
Josiah Strong, Our Country and its Possible Future, 1885 

 

A protestant clergyman, Josiah Strong, was a key leader in the Social Gospel movement, which 

tried to use Christian philosophy to promote social change. While this selection focuses on the 

United States’ potential, in other writings he worried that growing public immorality might destroy 

the nation. 

 

 

Every race which has deeply impressed itself on the human family has been the representative of some 

great idea—one or more—which has given direction to the nation’s life and form to its civilization. 

Among the Egyptians this seminal idea was life, among the Persians it was light, among the Hebrews it 

was purity, among the Greeks it was beauty, among the Romans it was law. The Anglo-Saxon is the 

representative of two great ideas, which are closely related. One of them is that of civil liberty. Nearly all 

of the civil liberty in the world is enjoyed by Anglo-Saxons: the English, the British colonists, and the 

people of the United States. To some, like the Swiss, it is permitted by the sufferance of their neighbors; 

others, like the French, have experimented with it; but, in modern times, the peoples whose love of liberty 

has won it, and whose genius for self-government has preserved it, have been Anglo-Saxons. The noblest 

races have always been lovers of liberty. That love ran strong in early German blood, and has profoundly 

influenced the institutions of all the branches of the great German family; but it was left for the Anglo-

Saxon branch fully to recognize the right of the individual to himself, and formally to declare it the 

foundation stone of government. 

 

The other great idea of which the Anglo-Saxon is the exponent is that of a pure spiritual Christianity. It 

was no accident that the great reformation of the sixteenth century originated among a Teutonic, rather 

than a Latin people. It was the fire of liberty burning in the Saxon heart that flamed up against the 

absolutism of the Pope. Speaking roughly, the peoples of Europe which are Celtic are Catholic, and those 

which are Teutonic are Protestant; and where the Teutonic race was purest, there Protestantism spread 

with the greatest rapidity. But, with rare and beautiful exceptions, Protestantism on the continent has 

degenerated into mere formalism. By confirmation at a certain age, the state churches are filled with 

members who generally know nothing of a personal spiritual experience. In obedience to a military order, 

a regiment of German soldiers files into church and partakes of the sacrament, just as it would shoulder 

arms or obey any other word of command. It is said that, in Berlin and Leipzig, only a little over one per 

cent of the Protestant population are found in church. Protestantism on the continent seems to be about as 

poor in spiritual life and power as Catholicism. That means that most of the spiritual Christianity in the 

world is found among Anglo-Saxons and their converts; for this is the great missionary race. If we take all 

of the German missionary societies together, we find that, in the number of workers and amount of 

contributions, they do not equal the smallest of the three great English missionary societies. The year that 

Congregationalists in the United States gave one dollar and thirty-seven cents per capita to foreign 

missions, the members of the great German State Church gave only three-quarters of a cent per capita to 

the same cause. Evidently it is chiefly to the English and American peoples that we must look for the 

evangelization of the world. 

 

It is not necessary to argue to those for whom I write 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… 

 



There can be no reasonable doubt that North America is to be the great home of the Anglo-Saxon, the 

principal seat of his power, the center of his life and influence. Not only does it constitute seven-elevenths 

of his possessions, but his empire is unsevered, while the remaining four-elevenths are fragmentary and 

scattered over the earth. Australia will have a great population; but its disadvantages, as compared with 

North America, are too manifest to need mention. Our continent has room and resources and climate, it 

lies in the pathway of the nations, it belongs to the zone of power, and already, among Anglo-Saxons, do 

we lead in population and wealth. Of England, Franklin once wrote: “That pretty island which, compared 

to America, is but a stepping-stone in a brook, scarce enough of it above water to keep one’s shoes dry.” 

England can hardly hope to maintain her relative importance among Anglo-Saxon peoples when her 

“pretty island” is the home of only one-twentieth part of that race. With the wider distribution of wealth, 

and increasing facilities of intercourse, intelligence and influence are less centralized, and peoples 

become more homogeneous; and the more nearly homogeneous peoples are, the more do numbers tell. 

America is to have the great preponderance of numbers and of wealth, and by the logic of events will 

follow the scepter of controlling influence. This will be but the consummation of a movement as old as 

civilization—a result to which men have looked forward for centuries. John Adams records that nothing 

was “more ancient in his memory than the observation that arts, sciences and empire had traveled 

westward; and in conversation it was always added that their next leap would be over the Atlantic into 

America.” He recalled a couplet that had been “inscribed, or rather drilled, into a rock on the shore of 

Monument Bay in our old colony of Plymouth: ‘The Eastern nations sink, their glory ends, and empire 

rises where the sun descends.’” 

 

Charles Sumner wrote of the “coming time when the whole continent, with all its various states, shall be a 

Plural Unit, with one Constitution, one Liberty and one Destiny,” and when “the national example will be 

more puissant than army or navy for the conquest of the world.” It surely needs no prophet’s eye to see 

that the civilization of the United States is to be the civilization of America, and that the future of the 

continent is ours. In 1880, the United States was the home of more than one-half of the Anglo-Saxon race; 

and, if the computations already given, are correct, a much larger proportion will be here a hundred years 

hence. It has been shown that we have room for at least a thousand millions. According to recent figures, 

there is in France a population of 180.88 to the square mile; in Germany, 216.62; in England and Wales, 

428.67; in Belgium, 481.71; in the United States—not including Alaska—16.88. If our population were as 

dense as that of France, we should have, this side of Alaska, 537,000,000; if as dense as that of Germany, 

643,000,000; if as dense as that of England and Wales, 1,173,000,000; if as dense as that of Belgium, 

1,430,000,000… 

 

There is abundant reason to believe that the Anglo-Saxon race is to be, is, indeed, already becoming, 

more effective here than in the mother country. The marked superiority of this race is due, in large 

measure, to its highly mixed origin. Says Rawlinson: “It is a general rule, now almost universally 

admitted by ethnologists, that the mixed races of mankind are superior to the pure ones;” and adds: “Even 

the Jews, who are so often cited as an example of a race at once pure and strong, may, with more reason, 

be adduced on the opposite side of the argument.” The ancient Egyptians, the Greeks, and the Romans, 

were all mixed races. Among modern races, the most conspicuous example is afforded by the Anglo-

Saxons. Mr. Green’s studies show that Mr. Tennyson’s poetic line, “Saxon and Norman and Dane are 

we,” must be supplemented with Celt and Gaul, Welshman and Irishman, Frisian and Flamand, French 

Huguenot and German Palatine. What took place a thousand years ago and more in England again 

transpires today in the United States. “History repeats itself;” but, as the wheels of history are the chariot 

wheels of the Almighty, there is, with every revolution, an onward movement toward the goal of his 

eternal purposes. There is here a new commingling of races; and, while the largest injections of foreign 

blood are substantially the same elements that constituted the original Anglo-Saxon admixture, so that we 

may infer the general type will be preserved, there are strains of other bloods being added, which, if Mr. 

Emerson’s remark is true, that “the best nations are those most widely related,” may be expected to 

improve the stock, and aid it to a higher destiny. If the dangers of immigration, which have been pointed 



out, can be successfully met for the next few years, until it has passed its climax, it may be expected to 

add value to the amalgam which will constitute the new Anglo-Saxon race of the New World. Concerning 

our future, Herbert Spencer says: “One great result is, I think, tolerably clear. From biological truths it is 

to be inferred that the eventual mixture of the allied varieties of the Aryan race, forming the population, 

will produce a more powerful type of man than has hitherto existed, and a type of man more plastic, more 

adaptable, more capable of undergoing the modifications needful for complete social life. I think, 

whatever difficulties they may have to surmount, and whatever tribulations they may have to pass 

through, the Americans may reasonably look forward to a time when they will have produced a 

civilization grander than any the world has known.” 

 

It may be easily shown, and is of no small significance, that the two great ideas of which the Anglo-Saxon 

is the exponent are having a fuller development in the United States than in Great Britain. There the union 

of Church and State tends strongly to paralyze some of the members of the body of Christ. Here there is 

no such influence to destroy spiritual life and power. Here, also, has been evolved the form of government 

consistent with the largest possible civil liberty. Furthermore, it is significant that the marked 

characteristics of this race are being here emphasized most. Among the most striking features of the 

Anglo-Saxon is his money-making power—a power of increasing importance in the widening commerce 

of the world’s future. We have seen, in a preceding chapter, that, although England is by far the richest 

nation of Europe, we have already outstripped her in the race after wealth, and we have only begun the 

development of our vast resources. 

 

Again, another marked characteristic of the Anglo-Saxon is what may be called an instinct or genius for 

colonizing. His unequaled energy, his indomitable perseverance, and his personal independence, made 

him a pioneer. He excels all others in pushing his way into new countries. It was those in whom this 

tendency was strongest that came to America, and this inherited tendency has been further developed by 

the westward sweep of successive generations across the continent. So noticeable has this characteristic 

become that English visitors remark it. Charles Dickens once said that the typical American would 

hesitate to enter heaven unless assured that he could go further west… 

 

What is the significance of such facts? These tendencies infold the future; they are the mighty alphabet 

with which God writes his prophecies. May we not, by a careful laying together of the letters, spell out 

something of his meaning? 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 to-day on our Pacific coast. There are no more 

new worlds. The unoccupied arable lands of the earth are limited, and will soon be taken. 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. Long before the thousand millions are here, the 

mighty centrifugal tendency, inherent in this stock and strengthened in the United States, will assert itself. 

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. If I read not amiss, this powerful race will move down upon Mexico, down 

upon Central and South America, out upon the islands of the sea, over upon Africa and beyond. And can 

any one doubt that the result of this competition of races will be the “survival of the fittest”? 

 

Some of the stronger races, doubtless, may be able to preserve their integrity; but, in order to compete 

with the Anglo-Saxon, they will probably be forced to adopt his methods and instruments, his civilization 

and his religion. Significant movements are now in progress among them. While the Christian religion 



was never more vital, or its hold upon the Anglo-Saxon mind stronger, there is taking place among the 

nations a wide-spread intellectual revolt against traditional beliefs. “In every corner of the world,” says 

Mr. Froude,6 “there is the same phenomenon of the decay of established religions… Among 

Mohammedans, Jews, Buddhists, Brahmins, traditionary creeds are losing their hold. An intellectual 

revolution is sweeping over the world, breaking down established opinions, dissolving foundations on 

which historical faiths have been built up.” The contact of Christian with heathen nations is awaking the 

latter to new life. Old superstitions are loosening their grasp. The dead crust of fossil faiths is being 

shattered by the movements of life underneath. In Catholic countries, Catholicism is losing its influence 

over educated minds, and in some cases the masses have already lost all faith in it. Thus, while on this 

continent God is training the Anglo-Saxon race for its mission, a complemental work has been in progress 

in the great world beyond. God has two hands. Not only is he preparing in our civilization the die with 

which to stamp the nations, but, by what Southey called the “timing of Providence,” he is preparing 

mankind to receive our impress. 

 

Is there room for reasonable doubt that this race, unless devitalized by alcohol and tobacco, is destined to 

dispossess many weaker races, assimilate others, and mold the remainder, until, in a very true and 

important sense, it has Anglo-Saxonized mankind? 

 

…In my own mind, there is no doubt that the Anglo-Saxon is to exercise the commanding influence in the 

world’s future; but the exact nature of that influence is, as yet, undetermined. How far his civilization will 

be materialistic and atheistic, and how long it will take thoroughly to Christianize and sweeten it, how 

rapidly he will hasten the coming of the kingdom wherein dwelleth righteousness, or how many ages he 

may retard it, is still uncertain; but it is now being swiftly determined. Let us weld together in a chain the 

various links of our logic which we have endeavored to forge. Is it manifest that the Anglo-Saxon holds in 

his hands the destinies of mankind for ages to come? Is it evident that the United States is to be the home 

of this race, the principal seat of his power, the great center of his influence? Is it true that the great West 

is to dominate the nation’s future? Has it been shown that this generation is to determine the character, 

and hence the destiny, of the West? Then may God open the eyes of this generation! When Napoleon 

drew up his troops before the Mamelukes, under the shadow of the Pyramids, pointing to the latter, he 

said to his soldiers: 

 

“Remember that from yonder heights forty centuries look down on you.” Men of this generation, from the 

pyramid top of opportunity on which God has set us, we look down on forty centuries! We stretch our 

hand into the future with power to mold the destinies of unborn millions. “We are living, we are dwelling, 

in a grand and awful time, in an age on ages telling - to be living is sublime!” 

 

Notwithstanding the great perils which threaten it, I cannot think our civilization will perish; but I believe 

it is fully in the hands of the Christians of the United States, during the next fifteen or twenty years, to 

hasten or retard the coming of Christ’s kingdom in the world by hundreds, and perhaps thousands, of 

years. We of this generation and nation occupy the Gibraltar of the ages which commands the world’s 

future. 

 

Josiah Strong, Our Country: Its Possible Future and its Present Crisis (New York: The Baker and Taylor 

Co., 1885). 


