CHAPTER 14

Freedom as Ideology

JEREMI SUR]

To coerce 3 man is to deprive him of freedom—freedom from what?

—ISAIAH BERLIN, “TWO CONCEPTS OF LIBERTY"

n every era, U.S. leaders have claimed that their foreign policies promote

freedom abroad as they also protect it at home. Eric Foner has writ-

ten that “freedom” 1s the keyword of American history, and that holds
equally true for American interactions with the wider world. Americans
have always justified their possession and deployment of power and argued
about it with reference to claims about freedom. There can be no legiti-
mate power in American society without a connection—no matter how
tenuous—to being “free.”!

The centrality of freedom to the American language of politics and soci-
ety makes it a highly contested concept—argued about and redefined by
every generation in new ways. Foner reminds us: “The meaning of freedom
has been constructed not only in congressional debates and political treatises
but on plantations and picket lines, in parlors and bedrooms.”> We might
add on foreign battlefields and in diplomatic negotiations, international
exchange programs, and postcolonial spaces to this capacious list.

Different figures and contexts have stretched the concept in various
directions, often producing very “unfree” outcomes, but that only reaffirms
how important American assumptions and imaginations of freedom lm‘c‘
ftMained, Frequently, American obsessions with particular conceptions of
freedom have blinded citizens and leaders to the repressive consequences of
their actions. At other moments, American assumptions about freedom have

Justified naction, even in the face of genocide and ethnic cleansing.
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ple i American revolutions were crushed by the Holy Allance of con-
ul

the wo. Ciopsan monarchies, including Spain, the future of the American
wa%c:aﬂn:a would be imperiled by powerful hostile forces near North
exper

erica. If the Briash nserted themselves on the South American conti-
the United States would be stuck 1n a subordinate position to Briush
Do nd other influences throughout the Western Hemsphere. American
M“MMMB would suffer in both scenaros.

he language of the Monroe Doctrine, largely written by Adams,
_u_.o,”m? the wisdom of George Washington's Farewell Address to the prob-
Jem. The United States remained free of allances. It encouraged ncreased
nna.o and othert forms of commerce across the newly independent states and
aid imperial regimes. What the United States promised was that it would
use its econonic influences, short of war, to help newly independent states
survive and resist the return of imperial powers defeated i their former
colomes. The United States would neither join revolutionary struggles nor
ally with their Oppressors; it would support independence, once achieved,
and it would act cautiously.

Above all, Monroe and Adams wanted freedom from colonial wars
They were convinced that South American societies were moving away
from colonialism, and they supported that cause. They accepted incremen-
tal change that would limit war and remove repression over time. Adams,
in particular, believed that a common hemispheric project of seeking
freedom from European controls would establish Amencan leadership, if
wars and alliances could be avoided. This was a policy that reflected the

first president’s emphasis on commerce, independence, and restraint for
limited objectives.'?

Am

The Monroe Doctrine became the classic assertion of American freedom
from new European colonialism:

With the existing colonies or dependencies of any European power
we have not interfered and shall not interfere. But with the Govern-
ments who have declared their independence and maintam it, and
whose independence we have, on great consideration and on just
principles, acknowledged, we could not view any nterposition for
the purpose of oppressing them, or controlling in any other manner
their destiny, by any European power in any other hght than as the
manifestation of an unfriendly disposition toward the United States."”
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American freedom meant a new >§n:nw= role n the Westery, Hemigply,
as supporter of independence when possible and as a self-proclaimeq le Te
of free moon—ﬁ.,:ﬁ United States did not have the capabilities or the qyy,
don to control the entire region, but it commatred itself to freeing the :2:%
sphere from potential challengers. American anticolonialism, therefore 2
not concerned primarily with the content of other former colonized g

freedoms but was obsessed with removing threats to American fre
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Was
d peoples’
edoms,
Washington's Farewell Address, the Monroe Doctrine, and other rhgjoe
acts of foreign policy in the first U.S. century reflected restrained efforts 1o
free American communities from foreign intruders. Restrictive Americap,
conceptions of freedom aimed at excluding those who defined freedom
in monarchical, imperial, or other terms. When South Americay revoly-
tionaries adopted their own radical alternatives to American capitalist ang
republican freedoms, they also elicited American opposition. The pursuit
of freedom against threatening alternatives, as defined by American leaders,
made the United States a restrained but still sometime aggressive unilateral-
1st, as South American critics of the Monroe Doctrine would contend iy,

later decades. The same was true at home, especially for slaves, Indigenous
peoples, and other excluded groups.™*

Expansive Freedom

The end of American slavery after a horrific Civil War expanded the vision
of American freedom enormously, although stubborn limits surrounding
economics, race, gender, and other categories remained strong—and were, in
some ways, redoubled. The party of Abraham Lincoln (the Republican Party)
defined American freedom as more than freedom from foreign interference.”

The Republican position was that freedom meant access to opportunity,
defined largely through new land, capital, and other resources. The quintes-
sential Lincoln policies, pursued with more consistency than slave abolition,
E.nrama expedited westward settlement (the Homestead Act), increased
higher education access (the Morrill Land Grant Act), and the spread of
ndustry through massive federal railroad subsidies. “Free men,” according

to Republ 3 s ey :
v,:.vrnubm, required fertile “soil” and paid “labor,” especially for white
male citizens ¢ ’

Increased a
N CCess to resources encouraged an expansive foreign policy.
iericans had moved across the conunent

in prior decades with the
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ption of continued freedom from “old world” entanglements. After
assuly 5 i
he Civil War those assumptions began to change, beginning with secre-
the & Sl

of state William Henry Seward’s acquisition of Alaska and the Midway
tary =

dlands in 1867. These acquisitions were unpopular among many citizens
slan

ho still adhered to a more limited vision of foreign policy, and they were
who St

nearly rejected by Congress. Nonetheless, they were the first steps in a
cohesive Republican policy of connecting expanded American freedoms at
home with control over foreign areas. Democrats remained more attached
to a restrictive vision of domestic and international freedoms, but they were
tees il national party—largely because of the Civil War—for the
next half century.”

Theodore Roosevelt and Woodrow Wilson inherited this legacy, and

they made their political careers as exponents of expansive definitions of

American freedom, and the presidency, although for different purposes.

Roosevelt advocated the freedom to acquire resources for the Umted States
to become a leading industrial power—a world capitalist leader. “The his-
tory of America,” Roosevelt explained in 1910, “1s now the central feature
of the history of the world; for the world has set its face hopefully toward
our democracy.” In the worldwide competition among nations, Roosevelt
argued, Americans needed a strong government and a forceful executive

to bring citizens together, breakup corrupt “trusts,” and push into foreign
markets. “The American people,” he asserted,

are right in demanding that New Nationalism, without which we
cannot hope to deal with new problems. The New Nationalism puts
the national need before sectional or personal advantage. It is impa-
tient of the utter confusion that results from local legislatures attempt-
ing to treat national issues as local issues. It is still more impatent
of the impotence which springs from over division of governmental
powers, the impotence which makes it possible for local selfishness or
for legal cunning, hired by wealthy special interests, to bring national

activities to a deadlock. This New Nationalism regards the executive
power as the steward of the public welfare.”®

The “impotence” that Roosevelt criticized was the restrained vision of
freedom that Washington, Adams, and others had defended in their formula-

tion of American foreign policy goals before the Civil War. Now, in a rapidly
industrializing nation, R oosevelt turned the nationalism of the Union cause
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nto a “New Nagonalism™ of aggressive expansion that asserted A
freedom to access resources far from the North Americap Contipe _:_»_.
What became known as the Roosevelt Corollary revised z:,E
Doctrine in these terms. In his Fourth Annual Message to Con Zozae
December 6, 1904, Roosevelt proclaimed: B on

J:s
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in the Western Henusphere the adherence of the Uniteq Shinee :.u.:%
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To protect freedom within the United States, Roosevelt argued thy

president had to act as a policeman, particularly in the Caribh 8
other areas close to North America. The dangers of
ncluding violent mnstability and financial mismana

industrializing United States, in Roosevelt’s view:
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was part of the dangerous “impotence” he condemned in his Statement 2!

Roosevelt’s rival, Woodrow Wilson, condemned the New Yorker
emphasis on centralized power and militarism, but he shared Poom?“m,
expansive conceptualization of American freedom. Wilson &
vened more frequently mn Latin American societies to co
threats to the United States. When Wilson reluctantly broy
into World War I, he contended that the “world must b
democracy” Echoing Roosevelt, he explained:
dominion. We seek no indemnities for ourselve

for the sacrifices we shall freely make.
the rights of mankind "2

» In fact, inger.
mbat perceived
ght the country
e made safe for
“We desire no conquest, no
s, N0 material compensation
We are but one of the champions of

Both Roosevelt and Wilson conceived of the United States

4 continent 1 1 1
al power with limited Interests. Now a world power with 3
growing industrial economy,

das for the promotion of mMrM«. had ambitious domestic and foreign agen-
T Ll e edom. They saw an unavoidable connection,
natibrie i vBﬁQ. g ring American freedom to the wider family of

1S progress at home. Wilson’s Fourteen Points, written
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world suffocating freedom. Wilson did not want the United States to
i inate the globe. but he sought to ensure that it could spread key 1deas
domind !
qad institutions
: I e of American political economy in the half century after
il War widened the range of ambitions attached to the American

freedom. To be free meant to own land, earn a wage, get an

the C1v
mmthCan of

Jucation and attain respect abroad. These attributes were still restricted to
8 ;

i hon vlﬁ_cno&. and demied to many, but they powerfully influenced
& journalsts, academics, and politicians talked about the United States.
if Lincoln’s America was dominated by debates about freedom and slavery,
Roosevelt and Wilson’s America was pervaded with debates about free-
i anid national power. A growing industrial country needed freedom to
expand across the oceans and nto moqo_mw lands. Those assumptions guided
c:ﬁnmnogo:nnm U.S. decisions to acquire foreign territory, enter a world war,
and then try to redesign the international system.**

Hegemonic Freedom

An expanding America was not hegemonic before World War 1. For all
its growth, the United States remained detached from many international
developments, particularly the rise of fascism. American economic and cul-
tural influences spread widely, but the military capabilities of the United
States were small, and American diplomats had a limited presence outside
the Western Hermsphere.

World War II brought a sea change. Shaken by the worldwide devasta-
tion of the Great Depression, the militant rise of fascism, and the genocidal
violence across the globe, American leaders beheved they had no alter-
native but to make people free and prevent a return to the recent past
“Never again” referred to the nightmarish experience of the last decade
and the nherited assumptions of American restraint and separation. The
United States now had to lead, not just expand; it had to plant its vision of
freedom abroad and eradicate the proven threats from fascism and commu-
nism. George Washington’s warnings against foreign entanglements seemed
terribly outdated, and opposition to American dominance mn war-devastated
areas appeared naive, even treasonous.>’

Woodrow Wilson had proclaimed that “the world must be made sate tor
democracy” to justify temporary participation—as an “associate power” (not
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a permanent ally)—in a war far from American borders, wﬂ:xr: Rog,
stretched Wilson's 1deas much m_nnro.n to define Americyy, manaoaﬁ_a,
depression and world war as international hegemony, Woom?o: S it
make this case on January 6, 1941, when he spoke to Congreg %o:& y
overwhelming need to respond to a “foreign peril.” O»:.Sw for " t th,
to defeat the roots of fascism, Roosevelt looked “to a worlg mo::aaﬁsa
four essential human freedoms.” The United States would take e _acwxs
promoting its conception of free speech, freedom of _.or.mmoz.:m,m&osw in
want,” and “freedom from fear,” without obvious geographic bty ,.,_.H
is no vision of a distant millennium,” Roosevelt explained, t
basis for a kind of world attainable in our own time and generatq,
Freedom means the supremacy of human rights everywhere. Oy, E*.vn.a
goes to those who struggle to gain those rights or keep them 2 i
The Atlantc Charter, imposed by Roosevelt on British prime Minige,
Winston Churchill in August 1941 (before the United States haq entereg
the military conflict), stamped this conceptualization of freedom, on the
allied effort. In return for Lend-Lease and other aid from the United S
Roosevelt forced the British empire, and later the Soviet i

Union, to embrace
an American vision of freedom. The Atlantic Charter included:

* “the right of all peoples to choose the form of

government under which
they will live” with

sovereign rights and self-government restored o
those who have been forcibly deprived of them;”

“emjoyment by all States, great or small, victor or van
on equal terms, to the trade and to the raw

are needed for their economic prosperity;”

“collaboration between all nations in the economic field with the object
of securing, for all, umproved labor standards,
soctal security;” and

“a peace which will afford to all na
within their own boundaries, and
men in all lands may

qQuished, of acces,
materials of the world whic,

economic advancement and
= ; N S L o
tions the means of dwelling in safery
which will afford assurance that all the
live out their lives in freedom from fear and want"?’
mznémmad: wrote these words to define American
tor Americ

: €an support, and the expectations for the postwar world. The
United States would now

Jom alliances in its history. And
the Whies e v unprecedented in its history

o ead the “free world” enforcing its conception of
O 35 2 puarantee for Peace and prosperity. 2

war aims, the conditions

<
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an-

o) influential “Long Telegram” from Moscow in February
{243

Geor: ¢ to discipline this new American u:&.—:os.»dn:m_:m on the con-

1946 monmvmmoﬁ et advances. As the first State Department director of policy
3 t O

%uﬂa

. Kennan contributed to what was still a breathtaking and hege-
planning da. Through the Marshall Plan and the Reverse Course n Japan,
monic agenas: ded the reconstruction of postwar Europe and East Asia,
Wale ?MJQ_: terms. Through the creation of the Central Intelli-
fargely O ?.:nra United States influenced foreign elections, particularly in
g i ng the rise of pro-American “Christian Democracy™ across
i maoocnum_o wvb& through the Truman Doctrine, Washington gave aid to
o mcn.uv : ups in Greece and Turkey, as well as to communist dissi-
uaa.aoﬂEuEu.ﬁn,Munoo&uiwla country of particular fascination for Kennan 2’
gert —nummnmr:“uo omvvomnm the militarization of American foreign policy—

Em.uocmmum development of thermonuclear weapons and the creation
e rth Adantic Treaty Organization (NATO)—Kennan’s presump-
o Zonr United States had to dominate the “core” areas of nulitary-
- n?.: . er encouraged the conunual spread of anticommunist efforts.
chmn.dm_ JMMMQQ and citizens came to see the emergence of communism
Eoﬁ”“ as a threat to their freedoms. The United States acted to :,:._ucé
w“«“.\?gmn freedoms, often by supporting undemocratic regimes with force,
”o prevent the worse perceived danger of communist expansion. Freedom
over foreign societies—from South Korea to Vietnam and Chile, among
others—meant defeating communist sympathizers .:. all costs. Kennan later
condemned these excesses, but they shared many of the same ,ch_:v:s:,,.
about freedom and American power that he articulated at the beginning of
what became the Cold War.*”

The National Security Act of 1947, supported by Kennan, insututional-
ized the hegemonic aspirations of American freedom. Breaking with :.rn“-
ited assumptions against a large standing mihtary, Americans essentially
rewrote the Constitution to create a permanent mihtary-industrial com-
plex, designed to promote American freedoms on a ..u._o,d.»_ scale. This ::M
sion included the spread of markets, the containment ot communism, an
the armed support for trusted leaders and parties abroad. The E::,::,:.Es
and globalization of U.S. foreign policy grew from a do::&r.;/ .l/“:a:ﬁ:;
centered definition of freedom, more expansive than ever Taﬁwnm. :

Despite recurring criticisms of American foreign pohcy for 93””“-

and harm to democracy, assumpuons of global hegemony became em -
ded in the basic definition of freedom for many Americans. When the
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S iet Union disintegrated and the Cold War ended, >_=2=.»= |
z wﬂﬁ i 2 & Olicy
makers could not imagine a “free world” that did o nclude ?:M "y

: r
T erywhere. Few leaders invested in a care i

ful mﬁ:::.:.o:
nited S

an
U.S. national mterests; the presumption was that the 8] of

y § ates had
lead everywhere if the world was to remain peaceful, PTOsperous, yng ¢ 0
: " ot 5 ee,
This was the “end of history” with permanent :mme_:oi for Amer
freedom, according to one popular author. The re

can
Maining n_:__o:mo wa
won 1 its “clash” with unfre ; ;
to defend free n_s_ﬁnm_ : © n_:__B:o_:_ anothey
famous author wrote. Continued American he

gemony looked |ke

32 the nec.
essary, and nevitable, antidote. ™
Epilogue: Freedom Exaggerated, Overturned,
and Renewed
The September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks on the United Staes redoubled

American commutinents to hegemonic freedom and an “end of history”
President George W. Bush contended that the terrorists targeted >:8:ﬂ
because they hated freedom. The only solution was for the United States
to make unfree lands free—"ending tyranny in our world” In hys second
maugural address, President Bush preached “confidence because freedom
15 the permanent hope of mankind, the hunger in dark places, the longing
of the soul” Bush announced: “We are ready for the greatest achievements
n the history of freedom 32

This was the false prophecy at the root of the Global W

ar on Terror,
Drawing on a long tradition of difficult American nation-building efforts,
with muxed results, the Bush admunistration promised messianc possibili-
tes for the spread of freedom with overwhelming American military force
They would reap the whirlwind, Defeating the Taliban in Afghanistan and
then overthrowing Saddam Hussein i Iraq were gomg to be the first, easy

steps—a “cakewalk,” one official bragged. Then would come coerced change
mn Iran and North Korea—the other preces of what President Bush called
the “axis of evil” The president believed American ideas of freedom were
00w so hegemonic that they

could create their own power, turning the slow
work 2‘_5:0:&_:_9_5 mto h

American failures i Iraq, combined with the global financial crisis of
2007-08, unmasked the shall

owness of the Bush administration’s concep-
nt and hys ¢

: 34
ypertransformation through shock and awe.

tuahization, The preside ‘neoconservative” advisors had grossly
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.. nxnmmo_.»nnam heir actions motivated mass resentments at home and abroad
i the
mﬂﬂnoa. 4

; .S. government was preaipitous, and
; .+ goodwill toward the U

~ The decline _M,_.MM rican claims about freedom multiplied globally Leaders
 pesistance Sm China, in particular, took advantage of the circumstances to
i Russia an i %mﬁ_:mﬁa the United States had long maintained as 2
2 ,&Bw..mr .nrn..:.nmﬁlnp: freedom now looked mulitaristic, destructive, and
5 ;mu“wmwmmmw Even some Americans agreed.”

el defeanne.

d the power and appeal of hegemonic claims about Americay,
the

. Il depend on a redefimtion of
f U.S. foreign policy wi
o m._nM.nnn mME as in past eras. The United States will not be able to
American freedoni,

ts dis: 1 ;1t will need an ideological alter-
its discredited hegemonic claims; 1

; ct 1ts discre

reconstru

scans will have to author a more persuasive narrative for what

= d how 1t should be pursued. The history of past adjust-
mdnma.n Bnﬁm w”nnucmm it shows why this 1s necessary and how 1t 1s possible.
. : h Berlin’s point when he wrote about posiive and nega-
; .H.M»n Hﬂd—.ﬂﬂﬁ are not static, and they are not self-contamned. >Ea:n.t_
o in legitimacy from conceptions of freedom that speak to a
e o.m g mpn|.$ aspirations and its capabilities. Those are the stakes in
i nonnnwmgﬁmm about what constitutes freedom at home and abroad.
M.O_:SEWM_HMM these debates over ideas will drive the evolution of U.S. power.

he Cou
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