Grano Series - The American Empire

This speakers series, held in Toronto at the Grano restaurant, explores the potential and limits of
American power in the 21st century through the ideas of four outstanding thinkers.

JOHN LUKACS
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THE SPEAKER: Ladi es and gentlemen, at this
point if | could really follow ny instinct, | would
just sit down and listen to nyself, which will not be
at all conparable to what Conrad said about ne, and
I"mafraid that my short talk -- it shan't be very
long -- will have very little or none of the wit of
Conrad, but there | go. | nust try. And the trial is
not an easy one in part -- that's ny last reference to
Conrad -- because Conrad will probably not agree with
ni nety per cent of what |I'mgoing to say but as the
great French witer, Georges Bernanos, said, "Le
bonheur c'est un risk."

The other nore difficult thing is that Patrick
gave ne a title, a topic on which |I'm supposed to
talk, which is terribly serious and -- are Anericans
inperialists with a question mark. Well, | made sone
notes the other day and here | go.

And the first problem if it is a problem is
the very word inperialist. The word inperialist,
until about 140 years ago, sinply neant people who
i ked enperors. Inperialist, as we nean it today, as
a popular jingo kind of inclination to |ike enpires --
i mperialist appears in the Oxford Dictionary, English
dictionary, only about 1868. But there is such a

thing, but you nust understand that inperialismis
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really part of a denocratic elenment in a nation,
rather than an aristocratic one.

And in this respect yes, there is sone
inmperialismin the tendencies of the Anerican nationa
character. Al kind of a character or a nation's
character -- although sociol ogists deny there is such
athing. It is not a category. It is a tendency.

And the tendenci es which involve both actualities and
potentialities do exist.

Now, Anericans were nationalists fromthe very
beginning. This is true, especially of very young
nati ons who want to find a certain kind of identity
and take a pride in the fact that they established
t hensel ves, but Anerican popul ar sentinment in that
direction was not always in accord with the | eaders,
especially not of the founders. There's a duality
here in the history of American foreign relations,
very well exenplified by the man who was probably, |
think al nost surely, the greatest Anerican Secretary
of State in the 200 years of the republic, John Quincy
Adans who, on the one hand, could really force the
Spanish to agree to a rather hard treaty which really
extended Anerica's frontiers but, on the other hand,
he said the imortal words in 1821, alnpbst in the sane

speech where the Monroe Doctrine was framed by him --
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he said, "W are friends of liberty all over the
worl d, but we don't go abroad in search for nonsters
to destroy." | doubt whether anyone in the present
adm ni stration has ever heard of John Qui ncy Adans and
hi s words.

Now, in America -- when you speak of Anerica
in generalization, we have to make a distinction I
often make and it's not an academ c distinction; the
di stinction between public opinion and popul ar
sentinment. Public opinion, yes. |In a denobcracy,
obviously a ot of the course of the nation is
dictated or rather governed by public opinion. But
these terns are very sadly confused, especially in the
 ast hundred years and especially nowadays. Wen we
speak of public opinion polls, this and this and that,
what is trying to be ascertained or neasured or put
into figures is really popul ar sentinent.

Popul ar sentinment and public opinion are not
the sanme things. They are not the sane in the United
States. | amcertain they are not the sane in Canada.
I"msure they're not the sanme in Zanbia. Public is
not popul ar and opinion is not sentinent. Popul ar
sentinent is an inclination, a powerful inclination,
not always clearly ascertainable or phrased.

Public opinion in the 19th century, as Wlter
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Bagehot said, "is the opinion of the bald nen at the
back of the omibus." You know, people who read
newspapers and they were, even at that tine, a
relative minority even in a denocratic nation or
rat her such as Engl and.

Now, we can see in American history this
di screpancy between popul ar sentinent and public
opinion. W can see it as early as the 1840s. |In the
1840s, it was a kind of an Irish-Anerican demagogue
who coined this word of manifest destiny and the
United States in a nanifest destiny to rule the entire
North American continent, so forth and so forth. And
you don't have to be a profound student of American
di plomatic history to know that about the very sane
time when the manifest destiny slogan was coi ned and
becane very popular, any political party that woul d
have -- that supported the notion, and this involves
your country, 54-40 and Fight would have had a popul ar
maj ority. But they were overruled by the president,
by the nore educated kind of public opinion that
existed in the United States and, w thout great
difficulty, they decided on the 49th parall el

And this is one exanple where the interests of
the Anerican state did not quite coincide with the

i nclinations, powerful inclinations, of popular
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sentinment. Those in charge of the Anmerican ship of
state were nore cautious. This existed several tines
through the 19th century. Sonme of it involving your
country, Canada. In nost cases, involving Cuba where
there were very inportant popul ar novenents in order
to so-called liberate or invade Cuba and add it to the
southern states. The najority of the southern states,
who ot herwi se spoke of state's rights and

i ndependence, were in favour of annexing and invadi ng
Cuba and sonetinmes even of those parts of Mexico which
were left to be independent or non-Anmerican after

1848.

And we can see this discrepancy between
popul ar sentinment and public opinion all through the
Lincoln admnistration and its relationship with G eat
Britain during the Civil War. But then, in 1898,
there conmes a change.

In 1898, in the 1890s, there is no such
di screpancy. American public opinion, educated
opinion, feels a strong tendency, "Wy does not the
United States also extend its enpire?" as indeed in
those days, or rather in those decades, the British
did, the French did, the Italians did, the Belgians
did and so forth and so forth. The war of 1898 was

really a result of a powerful pressure both of public
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opi ni on and popul ar sentinment. Popular sentinment was
for the war but so were educated Anmericans such as
John Hay and Theodore Roosevelt and so forth.

This was al so a great change in the entire
geographical history of the world. No nmatter what
Coper ni cus di scovered and what Magel | an di scovered
during his travels, politically speaking the world did
not beconme round until 1900. It's about 1900, for the
first time, we had two great inperial powers that were
not European, that were willing to extend their sway
beyond their i mrediate reach. They were the United
States and Japan. And what the United States and
Japan did or did not do between 1900 and 1914 had a
very inportant effect even on the European war. So as
a side renmark, | would say that's when the world
becane politically round.

Now, people speak a lot today, | think it's a
very inprecise term of Anmerican exceptionalism
Peopl e say that America is exceptional. Well, | would
say this is true but not true enough. Let ne tell
you, going off the topic, just to amuse a little bit.

Il will not be able to even cone close to Conrad's
shadow, but there was this Irish biddy and the wonen
cane around for tea in the afternoon and asked her,

"I's this true about the young wi dow up at the end of
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the village?" And she said, "It's not true, but it's
true enough." And | have often told my students that
a historian has to approach things in a very opposite
way. There are things that are true, but they' re not
true enough.

And | think Anerican exceptionalismis one of
these ternms that confuses things, rather than
clarifies them But something happens after the war
of 1898 and the First Wrld War with sonebody Iike
Presi dent WI son, where Anerican exceptionalism or
nationalismor nascent inperialismbeconmes a kind of
uni versalism Universal is what's good -- it's not
only what's good for Anerica is good for the world,
but make the world safe for denocracy.

In ny reactionary sign you say that this is a
disastrous idea. | think the question before us and
bef ore our descendants is can we nmake denocracy safe
for the world, which is a very different question
whi ch, for exanple, Alexis de Tocqueville would have
under st ood but Wodrow Wl son did not.

Now, we speak now about Anerican inperialism
as an issue. WIlson's universalism whatever it was,
was defeated in the election of 1920 and def eated by
peopl e who ever since that, again rather inaccurately,

have been called Anerican isolationists. But you know
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it isin the nature of denobcratic society, perhaps
especially of Anmericans, there is kind of a split-

nm ndedness there. The Anmerican isolationists, very
few of themwere really isolationists. They, in the
1920s or beginning in 1919, were very nuch opposed and
with sone reason about Anerican involvenent in Europe,
but they were extreme inperialists when it canme to the
Cari bbean, to N caragua, and even to Asia. So, you
see, isolationists and introventionists for the next
25 years is usually defined, alnbst wthout exception,
"Who is the eneny?"

The sane thing was very true about Franklin
Roosevelt in 1939 and '41 and thereafter, who was
soneti mes, sonme people say, unduly cautious about
i sol ationist opinion but I'mnot criticizing himnow.
What |'msaying -- what is so very interesting, very
telling, inpressed nme very deeply when | cane to this
country right after the Second Wrld War, that the
Areri can isolationists, many of them who were bitterly
opposed to the United States giving help to Britain
and getting involved in the war agai nst Germany, in
1946/' 47 becanme the nost, the | oudest advocates of a
crusade agai nst the Soviet Union. Wat was so
i sol ationi st about this?

They are exanples of a certain kind of
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American split-m ndedness that | think characterizes
American popul ar sentinent but, sadly, even Anerican
governmental policies till this day. The split-
nm ndedness should be very evident when we speak of the
Arerican political termnology. W could really say
that there were Anerican presidents and statesnen, not
only John Quincy Adanms but, | don't know, GCeorge
Evans, Hugh Stinson, other people, who were nmuch nore
conservatives, nmuch nore conservative than was popul ar
senti ment.

But, you must understand, that until about
1950 the word conservative was avoi ded and eschewed by
all Anericans. Senator Robert Taft, Robert A Taft,
who was supposed to be the idol of the present
conservatives in the right-wi ng Republican party, in
1950 said, "I amnot a conservative. | aman ol d-

fashioned liberal,"” he said.

By 1960, conservative begins to be an
acceptable word in America and by 1980, nore Anericans
regard thensel ves, identify thenselves as
conservatives than as liberals. This is a tectonic
change of very great inportance in this country, and
don't want to go into discussing or illustrating the

absurdity of this and the absurdity that npst Anerican

conservatives don't want to conserve anyt hing.
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They are not conservatives at all, not in
their donestic policy, not in their foreign policy.
But what this nmeans, that the Republican party -- and
I, for taxation reasons, amstill a registered
Republican, I'msad to say -- but the Republican party
has becone the populist party in Anerica. The
popul i sts who, a hundred years ago, were on the |eft
wi ng of the Denocratic party -- this has greatly
vani shed. Their descendants have becone Republicans
and the Republican party, in every sense of the word,
has becone a populist party and thereby denonstrates
the sad descent of denobcracy into populism agai nst
whi ch the founders tried to argue and | egi slate and
wite a constitution.

This is a very conplicated thing, |adies and
gentl enmen, because we are told in a denocracy, the
peopl e speak. The people do not speak. It is people,
men and wonen, who speak in the nane of the people.
So instead of denocracy being the sinplest kind of
basi ¢ governnment built on human choi ce, the very
structure of events, the very course a state sets in
the nodern age, in the twentieth century, especially
the United States, is not nade by the people but by
peopl e who speak in the nane of the people, one step

renoved fromreality but al so one step which seens to
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echo very closely what their nanagers think and
percei ve as popul ar sentinent.

| end this brings about another problem
i nvol ving public opinion and popul ar senti nent,
involving nmpjority choice. You see, what the
opponents, conservative opponents of denocracy feared,
the tyranny of the majority. Yes, it exists. But it
is far nmore conplicated than it used to be in the 19th
century, because we have not only the United States
but | would say in every denocratic nation, hard
mnorities and soft majorities. And it is within the
provi nce and the capacity of hard minorities to
exerci se an influence over popular sentinment way
beyond their numbers and al so way beyond their
intell ectual property.

This is what is happening in the United States
today. Now the political categories, right and left,
and especially conservative and |liberal have | ost
their meaning. Not entirely, but largely so. Look at
the great change. Look at Wodrow WI son, who was
defeated in 1920 but now, 90 years later or 80 years
| ater, Herbert Hoover, Franklin Roosevelt, Richard
Ni xon, Ronal d Reagan, CGeorge Bush are all WI soni ans.
Al WIlsonians, all univeralists, which is a very

difficult and conplicated problemand i ssue before the

Page 12 of

13



© 00 N oo o b~ w N P

e N = W =
A W N L O

American people. American universalism which can do
a great amount of harmnot only to places in the world
but to the standards of honesty and decency wthin the
political discourse of the American people thensel ves.
| copied out a quote that Al exander Hamlton
got from Machiavelli, the prince, which | think is
very apposite, very applicable to ny adopted country
t oday, whi ch says:
"Fortune sniles on the well situated, the
enterprising and the courageous, but not on
t he over-confident, the reckless and those who
willfully ignore the past."

Thank you.
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