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1 Five American Contributions to Civilization
Charles William Eliot
(1834—1926 )

LOOKING back over forty centuries of history, we observe that many na-
tions have made characteristic contributions to the progress of civilization, the be-
neficent effects of which have been permanent, although the races that made them
may have lost their national form and organization, or their relative standing
among the nations of the earth, Thus, the Hebrew race, during many centuries,
made supreme contributions to religious thought; and the Greek, during the brief
climax of the race, to speculative philosophy, architecture, sculpture, and the
drama. The Roman people developed military colonization, aqueducts, roads and
bridges, and a great body of public law, large parts of which still survive; and the
Italians of the middle ages and the Renaissance developed ecclesiastical organiza-
tion and the fine arts, as tributary to the splendor of the church and to municipal
luxury. England, for several centuries, has contributed to the institutional devel-
opment of representative government and public justice; the Dutch, in the six-
teenth century, made a superb struggle for free thought and free government;
France, in the eighteenth century, taught the doctrine of individual freedom and
the theory of human rights; and Germany, at two periods within the nineteenth
century, fifty years apart, proved the vital force of the sentiment of nationality. 1
ask you to consider with me what characteristic and durable contributions the
American people have been making to the progress of civilization.

The first and principal contribution to which I shall ask your attention is the
advance made in the United States, not in theory only, but in practice, toward the
abandonment of war as the means of settling disputes between nations, the sub-
stitution of discussion and arbitration, and the avoidance of armaments. If the in-
termittent Indian fighting and the brief contest with the Barbary corsairs be disre-
garded, the United States have had only four years and a quarter of international
war in the one hundred and seven years since the adoption of the Constitution.
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Within the same period the United States have been a party to forty-seven arbitra-
tions—being more than half of all that have taken place in the modern world. The
questions settled by these arbitrations have been just such as have commonly
caused wars, namely, questions of boundary, fisheries, damage caused by war or
civil disturbances, and injuries to commerce. Some of them were of great magni-
tude, the four made under the treaty of Washington (May 8, 1871) being the
most important that have ever taken place. Confident in their strength, and rel-
ying on their ability to adjust international differences, the United States have ha-
bitually maintained, by voluntary enlistment for short terms, a standing army and
a fleet which, in proportion to the population, are insignificant.

The beneficent effects of this American contribution to civilization are of two
sorts: in the first place, the direct evils of war and of preparations for war have been
diminished; and secondly, the influence of the war spirit on the perennial conflict be-
tween the rights of the single personal unit and the powers of the multitude that consti-
tute organized society—or, in other words, between individual freedom and collective
authority—has been reduced to the lowest terms. War has been, and still is, the
school of collectivism, the warrant of tyranny. Century after century, tribes, clans,
and nations have sacrificed the liberty of the individual to the fundamental necessity of
being strong for combined defense or attack in war. Individual freedom is crushed in
war, for the nature of war is inevitably despotic. It says to the private person: “Obey
without a question, even unto death; die in this ditch, without knowing why; walk in-
to that deadly thicket; mount this embankment, behind which are men who will try to
kill you, lest you should kill them; make part of an immense machine for blind de-
struction, cruelty, rapine, and killing. ” At this moment every young man in Continen-
tal Europe learns the lesson of absolute military obedience, and feels himself subject to
this crushing power of militant society, against which no rights of the individual to life,
liberty, and the pursuit of happiness avail anything. This pernicious influence, inher-
ent in the social organization of all Continental Europe during many centuries, the
American people have for generations escaped, and they show other nations how to es-
cape it. I ask your attention to the favorable conditions under which this contribution of
the United States to civilization has been made.

There has been a deal of fighting on the American continent during the past
three centuries; but it has not been of the sort which most imperils liberty. The
first European colonists who occupied portions of the coast of North America en-
countered in the Indians men of the Stone Age, who ultimately had to be resisted
and quelled by force. The Indian races were at a stage of development thousands
of years behind that of the Europeans. They could not be assimilated; for the
most part they could not be taught or even reasoned with; with a few exceptions
they had to be driven away by prolonged fighting, or subdued by force so that
they would live peaceably with the whites. This warfare, however, always had in
it for the whites a large element of self-defense—the homes and families of the
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settlers were to be defended against a stealthy and pitiless foe. Constant exposure
to the attacks of savages was only one of the formidable dangers and difficulties
which for a hundred years the early settlers had to meet, and which developed in
their courage, hardiness, and persistence. The French and English wars on the
North American continent, always more or less mixed with Indian warfare, were
characterized by race hatred and religious animosity—two of the commonest cau-
ses of war in all ages; but they did not tend to fasten upon the English colonists
any objectionable public authority, or to contract the limits of individual liberty.
They furnished a school of martial qualities at small cost to liberty. In the War of
Independence there was a distinct hope and purpose to enlarge individual liberty.
It made possible a confederation of the colonies, and, ultimately, the adoption of
the Constitution of the United States. It gave to the thirteen colonies a lesson in
collectivism, but it was a needed lesson on the necessity of combining their forces
to resist an oppressive external authority. The war of 1812 is properly called the
Second War of Independence, for it was truly a fight for liberty and for the rights
of neutrals, in resistance to the impressment of seamen and other oppressions
growing out of European conflicts, The civil war of 1861—1865 was waged, on
the side of the North, primarily, to prevent the dismemberment of the country,
and, secondarily and incidentally, to destroy the institution of slavery. On the
Northern side it therefore called forth a generous element of popular ardor in de-
fense of free institutions; and though it temporarily caused centralization of great
powers in the government, it did as much to promote individual freedom as it did
to strengthen public authority.

In all this series of fightings the main motives were self-defense, resistance to op-
pression, the enlargement of liberty, and the conservation of national acquisitions. The
war with Mexico, it is true, was of a wholly different type. That was a war of con-
quest, and of conquest chiefly in the interest of African slavery. It was also an unjust
attack made by a powerful people on a feeble one; but it lasted less than two years,
and the number of men engaged in it was at no time large, Moreover, by the treaty
which ended the war, the conquering nation agreed to pay the conquered eighteen mil-
lion dollars in partial compensation for some of the territory wrested from it, instead of
demanding a huge war-indemnity, as the European way is. Its results contradicted the
anticipations both of those who advocated and of those who opposed it. It was one of
the wrongs which prepared the way for the great rebellion; but its direct evils were of
moderate extent, and it had no effect on the perennial conflict between individual liber-
ty and public power.

In the meantime, partly as the results of Indian fighting and the Mexican
war, but chiefly through purchases and arbitrations, the American people had ac-
quired a territory so extensive, so defended by oceans, gulfs, and great lakes, and
so intersected by those great natural highways and navigable rivers, that it would
obviously be impossible for any enemy to overrun or subdue it. The civilized na-
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tions of Europe, western Asia, and northern Africa have always been liable to
hostile incursions from without. Over and over again barbarous hordes have over-
thrown established civilizations; and at this moment there is not a nation of Eu-
rope which does not feel obliged to maintain monstrous armaments for defense
against its neighbors. The American people have long been exempt from such ter-
rors, and are now absolutely free from this necessity of keeping in readiness to
meet heavy assaults. The absence of a great standing army and of a large fleet has
been a main characteristic of the United States, in contrast with the other civilized
nations; this has been a great inducement to immigration, and a prime cause of
the country’s rapid increase in wealth. The United States have no formidable
neighbor, except Great Britain in Canada. In April, 1817, by a convention made
between Great Britain and the United States, without much public discussion or
observation, these two powerful nations agreed that each should keep on the
Great Lakes only a few police vessels of insignificant size and armament. This
agreement was made but four years after Perry’s naval victory on Lake Erie, and
only three years after the burning of Washington by a British force. It was one of
the first acts of Monroe’s first administration, and it would be difficult to find in
all history a more judicious or effectual agreement between two powerful neigh-
bors. For eighty years this beneficent convention has helped to keep the peace.
The European way would have been to build competitive fleets, dock-yards, and
fortresses, all of which would have helped to bring on war during the periods of
mutual exasperation which have occurred since 1817. Monroe’s second adminis-
tration was signalized, six years later, by the declaration that the United States
would consider any attempt on the part of the Holy Alliance to extend their sys-
tem to any portion of this hemisphere as dangerous to the peace and safety of the
United States. This announcement was designed to prevent the introduction on
the American continent of the horrible European system—with its balance of pow-
er, its alliances offensive and defensive in opposing groups, and its perpetual ar-
maments on an enormous scale. That a declaration expressly intended to promote
peace and prevent armaments should now be perverted into an argument for ar-
ming and for a belligerent public policy is an extraordinary perversion of the true
American doctrine.

The ordinary causes of war between nation and nation have been lacking in
America for the last century and a quarter. How many wars in the world’s history
have been due to contending dynasties; how many of the most cruel and protrac-
ted wars have been due to religious strife; how many to race hatred! No one of
these causes of war has been efficacious in America since the French were over-
come in Canada by the English in 1759. Looking forward into the future, we find
it impossible to imagine circumstances under which any of these common causes of
war can take effect on the North American continent, Therefore, the ordinary
motives for maintaining armaments in time of peace, and concentrating the powers
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of government in such a way as to interfere with individual liberty, have not been
in play in the United States as among the nations of Europe, and are not likely to

be.

Such have been the favorable conditions under which America has made its
best contribution to the progress of our race.

There are some people of a perverted sentimentality who occasionally lament
the absence in our country of the ordinary inducements to war, on the ground that
war develops certain noble qualities in some of the combatants, and gives opportu-
nity for the practice of heroic virtues, such as courage, loyalty, and self-sacrifice.
It is further said that prolonged peace makes nations effeminate, luxurious, and
materialistic, and substitutes for the high ideals of the patriot soldier the low ide-
als of the farmer, manufacturer, tradesman, and pleasure-seeker. This view
seems to me to err in two opposite ways. In the first place, it forgets that war, in
spite of the fact that it develops some splendid virtues, is the most horrible occu-
pation that human beings can possibly engage in. It is cruel, treacherous, and
murderous, Defensive warfare, particularly on the part of a weak nation against
powerful invaders or oppressors, excites a generous sympathy; but for every he-
roic defense there must be an attack by a preponderating force, and war, being
the conflict of the two, must be judged by its moral effects not on one party, but
on both parties. Moreover, the weaker party may have the worse cause. The im-
mediate ill effects of war are bad enough, but its after effects are generally worse,
because indefinitely prolonged and indefinitely wasting and damaging. At this mo-
ment, thirty-one years after the end of our civil war, there are two great evils af-
flicting our country which took their rise in that war, namely, (1) the belief of a
large proportion of our people in money without intrinsic value, or worth less than
its face, and made current solely by act of Congress, and (2) the payment of im-
mense annual sums in pensions. It is the paper-money delusion born of the civil war
which generated and supports the silver-money delusion of to-day. As a consequence of
the war, the nation has paid $ 2,000,000,000 in pensions within thirty-three years.
So far as pensions are paid to disabled persons, they are a just and inevitable, but
unproductive expenditure; so far as they are paid to persons who are not disa-
bled ,—men or women,—they are in the main not only unproductive but demorali-
zing; so far as they promote the marriage of young women to old men, as a pecu-
niary speculation, they create a grave social evil. It is impossible to compute or
even imagine the losses and injuries already inflicted by the fiat-money delusion;
and we know that some of the worst evils of the pension system will go on for a
hundred years to come, unless the laws about widows’ pensions are changed for
the better. It is a significant fact that of the existing pensioners of the war of 1812
only twenty-one are surviving soldiers or sailors, while 3826 are widows.

War gratifies, or used to gratify, the combative instinct of mankind, but it grati-
fies also the love of plunder, destruction, cruel discipline, and arbitrary power. It is
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