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1 Jeremi Suri

The strange career of nation-building
as a concept in US foreign policy

The people of the South should be the last Americans to expect indefinite
continuity of their institutions and social arrangements. Other Americans have
less reason to be prepared for sudden change and lost causes. Apart from
Southerners, Americans have enjoyed a historical continuity that is unique
among modern peoples. The stream of national history, flowing down from
seventeenth-century sources, reaches a fairly level plain in the eighteenth cen-
tury. There it gathered mightily in volume and span from its tributaries, but
it continued to flow like the Mississippi over an even bed between relatively
level banks.

Southern history, on the other hand, took a different turn in the nineteenth
century. At intervals the even bed gave way under the stream, which some-
times plunged over falls or swirled through rapids. These breaks in the course
of Southern history go by the names of slavery and secession, independence
and defeat, emancipation and reconstruction, redemption and reunion. Some
are more precipitous and dramatic than others. Some result in sheer drops and
falls, others in narrows and rapids. The distance between them, and thus the
extent of smooth sailing and stability, varies a great deal.’

These two opening paragraphs from C. Vann Woodward’s monumental
1955 book the Strange Career of Jim Crow capture the simultaneous invisi-
bility and presence of race in American history over the course of three
centuries. On the one hand, the history of the United States is a continuing
story of liberty, capitalism and democracy. On the other hand, the hatred
and violence of racial prejudice disrupt this promising story and expose
its many contradictions, limitations and inhumane costs. One can think of
Barack Obama’s election to the US presidency as a continuation of this pat-
tern: a promising democratic narrative accompanied by degrading hatred
and violence. For Woodward, the American South was (and it remains) the
region of the country where the clash of duelling historical perspectives is
most evident. In these terms, it is the region with the strangest career.’
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Similar things can be said for the long history of American foreign policy,
especially as it relates to the Global South — what geographers called the
Third World a generation ago. From the American War for Independence
in the late eighteenth century through to the “War on Terror’ more than
two centuries later, ideas of self-governance, popular sovereignty and open
trade have driven American foreign policy. These ideas underpin founda-
tional policy statements from Washington’s Farewell Address in 1796, to
Woodrow Wilson’s Fourteen Points in 1918, to George W. Bush’s Second
Inaugural Address of 2005. Each defined American principles and power
as alternatives to tyranny and empire. Each anticipated a progressive world
where diverse societies would come to look, at least in their political and
economic organisation, more like the United States.3

When pressed by foreign challengers and domestic critics, the only alter-
native to some form of nation-building that American leaders could imagine
was disaster for the United States. For Americans, a world of competing
systems has always seemed perilous. Balances of power and international
structures for cooperation have always appeared unreliable. That was the
interpretation of the First World War shared by Woodrow Wilson and
Franklin Roosevelt — the perception that continual great power competition
breeds war. Wilson and Roosevelt sought to tame the wilds of the interna-
tional system by making it operate in ways more like the American system,
with the United States at the centre, of course. Wilson and Roosevelt sought
to avoid future wars by making societies — friend and foe alike — follow basic
American principles for democracy and free market exchange.*

As Woodward explains, the ubiquitous disappointments and deviations
from principle have not diminished American resolve. Even as he withdrew
US forces from two unsuccessful wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, President
Barack Obama affirmed American nation-building hopes. Although he
rejected unilateral American military occupations of foreign societies,
President Obama remained committed to encouraging and, when necessary,
forcing reforms in governments that depart from ‘civil’ assumptions about
self-government, openness and security. This was especially the case when
Americans confronted a new challenge to their vision of liberal democracy
and regional stability from the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS). The
brutality of ISIS symbolised a deeper evil: extreme anti-modernism and anti-
secularism fused with anti-Americanism.

In the seminal foreign policy speech of his second term, delivered at the
US Military Academy on 28 May 2014, President Obama rejected ‘real-
ist’ suggestions that American foreign policy should focus on core material
interests and abandon its broader, more problematic ideological agenda.
‘I believe’, the President explained, ‘that a world of greater freedom and tol-
erance is not only a moral imperative, it also helps to keep us safe.’ President
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Obama echoed his predecessors in affirming an ‘indispensable’ world lead-
ership role for the United States:

America’s support for democracy and human rights goes beyond idealism — it
is a matter of national security. Democracies are our closest friends and are far
less likely to go to war. Economies based on free and open markets perform
better and become markets for our goods. Respect for human rights is an anti-
dote to instability and the grievances that fuel violence and terror.’

What a strange career for American foreign policy ideals! How can they
remain so strong, even among those who see their failures in places like Iraq
and Afghanistan? The criticisms of President Obama circulate primarily
around the application of these ideals, not their articulation or importance.®
Like the views of race analysed by C. Vann Woodward, the assumptions
about purpose and principle in American foreign policy are sufficiently pro-
tean to bend and adjust in different times, but endure in their core influence
on decision-makers. They are the basic parameters for the American global
imagination. They are the bedrocks on which Americans build toward the
world they expect to resemble their own.

Throughout their history and into the present, Americans have shown a
remarkable (perhaps stubborn) capacity to support the frequently contra-
dictory urges toward national self-interest and democratic transformation
at the same time. Both sentiments are sincerely believed. For most leaders
and citizens they are two sides of the same coin. When they obviously con-
tradict, as in the many dictatorial regimes the United States has defended,
then Americans believe the trade-off is temporary. When popular groups
assert control over formerly repressive regimes, including repressive regimes
the United States has supported, Americans tend to side with the revolution-
aries. We saw this most recently in the ‘Arab Spring’ revolts of 2010-11.7

Contradictions between material self-interests and ideological prefer-
ences do not detract from the importance of both phenomena. It is their
co-dependence as true belief, not hypocrisy, that defines the repeated ideal-
ism of American power in action. Just as nineteenth-century slave-holders
seriously believed in freedom, twenty-first-century advocates of American
primacy embrace democratic ideals. Contradictions reinforce faith, and they
encourage an aspiration to synthesis between ideals and interests in a pre-
dicted future.

The historical teleology of American nation-building

The strange career of American international ideas includes countless
debates about policy, political party and ideology, but it replicates similar
‘end of history’ expectations. One can read claims about an end to ‘normal’
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history in the words of Washington, Wilson, Bush, Obama and most other
American leaders. They acknowledge the messy and complex elements of
past international behaviour, but they assert that the United States can tran-
scend, improve, simplify and ultimately redeem an unsatisfactory inherit-
ance. This is the essence of American exceptionalism — the claim to stand
above history. The popularity of Francis Fukuyama’s ‘end of history’ essay
in the United States during the late twentieth century captured this post-
historical element of the American foreign policy faith.®

The post-historical presumption is what has led many observers to empha-
sise the millennial streak in American thinking. The United States has fought
its wars to end all wars. It has invested in foreign societies to raise them to
what Americans perceive as a mature level of development. Washington has
advocated for democratic and capitalist governance as the only viable sys-
tem for peace and prosperity. The keywords of ‘democratisation’, ‘civilisa-
tion’ and ‘development’ have recurred throughout the history of American
foreign policy. They have gone together as a triad for the American vision of
well-maintained nation-states in a world imperilled by disorder (anarchy) or
tyranny (empire). The keywords served as building blocks and touchstones
for an American-led alternative to inherited international history.’

American foreign policy thinking has been post-historical and decontex-
tualised. The particularities of a specific culture, geography or ethnic mix
matter only in tactics, and not as strategic goals for US leaders imagin-
ing global trends toward common nation-building. The universalism of
the American project is striking in its asserted ‘opportunity for all’, and
also in its homogeneity of expectations for the behaviour and outlook of
non-American citizens. American foreign policy, in this sense, replays the
Republican universalism about free institutions and labour that Northerners
brought to the post-Civil War South, according to C. Vann Woodward. In
both contexts — at home and abroad — American universalism has always
been remarkably limited in its range of accepted opinion. It has been ideal-
istic and inclusive, but also self-interested and incapable of addressing local
diversity. Making freedom real for challenging and unique circumstances
has been very difficult for Americans thinking in universal terms. Americans
embrace diversity, but they seek ultimate universality. The frame for policy
debate has therefore been quite narrow. That has not changed in the twenty-
first century.'®

The mechanisms producing (and enforcing) this historical teleology have
differed greatly from one era to another, but a common nation-building vision
has exerted strong and consistent influence on each generation of US policy-
makers. American leaders have imagined a legible world of nation-states like
their own, emerging from empire, anarchy or other conditions in-between.
Scholar David Hendrickson calls this the position of ‘union’, meaning a belief
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in the political legitimacy of government institutions that represent an iden-
tifiable nation of people in a distinct territorial setting.!! Political scientist
Daniel Deudney looks back to a longer tradition of ‘republican’ security
theory in the classical world that, filtered through the American founders,
invests authority in governing institutions that ensure order against violence
(external and internal) and protect basic citizen interests.!?

Drawing on Hendrickson, Deudney and, and others, I have argued that
the experience of ‘union’ and ‘republic’ in early American history became
codified in a default American repertoire for nurturing familiar-looking
nation-states in foreign spaces, especially during moments of threat and
uncertainty. From the American Civil War through to interventions in the
Philippines, Germany, Vietnam and Afghanistan, one can see a pattern of
American efforts to create national identities and modern representative
states that had previously experienced deeply contested and divergent histo-
ries. American actions have almost always included military force, but they
have extended into economic aid, legal advice and cultural influence as well.
These nation-building efforts have produced a very mixed record, including
startling successes in Western Europe and Japan after 1945, abject failures
in places like Vietnam, and many results in-between.!?

Although some American leaders (including presidents Herbert Hoover
and George W. Bush) have sought to depart from this inherited nation-
building programme, they have found themselves returning to this same
vision when they have most needed a policy response for rising threats.
Nation-building is so deeply rooted in the American psyche and political
rhetoric that it re-emerges, like a comfortable and familiar song, during
moments of uncertainty and confusion. Nation-building is indeed part of
the national anthem: the self-proclaimed ‘land of the free and the home of
the brave’ forged in a war against empire.™

Based on their own experiences at home, Americans have trouble imagin-
ing a just and stable international political order that looks like anything but
their own system of governance and representation. Despite the popularity
of cultural relativism and multicultural thinking, the dominant model for
understanding the ‘other’ remains American-centred in the United States.
This applies to academia as much as politics and economy. Dorothy Ross
has shown how the development of the social sciences, key contributors to
policy and higher education in the twentieth-century United States, drew
explicitly on presumptions of American civic nationalism, democratic gov-
ernance and capitalist acquisition as norms for social development.'s Peter
Novick and David Brown have extended this analysis into the development
of history and other more humanistic fields of inquiry, where presentist
familiarities consistently trumped ‘objective’ examinations of other times
and places.!®
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When Americans compare themselves to others, they almost inevitably
see themselves in others, rather than the other way around. This a paradox
for a country composed of so many recent immigrant groups, but it shows
the power of the nation’s constructed civic identity. Americans cannot define
themselves by blood, by language, by education, or even by material cir-
cumstances. The ethnic diversity and economic inequality of the country’s
population make these categories too limiting. Instead, Americans define
themselves by their reverence for a set of political economic institutions
and practices that compose the United States as a system of governance.
Most citizens see flaws in these institutions and practices, but they hold
tight to them as the sources for American greatness. That is the paradox of
the Tea Party — anti-government, but triumphal about the American system.
Free elections and free markets, for all their distortions, create an orderly
American self-image. They are the starting points for all serious thinking
about change at home and abroad."”

Almost by definition, then, Americans identify their political-economic
history as the political-economic future for the world. This is a matter of
faith — a national creed as deep as constitutional democracy in the American
language and imagining of politics. It has a bible (the Constitution), a set of
prophets (the Founders) and a high priesthood (Supreme Court justices and
various legal and policy experts). Americans are pragmatic profit-seekers,
but they are, more fundamentally, faithful believers in a Second Coming
of their own Founding Moment around the world. They re-enact this faith
with every domestic election and every foreign intervention — moments when
the words of the Founders and their assumptions about nation-building are
newly espoused, even in the most inopportune circumstances.'®

The American promotion of a particular nation-building vision, at home
and abroad, connects different periods and people in American history. The
national creed is deeply and widely held, often advanced by traditional out-
siders — including Henry Kissinger and Barack Obama — whose own place
in American society is contested. It gives them belonging. It also excludes
others — and that is C. Vann Woodward’s point about the ‘strange career’.
The ideals of democracy and nation-building that define an alternative
American political agenda for social improvement have repeatedly justi-
fied the use of force and the deprivation of local rights. This phenomenon,
Woodward argues, is not hypocrisy but an integral element of American pol-
itics. The self-justifying pursuit of better politics, at home and abroad, gives
licence for the use of various ‘extraordinary measures’ to keep dangerous
populations in check, to allocate precious resources for productive purposes
and to guide inexperienced people in the correct behaviour. Nation-building
implies destroying whatever came before. Nation-building means forcing
people to be free, on American terms."”
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The victims of nation-building

C. Vann Woodward’s Strange Career made the case that the experiences
of African Americans in the South were not an aberration from American
political development, but instead an integral part of it. The enforcement
of constitutional democracy and free market capitalism after 1865 contrib-
uted to the separate but unequal treatment of former slaves. ‘Free Soil, Free
Labor, Free Men’ did little for those most heavily constrained in the exercise
of their newfound freedom. A century later, the Civil Rights Movement used
claims to democracy and economic opportunity to challenge segregation,
but the movement, by necessity, reaffirmed the basic institutions of govern-
ance in the region. African Americans gained greater access to American
wealth and governance than ever before, but equality across racial and other
groups remained unfulfilled. The nature of nation-building in the South
privileged property, law, economic opportunity and political sovereignty
over other values, including equal treatment. The nature of nation-building
in the South created more expansive governance as it reaffirmed many old
exclusions based on race, wealth, gender, education and health. Woodward
acknowledged this in later editions of his great work.?

The same pattern fits American nation-building in the greater Global
South, especially since 1945. The United States has intervened repeatedly
in countries as diverse as Haiti, Nicaragua, Cuba, Chile, Indonesia, the
Philippines, Egypt, Iran, Iraq, Afghanistan and Syria to overthrow regimes
that appeared threatening to American definitions of democracy and capi-
talism. The perceived threats have come from anti-democratic ideologies,
including communism, Islamism and, more frequently, militant nationalism.
The perceived threats have also reflected economic preferences that violated
free market logics, including import-substitution, state ownership of capital
and nationalisation of industry. In all of these cases, and in many others,
American economic interests in resource and market access have aligned
quite well with assumptions about nation-building. Societies that violate
American images of good governance have also challenged American eco-
nomic interests. That insight provided the foundation for William Appleman
Williams’s classic argument that the ‘open door’ — trade and governance on
American terms — has driven American foreign policy since the growth of US
power in the late nineteenth century.”!

Historians have examined the many local costs of American interven-
tions in the Global South, as well as the long-term damage to the United
States. American leaders have been responsible for hundreds of thousands
of deaths. They have disrupted countless local cultures and damaged mil-
lions of acres of land. The most modern technology has often produced the
least liveable consequences.?? The abject poverty of a country like Haiti is a




40 American foreign policy

testament to the failure of repeated American nation-building efforts, espe-
cially on an island so close to the United States.?

A high proportion of the victims of American nation-building activities
have included men and women of non-white races. That is not a coincidence.
Although race has not always driven American decision-making, American
citizens have been more willing to accept the suffering of people who look
different from themselves, or at least the white-skinned American image of
themselves. In their efforts to build democratic and capitalist nations that
will secure the American imagining of a peaceful world, American citizens
have found it tolerable to discount the suffering of non-white peoples in pur-
suit of an allegedly higher purpose. When the victims are white — especially
in Furope and North America — it has been harder for Americans to dis-
count the suffering. During the 1970s the simultaneous American outpour-
ing of sympathy for East European dissidents and the relative silence of US
leaders about apartheid in South Africa captured this prejudice.?*

The relationship between race and nation-building abroad echoes the
relationship at home. In the post-Civil War era, federal and state officials
could easily justify rebuilding the damaged Southern parts of the United
States on the backs of suffering African Americans — even though the war
was fought in large part to free them from slavery. The new investments in
industrial farms and factories replaced the plantation economy with modern
sources of wealth-creation that required a continuing supply of low-wage
labour, often provided by former slaves and their descendants. Federal and
local law enforcement also developed new techniques to maintain order
through controlled violence that made the South an orderly post-war region,
with heavy physical costs for African Americans and other minorities who
suffered repeated lynchings and, by the early twenty-first century, one of the
highest incarceration rates in the entire world.?

Americans turned the backward Confederacy into a modern and pros-
perous Southern region. That was a great success of nation-building, unpar-
alleled in most other societies after a bloody civil war. Nation-building in
the South, however, exploited many non-white citizens as mistreated labour.
They were the chief victims of post-Civil War nation-building and their vic-
timhood was distressingly tolerable for most mainstream Americans, at least
until a century later. That was a key point of C. Vann Woodward’s Strange
Career. Jim Crow racism made the New South possible, just as international
racism made new nations conceivable for American foreign policy.?¢

American state-building carried the same racial baggage abroad as it
did at home. It meant democracy and wealth-creation for Americans and
their local allies. It meant repression and impoverishment for those who lost
access to political power and economic resources as a result of American
interventions. These contradictory responses explain how American policies
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can be judged so differently by diverse groups at the same time. The con-
tradictory perspectives also explain why it is so difficult for Americans to
understand the negative responses to their nation-building efforts, especially
from citizens with different racial backgrounds.

American nation-building grows out of deeply held domestic beliefs
about democracy and capitalism. These beliefs are based on both ideals
and interests, and they are firmly rooted in the American historical experi-
ence. In their application, at home and abroad, nation-building efforts have
empowered some groups and victimised others. American self-righteousness
encourages a denial of the costs, the damage and the victims. The evidence
of victimisation motivates many observers to question whether the ideals
behind American nation-building are serious in the first place. Freedom and
liberation for one set of actors connotes repression and imprisonment for
another set.

Conclusion: the strange career of nation-building and current
policy-making

Both perspectives are, of course, based in fact. American nation-building
has spread self-governance and limited it at the same time. It has encour-
aged wealth-creation and contributed to continued impoverishment. It has
ensured peace and instigated war. History is not about simple verdicts,
despite the frequent tendency of some historians to offer glib judgements.
The record of American nation-building spans more than three centuries
and a vast global geography. The impulses behind American efforts and
their larger aims have remained consistent, but the consequences are widely
diverse. They defy simple categorisation.

In writing the Strange Career of Jim Crow, C. Vann Woodward wanted
to shake his self-satisfied readers out of the simple categories they used for
understanding their own society. He embraced the nobility of the American
ambition to spread democracy, order, peace and wealth. He dissected the
severe limitations of American racism, ethnocentrism and militarism. Most
of all, Woodward counselled for a careful effort to match ideals with cir-
cumstances, to make the power of American society serve the hopes of its
citizens — all its citizens. This did not mean abandoning the vision of a world
with well-functioning governing institutions, but instead renewing activity
to build institutions that really served that purpose.

The Civil Rights Movement followed that path in the decade-and-a-half
after Woodward published his important book. American foreign policy did
not do the same in Vietnam. The overwhelming militarisation of American
international activities, the ideological rigidity of American foreign percep-
tions and the political urge to find quick solutions to international problems
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have constrained the careful matching of ideals with circumstances, as well
as means and ends, that Woodward recommended.?’

The fundamental problem for American foreign policy is not the nation-
building vision so deeply held in the popular conscience. For better and
for worse, that is not going to change anytime soon. It is too central to
American identity. The contemporary challenge for policy-makers is to
apply that intellectual architecture strategically to the problems of the day.

Instead of reacting to threats by launching its power against adversar-
ies and speaking superficially about democratisation, American leaders
must have the self-understanding to choose their battles carefully. Where,
when and how can the United States encourage productive nation-building?
Where, when and how should it refrain and wait? These are the core ques-
tions that must underpin a successful policy-making process. These are the
core questions that will turn the intellectual assumptions held by Americans
into a prudent platform for nurturing a truly better world, at least from the
American point of view. The contradictions between ideals and interests will
not disappear, but they can be managed to better effect in the United States
and abroad.
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