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Regeneration Through Empire :

The Emotional Core of

American Foreign Policy,
1876- 1919

Rutgers University

Jackson Lears

What is missing from most accounts
of the origin of American empire is the
emotional dimension, the dimension of
desire. No one would deny the importance

I oV UP—XER

of policymakers’ need to distract angry
workers, locate foreign markets, and
protect investment opportunities. But I
want to explore motives that were more
diffuse and more pervasive, especially
among the middle and upper class white
men whose private aspirations and
anxieties became part of public discourse.
What this essay argues is that imperial
designs were rooted not only in economic
interests and strategic concerns, but also
in widespread longings for personal
regeneration-longings that were expressed
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in secular language but that were at bottom
religious.

Certain emotions may be universal
but they are always shaped by particular
historical circumstances: power and
privilege or the lack of it, prescriptive racial
and gender roles, personal idiosyncrasy
and conviction. Americans’ yearnings
for regeneration were peculiarly (if not
uniquely) configured by their Protestant
history. For the English Protestants who
settled the east coast of North America,
the word “regeneration” itself implied the
experience of conversion, the sine qua
non of salvation. To be unregenerate was
to be unconverted, unsaved. And these
categories possessed public as well as
private meaning for Americans. Since
before it was even a nation, “the nation
with the soul of a church” was animated by
dreams of a righteous community, and fears
that the community had somehow fallen
from grace. An emotionally charged public
discourse linked the state of the individual
soul with the moral health of the state. The
Puritan jeremiad provided a rhetorical form
that encouraged orators to lament spiritual
decline even as they rallied the community
to renewed righteousness. Private and
public regeneration were indissolubly
joined.

When this hyperventilated discourse
was transplanted to the edge of a wild,
unsettled continent, the desire for
regeneration acquired a sharper edge,
and more precise racial and cultural
connotations. Protestant Christians who
felt themselves pitted against a howling
wilderness created an influential mythic
pattern, brilliantly illuminated by Richard
Slotkin in Regeneration Through Violence.
In captivity narratives and other genres,
the myth involved heroic flight and return:
the Christian descends into the caldron
of Indian savagery, surfacing after many
trials and returning to the community with
a renewed sense of righteousness. That
at least was the formal pattern. But in the
texts themselves, as Slotkin showed, even
pillars of orthodoxy returned to the fold
with a certain chastened ambivalence, an
awareness that they had more in common

with the “savages” than they could
comfortably acknowledge."

By the late nineteenth century, this
master narrative of regeneration was
being recast in a more secular idiom-
while losing none of its religious intensity.
Admiration for a (largely mythic)
frontier experience intensified as cities
multiplied “the vices of commerce”
(Jefferson's phrase) and white-collar men
felt themselves turning into a sedentary,
flabby bourgeoisie. Regeneration
acquired physical and even psychological
connotations; for many men (and some
women) the flight to wilderness became
a way of purging urban clutter and
artifice, of hardening and toughening an
independent self.”

The emergent physicalist idiom
included the construction of new racial
categories, hierarchically arranged from
Anglo-Saxon to African. Scientific racism
created another badge of inferiority for
non-white and non-Western people, but
it also added another layer of strangeness
and exotic fascination to the dark-
skinned other. Just as their actual fortunes
reached a nadir, in the 1890s, Native
Americans and African Americans
acquired new metaphorical power as
emblems of primitive vitality. In the turn-
of-the-century talk about revitalization,
the key to personal and national health
became the individual's (and the nation’s)
ability to incorporate what Theodore
Roosevelt called the “barbarian virtues”
into a Protestant bourgeoisie grown
too respectable for its own good-
threatened from without by angry
workers and farmers and from within by
“overcivilization.”™

Ultimately class war was averted
and scattered local elites coalesced into
a national ruling class, with a common
voice in corporate advertising. In public
parlance, consumption was purged of
its old debilitating associations with
luxury and transformed into a source
of labor discipline. As Simon Nelson
Patten theorized in The New Basis of
Civilization (1907) and Henry Ford
demonstrated with his five-dollar day

(1914), good consumers make good
producers. The American empire of
goods, which businessmen and promoters
were assiduously promoting overseas
as well as at home, promised a secular
regeneration — in the therapeutic promise
of revitalization made by advertisers for
everything from Gillette Blue Blades
to REO Speedwagons, as well as in the
broader vision of unending prosperity and
progress.”

But commodities alone, no matter
how cleverly marketed, could not satisfy
the late-nineteenth century craving for
regeneration. The “vices of commerce”
could not be forgotten altogether; neither
could the Protestant dream of salvation.
The religious element remained, however
displaced and distorted. The vitalist
worship of force as an end in itself led to
a fascination with violence. This was not
simply masculine anxiety about physical
weakness, though that was surely present.
Regeneration through empire involved
more than renewed vim via ingestion of
Quaker Oats; it required blood sacrifice.
Among intellectual and political leaders
on both sides of the Atlantic, war itself
became a regenerative experience. By
1910, so widespread was the belief in the
salutary effects of war that the pacifist and
anti-imperialist William James felt he had
to devise a “moral equivalent” for it." The
imperial crusade of the previous twelve
years had acquired an aura of sanctity.
Dozens of imperialist orators had made
American empire seem a product of divine
decree.

World War I ended the fantasy of
regeneration through war, except among
fascists, for seventy-five years (until
neoconservative intellectuals revived it
in the 1990s). Yet in the United States,
by 1920, a kind of regeneration through
empire had occurred — certainly among
the wealthy and powerful. The new
ruling class was trimmer, fitter, more
streamlined by far than its predecessor,
the bloated plutocracy of the Gilded Age-
or so at least it seemed in the standardized
images of glamour produced by the new
institution of corporate advertising. The
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revitalized ruling class was national
and even international in its outlook. Its
leaders, men like J. P. Morgan and Elihu
Root, were as at ease in Washington as on
Wall Street. They were also at ease with
imperial ventures in the Caribbean, the
Pacific, and Latin America — and those
outposts of empire supplied the “American
Standard of Living” that underwrote their
legitimacy. So the dominant American
culture was revitalized and transformed to
suit the new era of large government and
corporate organizations."”

Claims of moral and spiritual
regeneration were — and were — more
problematic. Theodore Roosevelt's cant
of conquest (like Kipling's or Albert
Beveridge’s) was hobbled by racist myopia
and the persistent confusion of physical
courage with moral courage; moralism
about America’s mission (like similar
refrains among the Europeans) rang
hollow alongside flagrantly commercial
agendas. The hollowest of regenerative
claims, though, was the one concerning
war itself. Then, as now, that claim was
articulated by middle-aged men, sitting
in the safety of their studies, while young
men prepared to experience the exquisite
impact of steel on flesh. The notion
that such an experience could perform
productive cultural work, could promote
virtuous manhood or cleanse the body
politic of corruption, is as obscene now as
it was then.

i Sacvan Bercovitch, The American Jeremiad
(Cambridge, Mass., 1973); Conrad Cherry, ed,
God’s New Israel: Religious Interpretations of
American Destiny (Englewood Cliffs, NJ., 1971);
Nathan Hatch, The Democratization of American
Christianity, 1800-1860 (New Haven and
London, 1989); Christine Heyrman, Southern
Cross: The Beginnings of the Bible Belt (New
York, 1997).

Richard Slotkin, Regeneration Through Violence:
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i
The Mythology of the American Frontier
(Middletown, Ct, 1973); idem., Gunfighter
Nation: the Myth of the Frontier in Twentieth
Century America (New York, 1992).

T. J. Jackson Lears, No Place of Grace:
Antimodernism and the Transformation of
American Culture, 1880-1920 (reprint ed.,
Chicago and London, 1994), esp. chap. 3.

iv John Kasson, Houdini, Tarzan, and the
Perfect Man: The White Male Body and the
Challenge of Modernity in America (New York,
2001); Matthew Frye Jacobsen, Barbarian
Virtues: The United States Encounters Foreign
Peoples at Home and Abroad, 1876-1917 (New
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Civilization: A Cultural History of Gender and
Race in America, 1890-1917 (Chicago, 1994)
and Kristin Hoganson, Fighting for American
Manhood: How Gender Politics Provoked the
Spanish-American and Philippine-American
Wars (New Haven, 1994).

v Jackson Lears, Fables of Abundance: A Cultural
History of Advertising in America (New York,
1994), part 2; Victoria deGrazia, Irresistable
Empire: America’s Advance Through Twentieth
Century Europe (Cambridge and London, 2005).

vi William James, “The Moral Equivalent of War”
[1910] in J.J Mcdermott, ed. The Writings of
William James (New York, 1967), pp. 660-671.

See also the provocative and persuasive argument
of Rene Girard, Violence and the Sacred, trans.
Patrick Gregory (Baltimore and London, 1977),
which explores the archetypal connections
between blood sacrifice and community.

vii Jackson Lears, “The Managerial Revitalization of
the Rich,” in Steve Fraser and Gary Gerstle, eds.,
Ruling America: A History of Wealth and Power
in a Democracy (New York, 2005), pp. 181-214.
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"Waiting for the End” —
Robert Coover at CPAS

Clive Collins

ON—h - I—TJ7 %%

In 1992, Robert Coover published
a provocative little essay in The New
York Times entitled “The End of Books.”
The essay, despite its brevity, covers a
deal of ground but predominantly seeks
to introduce the phenomenon called
“Hypertext” to a lay audience and explain
its attraction for a certain type of fiction
writer.

What type of fiction writer would this
be then? Well, to paraphrase what Coover
says of himself in the article, the type
that seeks to subvert the conventions of
traditional linear narrative. The computer
opens up all sorts of opportunities for
non-linear and non-sequential text and
democratises an essentially tyrannical
form. Just so that some readers of Coover's
particular bit of traditional linear text know
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where they stand, a posse of the usual
(pre-hypertext) subversives is rounded up:
Cervantes, Laurence Sterne, James Joyce,
Raymond Queneau, Julio Cortazar, Italo
Calvino, Milorad Pavic, Borges, Barthes.
In fact, “posse” might not be the best
choice of words here as this lot function
more like a literary equivalent of the Hole-
in-the-Wall gang, or Hole-in-the-Page
gang if you like, with Cervantes the Butch
Cassidy figure to Sterne's Sundance Kid.
The idea is pretty much the same: hold up
or derail (literary) trains; rob (word) banks.

Thirteen years later and Robert
Coover still thinks the computer and the
Internet mean the end of the book, but
as he spoke of this to his audience in the
new Building 18 Hall on the Komaba
campus of the University of Tokyo, his
tone was regretful, elegiac. He was like
a hunter who, having emptied his quiver
of poisoned arrows into some great
beast, now senses that the creature might
actually be about to go down into the
dust. The message this evening then was
that yet more of the poison might, like
a homoeopathically prepared solution,
actually save it.

He began by reading one of his
own, superb, short pieces of fiction, “The
Invisible Man.” At once somebody’s,
I do not know whose, but somebody’s
god showed its hand. The final page of
the handout containing the text of the
story had been stapled as the last page of
another story, thus, somewhat ironically,
disrupting both narratives. The reading
was, to borrow from the title of Coover's
early collection of experimental prose
pieces Pricksongs and Descants, the
pricksong. What followed was the descant.

We in the audience were to have
been shown examples of various virtual
reality projects that use hypertext. Again,
the god outside of the machine intervened
and threw a spanner, virtual, metaphorical,
whatever, into the works: the impressive
battery of electronic equipment that was to
have taken material from Coover's laptop
computer and thrown the imagery onto the
hall’s large display screen malfunctioned.

Cue frantic tinkering with the

hall's equipment. Cue a brilliant piece
of improvisation by Coover. There in
the darkness, he did what storytellers do
best: he told us a story. Without any of his
prepared audio-visual support, he narrated
his adventures in the virtual world. It
was an amazing performance. Think of
Odysseus back from his wanderings. He
spoke of the CAVE at Brown University,
where he teaches, a large three-sided
cubicle in which high-resolution stereo
graphics can be projected onto the walls
and the floor to create a virtual reality
environment in which participants are
completely immersed. He spoke of the
Cave Writing Workshop, which allows
teams of undergraduate and graduate
fiction writers, poets and playwrights,
composers and sound engineers, graphic
designers, visual artists, 3D modellers and
programmers to come together in order to
explore the potential of text in conjunction
with sound and narrative movement in
an immersive three-dimensional virtual
reality experience. When, thanks to
the wonderful ingenuity of some of our
graduate students serving as technical
assistants for the evening, we were finally
able to watch the material that Coover had
told us about, the effect, for me at least,
was anti-climactic.

What did we see? There was an
installation by Camille Utterback and
Romy Archituv called Text Rain, from
1999. Here participants were able to
“interact” with — or have the illusion of
interacting with — letters of the Roman
alphabet that fell like rain. Hold your arms
out, if you are a participant, and the letters
collect upon them like, well, not like rain,
actually, more like snowflakes. Then there
was a piece called Dakota by Young-Hae
Chang and Marc Voge in which, on this
occasion at least, the participants were
passive before a narrative unfolding in
black industrial strength lettering against
a white background to a soundtrack of
drumbeats. The narrative is, apparently,
based on a close reading of the first two of
Pound's Cantos. There was also material
taken from the CAVE project at Brown.

My feeling at the end of it all was

that, on the basis of what we were shown,
hypertext is no threat to the book at all.
That, for me, was the good news. The bad
news was that hypertext will not save the
book either. Proponents and practitioners
of hypertext make great claims for it
but I failed, and fail, to see the basis for
those claims. It is, for one thing, far more
prescriptive and thus more autocratic
than linear narrative can ever be. It is,
after all, a programme and a programme
presupposes a programmer. The very
small amounts of text seen in the examples
offered were hemmed in on all sides — by
sound, by image. And so it seemed to me
that the imaginative responses occasioned
by text must be similarly constricted.

I write none of this with joy. Books
are under threat. They are under threat
from the globalisation of the publishing
industry and of the book retailing industry.
They are under threat from initiatives such
as that proposed by the Internet retailer
Amazon, Search Inside the Book. They
are under threat from practices such as
Electronic Point of Sales (EPOS) and
the deep discounted multi-buy offer.
The construction of a virtual wall upon
which electronic graffiti may be written
or something not unlike a theme park
attraction is not going to help against any
of this.

(Clive Collins: University of Tokyo)
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The Rise and Fall of Black
Internationalism in Asia:
Black Americans, Japan,

and China, 1900-1945
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Yilpinji: Love, Art & Ceremony:
The Theme of Transgressive
Love in Australian Aboriginal

Visual Art
G)RF 42X £33 F—SE
Misaki Ohara

On June 28th 2005, a lecture by
Professor Christine Nicholls from Flinders
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University in Australia was given as part
of the CPAS Seminar series. This summer
semester, Dr. Nicholls is currently involved
in teaching Aboriginal visual art and
Australian art at the University of Tokyo
Graduate School of Arts and Sciences
as well as an Australian cinema topic to
undergraduates.

JURT 4 - OV

The CPAS lecture was entitled
‘Yilpinji: Love, Art & Ceremony: The
Theme of Transgressive Love in Australian
Aboriginal Visual Art’, and was conducted
by means of a powerpoint presentation
of beautiful and lyrical indigenous art
imagery. The audience’s response was
that this presentation reflected Professor
Nicholls” profound understanding of the
human condition, no doubt developed
during her 1l-year stay in the Warlpiri
region, in the Tanami Desert of Australia.
Initially Dr. Nicholls intended to stay there
for two years but eventually remained in
the all-Aboriginal community for more
than a decade.

"Yilpinji’ is a genre of song magic
that uses visual imagery to seduce a man
or woman for sex and romance, against
a social background of strictly arranged
marriages. Yilpinji are sung by an all
women group when the object of affection
is a man and vice versa, when the object of
desire is a woman. Professor Nicholls, who
at first hesitatingly participated when she
lived with the Warlpiri tribe, was stunned
by the effects of a Yilpinji performance
when a couple who had previously had no
social interactions started living together

after a few weeks of Yilpinji singing (the
woman in question aimed the Yilpinji at
the ‘man of her dreams)).

During the presentation, an excerpt
from the Australian cinema classic Jedda,
the first fully colour film in Australia by an
all-white directorship in 1956, was played.
In practice, Yilpinji is slow-acting in its
effects, but in this cinematic representation
the Yilpinji magic takes effect immediately,
making this scene from Jedda almost a
parody of the real thing.

As has already been mentioned, in
traditional Aboriginal society marriage is
arranged between families and is not free-
choice. Romantic love and marriage are
separated; and Yilpinji is sung when a man
or a woman desires sex with the one he or
she loves (or lusts after). However, cultural
taboos exist and the most serious taboo is
love between a mother-in-law and her son-
in-law. In Aboriginal cultures, the seat of
all emotions is the stomach, which differs
from the heart or the head in Western
culture. In traditional Aboriginal society,
there is one exception to this. For sexual
love, the organ that is used as a metaphor
for the emotion is the throat. When an
Aboriginal person falls in love, he or she
clasps their throat, which equates with the
‘heart’ in Western context.

The powerpoint presentation
deployed a chic red as the background
colour, thereby reflecting the elegant taste
of Prof. Nicholls, whilst simultaneously
being representative of the red ochre that
acts as the background for all traditional
Aboriginal art. First, the audience was
shown a necklace made of human hair.
A person’s hair has sorcerer's power as it
continues to grow even after the person is
dead, lending it an uncanny aura. Thus a
hair necklace round the seat of love, the
throat, has a range of significant meanings
in Aboriginal society and is used in Yilpinji
ceremonies.

Numerous visual artworks by
Aboriginal painters (acrylic paintings and
prints) were also shown.

Furthermore, regarding Yilpinji, the
spindle used for spinning the hairstring is
both a symbol in the Aboriginal art and

N




J—:I:IZI

—6—

CPAS Newsletter * Vol.6 No.lI

a magic object for men’s Yilpinji, as well
as being a highly phallic symbol itself.
The question as to whether Yilpinji-like
ceremonies, artworks or songs exist in
other cultures was addressed towards the
end of the seminar. Professor Nicholls
believes that there is no other precise
cultural equivalent to Yilpinji; no other
cultural practice has exactly the same intent
as the Yilpinji of Australian indigenous
culture. The Ainu of Hokkaido have a
musical instrument called a ‘tonkori’, used
for a variety of objectives, one of which
is for women to seduce men. ‘Yobai, a
traditional although now defunct Japanese
practice of sneaking into a woman's bed
at night, is only one sided, and does not
function both male and female ways as
Yilpinji does.
Dr. Nicholls has previously written
a book on the Aboriginal artist Kathleen
Petyarre that won Best Art Book prize in
Australia and New Zealand in 2002, and
has traveled widely as part of her deep
connections with the visual art world, as
well as writing reviews of contemporary
art for several contemporary international
art magazines. Personally, I felt moved
by the beauty of numerous examples
of paintings depicting Yilpinji. All the
artworks showed a high level of taste,
expertise and insight. Therefore, I, along
with many others, thoroughly enjoyed this
presentation and felt a sense of sadness that
such an intelligent expert on Aboriginal
languages and art will be leaving Japan in
September.
(Misaki Ohara : HE KSR

Huagong and Huashang: Chinese
Coolies and Shopkeepers in Latin

America and the Caribbean
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