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Preface

Eric Hobsbawm

Probably no historian has published on a wider range of subjects and periods than Victor Kiernan. Who else has written with comparable expert knowledge about the ancient Roman poet Horace, 20th-century Urdu poets (whom he translated) and Wordsworth, on early modern Europe and England in the era of the French Revolution, together with books about Shakespeare, duelling, tobacco and the Spanish Revolution of 1854? In the Dictionary of Marxist Thought, which he co-edited, he was personally responsible for the articles on Agnosticism, Christianity, Empires in Marx’s day, Hinduism, Historiography, Intellectuals, Paul Lafargue, Ferdinand Lassalle, Nation, Nationalism, Religion, Revolution, M.N. Roy, Stages of Development and War. And this in addition to the work on imperialism and empires by which he is probably best known: notably European Empires from Conquest to Collapse and – my personal favourite – the marvellous The Lords of Human Kind: Black Man, Yellow Man and White Man in the Age of Empire. But even in this field he writes as a man of universal knowledge, and drawing on his lifetime study of empires and imperialism.

For Kiernan it began in the Cambridge of the 1930s, with a brilliant career in history (a double starred first, a Fellowship at Trinity, a book on British Diplomacy in China 1880–1885) and, from 1934, membership of the Communist Party. All Communists were strongly anti-imperialist, but even then Victor specialized in this field, for he looked after the ‘colonial group’ of students from what was then the British Empire – who were not technically in the British C.P. For some reason this group was led by a succession of historians whose work was to do much to making history less eurocentric. Victor’s four-year Fellowship provided for a year of travel, and, given his friendship with the comrades from the Indian subcontinent, who provided most of the members of the ‘colonial group’, it was natural that he should go to India, ‘with some schemes of historical study’, and carrying with him a lengthy document from the Comintern for the Indian C.P., whose headquarters were then in Bombay (Mumbai) – a city which seems since then to have forgotten its left-wing traditions. The war caught him in India, and he was there throughout it, teaching and doing a great deal of radio work concerned with the war (at some risk of falling foul of his Party, until Russia became involved). He was living mainly in Lahore, now part of Pakistan; there he acquired a passion for its two great poets of that generation, Iqbal and Faiz, some of whose outstanding poems he translated.

He returned from India in 1946 – reading Thucydides on the Peloponnesian War on the boat, and being seasick – towards an unknown future. It turned out to be in Scotland. The university of Edinburgh opened its doors to him, and that is where, from 1948 on, he passed the rest of his academic career. In the meantime, in 1946, he had become part of a group of historians and history teachers, mostly young – though old enough to have gone through the Second World War – who formed a Historians Group of the (British) Communist Party, eager to enlarge their understanding of history, and put it at the service of the cause they believed in. Only a handful had found posts as (rather junior) university teachers before the Cold War closed this option for ten years or so. A few more had gone into the Adult Education movement. The activities of this group of friends in the course of the next ten years of debate, writing and collective self-education, were to have a substantial effect on the shape of subsequent historiography. Even today, a search for ‘Communist Party Historians Group’ on Google yields a considerable number of immediate references.

It has not been widely recognized how central Victor Kiernan’s contribution to the formation of the British school of Marxist history was, not least by insisting on reading Marx and Engels critically and his persistent but always courteous determination to think out problems of class and culture for himself, whatever the orthodox view. To the discussions within the group he contributed chiefly original thoughts on the absolutist monarchies, the development of the nation-state and military organization. As usual his writings ranged far and wide beyond this through culture, religion and the 19th-century history of at least three continents – from Central Asia to Paraguay, the South American ‘War of the Pacific’, and the massively researched study of the Spanish Revolution of 1854. Yet it was not until the 1960s, the decade of Cuba, Vietnam and the liquidation of British and French colonialism, that he turned his major attention to the problems of imperial conquest, imperial ideology and imperial rule.

America: The New Imperialism: From White Settlement to World Hegemony (1978) belongs to this phase of Victor’s writing. It is a book written during the Cold War, and inevitably dated by the passage of time since its publication. Written before the Nicaraguan revolution and Washington’s activities in favour of the Contras, and before the fall of the regimes of South American torturers threw new light on the role of the U.S. in their period, its brief account of Latin American affairs in the 1960s and 1970s is plainly out of date. It predates the 1980s, when the U.S. created its enemies by mobilizing and arming Islamic jihadis (among them Osama bin Laden) against communism in Afghanistan and building up Saddam Hussein (poison gas, terror and all) as a counterweight to the revolution of the Ayatollahs in Iran. It long predates the fall of the U.S.S.R., the Gulf and Balkan wars of the 1990s, the impact on U.S. policy of the triumph of the ultra-right in Israel. More than twenty years separate the publication of this book from the fall of the two towers of the World Trade Center on 11 September 2001.

And yet, three continuities link the global U.S. of the Cold War era with the attempt to assert single-handed world supremacy since 2001. The first is its position of international domination, outside the sphere of influence of communist regimes during the Cold War, globally since the collapse of the U.S.S.R. This hegemony no longer rests on the sheer size of the U.S. economy. Large though this is, it has declined from its post-1945 position of dominance, though it still represents one-third of the global G.D.P. and, rapidly diminishing, of internet users, but only about one quarter of global manufacturing output. In 2000 the U.S. motor industry (not counting the assembly of foreign models) produced no more than 14 per cent of the world output of automobiles. The centre of the industrialized world is rapidly shifting to the eastern half of Asia. Unlike older imperialist countries, and unlike most other developed industrial countries, the U.S. has ceased to be a net exporter of capital, or indeed the largest player in the international game of buying up or establishing firms in other countries, and the financial strength of the state rests on the continued willingness of others, mostly Asians, to maintain an otherwise intolerable fiscal deficit.

The influence of the American economy today rests largely on the heritage of the Cold War: the role of the U.S. dollar as the world currency, the international linkages of US firms established during that era (notably in defence-related industries), the restructuring of international economic transactions and business practices – accountancy, credit-rating, consultancy, etc. – along American lines, often under the auspices of American firms, and executives with M.B.A.s from American or US-inspired business schools, etc. These are powerful assets, likely to diminish only slowly. On the other hand, as the Iraq war showed, the enormous political influence of the U.S. abroad, based as it was on a genuine ‘coalition of the willing’ against the U.S.S.R., has no similarly stable foundation since the fall of the Berlin Wall. Only the relatively and absolutely enormous military-technological power of the U.S. is well beyond foreseeable challenge by any potential state or coalition. It makes the U.S. today the only power capable of effective military intervention at short notice in any part on the world, and it has twice demonstrated its capacity to win small conventional wars with great rapidity and effectiveness. In case of need it could unquestionably do so against very much stronger opponents than Saddam Hussein’s Iraq. And yet, as the Iraq war shows, even this unparalleled capacity to destroy is not enough to impose effective control on a resistant country, and even less on the globe.

Nevertheless, U.S. dominance is real. Confined, before the fall of the communist regimes, to the greater part of the globe, the disintegration of the U.S.S.R. has made it truly global. Who, even in 1989, would have expected to see U.S. military bases in ex-Soviet Central Asia?

The second element of continuity is the peculiar house-style of U.S. empire, which has always preferred satellite states or protectorates to formal colonies. The expansionism implicit in the name chosen for the thirteen independent colonies on the east coast of the Atlantic (United States of America) was continental not colonial: it envisaged, and achieved, the occupation of all land in North America ‘from sea to shining sea’ (failing in its objective only in Canada) and the assimilation of new territory into the political system of the United States. The expansionism of ‘manifest destiny’ was both hemispheric and aimed towards East Asia, as well as (certainly for Secretary of State William H. Seward) modelled on the global trading and maritime supremacy of the British Empire. One might even say that in its assertion of total U.S. supremacy over the Western hemisphere it was too ambitious to be confined to colonial administration over bits of it. The brief plunge into European-style colonialism after the Spanish War of 1898 did not last, though it provided the U.S. with naval bases in the British manner in the Caribbean and the Pacific.

The American empire thus consisted of technically independent states essentially doing Washington’s bidding, but, given their independence, this required continuous and substantial readiness to exert direct and indirect pressure on their governments and, where feasible (as in the mini-republics of the Caribbean zone), periodic unilateral U.S. armed intervention. As Kiernan’s observations on Woodrow Wilson’s Mexican policy in 1913–16 shows, ‘regime change’ when it suited the U.S. was a regular part of Washington’s policy in Latin America, long before it was extended to the old world.

The third thread of continuity links the neo-conservatives of George W. Bush with the Puritan colonists’ certainty of being God’s instrument on earth and with the American Revolution – which, like all major revolutions, developed world-missionary convictions, limited only by the wish to shield the new perfection of the society of potentially universal freedom from the corruptions of the unreconstructed old world. The most effective way of finessing this conflict between isolationism and globalism in a democratic society was to be systematically exploited in the 20th century and still serves Washington well in the 21st. It was to discover an alien enemy outside who posed a threat to the American way of life and the lives of citizens of the U.S. that could be presented not only as real but as immediate and mortal. The end of the U.S.S.R. removed the most obvious candidate, but an academic ideologist soon (1993) found a way to detect another in a ‘clash of cultures’ between the West and other cultures reluctant to accept it, notably Islam. Hence the enormous political potential of the al-Qaeda terrorist outrages of September 11 was immediately recognized and exploited by the Washington world-dominators.

The First World War, which made the U.S. into a global power, saw the first attempt to translate these world-converting visions into reality, but Woodrow Wilson’s failure was spectacular; perhaps it should be a lesson to the current world-supremacist ideologists in Washington, who, rightly, recognize Wilson as a predecessor. Until the end of the Cold War the existence of another superpower imposed limits on them, but the fall of the U.S.S.R. removed these. Francis Fukuyama prematurely proclaimed ‘the end of history’, that is to say the universal and permanent triumph of what amounted to the U.S. version of the political and economic modus operandi of capitalist society. At the same time the apparently overwhelming single-handed military superiority of the U.S., and its post-Soviet freedom of action, encouraged a disproportionate ambition in a state large and powerful enough to believe itself capable of world supremacy, as the British Empire in its time never did. And indeed, as the 21st century began, the U.S. occupied a historically unique and unprecedented position of global power and influence. For the time being it is, by the traditional criteria of international politics, the only great power; and certainly the only one whose power and interests span the globe. It towers over all others. All the great powers and empires of history knew that they were not the only ones, and none was in a position to aim at genuinely global domination. None believed themselves to be invulnerable. All knew enough history to be aware of impermanence. Even the Chinese Empire at its peak knew that it could be conquered, disintegrate for a while, and its dynasties could fall. Perhaps it is not surprising that politicians in the U.S. are tempted by the illusion of omnipotence.

Nevertheless this does not quite explain the evident megalomania of U.S. policy since a group of Washington insiders decided that September 11 gave them the ideal opportunity for declaring its single-handed domination of the world. This is more than could be expected from a simple extrapolation of past trends. For one thing, it lacked the support of the traditional pillars of the post-1945 U.S. empire, the State Department, armed services and intelligence establishment, and of the statesmen and ideologists of Cold War supremacy – men like Kissinger and Brzezinski. These were men and women who were prepared to be as ruthless as the Rumsfelds and Wolfowitzes. (After all, it was in their time that something like a genocide of Mayas, measured in six figures, took place in Guatemala in the early 1980s, unwatched on television screens.) But they had devised and managed a policy of imperial hegemony over the greater part of the globe for two generations, and were perfectly ready to extend it to the entire globe, once the collapse of the U.S.S.R., and the sudden end of even noncommunist Russia as an international power, made this feasible. The ‘new world order’ of the post-Cold War world would be an enlarged U.S. hegemony, even if its details were not yet clear. They were and are critical of the Pentagon planners and neo-conservative world supremacists because these patently have had no concrete ideas about it at all, except imposing their supremacy single-handed by military force, incidentally jettisoning all the accumulated experience of U.S. diplomacy and military planning. No doubt the predictable and predicted debacle of Iraq will confirm them in their scepticism.

Even those who do not share the views of the old generals and proconsuls of the U.S. world empire (which were those of Democratic as well as Republican administrations) will agree that there can be no rational justification of current Washington policy in terms of the interests of America’s imperial ambitions or, for that matter, the global interests of U.S. capitalism. It may be that it makes sense only in terms of the calculations, electoral or otherwise, of American domestic policy. It may be a symptom of a more profound crisis within U.S. society. It may be that it represents the – one hopes short-lived – colonization of Washington power by a group of quasi-revolutionary doctrinaires. (At least one passionate ex-Marxist supporter of Bush has told me, only half in jest: ‘After all, this is the only chance of supporting world revolution that looks like coming my way.’) At present such questions cannot yet be answered. It is reasonably certain that the project will fail. However, while it continues, it will go on making the world an intolerable place for those directly exposed to U.S. armed occupation and an unsafer place for the rest of us.


Foreword

‘The history of the New World is peculiarly rich in lessons of imperialism’, an American wrote a generation ago. ‘… And in this history the United States has played a central role’. He went on to refer to the opening chapters, the advance across the continent and the Indian wars which kindled ‘some of the sharpest anti-imperialist sentiment ever developed in any country’.1 Their contrary effect may have been to inject into the national psychology a streak of ruthlessness, puzzlingly at odds with a generally amicable disposition. This has shown itself most startlingly in America’s wars in Asia, in which it has seemed to be compulsively fighting over again on a grander scale the Indian campaigns of its nonage.

What imperialism is has always been hard to define. In protean forms the thing has existed throughout history; modern capitalism has lent it special new forms. American capitalism has been the chief exponent of the oblique mode which has come to be known as neo-colonialism. This contrasts very markedly with the earlier stage, a necessary preliminary to it, represented by the European empires, annexing and occupying and subjecting peoples to direct rule. In spite of all differences, a common substratum none the less underlies the two. Very broadly, and whatever the relation between economic and other forces among the causes at work, imperialism today may be said to display itself in coercion exerted abroad, by one means or another, to extort profits above what simple commercial exchange can procure. In this light it may be seen as a continuation or recrudescence within the capitalist era of the ‘extra-economic compulsion’ which is the hallmark of any feudal dominion.

America’s evolution as a nation was different from and less organic than that of the European nations; it lacks even a national name. Its peoples were first colonists, then rebels, then a mixture of all the peoples of Europe. Such a country could not take itself for granted, but had need of ideas, convictions, speculations, to grow up round; also of a guiding power to put its trust in, a pillar of cloud or a pillar of fire. Its aspirations were never confined within its own elastic frontiers, but embraced all human destinies. To outsiders it has often seemed that Americans were, and are, more adept at interpreting the divine will than any astrologer of old reading the stars, or Karl Marx the dialectic. In 1850 one of their great writers called on them to realize that ‘the van of the nations must, of right, belong to ourselves’. ‘God has predestined, mankind expects, great things from our race; and great things we feel in our souls.’2 In 1893 a German-American was shaking his head over such ‘youthful optimism … the idea that this Republic … could transform any country, inhabited by any kind of population, into something like itself simply by extending over it the magic charm of its political institutions’.3

In other words, the rest of humanity was only passive raw material, clay to be moulded by the potter’s hand. This assumption of superiority may be called a legacy of British insularity, magnified by America’s size and wealth. It could make for a habit of viewing the rest of the world with tolerant or disdainful indifference. Maxim Gorky encountered it when he was in the U.S., writing Mother, after the defeat of the revolution of 1905 in Russia. He was a great reader of Fenimore Cooper’s Pathfinder novels, which as he said were admired by Belinsky and inspired a line of Russian revolutionaries.4 But he met with scanty success when he tried to collect money for the cause. Even among socialists, from Eugene Debs down, not one showed any comprehension of the events in Russia; he felt they were taken as simply the sort of thing that happened over there: in Russia, one lady with socialist leanings remarked, ‘there was always cholera or a revolution or something’.5

An Englishman felt a half-reluctant admiration for the Americans he met in 1910 in the depths of Amazonia, who ‘bore themselves with the easy assurance of the favoured heirs of Adam’; their successful work in that tropical jungle perhaps justified their ‘assurance of a divine favour which was so completely bestowed that irresolution never shook the aplomb of its lucky inheritors’.6 Whether their work was justified by any benefit to South America, or various other regions, the inhabitants have at times doubted. Bolivar the liberator wrote to a friend in 1829 about ‘the United States which seem destined to plague and torment the continent in the name of freedom’.7 In 1892 when the fourth centenary of the discovery of the New World was being celebrated (not by its autochthonous peoples) Spain found its former colonies less unfriendly, because of ‘the rueful reflection that in exchanging political colonialism under Spain for economic colonialism under the United States all was not gain’.8

In general the vision of the U.S. and its place in the world has been a wavering one. During the First World War, H.G. Wells wrote that Europeans were turning ‘with a surmise, with a doubt’, towards a country where new ideas of a better future were beginning to take hold of ‘the finer intelligentsia’. He hoped to see America take responsibility ultimately for a new settlement of the world; but he had regretfully to add: ‘Nowhere in Europe now do people seem to be in love with the United States.’9 Nearly ninety years later these last words sound equally true. In a novel of the 1930s he made an American president his mouthpiece of human sanity in a welter of crazed international hatreds; but also an example of ‘that strange mixture of forward-reaching imagination, hardy enterprise, exalted aims, and apparently inseparable cynicism which makes the American character a wonder and perplexity for the rest of mankind …’.l0

America itself, or its ‘finer intelligentsia’, has gone through moods of discouragement. There was a time of gloom in the 1890s, when the penalty to be paid for industrial wealth in class conflict was sinking into national consciousness. Woodrow Wilson was one who was visited by another such mood shortly before 1914. Despondency was common again in the slump years before 1941. In all these cases the country might be said to have fought its way sword in hand out of moral depression, sometimes out of economic as well. Up to this time it was always expanding in something like a vacuum, first the waste spaces of the North American continent, then the political desert of the wrangling Old World, with whose follies the U.S. stood in sober contrast. After 1945, when it was for the first time fully determined to confer or impose its own civilization on all and sundry, it met for the first time with a force, in communism, at least equally rational, modern, and dynamic, and better able to join hands with the youthful energies, outside Europe, of nationalism.

In the ensuing contest it has too often seemed as if the cult of freedom, narrowly identified with free enterprise, alias capitalism, was denaturing traditional American qualities. An American who troubles to listen to what the rest of the world has to say about him must sometimes feel protestingly like Cassius,

all his faults

Set in a notebook, learned and conned by rote

To cast into his teeth.

But his country’s well-wishers have lamented those morbid symptoms because America has been an essential part of the modern world’s progress; and it is in a way the second homeland of all Europeans. It has more than once before revealed a faculty of rejuvenation. Its vital spark, its ability to find a way forward, cannot be exhausted yet.
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Introduction

John Trumpbour*

Victor Kiernan (1913–2009) produced a body of work on European imperialism that engaged the next generation of radical critics of empire, most notably Tariq Ali, Noam Chomsky, and Edward Said. When the publishing house then named Zed Press was launched in 1977, the founders commissioned V.G. Kiernan to provide a compact historical treatment of the rise of the United States and its distinctive mode of imperialism. Kiernan’s European and global range of vision would give readers a larger canvas upon which to assess the meanings of the U.S. rise to world hegemony.

In the late 1960s and early 1970s, surging student movements, feminism, and the New Left had opened a space for mainstream publishers to release more books with a radical and critical edge than was the case during the parched cultural Gobi desert of the early Cold War. But by the mid 1970s, this wee oasis for alternative ideas began to evaporate among many mainstream outlets. This was most dramatically signaled by the decision of the commercial publisher Warner Modular to suppress the distribution of Noam Chomsky and Edward Herman’s publication on Washington’s support for authoritarian regimes and atrocities abroad. Eventually the Chomsky-Herman critique became a two-volume work subtitled The Political Economy of Human Rights, later published in the United States by the then fledgling radical publisher South End Press and in the United Kingdom by the publishing arm of the Bertrand Russell Foundation, Spokesman Books.

V.G. Kiernan welcomed the founding of Zed Press as a means of ensuring that critical ideas could find audiences and activists. His book America joined the new publisher’s line-up that during its inaugural season of 1977–78 included works by Uri Davis on the class structure of Israel, Belinda Probert on the political economy of Northern Ireland, and Samir Amin on nationalism in the Arab world.

In the years following 11 September 2001 when the U. S. government master-minded invasions of Iraq and the war on terror, Verso Books asked Eric Hobsbawm and myself if we might team up with Victor Kiernan for the release of a new edition of America. The nonagenarian Kiernan was desperately trying to complete other grand projects, but he welcomed our efforts to add hindsight from the twenty-first century into the introduction and epilogue of his volume on the United States. The context for the second edition, published in 2005, was the neo-right Bush-Cheney era of ‘shock and awe’ interventions. This third edition comes out in the closing days of the Obama era, with advancements in drones, robotics, and the capitalist surveillance state dominating the imperial imagination. Zed Books judged this continuing time of troubles for global capitalism to be an opportune moment for a homecoming return of Victor Kiernan’s work and to reintroduce his keen historical observations to a new generation of readers.

Of course, U.S. politicians fiercely defend the idea of American exceptionalism, the belief that the United States has unique qualities that distinguish it from the rest of the world. In May 2014, President Barack Obama gave a commencement address at the West Point military academy in which he proclaimed: ‘I believe in American exceptionalism with every fiber of my being.’ 1 Louisiana Governor Bobby Jindal laments that Obama just does not go far enough in his commitment to the idea that the United States has a special mission and is unique in its greatness. Indeed Jindal, a Republican candidate for President, calls Obama the ‘first president in history who doesn’t believe in American exceptionalism’. 2 Other Republican candidates have delivered similar remarks castigating the President for undermining American exceptionalism.

Amidst the 1986 celebrations of the 100th anniversary of the Statue of Liberty, Russell Baker remonstrated with his fellow Americans that ‘Patting yourself on the back once in a blue moon is forgivable, but constantly thumping your chest about how wonderful you are soon makes you an embarrassment to friends and neighbors.’ 3 Having escaped from slavery, Frederick Douglass delivered a stirring reminder in the mid-nineteenth century of how the Fourth of July celebrations of the United States as the greatest nation on earth then struck African Americans. The Fourth of July is, he wrote:

a day that reveals to him, more than all other days in the year, the gross injustice and cruelty to which he is the constant victim. To him, your celebration is a sham; your boasted liberty, an unholy license; your national greatness, swelling vanity; your sounds of rejoicing are empty and heartless; your denunciations of tyrants, brass fronted impudence; your shouts of liberty and equality, hollow mockery; your prayers and hymns, your sermons and thanksgivings, with all your religious parade and solemnity, are, to Him, mere bombast, fraud, deception, impiety, and hypocrisy – a thin veil to cover up crimes which would disgrace a nation of savages. There is not a nation on the earth guilty of practices more shocking and bloody than are the people of the United States, at this very hour. 4

The abolition of slavery in the 1860s and the demolition of Jim Crow laws in the 1960s undoubtedly are moments of great progress for U.S. democracy. But as will be briefly explored in the book’s epilogue, today the United States leads the world in jailing its population, with an imprisonment rate of 716 people per 100,000 in 2012/13, roughly five to ten times the rates in western European nations (England and Wales, 148; Spain, 147; France, 98; Germany, 79; Denmark, 73; and Sweden, 67). 5 African Americans and Latinos together make up the majority of the vast U.S. prison population. When Kiernan published this book in 1978, the overall U.S. rate of imprisonment was still close to Western European norms. With the explosive growth of prisons in the decades to come, the legal scholar Michelle Alexander has called it the rise of ‘the New Jim Crow’.

There is a fundamental question lurking for historians and social scientists of modernity: how did the United States, ‘sweet land of liberty’ and ‘American exceptionalism’, emerge in the late twentieth century as the home of the prison-industrial complex par excellence? The eighteenth-century literary colossus Samuel Johnson thought this could be America’s destiny: ‘They [American colonists] are a race of convicts, and ought to be thankful for anything we allow them short of hanging.’ 6 He juxtaposed the glaring paradox of a freedom-obsessed people promoting the expansion of slavery: ‘How is it that we hear the loudest yelps of liberty among the drivers of negroes?’ 7 For its most acute critics, the United States has fulfilled its promise as a laboratory of utopia and dystopia, heaven and hell in the same place. The twenty-first-century version is turbo-charged high-tech liberty combined with surveillance and the prison house. It is sometimes forgotten that the French government sent Alexis de Tocqueville to the United States in 1831 to observe its prisons; but in contrast to Johnson, he thought that some sociological agents (the proliferation of lawyers) and legal safeguards (respect for the law among ordinary Americans) might avert prison house conditions imposed by a tyranny of the majority.

Tocqueville warned that delivering a critical review of U.S. conditions can be a perilous enterprise: ‘Nothing is more annoying … than this irritable patriotism of the Americans. A foreigner will gladly agree to praise much in their country, but he would like to be allowed to criticize something, and that he is absolutely refused.’ 8 Kiernan harbored much respect for American dissidents who challenged the repressive features of their society. He also indicated to Europeans that they should be mindful of the ways in which their practice of imperialism could be more tenacious and stultifying than U.S. neo-imperialism. When the British arrived in India in the eighteenth century, points out Shashi Tharoor, India had 23 percent of the world economy; when they left in the mid-twentieth century, India had fallen to 4 percent of the global total. 9

Kiernan took note that in the early history of the United States the nation’s war-making capability was limited: ‘Indeed the privilege of fighting, as distinct from bawling for war, has very generally and generously been left to the poor – including, in Europe or Japan, the poorer aristocracy. Until scientific warfare by remote control evolved, this lack of military ardour meant that America’s bark was usually worse than its bite.’ As scientific warfare by remote control rapidly advances, the laptop bombardiers of today seem less prone to bark. Hence, there is Obama’s steady cool at the weekly Terror Tuesday meetings designating the latest recipients of carnage on the White House ‘kill list’. Adversaries can be eliminated with one swift, ferocious bite, unleashing lethal force transmitted in megabytes. With satellites and drones out to seek and destroy, the U.S. empire had heralded a new age of invincibility. Instead rogue armies mixing cyber-enabled communication with displays of sub-medieval butchery have convinced a burgeoning base of recruits that resistance is far from futile. Suddenly looking less nimble, U.S. neo-imperialism confronts twenty-first-century worlds of conflict that promise to be nasty, brutish, and prolonged.

 

 

 

* John Trumpbour is research director for the Labor and Worklife Program, Harvard Law School.
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In memory of Bertha Macintosh and for her family


PART ONE

THE WINNING OF THE NATIONAL TERRITORY


1

The Birth of a Nation

America’s early settlers left an England astir with progressive impulses, and might have seemed to be building in the wilderness the better society that the Levellers tried in vain to build in England. But there was always in this new land a duality, a division of the soul as deep as the racial cleavage between black and white. Aspiration towards a new life was never to succumb entirely to what our ancestors called ‘the world, the flesh and the devil’. Yet these latter temptations remained potent, and imperialist hankerings – running all through America’s history and at last becoming its most obtrusive feature – have been one consequence. There have been a great many variant species of imperialism, besides the classic types represented by such empires as the Roman or the Mughal or the British. It may even be said that every society has its own distinctive mode, determined by its economic and psychological make-up, of turning outward against its neighbours; this may be manipulated by interests more or less narrow, or be chiefly a diversion from a clash of interests at home, or it may be an organic function of the community’s whole life. America has recapitulated many forms of behaviour of the Old World, but giving all of them a stamp of its own, and even originating novel ones. It has never ceased to be an enigma to itself and to others, incalculable because so untried, so little ballasted by tradition: compared
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