. The light streams upon the path ahead and nowhere else.”16

Robert Kennedy expressed the idea thusly: “At stake is not only the leadership of a party or the leadership of a country—at stake is our claim to the moral leadership of the world.”17 George W. Bush said, “Our nation is chosen by God and commissioned by history to be a model to the world.”18 The foreign reaction to this American conceit is as predictable as it has been consistent. Germans in 1954 commented, “For America to consider itself as ‘God’s own country’ revealed an unbearably hypocritical chauvinism.”19 Yet while the bragging was always annoying, many foreign listeners accepted the idea of American exceptionalism—of a special place with a new and tempting kind of society.

Stability, Prosperity, and Crude Materialism

Tocqueville was mightily impressed with the formal legal architecture of American government. He observed that the structure of American institutions enabled the nation to maintain a democratic republic despite the tendency toward mob rule found in democracies from ancient Athens to the French revolution. In contrast to the French centralized system, he admired the American federal form of government “which permits the Union to enjoy the power of a great republic and the security of a small one.”20 He endorsed the local governments and commissions that covered the landscape, saying they “give the people the taste for freedom and the art of being free,” and he applauded the judicial power that serves “to correct the aberrations of democracy.”21 Tocqueville spoke at length of the especially American tendency to form voluntary associations, lodges, clubs, and the like. In this he anticipated by almost 160 years the analyses that explain the success of the American economy based on its high level of “social capital”—the trust and reliance that strangers place on each other.22

America’s stable social and institutional structure is still a feature of the United States that earns plaudits from outsiders.

To most open-minded Europeans, and to Germans in particular, the real greatness and achievement of America lay in the spirit and technique of its social structure. The architecture of American society appeared in the eyes of thoughtful Germans more admirable, more exemplary, than the architecture of American skyscrapers and mansions; American freedom in everyday life seemed to them a greater work of art than, say, American symphonies.23

Americans’ fascination with material wealth and consumption did not pass without Tocqueville’s notice. “The care of satisfying the least needs of the body and of providing the smallest comforts of life preoccupies minds universally.”24 Observations of American pursuit of wealth and habits of consumption have become commonplaces in literature about the country from its founding to today. “Money is the American’s deity; only his piety and the wealth of the country have until now sustained his morals,” observed Russian writer and diplomat Pavel Svin’in in 1815.25 In 2002 Belgian-American writer Luc Sante put it simply: “Of all the nations of the earth, the United States unquestionably has the most stuff.”26

Svin’in’s, Tocqueville’s, and Sante’s versions, and innumerable similar observations by others in between, describe reality. The behavior of most Americans has always been industrious and aimed toward material wealth. It was true when it was a young nation of small farmers, and the advent of the Industrial Revolution in the early nineteenth century accentuated it. The Industrial Revolution began in the last years of the eighteenth century in England, but it had its greatest impact in transforming the United States throughout the 1800s. By the end of the century, a triumphant Senator Chauncey Depew could write the following summary of the achievements of the nation:

A little more than a hundred years ago the first cotton-mill was running with 250 spindles. Whitney invented the cotton-gin, which created the wealth of the Gulf States and made the cotton industry over all the world tributary to them. Other inventors improved the machinery, and the single mill of that period has expanded into 1,000, and the 250 spindles have increased to 21,000,000. In 1794 the first wool-carding machine was put in operation, mainly under the impulse of American invention. There were in 1895 2,500 wool manufactories. The production of textile fabrics in this country supports about 600,000 employees. At the beginning of the century a few thousand tons of iron were manufactured. In 1899 the United States produced over 13,000,000 tons of pig iron, being more than any other country; while in the manufactured products of iron and steel we are also in the advance of nations.27

Once a rural backwater, by 1870 America had become the source of almost a quarter of the world’s manufacturing production, second only to the United Kingdom. On the eve of World War I, it was the world’s leading manufacturing nation, with 35.8 percent of world production.28 At war’s end it had more than half of world industrial production.

Unrefined and Ignorant

After an extended stay in the United States, Fanny Trollope returned to England in 1832 and launched her career as a writer with a biting critique of what she had seen. She described “a vast continent, by far the greater part of which is still in the state in which nature left it, and a busy, bustling, industrious population, hacking and hewing their way through it.”29 She was describing reality—real geography and real behavior. She observed a materialism and lack of refined culture: “I very seldom during my whole stay in the country heard a sentence elegantly turned, and correctly pronounced from the lips of an American. There is always something either in the expression or the accent that jars the feelings and shocks the taste.”30 Again, she was describing reality. Most of America was a rough and tumble place. “From Dickens to Beerbohm to Waugh to Amis (Kingsley and Martin), English novelists have ridiculed the Americans for their vulgarity, pomposity and other traits.”31 Tocqueville saw it too: “One must recognize that among the civilized peoples of our day there are few in whom the advanced sciences have made less progress than in the United States, and who have furnished fewer great artists, illustrious poets, and celebrated writers.”32 In 1833 German poet Nikolaus Lenau expressed it with hyperbole: “The American knows nothing; he seeks nothing but money; he has no ideas.”33 A pronouncement attributed to twentieth-century French statesman Georges Clemenceau is that, “America is the only nation in history which, miraculously, has gone from barbarism to degeneration without the usual interval of civilization.34

Tocqueville and Trollope both attributed the American lack of refinement and high culture to the American “preoccupations of material life.”35 To Tocqueville it was clear that this was not a problem inherent in democracy and that the future could bring a change of this circumstance as comfort and wealth accumulated among some people and gave them the leisure for contemplation and sophistication.

Nevertheless, after the United States had closed the frontier and become an industrial power and a more cosmopolitan and sophisticated place, an afterimage stayed on mental screens. As the twentieth century dawned, Russian liberal political scientist Moiseide Ostrogorski, described Americans as uniquely vapid in their materialism: “Of all races in an advanced state of civilization, the American is the least accessible to long views.... Always and everywhere in a hurry to get rich, he does not give a thought to remote consequences; he sees only present advantages.... He does not remember, he does not feel, he lives in a materialist dream.”36

In Germany in the 1920s and ’30s, “From most German [leftist] books and reports on America published at the time there again emerged the stereotype of a country dominated by the dollar, sadly lacking in civilization, backward in terms of culture, social progress, and human decency. The same picture was portrayed again by the Nazis, whose propaganda depicted the plutocratic, racially contaminated, brutal and greedy American.”37

Even today, despite America’s preeminence in science, higher education, fine arts, and technology, the beetle-browed, loud-mouthed, short-sighted, greedy ignoramus persists as a condescending sketch of a typical American by people in other societies from the most advanced to the most benighted.

Isolationist and Self-Centered

A related image springs from America’s physical isolation from the rest of the world and the population’s inward focus. The nation, “kindly separated by nature and a wide ocean,”38 began its existence under an admonition to avoid political entanglements with Europe. Its enormous size and resources allowed most Americans to avoid physical and social contact with Europe. Its single market and single language enabled Americans to limit their knowledge of geography and languages to those things that mattered in their lives. Immigrants retained family ties and emotional ties with the “old country” but concentrated on becoming “Americans.” As American economic and political power grew, others around the world needed to learn about America, and, through American products and films, others were given unavoidable opportunities to learn about America. Americans lacked a corresponding need and opportunity to learn about the world outside. The result has been the inward-looking attitude that has been often observed and resented. In the 1930s, English writer Graham Greene wrote of “America seeing the world in its own image ... the eternal adolescence of the American mind.”39 German novelist and essayist Peter Schneider recently commented that the United States is “a fantastically tolerant and flexible society that has absorbed the whole world, yet has difficulty comprehending the world beyond its borders.”40 In 2002 English writer James Hamilton-Paterson groused, “These days we may find ... offensive the degree to which America remains staunchly ignorant and dismissive of the ninety per cent of the planet that is not the United States.”41

Given America’s power and influence over the lives of others elsewhere, these observations, with real bases in fact but often exaggerated, are felt painfully abroad and are not easily dispelled. In the Gobi Desert in 2009, Mongolian environmental crusader Tsetsegee Munkhbayar complained that on his one trip to the United States, in 2007, the people he met had no idea where Mongolia is. He found Americans “friendly and open, but ignorant.”42 Of course, the San Franciscans who run the Goldman Foundation, which had flown him to San Francisco to receive a fellowship to further his work, must have known of Mongolia, its location, and his activism. These facts did not affect his views.

Racist Exploiter

The great American political struggle of the nineteenth century centered on slavery. From before biblical times through to the Enlightenment, most societies, East and West, accepted slavery as an unquestioned practice. However, by the late eighteenth century, in Western Europe, and particularly in England and France, attitudes had shifted, and involuntary servitude was recognized as a paramount evil. Nevertheless, in America’s Enlightenment Constitution, nothing was done to end the institution for existing slaves and their descendants.43 Slavery in a nation dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal is a glaring contradiction. The British and Irish gloated with palpable sanctimony, as in this 1804 verse by Irish poet Thomas Moore:

To think that man, thou just and gentle God!
Should stand before thee with a tyrant’s rod,
O’er creatures like himself, with soul from thee,
Yet dare to boast of perfect liberty.44

Tocqueville called the racial laws of the southern states an “unheard-of atrocity” that “serves to reveal some profound perturbation in the laws of humanity.”45 He astutely observed that the servitude of blacks could not continue indefinitely, but the emancipation of blacks would arouse a regime of racial prejudice and racial separation that would rend the nation. In due course, the Civil War was the United States’ great cataclysm, and the Jim Crow laws, lynchings, and discrimination that followed poisoned race relations thereafter.

The United States was not the only country practicing slavery into the mid-nineteenth century and thereafter. Brazil did not issue its emancipation proclamation until 1888. In the year 2000 the United Nations estimated that there were as many as 100 million people in bonded labor in India.46 Further, the emancipation of the slaves in the United States was not the result of slave revolts or of intervention by outside powers. (Great Britain and France each came close to giving diplomatic recognition to the Confederacy.) Rather, it was the result of a catastrophic war in which the white population of the North lost hundreds of thousands of lives in pursuit of both saving the Union and ending slavery. Nevertheless, because of the prominence of the issue in American history, the obvious contradiction between human bondage and the ideas America professes to be its essence, and the racial divide between the masters and slaves in American society, slavery and racial discrimination put indelible marks on the United States in the eyes of people throughout the world—especially non-white people. The United States, now with a population that is more than one-third non-European descent, with persons of color in high elective and appointive office and in important positions of business, social, and cultural leadership, and whose sports and entertainment heroes are often African American, Latin American, and Asian American, retains its image around the world as a racist white nation—a negative image that resonates powerfully in countries formerly under European colonial rule. The recent service as secretaries of state by Colin Powell and Condoleezza Rice seem to have had no effect on the image of the United States a racist, white nation. The election of President Barack Obama has blunted (but not entirely eliminated) this view.

Personal Freedom and Success

Another principal narrative of nineteenth-century America was the conquest of the continent. Bringing to life the Manifest Destiny, the Americans of European descent continued and accelerated the move westward that had characterized American settlement since the Mayflower. The big push across the frontier began in earnest with canals in the early nineteenth century and culminated with the completion of the transcontinental railroad in 1869. A series of gold rushes and other mining strikes starting in California in 1848, simultaneous with the United States taking almost half of Mexico’s territory, gave impetus to the enthusiasm for westward migration.

This excitement and unlimited opportunity—when added to mid-century European civil strife, wars and famine—beckoned new arrivals in ever-growing numbers. From 1815 to 1860, about five million European immigrants settled in the United States.47 The pace quickened to about ten million between 1865 and 1890, and to about fifteen million between 1890 and 1914.48 The migrant had much to run from, but he also had an idea of what he was running toward. With its plentiful space and resources, its usually expanding economy and labor shortages, and its philosophical devotion to personal freedom, the United States’ reputation as the place of hope for a better life penetrated even the most isolated poor hamlet of Europe. France recognized this in its 1886 gift of the Statue of Liberty. America added Emma Lazarus’s words at its base:

Give me your tired, your poor,
Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free,
The wretched refuse of your teaming shore,
Send these, the homeless tempest-tossed to me,
I lift my lamp beside the golden door.

For many, even before the Statue of Liberty was built, the “golden door” opened to a life of squalor and violence in urban tenements. However, for most people there was enough reality in the image so that it was reaffirmed and reinforced, and more settlers poured in. The new people helped propel the economy forward, adding voices to those propagating the idea of the United States as a place with streets paved with gold.

As the centennials of the American and French revolutions came and went, the nations of Europe and Asia, with few exceptions, remained imperial despotisms. The contrast between life at home and opportunities in America made “America” a word spoken of reverently among the populations of the Old World. America was portrayed in more than five hundred formulaic boys’ novels written in the United States in the late nineteenth century by Horatio Alger Jr. They taught that an honest, hard working, self-reliant young American man not only could succeed—he would succeed. This view of the American dream—the idea of self-actualization, that you can be whatever you want to be—stimulated immigration and energized the native born.

No one who visited failed to notice that not everyone ended up on top. The Yiddish playwright from Ukraine, Sholom Aleichem, sarcastically observed the sweatshops of early twentieth century New York City: “Everything is possible in America.... You can do whatever you please. Want a factory?—You can set up a factory. Feel like opening a little store?—You can do that too. Want a pushcart?—That’s also permitted. Or you can become a peddler, or work in a shop. It’s a free country. You can bloat up from hunger, drop dead on the street—no one will stop you.”49 Still, they came; and they still do. Ivan Klíma wrote in 2002, “For more than a century now there has existed a sort of American dream. For some it means boundless affluence, for others freedom.... I am convinced that America’s wealth, which derives from the work of many generations, is chiefly the result of the creative activity of free citizens.”50

America’s wealth and personal freedoms are today the envy of the world. In the twentieth century, the United States emerged from World Wars I and II undamaged and economically stronger than ever. It succeeded Great Britain as the financial arbiter of international transactions—the issuer of the world’s reserve currency. America’s gross national income is still more than 23 percent of the world’s total gross national income and is growing at a faster pace than those of any of its major competitors except China and, at times, Germany.51 Immigrants seeking a better and freer life still come. The same critics who decry American culture and foreign policy are often most annoyed by the difficulties they face in getting visas and green cards to reside in the United States.52 The old Chinese comment that “the full moon’s fuller in America” captures the sentiments of most people in the world, friend or foe.53

Moreover, the America of which they dream may have only a thread of connection to the actual country. For many people it is a placeholder for their highest hopes, “more a creed than a race or even a nation.”54 If it did not exist, they would have to invent it, like Atlantis, Eldorado, or Glocca Morra. It is both the real and imagined image of personal success.

Conqueror, Cruel Exploiter, Champion of Freedom and Justice, and Intrepid Hero

There have been prices paid for America’s achievements. The American land was not empty when Europeans arrived. Recent estimates of Native American population in North America at the time of Columbus’s arrival are about twenty million. By the time of the establishment of the United States, that population was far smaller, due mostly to diseases brought over from Europe. Still, there was a significant Indian presence, and it stood in the way of westward expansion.

Over the early years of the Republic, white settlers aided by the government engaged in a series of disconnected actions that dispossessed the Indians from desirable land between the Appalachians and the Mississippi River. All this became a concerted program with passage of the Indian Removal Act of 1830 that mandated the resettlement of entire tribes across the Mississippi. Tocqueville captured the poignancy of this cruel policy in an account of the Choctaw eviction across the river:

At the end of the year 1831, I found myself on the left bank of the Mississippi, at a place named Memphis by the Europeans. While I was at this place, a numerous troop of Choctaws came ... the savages were leaving their country and sought to cross to the right bank of the Mississippi, where they flattered themselves they would find the refuge that the American government promised them. It was then in the heart of winter, and the cold ravaged that year with an unaccustomed violence; snow had hardened on the ground, and the river carried along enormous pieces of ice. The Indians brought along their families with them; they dragged behind them the wounded, the ill, infants who had just been born, and the old who were going to die. They had neither tents nor carts, but only some provisions and arms. I saw them embark to cross the great river, and this solemn spectacle will never leave my memory. One heard neither tears nor complaints among this assembled crowd; they were silent.55

For the Indians it did not get better. Once exiled to the Great Plains, and often on the edge of starvation, the Indians were repeatedly moved again as their new lands, which had been solemnly promised to them forever, took on increased value to the white men for farming or minerals. Finally, with the slaughter of the Great Sioux Nation by the U.S. Cavalry at Wounded Knee, South Dakota, in 1890, the Indian Wars ended with virtually all the surviving Indians relegated to remote reservations.

Along the way, this struggle by both whites and Indians with the land and with each other captured the imaginations of people everywhere. American authors such as Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, James Fenimore Cooper, Mark Twain, Bret Harte, and Zane Grey wrote about it. So did European writers. German author Karl May, who never visited America, sold more than a hundred million copies in German and at least thirty other languages of his tales of a fictional German-born adventurer in the Old West called Old Shatterhand and his blood brother, the Apache chief Winnetou. Wild West shows, like Buffalo Bill’s, toured Europe at the turn of the century. With the advent of movies, the Western and its cowboys and Indians became staples of the medium. Worldwide audiences embraced them.

Now, if you go to the small town of St. Arnaud on New Zealand’s South Island and stumble in to the shooting range of the local gun club on a Wednesday night, you will get to be part of Cowboy Night. The members are dressed up as American cowboys, or at least the Kiwi interpretation of them. They have a great, shoot-’em-up time. If that is not convenient, you can put on your ten-gallon hat and do the Texas two-step at the Pensuk Great Western resort in Nakhon Ratchasima, Thailand, a few hours northeast of Bangkok.56 It is one among many salutes to the American cowboy that dot the Thai landscape. In France in July, be sure to dress up in your denim and boots and stop at Mirande near Toulouse to dance at the Old West Saloon.57

Of all the stereotypical Western heroes, from Tom Mix to Hopalong Cassidy, the most influential iconic figure throughout the world was John Wayne. He normally played a Western hero who stood for the values of the American rugged individual. He would often be the voice and arm of moral authority in an evil and lawless world. Faced with a wrongdoer, he would seek to assemble a posse. If no posse could be found, he would act alone. Right and wrong were clear; no nuances needed to be considered. In the ultimate confrontation, he would demand peaceful compliance, but, absent compliance, he would resort to force. Gen. George C. Marshall was true to this spirit when he predicted in 1942 that at the end of World War II, “Our flag will be recognized throughout the world as a symbol of freedom on the one hand and of overwhelming force on the other.”58 John Wayne always prevailed. He was honest, direct, and ethical, and his every effort was exerted to protect the community, not his own interests. Both in American minds and in the minds of friends and critics abroad, John Wayne’s behavior typifies the American approach to the world. In a single issue of the New York Times, at the end of the Iraq War in 2003, there were these three separate John Wayne allusions: a daughter of a Seabee who died in action saying, “When he got sent over there, we figured, there goes John Wayne, doing what he loved. We didn’t worry. We knew he was capable of taking care of himself”; a comment that “outside the Pacific Stock Exchange in San Francisco, conservative stock traders voice misgivings about what they call the country’s John Wayne approach to geopolitics”; and a statement that “we have definitely sent a John Wayne message to the world.... How can anyone not see that we have sent a message straight out of the American West? We’re the good guys. We’re the big guns in town. We’ll tell you how it is going to be. But do we have the ability to build relationships?”59

By about 1960, Hollywood had grown weary of Westerns and made fewer of them. However, the thirst abroad for Old West adventures had not been slaked. Between 1960 and 1975, over six hundred western movies, called spaghetti Westerns, were produced in Europe. Among the most famous of the type was an early 1960s film, A Fistful of Dollars, directed by Sergio Leone of Italy. It starred young Clint Eastwood, who played a lone gunman pursuing dollars to the exclusion of all else. This was a reversal of the old idea of an American Western star, and it reflected Vietnam War–era European opinion of the United States. Of course, in John Wayne’s films there were scoundrels too—those are the people he fought, in addition to Indians and Mexicans. Placing the blackguard at the center of the story reflected a new choice of image for emphasis, not a new image.

The contrarian, dark view of the Western hero has not occupied the field. It coexists with the old positive impression. Action hero and recent California governor Arnold Schwarzenegger recalls his childhood in Austria when “I would sit there and watch, for hours, American movies, trans-fixed by my heroes, like John Wayne. Everything about America ... seemed so big to me, so open, so possible.”60 Even now, in this age of no-smoking campaigns, outside the United States, big, brightly lit billboards of the Marlboro Man convey an attractive image that pushes cigarette sales by the millions. Without uttering a word, his American appearance of rugged masculinity connects cigarette consumption to ideas of health, strength, freedom, and independence that overcome the consumer’s knowledge of the product’s dangers. In the late 1980s, the Polish freedom movement Solidarity adopted Gary Cooper’s silhouette as its symbol. Polish leader Lech Walesa explains:

Under the headline “At High Noon” runs the red Solidarity banner and the date—June 4, 1989—of the poll. It was a simple but effective gimmick that, at the time, was misunderstood by the Communists. They, in fact, tried to ridicule the freedom movement in Poland as an invention of the “Wild” West, especially the U.S.

But the poster had the opposite impact: Cowboys in Western clothes had become a powerful symbol for Poles. Cowboys fight for justice, fight against evil, and fight for freedom, both physical and spiritual.61

The latest incarnation, the 2010 remake of John Wayne’s classic True Grit, with Jeff Bridges as the lawman, shows a more complex figure—a man who has had a hard life and the bruises to show for it. But he is still the hero, the man on the horse roused from his sleep to do good and right wrongs.

Despoiler, Progressive, and Master of Technology

Another image of America fed by nineteenth-century expansion is one of profligacy. Thomas Jefferson’s description of a land “with room enough for our descendants to the thousandth and thousandth generation” spoke the minds of all Americans in 1801. Who could imagine that it was not so? Americans cleared the forest, planted crops on the land again and again, depleted the soil, and moved on. Then they started over in virgin soil. Soon, industrialization spurred the pace of changing the scenery. Mills required dams for power and canals for transportation. Professor David Nye in Denmark speaks of painter and naturalist John James Audubon’s dismay: “In 1832, John James Audubon found that the Ohio Valley was ‘more or less covered with villages, farms, and towns, where the din of hammers and machinery is constantly heard.’ The woods were ‘fast disappearing,’ and ‘the greedy mills, told the sad tale, that in a century the noble forest ... shall exist no more.’”62

Audubon’s voice was a lonely one at that early date. Americans believed that the land was a canvas on which they were to paint. It was both their obligation and their opportunity to enhance the land with civilization’s works: railroads, towns, roads, and dams. A stand of woods was something to be cleared, a swamp something to be drained, and a canyon something to be dammed. Even now, in American legal parlance, any structure, however ramshackle and regardless of what it replaced, is referred to as an “improvement.” This attitude led to great things. The American concepts of progress and can-do showed the world the amazing rapidity in which the wilderness can be made habitable. Only later did the price of progress come due. By the end of the nineteenth century, John Muir and other naturalists and conservationists began to have an impact on the public mind with campaigns to preserve what remained of the wild. The frontier had closed, and a new sense of limits was voiced. The establishment of national parks in the Theodore Roosevelt administration was the beginning of recognition of the impending loss of the nation’s natural patrimony.

[image: images]

A painterly image of western America by one of its European trained masters, Albert Bierstadt. Merced River, Yosemite Valley (1866).
Image copyright ©The Metropolitan Museum of Art/Art Resource, NY.

Out of all of this came disparate images of the nation: one of industry and technological achievement; one of extraordinary natural beauty; and one of wastefulness. All have bases in fact, and all have stuck. Fredrika Bremer, a Swedish novelist, visited in 1850 and marveled at American innovation, from Benjamin Franklin’s eighteenth-century electrical experiments to the invention of anesthesia by Dr. William T. G. Morton in Boston in 1846:

America is the land of experiment.... One of its sons drew the lightning from the clouds; another created wings out of steam for all the people of the earth; so that they might fly round the world; a third has, oh the happy man! discovered the means of mitigating life’s bitter enemy, bodily suffering, and of extending the wings of the angel of sleep over the unfortunate one in the hour of his agony! And all this has been done in the early morning of the country’s life.... What will not this people accomplish during the day?63

[image: images]

Frederic Remington established the standard vision of cowboy and Indian life on the Western plains in his paintings. An Incident in the Opening of a
Cattle Country (1887). Courtesy of the Museum of the American West, Autry National Center of the American West, Los Angeles.

The answer to her question included the telegraph, the telephone, the electric light, the moving picture, the airplane, the atomic bomb, and the computer. American technology remade life everywhere.

The American landscape, despite the beaver-like efforts to develop and despoil it, remained, and still remains in most places, among the globe’s most scenic terrains. Tocqueville observed, “The Mississippi Valley is, all in all, the most magnificent dwelling that God has ever prepared for the habitation of man.... ”64 He never saw the Rockies, the Grand Tetons, or the Sierras. By the mid-nineteenth century, portraying such western mountain scenes in oils was a painting genre all its own. A profusion of Western life depictions by masters such as Frederic Remington helped imprint ideas of the American Western landscape and its people on the minds of millions. By the 1870s, pioneering photographers such as Carleton Watkins and Charles Weed introduced people everywhere to the majestic beauty of the mountains of California and particularly the Yosemite Valley. Photography made travelogues wildly popular in Europe, where images of the American West as well as such special Eastern seaboard features as Niagara Falls drew public attention alongside competing images from India, Egypt, and other exotic locales. America’s reputation as a place of great physical beauty was secured for all time.

[image: images]

Carleton Watkins pioneered photography in remote areas of the American west. He introduced the Sierras to the world in photographs such as The Half
Dome, Yosemite (ca. 1865). Courtesy of The New York Public Library/Art Resource, NY.

Nevertheless, the polluting and destructive effects of human habitation and exploitation did not escape notice, either. Among his first impressions of the United States, Charles Dickens wrote in 1842:

It pains the eye to see the stumps of great trees thickly strewn in every field of wheat; and never to lose the eternal swamp and dull morass, with hundreds of rotten trunks, of elm and pine and sycamore and log-wood, steeped in its unwholesome water; where the frogs so croak at night that after dark there is an incessant sound as if millions of phantom teams, with bells, were travelling through the upper air, at an enormous distance off. It is quite an oppressive circumstance, too, to come upon great tracks, where settlers have been burning down the trees; and where their wounded bodies lie about, like those of murdered creatures; while here and there some charred and blackened giant rears two bare arms aloft, and seems to curse his enemies.65

Now there is a complete library of books to the same effect. French novelist Georges Duhamel made the following comment in 1931:

By what frightful miracle does this land, which stretches from the tropics to the icebergs, this country, which may be without grace, but yet is not without nobility, find itself so degraded and made ugly? The people who inhabit it seem more anxious to plunder it than to love it and beautify it. These fields are not ugly, but despised, slaughtered, and squalid, for they are left in prey to “renters” who seek nothing except an ignoble profit.66

Since the 1970s the understanding that a large portion of the natural heritage of the nation has been squandered by avaricious development has been accepted universally in the United States and abroad. Legislation to clean and regulate more strictly the uses of the land and the waterways has been enacted with overwhelming support. Yet these tendencies must still compete with the demands of population growth and economic growth. The mental images of a despoiled America live alongside the images of America’s physical beauty, as both of those do actually cohabit in the countryside.
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