Mercantilist Destiny

America as 'an imperium with the look of a great emporium.'

By ARTHUR HERMAN

'There is the East, there is India and China," said Missouri Sen. Thomas Hart Benton in the Senate chamber in 1855—as he pointed over his shoulder due west.

Both the statement and the paradoxical gesture neatly sum up the argument of "Dominion From Sea to Sea." Bruce Cumings traces American history along its inexorable drive westward, not merely to California and the limits of the continent's frontier but all the way to the Pacific Rim. He argues that such westward outreach has transformed America's character and helped to write its destiny, if not always for the good. "I chant the world on my Western sea," Walt Whitman sang in 1860, on the eve of the Civil War. "I chant the new empire, greater than any before." The American story, in Mr. Cumings's telling, starts at Plymouth Rock and finishes well beyond Silicon Valley—in Okinawa, Hiroshima and, not least, the trading desks of Shanghai banks, where U.S. Treasurys are not routinely bought and sold.

To make his case, Mr. Cumings, the chairman of the history department at the University of Chicago, has produced a sprawling narrative, with shifting subthemes and flashes back and forth in time. His references range widely, from John Winthrop, Ben Franklin and George Santayana to the movie "Gidget Goes Hawaiian," the comic strip "Li'l Abner" and the sexually infamous 1991 Tailhook Convention. He has only bilious things to say about Ronald Reagan and George W. Bush and clearly accepts the views of leftist historians, like Howard Zinn and Ronald Takaki, who are eager to indict the U.S., past and present, for racism, imperialism and genocide. Still, Mr. Cumings is rather bullish on the American experiment. 
Mr. Cumings concedes that "the idea of a two-ocean entity" was not merely the fond hope of the 19th century's champions of Manifest Destiny. Rather, it "existed from the start" of the republic. The two-ocean idea pulled America's original Europeanized character into a more creative shape, and a push westward to the Orient created constantly shifting horizons—and new problems to overcome. In the end, Mr. Cumings has to confess that conservatives may have a point. There is indeed an American exceptionalism, and it works. 
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The first half of American history thus becomes, for Mr. Cumings, an effort to break free of a cramped European legacy on a narrow Atlantic littoral, where life was constricted by a harsh Protestant work ethic, the preferences of a political oligarchy, and slavery. Thomas Jefferson, in Mr. Cumings's view an Atlantic man if ever there was one and a spokesman for the slave-owning Virginia squirearchy, nonetheless put the republic on its future westward footing with the Louisiana Purchase in 1803.

The second half of Mr. Cumings's story concerns the restless energies that were then released, pushing America's destiny west of the Alleghenies and south to the Mexican border. Lincoln's Gettysburg Address in 1863 shrinks to insignificance compared with the Homestead Act of that year, legislation opening the way for westward settlement from North Texas across the Great Plains to the Canadian prairies. For Mr. Cumings, the rise of Chicago, the metropolis on the prairie, heralded the dawn of the next American future.

Echoing the thesis of the historian Frederick Jackson Turner, Mr. Cumings believes that the frontier has shaped America's identity, serving as a source of constant self-renewal. But instead of the frontier coming to an end with the rise of industrial civilization, as it did for Turner, it merely accelerates for Mr. Cumings: The factories and smokestacks and department stores of the Midwest, the defense plants of California, the shirt factories and car dealerships of the New South and Sun Belt—all turn out to be part of the same restless impulse. Manifest Destiny, in this view, is less about conquering land and subjugating indigenous peoples than about producing new products and selling them into new markets.

For Mr. Cumings, California is the staging ground for America's Pacific future. He sees the state's wealth and prosperity since World War II as the product of an enlightened merger: between an unfettered, idiosyncratic individualism, nurtured on the frontier, and the rich material resources of the liberal New Deal state, including its mega-universities, such as Berkeley and Stanford. Bill Gates and Ronald Reagan, DreamWorks and Lockheed Martin: This is the West Coast constellation that now beams out across the Pacific to distant shores. 
"Our ideals work at home," Mr. Cumings concludes, "but our things work everywhere." Thus an "imperium with the look of a great emporium" is what links America to the world, and the people of the world reciprocate by wanting their own version of Los Angeles—the culmination of the American Dream. The desire is most intense in the East, where India and China, not to mention Singapore and Hong Kong, have discovered their own versions of American entrepreneurial zeal. "Atlanticists of the genteel tradition moping around [Harvard and Yale] can and do deplore this," Mr. Cumings notes, but there is nothing they can do about it. 
It is a provocative thesis and a plausible one. But events may be passing Mr. Cumings by. Far from the culmination of the American Dream, California looks more and more like a stupefying, bankrupt failure, thanks in part to the liberal statism that Mr. Cumings celebrates—now the source of overwhelming obligations and stifling regulatory rules. As for China, we can agree with Mr. Cumings that our destinies are linked, but maybe not in the way he suggests. 
The leaders of the old Chinese imperium faced ruin from teeming ranks of peasant rebels; their communist successors today face ruin from teeming ranks of middle-class entrepreneurs. Capitalist economic growth, in short, may pull the China's empire apart. What can save it? Perhaps in exchange for acting as our financial executors, we can offer the Chinese our Constitution— along with the Founding Fathers and their ideas—as a model for how a nation can have both economic liberty and liberty under law. How ironic if Atlantic man turns out to be the savior of Pacific Man, after all.

Mr. Herman is the author most recently of "Gandhi and Churchill," a finalist for the Pulitzer Prize this year. 

