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Reviews 
 
BARBARIAN VIRTUES: The United States Encounters Foreign Peoples at Home and 
Abroad. By Matthew Frye Jacobson. New York: Hill and Wang. 2000. Pp. xii, 324. Paper 
$16.00 
 

“Over-sentimentality, over-softness, in fact washiness and mushiness are the great 
dangers of this age and of this people.  Unless we keep the barbarian virtues, 

gaining the civilized ones will be of little avail.” 
                                                                               ― Theodore Roosevelt, 1899 

 
Matthew Frye Jacobson’s Barbarian Virtues: The United States Encounters Foreign 

Peoples at Home and Abroad, 1876-1917 seeks to craft a “new narrative” and international 
revision of the America’s oft termed Gilded Age and Progressive Era, those years 
encompassing the 1870s to the 1920s.  Couched in his larger political aim, Jacobson 
seeks to correct and expose two "striking failures” (262) and lapses in America’s national 
memory:  “one regarding immigration, [and] the other, imperialism” (262).   

Specifically, Jacobson contends, it is highly imperative that Americans recognize 
this public amnesia through the realization that within United States history, empire and 
immigration “ constituted two sides of the same coin,” both “generated by the same 
economic engines of industrialization” (4) that lead to America’s late nineteenth century 
transformation into a major global power.  Operating in symbiotic relationship, Jacobson 
argues, immigration supplied cheap labor for America’s industrial factories, while foreign 
markets were perceived as increasingly necessary to absorb America’s surplus production 
as the frequent depressions of the late nineteenth century American economy indicated an 
incapacity to internally absorb its own excess.  As such, access to, and control of, foreign 
markets in “every part of the habitable globe” (22) became a national imperative linked to 
American survival—an imperative setting the stage for increased involvement in world 
affairs as well as American imperialist intervention(s) and colonization(s).  Essentially, 
Jacobson illustrates, America’s simultaneous export dependence on international 
consumers and import reliance on foreign workers resulted in a sort of double exposure to 
foreignness—the colonized subject and the poor immigrant worker—that led to 
multilayered American narratives of, and discourses about, whiteness, American 
citizenship, and the boundaries between the “civilized” and the “barbaric.” 
 Organizing his book roughly into three sections—“Markets,” “Images,” and 
“Politics”—Jacobson utilizes a wealth of sources ranging from popular culture novels and 
images to academic publications and government documents to deftly illustrate America’s 
fundamental struggle to reconcile their commitment to “free” democratic republicanism with 
the imperatives of the imperial-industrial market.  Jacobson’s approach works to 
demonstrate how both ideology and economy influenced and decided how Americans 
perceived, approached, and treated “foreigners” in the period between 1876 and 1917—a 
legacy with continued reverberations today.     

Internationally, Jacobson explains, through a particular discourse of “civilization” 
and “progress,” those who were non-western, non-Christian, non-white, and non-
industrialized were relegated to the realm of barbarian, and as such, in dire need of 



civilization.  Conveniently enough for the United States, these barbarous countries, 
incapable of self-governance, just so happened to also benefit American trade interests as 
“civilization” necessarily includes habits of modern consumption. 
 Domestically, this rhetoric worked in similar ways, often influencing and being 
influenced by its deployment abroad.  In particular, racial demarcations and ordering, 
undergirded by evolutionary thinking, supplied the foundations for the discriminatory 
treatment(s) of immigrants, just as it justified imperial domination.  As inferior, yet 
increasingly part of American life and livelihood, immigrants and colonized peoples came 
to represent a threat to America’s idealized and radicalized conception of citizenship, 
leading to considerable anxiety and debate over the very meaning of America and 
Americanness.  As such, during this period, American nationalism “became a peculiar 
compound of arrogance and anxiety, global reach and parochial vision” (219). 

Ultimately, tying back to his political aims, Jacobson illustrates that this necessary 
and crucial demystification of the United States’ involvement in global affairs undermines 
contemporary America’s justifying and validating rhetoric of global democratization as well 
as disallows its subsequent and connected American self-characterization as a merely 
reluctant political actor in current world affairs (such as Iraq for example).  While also 
disrupting America’s self-image as a haven and sanctuary of the world’s oppressed, this 
historical remembering opens up critical dialogue about the continuing legacy of these 
polarizing and harmful racial narratives and imperialist imperatives, especially evoking a 
questioning into America’s current conceptions of citizenship and nation—and who 
becomes harmfully marginalized as a result. 
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