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THE SEARCH FOR
A USABLE PAST

Z69

THE UNITED STATES was the first of the “new” na-
tions. As the American colonies were the first to rebel
against a European mother country, so the American
states were the first to create—we can use Lincoln’s term,
to bring forth—a new nation. Modern nationalism was
inaugurated by the American, not the French, Revolu-
tion. But the new United States faced problems unknown
to the new nations of nineteenth-century Furope-—and
twentieth. For in the Old World the nation came before
the state; in America the state came before the nation. In
the Old World, nations grew out of well-prepared soil,
built upon a foundation of history and traditions; in
America the foundations were still to be laid, the seeds
still to be planted, the traditions still to be formed.

The problem which confronted the new United States
then was radically different from that which confronted,
let us say, Belgium, Italy, Greece, or Germany in the
nineteenth century, or Norway, Finland, Iceland, and
Israel in the twentieth. These “new” states were already
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amply equipped with history, tradition, and memory—as
well as with most of the other essential ingredients of
nationalism except political independence. Of them it
can be said that the nation was a product of history. But
with the United States, history was rather a creation of
the nation, and it is suggestive that in the New World the
self-made nation was as familiar as the self-made man.

It is unnecessary to emphasize anything as familiar as
the importance of history, tradition, and memory to suc-
cessful nationalism. On this matter statesmen, histori-
ans, and philosophers of nationalism are all agreed. It
was the very core of Edmund Burke’s philosophy: the
nation—society itself—is a partnership of past, present,
and future; we (the English) “derive all we possess as an
inheritance from our forefathers.” It is indeed not merely
the course of history but of nature itself. Thus Friedrich
von Schlegel, trying to quicken a sense of nationalism in
the Germans, urged that “nothing is so important as that
the Germans . . . return to the course of their own lan-
guage and poetry, and liberate from the old documents of
their ancestral past that power of old, that noble spirit
which . . . is sleeping in them.” And Mazzini, in his
struggle for the unification of Italy, was ever conscious
that “the most important inspiration for nationalism is
the awareness of past glories and past sufferings.”

So, too, with the philosophers of nationalism, and the
historians as well. Listen to Ernest Renan. In that fa-
mous lecture “What Is a Nation?” he emphasized “the
common memories, sacrifices, glories, afflictions, and re-
grets,” arid submitted that the worthiest of all cults was
“the cult of ancestors.” So, too, with the hard-headed
John Stuart Mill, across the Channel: “The strongest
cause [for the feeling of nationality] is identity of politi-
cal antecedents, the possession of a national history, and
consequent community of recollections, collective pride
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and humiliation, pleasure and regret.” The moderns all
agree on this—FEuropeans and Americans alike.

But if an historical past and an historical memory are
indeed essential ingredients for a viable nationalism,
what was the new United States to do in 1776, or in 1789,
or for that matter at almost any time before the Civil
War? How does a country without a past of her own
acquire one, or how does she provide a substitute for it?
Where could such a nation find the stuff for patriotism,
for sentiment, for pride, for memory, for collective char-
acter? It was a question that came up very early, for
Americans have always been somewhat uncomfortable
about their lack of history and of antiquity, somewhat
embarrassed about being historical nouveaux riches.

It was Henry James who put the question in most
memorable form. I refer to that famous passage about
the historical and intellectual environment in which the
young Nathaniel Hawthorne found himself in 1840. It
takes a great deal of history to make a little literature,
said James, and how could Hawthorne make literature
with a history so meager and so thin: “No stat€, in the
European sense of the word, and indeed barely a specific
national name. No sovereign, no court, no personal loy-
alty, no aristocracy, no church, no clergy, no army: no
diplomatic service, no couritry gentlemen, no palaces, no
castles, nor manors, nor old country houses, nor parson-
ages, nor thatched cottages, nor ivied ruins; no cathe-
drals, nor abbeys, nor little Norman churches; no great
Universities, nor public schools, no Oxford nor Eton nor
Harrow; no literature, no novels, no museums, no pic-
tures, no political society, no sporting class—no Epsom
nor Ascot!”

There is almost too much here; the indictment, as
James himself remarked, is a lurid one, and he noted,

too, with some satisfaction, that Hawthorne had not been
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wholly frustrated by the thinness of his materials—for
a good deal remained; that was, said James wryly, our
secret, our private joke. It is suggestive that James’s
famous outburst was inspired by Hawthorne himself;
he had, so he wrote, delighted in a place which had “no
shadow, no antiquity, no mystery, no picturesque and
gloomy wrong, nor anything but a commonplace prosper-
ity, in broad and simple daylight, as is happily the case
with my dear native land.” It is worth dwelling on this for
a moment, for this is from the author of The Scarlet
Letter, and of The House of Seven Gables, and of a score
of stories which did precisely dwell on shadows, antiqui-
ties, gloomy wrongs—witchcraft, for example. If a Haw-
thorne, who all his life felt it necessary to immerse him-
self in New England antiquities and inherited wrongs,
could yet contrast his own dear native land with the Old
World in these terms, think how unshadowed were the
lives of most Americans—or how empty, if you want to
adopt the James point of view.

A host of Americans had anticipated all this, but with
different emphasis. Thus the poet Philip Freneau, intro-
ducing the Abbé Robin’s New Travels in America: “They
who would saunter over half the Globe to copy the in-
scription on an antique column, to measure the altitude
of a pyramid, or describe the ornaments on the Grand
Seigneur’s State Turban, will scarcely find anything in
American Travels to gratify their taste. The works of art
are there comparatively trivial and inconsiderable, the
splendor of pageantry rather obscure, and consequently
few or none but the admirers of simple Nature can either
travel with pleasure themselves or read the travels of
others with satisfaction, through this country.” And half
a century later James Fenimore Cooper, caught in that
dilemma of New World innocence and Old World corrup-
tion so pervasive in the first century of our history, ad-
mitted that in America “there are no annals for the histo-
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rian, no follies beyond the most vulgar and common-
place for the satirist; no manners for the dramatist; no
obscure fictions for the writer of romance; no gross and
hardy offenses against decorum for the moralist; nor any
of the rich artificial auxiliaries of poetry.”

But if there were “no annals for the historian,” and if a
historical past was necessary to successful nation-making,
what were Americans to do? Americans had, in fact,
several courses open to them, and with characteristic
self-confidence, took them all.

Over a century before the Revolution it had been ob-
served of the Virginians that they had no need of ances-
tors, for they themselves were ancestors. The variations
of this theme were infinite, but the theme itself was
simple and familiar: that Americans had no need of a
past because they were so sure of a future. Goethe had
congratulated them on their good fortune in a famous
but almost untranslatable poem, Amerika, du hast es
besser: “no ruined castles, no venerable stones, no use-
less memories, no vain feuds [he said]. . . . may a kind
providence preserve you from tales of knights and robber
barons and ghosts.”

Americans took up the refrain with enthusiasme® The
romantic artist Thomas Cole observed that though Amer-
ican scenery was “destitute of the vestiges of antiquity” it
had other features that were reassuring, for “American
associations are not so much. with the past as of the
present and the future, and in looking over the unculti-
vated scene, the mind may travel far into futurity.”

This theme runs like a red thread through early Ameri-
can literature and oratory, and finally connects itself tri-
umphantly with Manifest Destiny. It begam, appropri-
ately enough, with Crévecoeur: “I am sure I cannot be
called a partial American when I say that the spectacle
afforded by these pleasing scenes must be more enter-
taining and more philosophical than that which arises
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from beholding the musty ruins of Rome. Here every-
thing would inspire the reflecting traveller with the most
philanthropic ideas; his imagination, instead of submit-
ting to the painful and useless retrospect of revolutions,
desolations, and plagues, would, on the contrary, wisely
spring forward to the anticipated fields of future culti-
vation and improvement, to the future extent of those
generations which are to replenish and embellish this
boundless continent.” Washington Irving’s friend and
collaborator, James Paulding, entertained the same sen-
timent: “It is for the other nations to boast of what they
have been, and, like garrulous age, muse over the history
of their youthful exploits that only renders decrepitude
more conspicuous. Ours is the more animating sentiment
of hope, looking forward with prophetic eye.”

Best of all is Cooper’s John Cadwallader in Notions of
the Americans, rebuking his travelling companion, the
bachelor Count, for his unmanly longing for antiquity:
“You complain of the absence of association to give its
secret, and perhaps greatest charm which such a sight is
capable of inspiring. You complain unjustly. The moral
feeling with which a man of sentiment and knowledge
looks upon the plains of your [Eastern] Hemisphere is
connected with his recollections; here it should be min-
gled with his hopes. The same effort of the mind is as
equal to the one as to the other.”

The habit of looking forward instead of back blended
readily enough with Manifest Destiny. Thus John Louis
O’Sullivan, who all but invented Manifest Destiny, cheer-
fully dismissed the past in favor of the future: “We have
no interest in scenes of antiquity, only as lessons of
avoidance of nearly all their examples. The expansive
future is our arena. We are entering on its untrodden
space with the truth of God in our minds, beneficent
objects in our hearts, and with a clear conscience unsul-
lied by the past. We are the nation of human progress,
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and who will, what can, set limits on our onward
march? . . . the farreaching, the boundless future
will be the era of American greatness. . . .”

There was nothing surprising in Emerson’s conclusion
that America had no past. “All,” he said, “has an outward
and prospective look.” For transcendentalism—the first
genuine expression of the American temperament in phi-
losophy, or New England’s at least—was impatient with
origins, put its confidence in inspiration, looked upon
each day as a new epoch and each man as an Adam. It is
difficult to exaggerate the impatience of the transcenden-
talists with the past. It was not so much that they were
opposed to it as that they found it irrelevant. And note
that New England’s major historians—Bancroft, Pres-
cott, Ticknor, Motley, and Parkman—were all outside the
mainstream of transcendentalism.

This was all very well, this confidence in the future.
But it was, after all, pretty thin fare for nationalism to
feed on at a time when other self-conscious nations were
rejoicing in an ancient and romantic past. To be sure, the
past became ancient and the future became present more
rapidly in America than anywhere else: thus Thomas
Jefferson could write from Paris in 1787 that much was
to be said for keeping the “good, old, venerable, fabrick”
of the six-year-old Articles of Confederation. And thus,
too, John Randolph, in the Virginia ratifying convention,
could “take farewell of the Confederation, with reveren-
tial respect, as an old benefactor.”

Happily, there was a second formula to which Ameri-
cans had recourse, and one no less convenient than the
first: that America had, in fact, the most impressive of
all pasts; all Europe was the American past. After all, we
speak the tongue that Shakespeare spake-—and for good
measure, the tongues of Luther and Racine and Dante
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and Cervantes as well. Just because they had crossed
the Atlantic Ocean, Americans had not forfeited or
repudiated their heritage. Americans enjoyed, in fact,
the richest and most varied of all heritages. Other
benighted peoples had only their past—the Danes a
Danish, the Germans a German—but Americans had
them all. Were we not in very truth a teeming nation of
nations? Edward Everett asserted this as early as 1820:
“We suppose that in proportion to our population Lord
Byron and Walter Scott are more read in America than in
England, nor do we see why we are not entitled to our full
share of all that credit which does not rest . . . in the
person of the author. . . .” Whitman made this the bur-
den of “Thou Mother With Thy Equal Brood”:

Sail, sail thy best, ship of Democracy,

Of value is thy freight, ’tis not the Present only,

The Past is also stored in thee,

Thou holdest not the venture of thyself alone, not of the
Western Continent alone,

Earth’s résumé entire floats on thy keel O ship, is steadied
by thy spars, .

Steer then with good strong hand, and wary eye O helms-
man, thou carriest great companions,

Venerable priestly Asia sails this day with thee,

And royal feudal Europe sails with thee.

All very well, but a risky business, this assimilation of
the Old World past. For could the Old World be trusted?
Could the past be trusted? We come here to one of the
major themes of American intellectual history, and one
of the most troublesome of all the problems in the crea-
tion of a usable past.”

The theme of New World innocence and Old World
corruption emerged early, and persisted all through the
nineteenth century: it is a constant of American liter-
ature as of American politics, and if it no longer haunts
our literature, it still bedevils our politics and diplomacy.
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How deeply they were shocked, these innocent Ameri-
cans, by the goings on in Europe! Benjamin Franklin,
after a long residence in England, could deprecate the
notion of a reconciliation between the Americans and the
mother country on moral grounds: “I have not heard
what Objections were made to the Plan in the Congress,
nor would I make more than this one, that, when I con-
sider the extreme Corruption prevalent among all Orders
of Men in this old rotten State, and the glorious publick
Virtue so predominant in our rising Country, I cannot but
apprehend more Mischief than Benefit from a closer Un-
ion.” Dr. Benjamin Rush, who had studied in Edinburgh
and in London, never ceased to preach the danger of
contamination from abroad. With Jefferson—surely the
most cosmopolitan American of his generation—New
World innocence and Old World corruption was almost
an idée fixe. How illuminating, that famous letter to John
Banister about the education of his son. “Why send an
American youth to Europe for education? . . . Let us
view the disadvantages. . . . To enumerate them all,
would require a volume. I will select a few. If he goes to
England, he learns drinking, horse racing, and boxing.
These are the peculiarities of English education. The
following circumstances are common to education in
that, and the other countries of Europe. He acquires a
fondness for European luxury and dissipation, and a con-
tempt for the simplicity of his own country; he is fasci-
nated with the privileges of the European aristocrats and
sees, with abhorrence, the lovely equality which the poor
enjoy with the rich, in his own country; he contracts a
partiality for aristocracy or monarchy; he forms foreign
friendships which will never be useful to him . .. he is
led, by the strongest of all the human passions, into a
spirit for female intrigue, destructive of his own and
others’ happiness, or a passion for whores, destructive of
his health, and, in both cases, learns to consider fidelity
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to the marriage bed as an ungentlemanly practice. . . .
It appears to me, then, that an American coming to Eu-
rope for education, loses in his knowledge, in his morals,
in his health, in his habits, and in his happiness. . .

The theme, and the arguments, persisted. Hezekiah
Niles wrote on the eve of the War of 1812 that “the War,
dreadful as it is, will not be without its benefits in . . .
separating us from the strumpet governments of Eu-
rope.” It is the most persistent theme in American litera-
ture from Crévecceur to Tocqueville, from Hawthorne’'s
Marble Faun to James' Daisy Miller and Portrait of a
Lady, from Innocents Abroad to The Sun Also Rises.
Something of its complexity and difficulty can be seen in
the position of the expatriate. Here Americans long main-
tained a double standard; it was taken for granted not
only that European immigrants to the United States give
up their nationality and identify themselves with their
adopted country, but that they do so exuberantly. But for
Americans to give up their nationality and identify them-
selves with a foreign country was another matter alto-
gether.

Needless to say, there are philosophical and psycho-
logical implications here which we ignore at our peril.
For this concept of New World innocence and Old World
corruption encouraged that sense of being a people apart
which nature herself had already sufficiently dramatized.
How characteristic that Jefferson should have combined
nature and morality in his first inaugural: “Kindly sepa-
rated by nature from one quarter of the globe; too high-
minded to endure the degradations of the others. . . i
To this day Americans are inclined to think that they are
somehow outside the stream of history, somehow exempt
from its burden.

But quite aside from the theme of 0Old World corrup-
tion, the availability of the European past was not a
simple matter of chronological assimilation or absorp-
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tion. It was available, to be sure, but only on limited
terms. It was there more for purposes of contrast than for
enrichment; it pointed the moral of American superior-
ity, and adorned the tale of American escape from con-
tamination. It was there, too, as a museum, a curio shop,
and a moral playground. But for practical purposes it
contributed little to the juices of American Life.

Americans had a third choice: They could use what
they had. “We have not, like England and France, cen-
turies of achievements and calamities to look back on,”
wrote the indefatigable diarist George Templeton Strong,
“but being without the eras that belong to older national-
ities—Anglo-Saxon, Carolingian, Hohenstaufen, Ghibel-
line, and so forth—we dwell on the details of our little all
of historic life and venerate every trivial fact about our
first settlers and colonial governors and revolutionary
heroes.” Not all Americans struck so modest a pose. All
their past lacked, after all, was antiquity, and antiquity
was relative; in any event, this meant that the American
past was better authenticated than the European.

Nothing in the history of American nationalism is
more impressive than the speed and the lavishness with
which Americans provided themselves with a usable
past: history, legends, symbols, paintings, sculpture,
monuments, shrines, holy days, ballads, patriotic songs#
heroes, and—with some difficulty—villains. Henry
James speaks somewhere of his old friend Emerson
dwelling for fifty years “within the undecorated walls of
his youth.” To Emerson they did not seem undecorated,
for he embellished them with a rich profusion of histor-
ical association and out of memory: the author of “Con-
cord Hymn” was not unaware of the past.

Not every American, to be sure, was as deeply rooted
as Emerson, but even to newcomers America soon ceased
to be undecorated. Uncle Sam was quite as good as John
Bull, and certainly more democratic. The bald eagle







