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Abstract 

This paper examines the seminal contribution of two 19th-century Americans, John L. O’Sullivan and Josiah 

Strong, towards promoting socio-political attitudes with a marked nationalist and imperialist thrust. On the 

face of it, any such agenda is blatantly opposed to the current notion of transculturalism. What yields to a 

transculturalist reading of their respective writings is the mythology they championed, one whose biological, 

historical, religious and civilisation determinations fashioned ‘the American people’ into at once the best 

exemplar of western European qua human stock and a model of rupture with, indeed transcendence of, 

Europe’s ethico-political bankruptcy. Intertwining as they did, though in different ratios, discourses of history, 

religion, Darwinism, ‘racial science’ and social Darwinism, the Lutheran journalist and the Congregationalist 

minister helped create a specious discourse of global integration through assimilation for propagandist, 

missionary and polemical purposes. Unfortunately, not only did its undertones outlive their original context 

but they subtly permeated early 20th-century ‘scientifically’ devised immigration acts and poor laws.  
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Introduction 

This paper examines the seminal contribution of two 19th-century Americans, John L. O’Sullivan 

and Josiah Strong, towards promoting socio-political attitudes with a marked nationalist and 

imperialist thrust. On the face of it, any such agenda is blatantly opposed to the current notion of 

transculturalism. What yields to a transculturalist reading of their respecttive writings is the 

mythology they championed, one whose biological, historical, religious and civilisation 

determinations fashioned ‘the American people’ into at once the best exemplar of western 

European qua human stock and a model of rupture with, indeed transcendence of, Europe’s ethico-

political bankruptcy. Intertwining as they did, though in different ratios, discourses of history, 
religion, Darwinism1 racial science and social Darwinism2, the Lutheran journalist and the 

Congregationalist minister helped create a specious discourse of global integration through 

                                                 
1
The Descent of Man (1871) identified ‘the great sin of slavery’ (Darwin 94) – observed within barbarian and 

savage communities, among which Darwin mentions the Native Americans – as doomed to extinction once 

‘the civilised races of man will almost certainly exterminate and replace throughout the world the savage 

races’ (201). For a cogent discussion of Darwin’s views on races and the abolition of slavery, see Moore. 
2
Herbert Spencer’s social Darwinism is a doctrine purporting ”to synthesize the ideology of Progress, liberal 

economics and ’Darwinism’ – to which ‘freedom’ is often added – ‘into a particularly implacable 

interpretation’” (Roucloux 47). Roucloux reads the necessary survival of the fittest– ”described as increasingly 

assured by the humanization of the ’natural’ struggle of everyone against everyone else through economic 

competition” (48) – as Spencer’s ”synthesis of anthropological pessimism and historical optimism” (48). 

Spencer ”has contributed to giving eugenics a high proportion of its anthropological premises” when the 

”anthropological pessimism of social Darwinism has slipped towards this voluntarist ideology which is 

eugenics” (Roucloux 48). 
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assimilation for propagandist, missionnary and polemical purposes. Unfortunately, not only did its 

undertones outlive their original context but they subtly permeated early 20th-century ‘scientifically’ 

devised immigration acts and poor laws. 

Before I can embark on the issue at hand, a conceptual clarification is in order. Transculturalism, 

the perspective through which I examine 19th-century American exceptionalism, may sound familiar 
in theory but prove to be tricky conceptually, as Brett Bourbon (404-9) contends. Voicing his 

suspicions that ”trans words (such as transculture...) ... are magnets for theories” (Bourbon 406), 

Bourbon identifies them as ”nested ideas” (405): 

 
[Trans words, e.g. transcultural] are not the means of describing a clearly defined culture; rather, 

they suggest that established European cultures and indigenous American cultures formed a 

third kind of culture. Of course, there were interactions and shifts, brought about through 

conquest and adaptation. But are contact and interaction between two cultures enough to 

produce a third culture? Is a transculture a miniculture forming at the intersection between two 

established cultures?... Cultures change, often at points of conflict and contact. But this truism 

hardly needs a new special concept to encapsulate it. By attaching trans- to some term, a 

theorist is not simply being descriptive of something but is trying to alter the sense of that 

something – in this case, the idea of culture. The notion of a transculture is an idea about 

categories (Bourbon 405-6, original emphasis). 

 

On Bourbon’s reading, 

 
The excess of ideas inflating the putatively transcultural is evident in the way the concept is 

absorbed into ideological purposes. For example, the in-between of cultures... looks like what 

Homi Bhabha calls hybridity, which has a moral valence and ideological import. This in-between 

state supposedly undermines the determinate cultural ideas on either side of it... To determine 

the nature of these transcultural interactions requires conceptual care and, most importantly, 

empirical research. If ‘the transcultural’ means something, it is something we must discover in 

the messiness of the world, not something we make up while theorizing (Bourbon 407, emphasis 

added). 
 

If, however ill defined (according to Bourbon), transculturalism affords a lens for looking at the 

phenomenon of cultural contact or clash, or perhaps helps increase awareness of it, then what 
happens in the case of 19th-century views of American exceptionalism? Why should a nationalistic 

trope come under transculturalist scrutiny as well? The answer lies in part with the motivation for 

the US imperialist drive at the time, the very opposite of transnationalism. 

 

John L. O’Sullivan and Josiah Strong 

In focusing on O’Sullivan’s and Strong’s paeans to American exceptionalism I do not pursue a 

novel track, especially considering the wealth of recent critical theorisation of the concept (Ricento 

esp. 613-4; Youngberg 317-23; Murphy 64-66). Nor do I wish to argue that the nationalistic ideas of 

O’Sullivan and Strong were either unique in the age or influential abroad. Rather, such ideas 

participated in a larger Euro-American discourse of nationalism and xenophobia, embedded in a 
militarist frame of mind and idiom, as Siniša Malešević (195) observes with respect to the leading 

academic circles throughout western Europe and North America3. 

                                                 
3Influential sociologists in Europe and North America focused their discipline’s main research interests on ”race 

struggle”, “group selection through violence”, nationalism, polygeny, cultural and biological difference, and 

warfare, ... “struggle for life”’ (Malešević 195). Not only did they ”shar[e] a common research focus on war, 

violence and state power”, but they also ”interpreted social and political life through a distinct bellicose 

approach, all of which sets them apart as representatives of a particular intellectual tradition” (Malešević 196), 

which Malešević dubs the bellicose tradition in classical sociology (196). 
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When in November 1839 New York journalist John Louis O’Sullivan published ”The Great Nation 

of Futurity” as the editorial of The United States Magazine and Democratic Review, he launched a 

topic of debate – American exceptionalism4 centred on the trope of ‘manifest destiny’5 - which was 

to endure to this day, and which emerged in the context of relative American growth yet also crisis 

(Jenkins 90-146) half a century after the American Revolution. Here are the opening and closing 
paragraphs of O’Sullivan’s 1839 editorial: 

 
The American people having derived their origin from many other nations, and the Declaration 

of National Independence being entirely based on the great principle of human equality, these 

facts demonstrate at once our disconnected position as regards any other nation; that we have, 

in reality, but little connection with the past history of any of them, and still less with all 

antiquity, its glories, or its crimes. On the contrary, our national birth was the beginning of a new 

history, the formation and progress of an untried political system, which separates us from the 

past and connects us with the future only; and so far as regards the entire development of the 

natural rights of man, in moral, political, and national life, we may confidently assume that our 

country is destined to be the great nation of futurity...  

 

Yes, we are the nation of progress, of individual freedom, of universal enfranchisement. Equality 

of rights is the cynosure of our union of States, the grand exemplar of the correlative equality of 

individuals; and while truth sheds its effulgence, we cannot retrograde, without dissolving the 

one and subverting the other. We must onward to the fulfilment of our mission – to the entire 

development of the principle of our organization – freedom of conscience, freedom of person, 

freedom of trade and business pursuits, universality of freedom and equality. This is our high 

destiny, and in nature’s eternal, inevitable decree of cause and effect we must accomplish it. All 

this will be our future history, to establish on earth the moral dignity and salvation of man – the 

immutable truth and beneficence of God. For this blessed mission to the nations of the world, 

which are shut out from the life-giving light of truth, has America been chosen; and her high 

example shall smite unto death the tyranny of kings, hierarchs, and oligarchs, and carry the glad 

tidings of peace and good will where myriads now endure an existence scarcely more enviable 

than that of beasts of the field. Who, then, can doubt that our country is destined to be the 

great nation of futurity? (O’Sullivan 426, 429-30; original emphasis). 

 

In his 1839 editorial, O’Sullivan explicitly proclaims the US political uniqueness as historically 
partheno-genetic: ”our disconnected position as regards any other nation” (426). The editorial’s 

opening sentences claim as much as American national edification from historical scratch by 

breaking free from the European past6, with its protracted history of political ‘crimes’ rather than 

‘glories’, even as O’Sullivan acknowledges the (Anglo-) Americans’ European descent. Still, the 

                                                 
4
Claims about American exceptionalism as made ever since Alexis de Tocqueville’s two-volume Democracy in 

America (1835, 1840) have recently come under scrutiny by some American scholars (Bender, ”The American 

Way of Empire”; Wrobel (433-38); Torpey (145)), whose discomfiture was already articulated by Robert Bellah 

in his seminal ”Civil Religion” (51-52). 
5
The phrase ‘manifest destiny’ is generally attributed to O’Sullivan (Sampson 192-95) and dated 1845, when 

two unsigned editorials – published respectively in The United States Magazine and Democratic Review (July – 

August) and the New York Morning News (27 December) – spell out the gist of O’Sullivan’s ”The Great Nation 

of Futurity” (1839). However, Linda Hudson (Etcheson) contends that ‘manifest destiny’ was coined by Jane 

McManus Storm Cazneau, herself a journalist for the Democratic Review and a great propagandist of the idea. 

Be that as it may, I use here the more general identification of the editorials’ author as O’Sullivan because my 

primary concern is the currency of the idea in the age rather than the paternity of the phrase. For lack of 

space, this paper does not address the two 1845 editorials that deploy the explicit phrase ‘manifest destiny’. 
6
The same messianic talk and invocation of an unavoidable break of the New from the Old World underlie 

Jonathan Edwards’ ”Paradise in America” (Youngberg 319-20), penned a century before ”The Great Nation of 

Futurity”. 
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comprehensive national label which O’Sullivan uses, ‘the American people’, colludes with the 

declaration of the rights of men (sic) in tacitly disowning those already disenfranchised and othered: 

women, Blacks and Native Americans. The closing paragraph, however, opens with a praise of his 

country’s pursuance of ‘individual freedom’, ‘universal enfranchisement’ and ‘[e]quality of rights’ – 

described as both existing in the present and American in scope, on the one hand, and future-
orientated and global, on the other. 

O’Sullivan’s famous paean to the political excellence of his country and her messianic mission of 

political redemption worldwide (Youngberg 319-20) is primarily an eloquent example of how civil 

religion
7
 can work to produce, maintain and disseminate nationalistic and imperialistic ideas whose 

very existence depends on violent ethnic, racial, religious and gender exclusions from the national 

and political body (Torpey 162; cf. Gatens 81-83). A Jacksonian supporter, O’Sullivan did not extend 

his liberal reformist ideas so as to confront slavery; nor did he heed the destruction of the Native 

Americans8. His wording echoes John Winthrop’s political sermon A Modell of Christian Charity 

(1630), itself an outstanding exemplar of American exceptionalism qua messianism couched in 

biblical language – and ready to naturalise social inequity as providential (Winthrop 33). 
Yet what is O’Sullivan so proud about, and what are in his view Europe’s negative examples? 

 
It is our unparalleled glory that we have no reminiscences of battle fields, but in defence of 

humanity, of the oppressed of all nations, of the rights of conscience, the rights of personal 

enfranchisement. Our annals describe no scenes of horrid carnage, where men were led on by 

hundreds of thousands to slay one another, dupes and victims to emperors, kings, nobles, 

demons in the human form called heroes... [N]or have the American people ever suffered 

themselves to be led on by wicked ambition to depopulate the land, to spread desolation far and 

wide, that a human being might be placed on a seat of supremacy (O’Sullivan 427, emphasis 

added). 

 

In fact, various American documents record not transcending bloodshed in edifying a New World 

culture apart from that of blood-thirsty western Europe, but the carnage of the indigenous peoples, 

e.g. the massacre at the fortified Pequot village at Missituck (Mystic) on May, 26, 1637, the turning 

point of the Pequot War (1636-37)9. Such messianism as extolled by O’Sullivan would later be 
critiqued by New York Presbyterian minister Henry Van Dyke in response to beliefs that the US had 

to follow her ‘mission’ in the Philippines10.  

                                                 
7
According to its first theorist, Robert Bellah, civil religions comprised of ”a collection of beliefs, symbols, and 

rituals with respect to sacred things and institutionalized in... [the American] collectivity” (”Civil Religion” 46), 

which ”have played a crucial role in the development of American institutions” (42) ever since America’s 

founding documents. 
8
In fact, throughout most of the 19th century the imperialistic concept of manifest destiny was deployed to 

morally justify and to extol as divinely ordained, hence as necessary, unavoidable and beyond suspicion, the 

US policy of westward expansion at an immense cost – dispossession – to the others (Youngberg 317-22; 

Bender 45-52), whether indigenous communities (the Native Americans) and racial groups (the Africans 

brought in as slaves) or countries (Mexico, Cuba and the Philippines). 
9
A 17th-century woodcut represents the decimation of Missituck’s population by English Puritans aided by the 

Mohegan and Narragansett (<www.robinsonlibrary.com/america/indians/wars/pequot.htm>). Back in 

England, captain John Underhill replied to the question regarding such brutal massacring by recourse to God-

talk: ”We had sufficient light from the word of God for our proceedings” (qtd. in Gaustad, Schmidt 11). A 

Puritan minister claimed in like manner that ”God himself had ‘subdued’ the Pequots” (Gaustad, Schmidt 11). 
10

“If that were true, our whole duty would not be done... until we had annexed the misgoverned Spaniards of 

Spain also... Does the... treatment of the Indians in... the United States give us a comfortable sense of pride? 

...Is our success in treating the Chinese problem and the Negro problem so notorious that we must attempt to 

repeat it on a magnified scale eight thousand miles away?” (Henry Van Dyke, qtd. in Torpey 157). Van Dyke 
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O’Sullivan’s claim to bloodless politico-cultural edification was by no means unprecedented, 

though. In his Second Annual Message to Congress on December, 6, 1830, President Andrew Jackson 

commented on his Indian removal policy11 thus: 

 
It gives me pleasure to announce the Congress that the benevolent policy of the government, 

steadily pursued for nearly thirty years, in relation to the removal of the Indians beyond the 

white settlements is approaching a happy consummation... The consequences of a speedy 

removal will be important to the United States, to individual states, and to the Indians 

themselves... It will relieve the whole state of Mississippi and the western part of Alabama of 

Indian occupancy, and enable those states to advance rapidly in population, wealth, and power. 

It will separate the Indians from immediate contact with settlements of whites; free them from 

the power of the states; enable them to pursue happiness in their own way (Jackson 22-23, 

emphasis added)
12

. 

 

Indian leaders begged to differ from the presidential point of view. In response to President 

Jackson’s pressure on his tribe to move past the Mississippi, the Creek Speckled Snake offered the 

following parable: 

 
Brothers! I have listened to many talks from our great father. When he first came over the wide 

waters, he was but a little man... very little. His legs were cramped by sitting long in his big boat, 

and he begged for a little land to light his fire on. But when the white man warmed himself 

before the Indians’ fire and filled himself with their hominy, he became very large. With a step 

he bestrode the mountains, and his feet covered the plains and the valleys. His hand grasped the 

eastern and western sea, and his head rested on the moon. Then he became our Great Father. 

He loved his red children, and he said, ‘Get a little further, lest I tread on thee...’ Brothers! I have 

listened to a great many talks from our great father. But they always began and ended like this – 

‘Get a little further, you are too near to me’ (Speckled Snake, qtd. in Wilson 157-58). 

 

Speckled Snake’s parable occludes the coercive means deployed by the ‘Great Father’13 to 

convince the Indians to abandon their ancestral lands and flee from the steady spatial advance of 

the whites (Bender 51). Such allegedly ‘natural’ progress was allegorically illustrated by John Gast in 
his oil painting American Progress (1872), widely disseminated by George A. Crofutt as a 

chromolithograph (1873) in his magazine, Crofutt’s Western World, soon to become the frontispiece 

to Crofutt’s New Overland Tourist and Pacific Coast Guide (1879). Writes Crofutt on the reverse of 

the lithograph: 

 

                                                                                                                                                        

urged instead that Americans return to ”our unsolved problems staring us in the face, our cities misgoverned 

and our territories neglected” (qtd. in Torpey 157).  
11

The Library of Congress (<www.loc.gov/rr/program/bib/ourdocs/Indian.html>) provides a sobering 

introduction to the Indian Removal Act ratified by President Jackson on May, 28, 1830, by insisting on the 

death toll incurred by massive Indian resistance to relocation, such as the 1838-39 coerced removal of the 

Cherokees. James Wilson has amply documented the Indian response to this governmental policy; for the 

Creek alone, see pp. 166–67; for white (the English and the New Englanders’) unsympathetic response to 

Georgia’s persecution of the Cherokee, see p. 168. 
12

A similar line of thought was pursued by President Monroe in 1825 (qtd. in Wilson 164): in presenting the 

governmental policy of Indian removal as paving the way for Indian progress Monroe spuriously identified 

removal as the better alternative to inevitable self-destruction through non-adherence to the values of (Anglo-

American) civilisation. 
13

What is striking in retrospect is the juxtaposition of mythological (totemic) imagery with the vocabulary of 

absolutist leadership – ‘our Great Father’ – that would culminate in paternal metaphors for political leaders, 

subsumable under the familiar appellation of the Christian deity. Phallogocentrism – also the butt of feminists 

– and imperialism appear to be blood brothers. 
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This rich and wonderful country – the progress of which at the present time, is the wonder of the 

old world – was until recently, inhabited exclusively by the lurking savage and wild beasts of 

prey. If the rapid progress of the ‘Great West’ has surprised our people, what will those of other 

countries think of the ‘Far West’, which was destined at an early day, to be the vast granary, as it 

is now the treasure chamber of our country?... In the foreground, the central and principal 

figure, a beautiful and charming Female, is floating westward through the air bearing on her 

forehead the ‘Star of Empire’... On the right of the picture is a city, steamships, manufactories, 

schools and churches over which beams of light are streaming and filling the air – indicative of 

civilization. The general tone of the picture on the left declares darkness, waste and confusion... 

Fleeing from ‘Progress’... are Indians, buffaloes, wild horses, bears, and other game, moving 

Westward, ever Westward... The ‘Star’ is too much for them (Crofutt 236, original emphasis). 
 

O’Sullivan only hinted at the civilising role of the whites in the New World; Crofutt, however, 

trumpets it by employing a time-honoured European justification of imagologies and expansionism 

alike: the indigenous peoples were savage tribes incapable of decent living. Crofutt’s imputation of 

monstrosity to a designated other appeals to what Jeffrey Cohen calls the ”technique of 
monsterization”14 whereby the self-styled bearers of normality-civilisation legitimise their 

(imperialist) ‘civilising’ cum annihilation strategy (Cohen 34)15. 

Like O’Sullivan, Crofutt subscribes to the Enlightenment idea of progress as an uninterrupted 

onward march, as another American, Herman Melville, would do in his novel White-Jacket: or, The 

World in a Man-of-War (1850). Melville’s predestination-talk and appeal to American exemplariness 

(Melville 150-51), Winthrop’s legacy, were already common tropes in the age, as John C. Frémont’s 

popular cartography of 1842, 1843-44 Report and Map also suggests (Gano). Like all his Anglo-

American predecessors and contemporaries, Melville makes big claims for and on behalf of ”the 

New World that is ours” (151) – read: the Anglo-Americans’ – thus: ”God has predestinated [sic], 

mankind expects, great things from our race; and great things we feel in our souls... We are the 

pioneers of the world... sent on through the wilderness of untried things, to break a new path in the 

New World that is ours” (Melville 150-51, emphasis added)16. 

Inflected with ”social Darwinism” and ”racial science” (Youngberg 323-24)17, O’Sullivan’s and 

Melville’s messianism becomes overt racial talk in Rev. Josiah Strong’s books, ever since Our 

Country: Its Possible Future and Its Present Crisis (1885). White-Jacket (150) used the word ‘race’ as a 

metonym for Americans; Our Country appoints the ”Anglo-Saxon race” as the custodian and 

                                                 
14

Such ‘monsterization’ is a strategy neither of modern expansionism nor exclusively of expansionism proper 

as much as of dispossession. Debra Strickland shows that the other as either a monster-savage or a nation 

incapable of self-government is the Graeco-Roman legacy to the modern world, crafted in theories of 

correspondences and physiognomy which medieval Christianity moralised for the benefit of its ruling (white) 

male elite. 
15

‘The objective of colonial discourse is to construe the colonized as a population of degenerate types on the 

basis of racial origin, in order to justify conquest and to establish systems of administration and instruction’ 

(Bhabha 70). 
16

Nonetheless, Melville had come to disparage the Anglo-Saxon race by 1876, as testifies his poem Clarel: 

”Hated by myriads dispossessed / Of rights – the Indians East and West, / These [the Anglo-Saxons] pirates of 

the sphere!... / Who in the name of Christ and Trade /... / Deflower the world’s last sylvan glade!” (qtd. in 

Bellah, The Broken Covenant 57-58). 
17

By the time Strong published Our Country (1885), ”[i]ntellectuals had absorbed the language of Herbert 

Spencer’s ’struggle for survival’ and Darwin’s notion of ’natural selection’ and transferred them to races and 

nations” (Bender 55). Romantic theories of differences among peoples came to be inflected (and reflected 

upon) scientifically in the ‘racial science’ as much promoted by Joseph Arthur de Gobineau’s Essai sur 

l’inégalité des races humaines (1853-55), the American school of anthropology, Senator Albert Beveridge and 

permeating (male WASP) public opinion, as it was rampant in Britain and Germany (Bender 55; Jenkins 166-68; 

Ricento 626; Thompson 362-63). 
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enforcer of Christianity engaged in a civilising mission worldwide. Melville proclaimed prophetically 

that ”embracing one continent of earth” was the Americans’ God-given ”first birth-right... for a 

future inheritance” (150); in chapter 13, ”The Anglo-Saxon and the World’s Future”, Strong urges 

that Americans18 conquer the world so as to successfully impose the supreme values of Christianity: 

 
It is not necessary to argue... that the two great needs of mankind, that all men may be lifted up 

into the light of the highest Christian civilization, are, first, a pure, spiritual Christianity, and, 

second, civil liberty. Without controversy, these are the forces which, in the past, have 

contributed most to the elevation of the human race, and they must continue to be, in the 

future, the most efficient ministers to its progress. It follows, then, that the Anglo-Saxon, as the 

great representative of these two ideas, the depositary of these two greatest blessings, sustains 

peculiar relations to the world’s future, is divinely commissioned to be, in a peculiar sense, his 

brother’s keeper. Add to this the fact of his rapidly increasing strength in modern times, and we 

have well nigh a demonstration of his destiny... It seems to me that God, with infinite wisdom 

and skill, is training the Anglo-Saxon race for an hour sure to come in the world’s future. 

Heretofore there has always been in the history of the world a comparatively unoccupied land 

westward, into which the crowded countries of the East have poured their surplus populations. 

But the widening waves of migration, which millenniums ago rolled east and west from the 

valley of the Euphrates, meet today on our Pacific coast. There are no more new worlds... The 

time is coming when the pressure of population on the means of subsistence will be felt here as 

it is now felt in Europe and Asia. Then will the world enter upon a new stage of its history – the 

final competition of races, for which the Anglo-Saxon is being schooled [original emphasis]... Then 

this race of unequaled energy, with all the majesty of numbers and the might of wealth behind it 

– the representative, let us hope, of the largest liberty, the purest Christianity, the highest 

civilization – having developed peculiarly aggressive traits calculated to impress its institutions 

upon mankind, will spread itself over the earth... And can any one doubt that the result of this 

competition of races will be the ”survival of the fittest”?... ”At the present day”, says Mr. Darwin, 

”civilized nations are everywhere supplanting barbarous nations, excepting where the climate 

opposes a deadly barrier; and they succeed mainly, though not exclusively, through their arts, 

which are the products of the intellect...” It seems as if these inferior tribes were only precursors 

of a superior race, voices in the wilderness crying: ”Prepare ye the way of the Lord!”... (Strong 

161, 173, 174-5, 176, emphasis added). 
 

Providential intervention, Strong avers, manifests itself as the honing of an elect race for ”the 

final competition of races” whereby to conquer the earth once Turner’s frontier has closed19. His 

Spencerian ”survival of the fittest” quotation only thinly disguises the imperialist drive of a 

hegemonic ethnic group self-identified as a whole nation – styled a race by Strong – whose 
”aggressive traits” (175) he unabashedly extols as required for the success of the highest values of 

civilisation. For Strong, God is the mastermind and couch of the Anglo-American race, which he 

                                                 
18

Strong’s broad use of the term Anglo-Saxons ”include[s] all English-speaking peoples” (Strong 161); however, 

further reflections on the politico-religious differences between Britain and the US show that Strong extols the 

virtues of the American (white Protestant male) people and their polity (165-73) as a thinly disguised avatar of 

the ancient translatio imperii. To garner support for his views, he quotes various popular writers in their praise 

of Americans, among whom features Darwin with his theory of natural selection (Strong 170). Strong’s paean 

is compounded with staggering statistics of the US demographic and imperialist expansion so as to represent 

one fifth of humanity and rule over one third of the globe (161-63). 
19

According to ”The Frontier in American History”, a paper which historian Frederick Jackson Turner delivered 

during the Columbian Exposition of 1893 in Chicago to the World Congress of Historians and later published as 

chapter 1 of The Frontier in American History (1921), the ever-receding border ”between savagery and 

civilization” closed in 1890, which ended the ”first period of American history” (Turner, qtd. in Stephenson). As 

Jenkins (164) argues, American imperialism in the 1880s was, with its distinctive ‘civilising mission’ battle-cry, 

but another side of imperialism as practised by western European states. 
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drives forth south and further on to colonise the whole world. Unsurprisingly, the traditional ”New 

Israel” American favourite trope is cast by Strong in bellicose garb. Yet, while like in the books of 

Genesis (15.18-21) and Exodus (3.6-8), the Promised Land is not an ”empty frontier”, which is 

inconsequential to Strong, here Darwin’s The Descent of Man (1871) provides the scientific 

argumentum ad verecundiam, if any was needed, to supplement the Bible: the supersession of 
civilisations in early history (Darwin 160), or translatio imperii, shores up Strong’s argument for a 

supersession of (nation-)races. 

Yet extolling the civilising mission of ”the American people” – actually the WASP males – did not 

even originate with O’Sullivan and Strong or their colonist forefathers. Rather, the Christian-and-

civilising-mission trope undergirded western European explorers’ self-appointed task to seize the 

New World for... God and thereby save the souls of the ‘heathens’ inhabiting it. Christopher 

Columbus (qtd. in Gaustad, Schmidt 16-17) and the English Protestant clergymen Richard Hakluyt 

the Younger (1552?–1616) (qtd. in Gaustad, Schmidt 33-34) and Samuel Purchas (1577-1626), as 

well as anonymous clergymen and missionaries (qtd. in Gaustad, Schmidt 12-13), pondered their 

Christian mission in America. Charters could occasionally invoke religious motivations for European 
settlement there, as did the First Charter of Virginia (1606)20. Only rarely did some of the European 

colonists decry the cost in human lives which evangelisation was incurring, as did Dominican 

missionary Bartholomew Las Casas in 1516 (qtd. in Gaustad, Schmidt 18), thus earning himself the 

sobriquet ”Defender of the Indians”, and a Franciscan friar writing in 1601 to the Spanish viceroy to 

protest against Don Juan de Onate’s massacre of New Mexico Indians in 1595 (qtd. in Gaustad, 

Schmidt 21). 

 

Conclusion 

To conclude, in John O’Sullivan and Josiah Strong’s texts, national cum racial supremacy, a 
common trope for western European discourse too, was forged discursively as much by extolling 

American virtues – deemed uniquely equitable towards other peoples, unlike Europe’s – as by 

promising a paradoxically transnational and transcultural world. The latter, however, could only 

come to life by prior conquest and forceful imposition of American values, deemed universalistic 

Christian ones worth disseminating, just as the European colonists had done in the name of 

Christianity in the early days. Yet to ”the American people” as the best exemplar of the highest 

spiritual virtues could not conceivably belong Native Americans, the Black and generally the 

coloured people, some of them recent immigrants, nor (white) Catholics, Jews or Muslims, let alone 

women21. Similar ‘scientific’ (social Darwinist) arguments and eugenic policies underpinned US 

                                                 
20

The First Charter of Virginia (April, 10, 1606) declares that the colony was established ”by the providence of 

God” and for the propagation of the Christian religion (of Protestant persuasion) to those peoples who ”as yet 

live in darkness and miserable ignorance of the true knowledge and worship of God”; it also insists that the 

native inhabitants adopt the civility and governmental ways of their colonisers. By contrast, the early royal 

charters issued to Christopher Columbus by Ferdinand and Isabella (April, 30, 1492), to John Calbot and his 

sons by Henry VII (February, 3, 1498) and to Walter Raleigh by Elizabeth I (1584), as well as those issued by 

France (December, 18, 1603) and the Netherlands (March, 27, 1614), are largely concerned with the 

administration of the would-be new-found lands and their discoverers’ rewards, and in England’s case with 

territorial – but not religious – expansion and the settlers’ government of the new territories in accordance 

with English law in matters administrative, commercial, political and religious. All this may happen, in (some 

of) the charters’ wording, by the grace of God, but not professedly so as to propagate the Christian gospel. 
21

Already in the 1830s slavery could be justified by appeal to racial science, which conflated arguments of 

biological and historical determinism regarding socio-political inequity and slavery. Nor was the rhetorical 

argument unprecedented: in medieval England, Jews belonged to the Crown literally as chattel, servi camerae 

regis (‘Serfs of the Royal Chamber’), which echoed conciliar and papal pronouncements. 
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immigration acts at the turn of the 20th century22, in a more general Euro-American climate of 

opinion that fostered nationalistic expressions of xenophobia and racism as infamous as Adolf 

Hitler’s Mein Kampf (1925-26) and the Third Reich’s anti-Jewish exterminatory policy. Before 

transculturalism became food for the theorists’ thought, it could well mean in practice the self-

styled hegemonic group’s denial of the cogency of cultural differences by identifying the lacking 

virtues of out-groups and setting off to correct the case by conquest. 

                                                 
22

The US Immigration Act of 1882 identifies as inadmissibles both convicts and incapacitated immigrants 

(Session I, Chapter 376, Section 2). Also passed in 1882, the first Chinese Exclusion Act suspended immigration 

by Chinese labourers for ten years; the measure was extended in 1892 (the Geary Act) and a permanent ban 

was enacted in 1902 (the Scott Act). With the Immigration Act of 1924 (the Johnson-Reed Act, sections 11-12) 

a national-origins quota system was created, whose racial criteria were not eliminated from the US 

immigration laws until the 1965 Immigration and Nationality Act (the Hart-Cellar Act). 



Estella-Antoaneta Ciobanu, ”Religion and ’Race’ as Ur-Cultural Referents in Nineteenth-Century 

’America’, or How to Practise Transculturalism before the Age of Transculturalism”.    

Multiculturalism and/or Transculturalism (Part I) 

 

HyperCultura, Vol 1, no 1/2012                                                                                                     Page 11 

 

 

Works Cited: 

 

Bellah, Robert N. The Broken Covenant: American Civil Religion in Time of Trial. 2nd ed. Chicago: U of 

Chicago P, 1992. Print.  
---. ”Civil Religion in America”. Daedalus 96 (1967): 1-22. Rpt. in Daedalus (Fall 2005): 40-55. Print.  

Bender, Thomas. ”The American Way of Empire”. World Policy Journal 23:1 (2006): 45-61. Print.  

Bhabha, Homi K. The Location of Culture. New York: Routledge, 1994. Print.  

Bourbon, Brett. ”Can I Drive My Car from Its Form to Its Movement?”. Common Knowledge 16.3 

(2010): 404-16. Print.  

”Charter of Acadia Granted by Henry IV of France to Pierre du Gast, Sieur de Monts (18 Dec. 1603)”. 

The Avalon Project: Documents in Law, History and Diplomacy. Lillian Goldman Law Library, 

2008. Web. 2 Sept. 2012.  

”Charter to Sir Walter Raleigh (1584)”. The Avalon Project: Documents in Law, History and 

Diplomacy. Lillian Goldman Law Library, 2008. Web. 2 Sept. 2012. 

Cohen, Jerome Jeffrey. Of Giants: Sex, Monsters, and the Middle Ages. Minneapolis: U of Minnesota 
P, 1999. Print.  

Crofutt, George A. ‘American Progress’. Literature in America: An Illustrated History. Peter J. Conn. 

Cambridge: CUP, 1989. Print.  

Darwin, Charles. The Descent of Man, and Selection in Relation to Sex. Princeton: Princeton UP, 1981. 

Print.  

Etcheson, Nicole. ”Linda S. Hudson, Mistress of Manifest Destiny: A Biography of Jane McManus 

Storm Cazneau”. Journal of Southern History 68:4 (2002): 943-44. Print.  

”First Charter of Virginia (10 Apr. 1606)”. The Avalon Project: Documents in Law, History and 

Diplomacy. Lillian Goldman Law Library, 2008. Web. 2 Sept. 2012. 

Gano, Geneva M. ”At the Frontier of Precision and Persuasion: The Convergence of Natural 

Philosophy and National Philosophy in John C. Frémont’s 1842, 1843-44 Report and Map”. 
American Transcendental Quarterly 18:3 (2004): 131-54. Print.  

Gatens, Moira. ”Corporeal Representation in/and the Body Politic”. Writing on the Body: Female 

Embodiment and Feminist Theory. Ed. Katie Conboy, Nadia Medina and Sarah Stanbury. New 

York: Columbia UP, 1997. 80–89. Print.  

Gaustad, Edwin S. and Leigh Schmidt. The Religious History of America. New York: HarperCollins, 

2004. Print.  

(The) Geary Act. Fifty-Second Congress. Session I. Chapter 60. 1892. Web. 21 Sept. 2012. 

”General Charter for Those who Discover Any New Passages, Havens, Countries, or Places (The 

States-General of the United Netherlands, 27 Mar. 1614)”. The Avalon Project: Documents in 

Law, History and Diplomacy. Lillian Goldman Law Library, 2008. Web. 2 Sept. 2012.   

(The) Immigration Act of 1882. 47th Congress. Session I. Chapter 376. August 3, 1882. University of 

Washington-Bothell. 2007. Web. 21 Sept. 2012. 

(The) Immigration Act of 1924 (The Johnson-Reed Act). 68th Congress. Session I. Chapter 190. May 

26, 1924. University of Washington-Bothell. 2007. Web. 21 Sept. 2012. 

Jenkins, Philip. A History of the United States. 3rd ed. Houndmills: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007. Print.  

”(The) Letters Patents of King Henry the Seventh Granted unto Iohn Cabot and his Three Sonnes, 

Lewis, Sebastian and Sancius for the Discouerie of New and Unknowen Lands (3 Feb. 1498)”. 

The Avalon Project: Documents in Law, History and Diplomacy. Lillian Goldman Law Library, 

2008. Web. 2 Sept. 2012.  

Malešević, Siniša. ”How Pacifist Were the Founding Fathers?: War and Violence in Classical 

Sociology”. European Journal of Social Theory 13:2 (2010): 193-212. Print.  



Estella-Antoaneta Ciobanu, ”Religion and ’Race’ as Ur-Cultural Referents in Nineteenth-Century 

’America’, or How to Practise Transculturalism before the Age of Transculturalism”.    

Multiculturalism and/or Transculturalism (Part I) 

 

HyperCultura, Vol 1, no 1/2012                                                                                                     Page 12 

 

Melville, Herman. ”White-Jacket: or, The World in a Man-of-War”. The Writings of Herman Melville. 

Ed. Harrison Hayford, Hershel Parker and G. Thomas Tanselle. Northwestern-Newberry 

edition. Vol 5. Evanston: Northwestern UP, 1970. Print. 

Moore, James. ”Darwin’s Progress and the Problem of Slavery”. Progress in Human Geography 34:5 

(2010): 555–82. Print. 
Murphy, Peter. ”American Civilization”. Thesis Eleven 85 (2006): 64–92. Print.  

O’Sullivan, John L. ”The Great Nation of Futurity”. The United States Magazine and Democratic 

Review 6:23 (1839): 26-30. Print.  

President Andrew Jackson. ”Second Annual Message to Congress on December 6, 1830”.  Journal of 

the Senate of the United States of America 1789-1873. Library of Congress, Washington, D.C, 

20 (2010): 22-23. Web. 12 May 2012. 

”Privileges and Prerogatives Granted by Their Catholic Majesties to Christopher Columbus (30 Apr. 

1492)”. The Avalon Project: Documents in Law, History and Diplomacy. Lillian Goldman Law 

Library, 2008. Web. 2 Sept. 2012. 

Ricento, Thomas. ”The Discursive Construction of Americanism”. Discourse and Society 14:5 (2003): 
611-37. Print.  

Roucloux, Joël. ”Can Democracy Survive the Disgust of Man for Man? From Social Darwinism to 

Eugenics”. Diogenes 49 (195): 47-50. Print. 

Sampson, Robert D. John L. O’Sullivan and His Times. Kent: Kent State UP, 2003. Print.  

(The) Scott Act. 57th Congress. Session I, Chapter 641. April 29, 1902. University of Washington-

Bothell. 2007. Web. 21 Sept. 2012.  

Stephenson, Barry. ”Swaggering Savagery and the New Frontier”. Journal of Religion and Popular 

Culture 16 (2007). General OneFile. Web. 6 Sept. 2012.  

Strickland, Debra Higgs. Saracens, Demons, and Jews: Making Monsters in Medieval Art. Princeton: 

Princeton UP, 2003. Print.  
Strong, Josiah. Our Country: Its Possible Future and Its Present Crisis. New York: Baker and Taylor, 

1855. Print.  

Thompson, Debra. ”Racial Ideas, Gendered Intimacies: The Regulation of Interracial Relationships in 

North America”. Social and Legal Studies 18:3 (2009): 353-71. Print.  

Torpey, John. ”The Problem of ’American Exceptionalism’ Revisited”. Journal of Classical Sociology 

9.1 (2009): 143-68. Print.  

Wilson, James. The Earth Shall Weep: A History of Native America. New York: Grove, 1998. Print.  

Winthrop, John. A Modell of Christian Charity (1630). Collections of the Massachusetts Historical 

Society. Hanover Historical Texts Project, 1996. Web. 20 Aug. 2012.  

Wrobel, David M. ”Exceptionalism and Globalism: Travel Writers and the Nineteenth-Century 
American West”. Historian 68.3 (2006): 431-60. Print.  

Youngberg, Quentin. ”Morphology of Manifest Destiny: The Justified Violence of John O’Sullivan, 

Hank Morgan, and George W. Bush”. Canadian Review of American Studies / Revue 

canadienne d’études américaines 35.3 (2005): 315-33. Print.  

 

Author 

Dr. Estella Antoaneta CIOBANU teaches at the Faculty of Letters, Ovidius University, Constanţa, 

Romania. Recent publications include: “En-gendering Exemplarity in Early Modern Anatomical 

Illustration and the Fine Arts”. Gender Studies in the Age of Globalization. Eds. Ramona Mihăilă, 

Efstratia Oktapoda and Nancy Honicker (Addleton Academic Publishers, 2011); “Mapping the New 
World”. New Directions in Travel Writing and Travel Studies. Ed. Carmen Andraş (Shaker Verlag, 

2010); “City of God?: City Merchants, Bloody Trade and the Eucharist in the Croxton Play of the 

Sacrament”. Images of the City. Eds. Agnieszka Rasmus and Magdalena Cieslak (Cambridge Scholars 

Publishing, 2009). She is co-author, with Petru Golban, of A Short History of Literary Criticism (Üç 

Mart Press, Turkey, 2008).  



Estella-Antoaneta Ciobanu, ”Religion and ’Race’ as Ur-Cultural Referents in Nineteenth-Century 

’America’, or How to Practise Transculturalism before the Age of Transculturalism”.    

Multiculturalism and/or Transculturalism (Part I) 

 

HyperCultura, Vol 1, no 1/2012                                                                                                     Page 13 

 

 

Contact: estella_ciobanu@yahoo.com 

 

 


