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INTR  ODUCTIO  N  

Dreaming of Rebirth 

 

A
ll history is the history of longing. The details of policy; the migra-

tion of peoples; the abstractions that nations kill and die for, in-

cluding the abstraction of “the nation” itself—all can be ultimately 

traced to the viscera of human desire. Human beings have wanted innumer-

able, often contradictory things—security and dignity, power and domina-

tion, sheer excitement and mere survival, unconditional love and eternal 

salvation—and those desires have animated public life. The political has 

always been personal. 

Yet circumstances alter cases. At crucial historical moments, personal 

longings become peculiarly influential in political life; private emotions and 

public policies resonate with special force, creating seismic change. This 

was what happened in the United States between the Civil War and World 

War I. During those decades, a widespread yearning for regeneration—for 

rebirth that was variously spiritual, moral, and physical—penetrated pub-

lic life, inspiring movements and policies that formed the foundation for 

American society in the twentieth century. As daily life became more subject 

to the systematic demands of the modern corporation, the quest for revi-

talization became a search for release from the predictable rhythms of the 

everyday. Few figures embodied this yearning more vigorously than Harry 

Houdini, the modern magician who was famous for one big trick: escape. 

Limitation coexisted—at least vicariously—with liberation. Dreams of re-

birth kept boredom at bay. 

Still, the dreamers had always wanted more than mere relief from 

routine. Longings for rebirth had a rich and complex history: rooted in 

Protestant patterns of conversion, they also resonated with the American 

mythology of starting over, of reinventing the self. After the Civil War, the 

entire country was faced with the task of starting over. The idea that the 

Union had reaffirmed its very being through blood sacrifice promoted a 

postwar dream of national renewal through righteous war. This militarist 
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fantasy animated key developments in post–Civil War politics, beginning 

with the reunion between the white North and the white South. After Re-

construction, political leaders in both sections redefined the war as an epic 

expression of Anglo-Saxon martial virtue. Racism, often with scientific 

legitimacy, reinforced militarism. Dreams of rebirth involved renewal of 

white power, especially in the former Confederacy. Elite white Southern-

ers who called themselves “Redeemers” recaptured state governments, and 

their successors solidified white rule—purifying electoral politics by disen-

franchising blacks (and many poor whites), recasting social life by codifying 

racial segregation, and revitalizing white identity through the occasional 

blood sacrifice of lynching. 

Rituals of racial superiority fueled imperial ambition. “The color line,” 

said W. E. B. DuBois in 1906, “belts the world.” The triumph of white su-

premacy at home accompanied the conquest of dark peoples abroad. The 

mythologies of race and empire were intertwined; both reinforced the wor-

ship of force. Americans, no less than Europeans, were afflicted by that faux 

religion. U.S. leaders’ favorite dreams of regeneration involved military vio-

lence. Militarist fantasy runs like a red thread from the Civil War to World 

War I, surfacing in postwar desires to re-create conditions for heroic strug-

gle, coalescing in the imperialist crusades of 1898, overreaching itself in the 

Great War and subsiding (temporarily) thereafter. The core of this fantasy 

might well be described by the phrase the economist Joseph Schumpeter 

used to characterize capitalism: “creative destruction”—the notion that a 

dynamic future best emerges from devastation. 

The high tide of regenerative militarism came at the turn of the century. 

In 1900, after a quarter century of class strife had ended in the acquisition 

of an overseas empire, Indiana senator Albert Beveridge announced that 

God had “marked us as His Chosen People, henceforth to lead in the re-

generation of the world.” Progress and Providence converged in the rheto-

ric of empire, whether it was inflected with the schoolboyish bellicosity of 

Theodore Roosevelt or the schoolmasterish moralism of Woodrow Wilson. 

Militarism was flagrant in Roosevelt, who never abandoned his adolescent 

faith in the tonic effects of combat; it was less apparent but still present in 

Wilson, who finally decided that only American entry into the Great War 

could usher in the “Peace Without Victory” he craved. The very intensity of 

longings for rebirth opened up intoxicating possibilities to men with power, 

and left them peering into an abyss of grandiosity. Roosevelt promoted U.S. 



3 Dreaming of Rebirth 

hegemony in the name of stability throughout the Western hemisphere and 

parts of the Far East. Wilson declared a war to end war, aimed at nothing 

less than “the regeneration of the world.” No wonder they both stirred up 

so much trouble. 

But violence was not the only instrument of revitalization. Other voices 

spoke in other idioms, evoking other visions. Progressive reformers targeted 

corruption in all its forms, hoping to cleanse individual and society alike. 

The melding of political and personal animated Raoul Walsh’s film of 1915, 

Regeneration. It told the story of Owen Conway, an Irish street kid turned 

gangster, who is redeemed by Marie Deering, a socialite turned settlement-

house worker. The film is sentimental and formulaic but powerful in its 

evocation of the urban working-class world in the early twentieth century. 

It is a world of people just scraping by, staying a step ahead of the eviction 

notice or the arrest for vagrancy, of tenements teetering toward collapse 

and alleyways littered with garbage, of undernourished babies crying for 

milk and unsupervised urchins swarming in the streets. Mothers are always 

fretting about the next month’s rent; fathers are often swilling beer in 

buckets from the local saloon. Wives and children get periodic beatings. 

Owen learns to survive in this world through swaggering toughness but 

soon reveals a larger heroism when he rescues a boatload of children from 

fire and drowning. 

Marie and her colleagues at the settlement house have opened up a 

new and more humane set of possibilities for Owen—literacy, civic en-

gagement, and the chance to look out for other people beyond himself. 

Touched by Marie’s expectations, Owen quits drinking, and it is not long 

before he is cradling babies and learning to read in the settlement-house 

schoolroom. The idyll is interrupted when Marie is fatally wounded by 

Owen’s old pal Skinny, who has been trapped into a shootout by the po-

lice. Marie dies quoting Scripture to Owen—“Vengeance is mine, saith 

the Lord”—and Owen renounces any reprisal against Skinny, vowing to 

continue Marie’s work. 

Though Regeneration elevated nurturance over vengeance, it would be 

a mistake to see the film as merely a feminine counterpoint to conventional 

manliness. To be sure, many settlement-house workers were affluent young 

women like Marie Deering, seeking a moral purpose amid a life of aimless 

ease. (Jane Addams, the founder of the pioneer settlement Hull House, was 

one.) But many young men were equally distressed by poverty, and equally 
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determined to do something about it. Most Progressives, male and female, 

were motivated by their own vision of Christianity—Social Christianity, as 

they called it. They redefined rebirth as unselfish devotion to the common-

weal. In popular melodrama, social reform (like military heroism) might re-

quire blood sacrifice, as it did for Marie. Yet more commonly the reformers 

practiced a different sort of heroism, what one might call the heroism of 

everyday life. 

The idea of commonweal linked public and private morality, inspiring 

the broad and diverse Progressive movement. The Progressives’ dream of a 

cooperative commonwealth provided a powerful alternative to the dream 

of regeneration through military intervention abroad. Yet the two visions 

were not mutually exclusive. They competed but also coexisted, sometimes 

within the same minds—as in Beveridge’s, Roosevelt’s, and Wilson’s. 

Longings for rebirth did not always lead to politics; indeed they swept 

up seekers with a variety of personal or political aims (or both)—everyone 

from Populist farmers to avant-garde artists and writers. Some pursued pu-

rification, others reconstruction; others simply alluded to reconnection with 

“more life.” Some wanted to restore a sense of wholeness to fragmented 

selves, others to reinvigorate an entire society. But all were engaged in re-

generative enterprises, which linked private with public aims and reached 

into the White House itself. 

The half-century between the Civil War and World War I was an age of 

regeneration. Seldom if ever in our history have longings for rebirth played 

a more prominent role in politics. By tracing the interplay between private 

desires and public policies, I offer a new lens through which to view a pe-

riod of critical transformation. It is only one lens among many. Other schol-

ars have provided other powerful perspectives, but my approach seeks fresh 

insight—first by stressing the lingering impact of the Civil War on Amer-

icans’ inner lives, as memories and fantasies of heroism encouraged faith 

in regeneration through war; and second, by focusing on the convergence 

between the specific circumstances of the late nineteenth century and the 

deep-rooted traditions of American Protestantism. Few historians would 

deny the importance of Protestant Christianity in the shaping of Ameri-

can culture between the Civil War and World War I; but nearly all have 

focused on the role of Protestant morality in promoting Prohibition, Pro-

gressive reform, and missionary imperialism. Much of this book rests on 
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that scholarship, but I have tried to press the interpretation further—to ex-

plore spirituality as well as morality, inchoate yearnings as well as systematic 

prescriptions. To understand the public transformations of this period, we 

need to return to their origins in private feeling. The impulse to conduct a 

world crusade began in the recesses of the Protestant soul. 

th e  p r o t e s tan t  r e f o rmat i on  was an epochal event in the his-

tory of longing. The desire to be spiritually reborn, to experience a sense of 

personal regeneration through fusion with the deity, is universal and time-

less, but early Protestants recast it in a powerful new mold: the conversion 

experience. This was the rebirth into more abundant life, the profound per-

sonal transformation that became (in many traditions) the key to salvation. 

In the English Puritan tradition, the unsaved were known as “unregener-

ate.” And the English Puritan influence was nowhere more far-reaching 

than in the colonies that became the United States. 

Regeneration was the molten core of American Protestantism—the 

fluid desire for immersion in divine grace. And grace was ineffable, nothing 

less than the feeling of the indwelling presence of God. For some seekers, 

this experience was immediate, intense, and independent of existing norms 

and hierarchies. It unleashed the unpredictable potential of the saved soul. 

The desire for unmediated grace put mystics like Anne Hutchinson in di-

rect conflict with Puritan authorities in Massachusetts Bay, who sought to 

contain her challenge to ministerial authority. The molten core of conver-

sion needed to be encased in a solid sheath of prohibitions, rules, agendas 

for self-control—the precisionist morality that we know as the Protestant 

ethic. An ethos of disciplined achievement counterbalanced what the so-

ciologist Colin Campbell calls an other Protestant ethic, one that sought 

ecstasy and celebrated free-flowing sentiment, sending frequent revivals 

across the early American religious landscape. The two ethics converged in 

a cultural program that was nothing if not capacious: it encompassed spon-

taneity and discipline, release and control. Indeed, the rigorous practice of 

piety was supposed to reveal the indwelling of the spirit, the actuality of 

true conversion. 

Yet the balance remained unstable, posing challenges to established 

authority in Virginia as well as Massachusetts. The tension between core 

and sheath, between grace abounding and moral bookkeeping, arose from 
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the Protestant conviction that true religion was not merely a matter of ad-

herence to outward forms, but was rooted in spontaneous inner feeling. 

Evangelical Protestants in particular (the descendants of Calvinists and 

Pietists) were haunted by the specter of faith congealed into cold formal-

ism and religion gone “dead.” Fears of spiritual decline were exacerbated 

by millennialist hope, the anxious expectation that Christ’s Second Com-

ing might not be far off. This cauldron of emotions created an atmosphere 

of recurrent crisis, constant self-surveillance (and surveillance of others) 

to discover evidence of decline from righteousness and need for moral re-

vival. The jeremiad—a sermon lamenting lost virtue and recalling the com-

munity to its commitments—became a characteristic mode of Protestant 

public speech, beginning in New England pulpits during the mid-1600s 

but spreading a century later into revolutionary politics. 

Of course not all public speech was Protestant. Indeed, James 

Madison, Benjamin Franklin, and other framers of the U.S. Constitution 

had done their best to create a secular document—“a machine that 

would go of itself”—which repudiated the establishment of religion and 

resisted tyranny by depending on internal checks and balances rather 

than moral exhortation. Still, the framers’ emphasis on restraint remained 

a minority tradition in U.S. political culture. At crucial moments, the 

constitutional tradition proved critically important for restricting the con-

centration of power or protecting minority rights. But the framers’ skep-

tical sensibility was seldom at the center of popular debate. 

What was more often at the center was an apocalyptic fervor, a feeling 

that the moral fate of the nation was hanging in the balance of whatever 

controversy was raging at the time. This emotional charge emerged out of 

the Protestant consensus that dominated American politics from the Revo-

lutionary Era into the twentieth century. 

Much of American history is the story of how tensions that originated 

in religious conflict—between spontaneity and authority, release and 

control—were translated at various times into secular, public terms. The 

earliest example was the way that republican moral tradition hastened the 

coming of the Revolutionary War. By promising the cleansing of British cor-

ruption from American shores, republican ideologues recast a set of static 

rational principles (“the rights of Englishmen”) into a regenerative creed. 

Through the mid-nineteenth century, longings for moral transformation 

periodically set fire to political life, as antebellum reform movements— 
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temperance, peace, antislavery—promised salvation of the individual and 

ultimately of the nation. Defenders of the status quo sought to restrain the 

release of moral energy and redirect it toward the maintenance of existing 

institutions. 

Similar patterns of tension characterized economic life. The laissez-

faire culture of market exchange played on ancient carnival traditions but 

detached them from constraints of time, place, and local authority. In an 

expanding capitalist economy, the representatives of the market were mo-

bile and marginal. Often they were itinerant peddlers of exotic goods— 

perfumes, jewelry, magic elixirs. Patent medicines in particular became 

the focus for fantasies of regeneration through purchase. The promise of 

magical self-transformation through market exchange animated the endless 

renewal of consumer desire. Other institutions and idioms of control arose 

to stabilize the sorcery of the marketplace, to contain its carnival spirit. Hor-

atio Alger and other success ideologues celebrated self-made men, whose 

sincerity and rationality were supposed to counteract the creative destruc-

tion unleashed by the market. 

By the late nineteenth century, dreams of rebirth were acquiring new 

meanings. Republican moralists going back to Jefferson’s time had long fret-

ted about “overcivilization,” but the word took on sharper meaning among 

the middle and upper classes in the later decades of the nineteenth cen-

tury. During the postwar decades, “overcivilization” became not merely a 

social but an individual condition, with a psychiatric diagnosis. In American 

Nervousness (1880), the neurologist George Miller Beard identified “neur-

asthenia,” or “lack of nerve force,” as the disease of the age. Neurasthe-

nia encompassed a bewildering variety of symptoms (dyspepsia, insomnia, 

nocturnal emissions, tooth decay, “fear of responsibility, of open places or 

closed places, fear of society, fear of being alone, fear of fears, fear of con-

tamination, fear of everything, deficient mental control, lack of decision in 

trifling matters, hopelessness”), but they all pointed to a single overriding 

effect: a paralysis of the will. 

The malady identified by Beard was an extreme version of a broader 

cultural malaise—a growing sense that the Protestant ethic of disciplined 

achievement had reached the end of its tether, had become entangled in the 

structures of an increasingly organized capitalist society. Ralph Waldo Em-

erson unwittingly predicted the fin de siècle situation. “Every spirit makes 

its house,” he wrote in “Fate” (1851), “but afterwards the house confines 
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the spirit.” The statement presciently summarized the history of nineteenth-

century industrial capitalism, on both sides of the Atlantic. 

By 1904, the German sociologist Max Weber could put Emerson’s prop-

osition more precisely. The Protestant ethic of disciplined work for godly 

ends had created an “iron cage” of organizations dedicated to the mass pro-

duction and distribution of worldly goods, Weber argued. The individual 

striver was caught in a trap of his own making. The movement from farm 

to factory and office, and from physical labor outdoors to sedentary work 

indoors, meant that more Europeans and North Americans were insulated 

from primary processes of making and growing. They were also caught up 

in subtle cultural changes—the softening of Protestantism into platitudes; 

the growing suspicion that familiar moral prescriptions had become mere 

desiccated, arbitrary social conventions. With the decline of Christianity, 

the German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche wrote, “it will seem for a time 

as though all things had become weightless.” 

Alarmists saw these tendencies as symptoms of moral degeneration. But 

a more common reaction was a diffuse but powerful feeling among the mid-

dle and upper classes—a sense that they had somehow lost contact with the 

palpitating actuality of “real life.” The phrase acquired unprecedented emo-

tional freight during the years around the turn of the century, when reality 

became something to be pursued rather than simply experienced. This was 

another key moment in the history of longing, a swerve toward the secular. 

Longings for this-worldly regeneration intensified when people with Prot-

estant habits of mind (if not Protestant beliefs) confronted a novel cultural 

situation: a sense that their way of life was being stifled by its own success. 

On both sides of the Atlantic, the drive to recapture “real life” took 

myriad cultural forms. It animated popular psychotherapy and municipal 

reform as well as avant-garde art and literature, but its chief institutional ex-

pression was regeneration through military force. As J. A. Hobson observed 

in Imperialism (1902), the vicarious identification with war energized jingo-

ism and militarism. By the early twentieth century, in many minds, war (or 

the fantasy of it) had become the way to keep men morally and physically fit. 

The rise of total war between the Civil War and World War I was rooted in 

longings for release from bourgeois normality into a realm of heroic strug-

gle. This was the desperate anxiety, the yearning for rebirth, that lay behind 

official ideologies of romantic nationalism, imperial progress, and civilizing 

mission—and that led to the trenches of the Western Front. 
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Americans were immersed in this turmoil in peculiarly American ways. 

As the historian Richard Slotkin has brilliantly shown, since the early co-

lonial era a faith in regeneration through violence underlay the mythos of 

the American frontier. With the closing of the frontier (announced by the 

U.S. census in 1890), violence turned outward, toward empire. But there 

was more going on than the refashioning of frontier mythology. Ameri-

can longings for renewal continued to be shaped by persistent evangeli-

cal traditions, and overshadowed by the shattering experience of the Civil 

War. American seekers merged Protestant dreams of spiritual rebirth with 

secular projects of purification—cleansing the body politic of secessionist 

treason during the war and political corruption afterward, reasserting elite 

power against restive farmers and workers, taming capital in the name of 

the public good, reviving individual and national vitality by banning the 

use of alcohol, granting women the right to vote, disenfranchising African-

Americans, restricting the flow of immigrants, and acquiring an overseas 

empire. 

Of course not all these goals were compatible. Advocates of various ver-

sions of rebirth—bodybuilders and Prohibitionists, Populists and Progres-

sives, Social Christians and Imperialists—all laid claims to legitimacy. Their 

crusades met various ends, but overall they relieved the dis-ease of the fin 

de siècle by injecting some visceral vitality into a modern culture that had 

seemed brittle and about to collapse. Yearning for intense experience, many 

seekers celebrated Force and Energy as ends in themselves. Such celebra-

tions could reinforce militarist fantasies but could also lead in more interest-

ing directions—toward new pathways in literature and the arts and sciences. 

Knowledge could be revitalized, too. William James, as well as Houdini and 

Roosevelt, was a symbol of the age. 

The most popular forms of regeneration had a moral dimension. Pro-

hibitionists believed that a ban on alcohol consumption, far from imposing 

another “thou shalt not” on a hapless population, would in fact liberate the 

inebriate from bondage, body and soul. The word “bondage” itself shifted in 

meaning, losing the political connotations it had during the struggle to end 

slavery, and acquiring associations with struggles for self-mastery, against 

enslavement to drink or drugs. But personal reform meant social reform as 

well. Many feminists and pacifists made this connection, as did Progressive 

reformers of various stripes who believed that reborn individuals could 

renew an entire society. If society could be conceived as an organic whole 
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that, like the individual human being, melded physical and moral compo-

nents, then it was easy to link the political and the personal. 

That is what many Americans did during the decades after the Civil War. 

Following the lead of the Prohibitionists, moral reformers began to support 

government intrusion into areas that previously had been deemed beyond 

public scrutiny—such as the human body, and what the individual chose to 

put in it. The rhetoric of revitalization animated drives for national purity, 

but this was not the whole story. There were other, more capacious defini-

tions of revivifying force, such as the utopian home imagined by domes-

tic feminists, or the Christian love that Social Gospel Progressives believed 

could lead to legislation ending the war between labor and capital, or even 

the alternative universe of possibility created by the “sporting crowd,” who 

surfaced everywhere—mixing classes and races, redefining regeneration as 

reckless generosity. 

The language of rebirth remained largely Protestant. Catholics and 

Jews might well view it with skepticism, correctly suspecting the assimila-

tionist agenda that lay behind longings for national purification. And many 

Protestants as well as nonbelievers preferred to remain on the fringes of 

the righteous community. Numerous Progressive reformers were more in-

spired by German social democracy and civic pride than by homegrown 

visions of moral reformation. Yet the pervasiveness of evangelical Protes-

tantism in Gilded Age America made it the dominant, indeed the inescap-

able discourse of American public life. Small wonder, then, that Populist 

farmers, labor-union agitators, even Socialists like Eugene Debs all spoke 

an evangelical idiom of corruption and regeneration. It was the coin of the 

political realm, adaptable to an endless variety of circumstances. Insurgents 

like Debs and the Populists used it to help create the beginnings of a Pro-

gressive synthesis, based on a more expansive and humane version of the 

liberal state—a welfare state.* 

Still, there were darker dimensions to this story. The age of regeneration 

coincided with the apogee of scientific racism, which legitimated white su-

* Throughout this book, I have capitalized the terms Populist, Socialist, Democrat, 

and Republican when they are used to refer to political parties and their members, 

and lowercased those terms when they are used to refer to the political traditions in 

question. The term Progressive is capitalized in references to reformers who charac-

terized themselves with that term and lowercased in references to a general belief in 

progress. 
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premacy at home and empire abroad. For decades following the end of Re-

construction, racial terrorism and Jim Crow legislation combined to ensure 

that the rebirth of a nation would be designed for whites only. By 1920, the 

reborn nation was a racially purified polity where segregation was official 

public policy and “American” meant “Caucasian.” Yet even as white su-

premacy triumphed, other dark meanings of regeneration became discred-

ited. The militarist faith in the morally transformative power of American 

intervention abroad was a casualty of the Great War. Amid piles of corpses, 

Roosevelt’s bluster seemed worse than idle rant. Wilson’s more benign vi-

sion fell victim to the inertia of Old World politics, as well as to the skepti-

cism of nationalists and constitutionalists at home. His grandiose dreams 

of global redemption went unfulfilled. Fantasies of revitalization through 

force perished—for a time—on the Western Front. 

The failure of Wilson’s crusade brought an end to the age of regenera-

tion. From the ashes of war emerged a few benign consequences. The gross 

violations of civil liberties on the home front provoked a strengthening of lib-

eral jurisprudence, a new concern for civil liberties and minority rights that 

ultimately would extend to racial minorities as well as political dissenters. 

And the exposure of the war to end war as a delusion led to a necessary chas-

tening of humanitarian hubris. The idea of regenerative war fell into well-

deserved disgrace for several decades, even through World War II, which 

most Americans viewed as a dirty necessity rather than a moral crusade. 

But the Cold War and the “war on terrorism” revived all the old, de-

structive fantasies—the belief in America’s capacity to save the world; the 

faith in the revitalizing powers of combat; the cult of manly toughness in 

foreign policy. And those fantasies have fostered disastrous policy decisions: 

the willingness to put the world under the shadow of nuclear war (as John 

Kennedy did in the Cuban Missile Crisis) rather than risk the appearance of 

weakness; the determination to demonstrate “national resolve” at the cost 

of thousands of lives (as Lyndon Johnson and Richard Nixon did in Viet-

nam) rather than acknowledge error; the fixation on countering terrorism 

with torture, covert violence, and preemptive military strikes (as George W. 

Bush did following the attacks of September 11, 2001) rather than through 

strategies involving multilateral diplomacy and international law. Militarism, 

often wrapped in humanitarian intentions, still proves alluring to policy-

makers and intellectuals. The age of regeneration is over, but its spirit stalks 

our lives like an uninvited ghost. 


