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WHY DO I CARE?
About mid-way through my time at NYU I had a
formative experience that taught me about the
power of culture in political life and how the stories
we tell ourselves about who we are define us in
ways that are arguably more powerful than any
objective, tangible criterion. This experience
came while reading Walter Russel Mead’s
“Special Providence,” which sought to explain the
ebb and flow of American political culture and
thought in terms of archetypes. He identifies four
such archetypes: The Jeffersonian, Hamiltonian,
Jacksonian, and Wilsonian. Though each of these
archetypes had distinctive features that
necessitated their inclusion there exist among
them intersecting commonalities.
While Wilsonian are internationalists in their
predispositions, Hamiltonians could easily fall in
line right behind them. And while Jacksonians are
known for being populists and Jeffersonian for
being liberals, the both tend to be more isolationist
than not. This comparison also lends itself to
thinking about things like nativism, executive
power, & other characteristics that are relevant to
Kupchan’s analysis and to today’s conversation.
What Charles does in this book is to chronical the
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evolution of American political culture and thought as it pertains to our country’s sense of identity
and its place in the world of nations. So enduring was this strain of isolationist thinking and national
identity that it would not be until after World War II—a gap of roughly 150 years from when George
Washington reneged on the United States’ alliance with France in 1793—that the nation was again
prepared to countenance formal alliance with a foreign power.
Kupchan analyzes this cultural evolution by focusing on a number of seminal moments from
American political history such as the period during which the constitution was being ratified and
the Federalist Papers written, Washington’s Farewell Address, westward expansion and the
Monroe Doctrine, the debates over overseas expansion that followed the Spanish-American War
in 1898, the Senate’s consideration of U.S. participation in the League of Nations in 1919– 1920,
and the interwar period to name a few.
What I find most interesting about this analysis has less to do with the consequences or practical
implications of isolationism as a strong source of national identity and more to do with how we came
to hold such powerful, almost instinctual views about our nation’s place and role in the world. As
Friedrich Nietzsche observed in The Gay Science, “the reputation, name and appearance, the
usual measure and weight of a thing, what it counts for—originally almost always wrong and
arbitrary, thrown over things like a dress and altogether foreign to their nature and even to their
skin—all this grows from generation unto generation, merely because people believe in it, until it
gradually grows to be part of the thing and turns into its very body. What at first was appearance
becomes in the end, almost invariably, the essence and effective as such.”
I think there’s also something here to discuss as it pertains to my conversation with John
Mearsheimer about the power of nationalism and its relationship to liberalism. John made an
interesting point in that episode. He basically suggested that nationalism’s grip over the country is
stronger because it operates at the group level, whereas liberalism appeals to universal principles
that are far more intellectual and artificial in how they feel.

QUESTIONS:
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American isolationism rested on six distinct, but interlocking, logics: 1) capitalizing on natural
security; 2) serving as redeemer nation; 3) advancing liberty and prosperity at home; 4) preserving
freedom of action abroad; 5) protecting social homogeneity; and 6) promoting pacifism. These six
logics of isolationism were present from early on, and they all figured as elements in the evolving
narrative of American exceptionalism. Nonetheless, their salience changed over time
Book’s Objective — Q: What was your objective in writing this book? Q: Why should people care
about the country’s isolationist history? Q: Why do you feel it is important to refurbish isolationism
and rehabilitate its reputation?
The Isolationist Turn — The first signs of a resurgence in isolationist sentiments that I witnesses
began sometime between 2004-2007, before the successful implementation of Iraq War troop
surge. Q: How early were the signs that we were moving into a period where isolationism was going
to make a comeback? Q: Why is isolationist sentiment making a comeback and what are the
implications for America and the world? Q: Is this one of the reasons that you decided to write this
book, because you saw a resurgence of isolationist sentiment in the US?
History of Isolationism — Q: How and why was isolationism able to maintain its hold on U.S.
statecraft from its founding days until the 1940s? Q: How did isolationism serve America’s interests
during its heyday? Q: What was the strongest period of liberal internationalism post-WWII? (was it
right after the fall of the Berlin Wall?)
Origins of Isolationism — Q: What are the intellectual origins of isolationism in the United States?
Q: What do we mean when we talk about isolationism? Q: What is the historical rational for it in the
US and how does it differ from other forms of isolationism seen most prominently in the Britain prior
to WWI?

Seminal Periods — You identify a number of seminal moments in American history that illuminate
the country’s relationship to the world and to itself including the period of constitutional ratification
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between 1787-1788, the proclamation of neutrality by Washington after the execution of Louis XVI,
westward expansion and the Monroe Doctrine, the debates over overseas expansion that followed
the Spanish-American War in 1898, the Senate’s consideration of U.S. participation in the League
of Nations in 1919– 1920, and the interwar period, to name a few. Q: What sort of criteria did you
rely on when deciding what periods to identify as “seminal?” Q: Do you have any favorite ones in
particular?
Public Opinion — Q: Where do Americans stand on the question of isolationism today? Q: How
does the public’s opinion on foreign entanglement compare to what we saw in the period prior to
WWII? Q: How is politics impacting people’s views on foreign affairs and the question of
isolationism or liberal internationalism?
America First Committee — You note that Trump’s America First policy is a throwback to the
America First Committee before WWII. Q: Can you briefly describe the committee and whether,
before Pearl Harbor, it was having much success?
Isolationism, Racism, & Xenophobia — During the 19th century, Americans regularly debated
whether to annex territories beyond N. America, including Haiti, Cuba, Santo Domingo, the Virgin
Islands and Hawaii, but such expansion was blocked in no small part by the union’s unwillingness
to incorporate more nonwhites into the body politic. Q: Is there an enduring relationship between
periods of heightened xenophobia and isolationism? Q: What accounts for this?

Isolationism’s Time & Place — You have said that the isolationism of the 1930s needs to be
distinguished from what came before. Specifically, that during the 19th century, isolationism helped
the U.S. rise in unmolested fashion, but that during the interwar period, the “U.S. engaged in a
misguided search for strategic immunity as fascism and militarism swept across Europe and Asia.
. . [and] if the 19th century was isolationism’s finest hour, the interwar era was surely its darkest
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and most deluded.” Q: Have there been periods in American history where a more isolationist policy
was more appropriate? Q: When were some of those times? Q: Is today one of those times?
Strategic Retrenchment — You have said that the United States needs to rediscover the history
of isolationism and apply its lessons, shrinking its footprint abroad and bringing its foreign
commitments back into line with its means and purposes. Q: What does strategic retrenchment
look like in practice?
Bi-Partisan Isolationism — Q: Is the isolationist impulse something that is finding bi-partisan
consensus and a source of unity amount members of the public?
The Political Class vs. the Public — A recent poll by the Center for American Progress—a leftleaning think tank—revealed that liberal internationalists represent only 18 percent of the public,
while a majority of the country favors either America First or global disengagement. Younger voters
are much less supportive of a traditional internationalist agenda than their elders, meaning that this
inward turn is likely to deepen in the years ahead. Q: Do the political and academic classes tend
to differ strongly from the broader public about issues concerning America’s role in the world and
foreign entanglements?
Rebuttal — Andrew Bacevich wrote a rebuttal to
your book in the New York Times: “The overarching
theme of United States policy since the beginning
is not isolationism. It’s American exceptionalism,
which can indeed be malevolent, employed to
justify either running the world or ignoring it. To
understand why the United States does what it
does in the world, begin with our conviction that we
are history’s Chosen People. Scholars and wonks
alike should take note.” Q: What is your response
to his observation about exceptionalism, not
isolationism as being the overarching theme of US
policy since its beginning?
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QUOTES:
The reputation, name and appearance, the usual
measure and weight of a thing, what it counts for—
originally almost always wrong and arbitrary, thrown
over things like a dress and altogether foreign to
their nature and even to their skin—all this grows
from generation unto generation, merely because
people believe in it, until it gradually grows to be part
of the thing and turns into its very body. What at first
was appearance becomes in the end, almost
invariably, the essence and effective as such. How
foolish it would be to suppose that one only needs
to point out this origin and this misty shroud of
delusion in order to destroy the world that counts for
real, so-called “reality.” We can destroy only as
creators. But let us not forget either: it is enough to
create new names and estimations and probabilities
in order to create in the long run new “things.” —
Friedrich Nietzsche
“So powerful were these older historical traditions that their hold on the American public imagination
posed the greatest single obstacle to the generation of statesmen charged with the development
of American foreign policy for the 1940s.” — Walter Russel Mead
The Federalist Papers, Washington’s Farewell Address, the debates over overseas expansion that
followed the Spanish-American War in 1898, the
Senate’s consideration of U.S. participation in the
League of Nations in 1919– 1920—examining these
and other seminal episodes from the nation’s past
provides crucial insight into its present and future
engagement with the world. The allure of natural
security that comes with geographic separation from
other great powers, the yearning for autonomy in the
conduct of statecraft, the costs and benefits of the
nation’s messianic impulse to spread abroad the
virtues of political and economic liberty—these and
other indelible elements of the American experience
continue to shape U.S. grand strategy. As
Americans debate the future of their role in the world,
they need to consider the full span of the nation’s
history—its isolationist as well as its internationalist
past. — Charles Kupchan
Calling for selective engagement and judicious
retrenchment is hardly to endorse an isolationist
grand strategy. On the contrary, a deliberate and
thoughtful pullback from strategic overreach is the
best insurance against a rash and dangerous retreat.
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Nonetheless, in the service of fostering a full and wideranging debate over the options Americans have before
them, I do seek in this book to refurbish isolationism and
rehabilitate its reputation. Isolationism deservedly became
a political pejorative following America’s strategic
abdication during the interwar era. Ever since, the political
mainstream has marginalized those calling for strategic
retrenchment and attacked them as irresponsible
isolationists. But the dark history of the nation’s run for
cover as fascism and militarism were sweeping Europe
and Asia should not be allowed to tarnish the notion of
strategic restraint. For much of America’s history,
isolationism served the nation well. Under the right
circumstances and in the right places, geopolitical
detachment will effectively advance the national interest.
In this book, I seek to evaluate soberly the costs and benefits of the nation’s isolationist traditions—
as well as the internationalist alternatives. In doing so, I aim to help Americans find the middle
ground between doing too much and doing too little. — Charles Kupchan
Building on Washington’s “great rule,” this book defines isolationism as a grand strategy aimed at
disengagement with foreign powers and the avoidance of enduring strategic commitments beyond
the North American homeland. In doctrinal terms, implementing the “great rule” meant avoiding
alliances as well as other forms of entanglement with foreign nations, shunning territorial
possessions outside North America, and assuming strategic obligations beyond the homeland only
on a temporary and exigent basis. Given the presence of Europe’s imperial powers in America’s
neighborhood, it took time for the United States to disentangle itself from great-power rivalry. But
from the nation’s earliest days, the Founders sought to ease Europe out of the Western Hemisphere
so as to enable the United States to enjoy strategic isolation and the natural geographic advantages
of flanking oceans and territorial girth. — Charles Kupchan
Engaging in that debate is an urgent priority; the United States has been living with a dangerous
gap between its commitments abroad and the economic and political resources needed to sustain
them. As Walter Lippmann, one of the most influential journalists of his generation, wrote in 1943,
“in foreign relations, as in all other relations, a policy has been formed only when commitments and
power have been brought into balance. . . . The nation
must maintain its objectives and its power in equilibrium,
its purposes within its means and its means equal to its
purposes, its commitments related to its resources and
its resources adequate to its commitments.” The United
States’ purposes and its means have been out of kilter,
which is why many Americans have been calling for
efforts to scale back foreign commitments and restore a
balance between the nation’s objectives and its
economic and political resources. — Charles Kupchan
The restoration of monarchy, the overreach of the federal
government, the diversion of resources from domestic
investment, ethnic and racial dilution, the unchecked
power of banks and corporations—Americans saw these
and other domestic challenges to the American
experiment as at least as dangerous as the threats posed by foreign enemies. It was in the service
7

of confronting both external and internal perils that Americans of all political stripes rallied behind
isolationism. Warding off foreign threats while defending freedom and prosperity from the enemy
within meant the avoidance of entanglement with the enemy abroad. Only by holding themselves
aloof from the outside world could Americans, in the famous words of John Winthrop, an English
immigrant who arrived in 1630, serve as a “city upon a hill.” — Charles Kupchan
Geography, the nation’s relative power, and partisan, regional, and ethnic preferences certainly
contributed to isolationism’s longevity. But what mattered most was a conception of American
exceptionalism that equated the success of the American experiment with geopolitical isolation. —
Charles Kupchan
From the founding era until Japan’s attack on Pearl Harbor—with notable detours during the
Spanish-American War and World War I—isolationism was to America’s national identity and sense
of purpose what internationalism has been since World War II. — Charles Kupchan
The shift from isolationism to hegemonic ambition, from exemplar to crusader state, was driven not
just by the logic of American exceptionalism and the new means required for the country to fulfill
its self-appointed role as redeemer nation. In addition, politicians needed to refashion the national
creed in order to dismantle isolationism’s grip on U.S. grand strategy. Richard Olney, who was
secretary of state from 1895 to 1897 and a frustrated supporter of a more ambitious foreign policy,
described isolationism’s hold as follows: “A rule of policy originating with Washington, preeminently
wise for his epoch, ever since taught in schools, lauded on the platform, preached in the pulpit, and
displayed in capitals and italics in innumerable political manuals and popular histories, almost
becomes part of the mental constitution of the generations to which it descends. They accept it
without knowing why and they act upon it without the least regard to their wholly new environment.”
Walter Mead makes a similar observation about the political environment a half-century later: “So
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powerful were these older historical traditions that their
hold on the American public imagination posed the
greatest single obstacle to the generation of statesmen
charged with the development of American foreign
policy for the 1940s.” Mead contends that this “myth of
virtuous isolation . . . presented itself as the eternal and
unchanging creed of the American people through the
generations. It was the foreign policy equivalent of the
Bill of Rights: the one true faith, handed down from on
high.” — Charles Kupchan
Since the founding era, Americans had been
determined, in the words of Thomas Paine, “to begin
the world all over again.” At last, the United States
could fulfill its exceptionalist calling. American power
may have been unchecked, but the result was
overreach, not the completion of the nation’s messianic
mission. NATO’s eastward expansion was to
consolidate democracy and peace in Europe. Instead,
it ended up contributing to the return of geopolitical
confrontation with Russia. The United States helped
guide China into the World Trade Organization, a move that was intended to expand its middle
class, liberalize its politics, and tame its geopolitical ambition. Instead, it quickened China’s rise as
America’s new peer competitor. The interventions in Afghanistan, Iraq, and Libya were to bring
about political transformations and establish democratic beachheads in a region long plagued by
autocracy. They have done nothing of the sort. Policy makers in Washington aided and abetted the
Arab Spring, seeing it as a sign that the Middle East was finally breaking America’s way. But the
political upheaval has instead unleashed generations of instability. — Charles Kupchan
These strategic errors were the product of
ideological excess and overconfidence in the ability
of American power to shape global affairs; since the
1990s, the idealist ambitions of Pax Americana
have gone unchecked by realist constraints,
producing successive bouts of strategic overreach.
Americans are today reacting against this
overreach. Remaking the world in America’s image
has proved a costly and futile proposition. As a
consequence, the pendulum is swinging back from
internationalism toward isolationism—a trend only
reinforced by the economic stagnation that has
afflicted many American workers, the dire economic
impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, and the
domestic unrest that broke out across the nation
following the police killing of George Floyd in
Minneapolis. The United States went out to save
the world. But America’s exertions seem to have
gone awry. The international order erected by the
United States and its allies after World War II is
faltering; illiberalism is on the march in many quarters
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of the globle. In the meantime, American’s own exceptional experiment is falling prey to economic
discontent, social division, and political dysfunction. The nation’s efforts to make the world anew
appear not only to have been in vain, but also to have come at the expense of prosperity and liberty
for Americans themselves. — Charles Kupchan
The United States seems to be coming full circle, moving from isolationism, to liberal
internationalism, and now back to isolationism. How far back in the direction of isolationism the
pendulum swings remains to be seen. As Hartz approvingly paraphrases the views of diplomat and
historian George Kennan, “Americans seem to oscillate between fleeing from the rest of the world
and embracing it with too ardent a passion. An absolute morality is inspired either to withdraw from
‘alien’ things or to transform them: it cannot live in comfort constantly by their side.” It is conceivable
that the United States will again recoil from alien things and that isolationist excess will prevail. It is
also possible that the United States will finally succeed in finding the middle ground between
running the world and running away from it. Instead of withdrawing from or seeking to transform
alien things, can Americans instead live in comfort by their side? The outcome of this building
debate on America’s role in the world will have a major impact on the global politics of the twentyfirst century. — Charles Kupchan
This volume examines the trajectory of isolationist thinking
and practice by focusing on critical strategic debates, seminal
moments when Americans were forced to confront the nature
and scope of their relationship with the rest of the world. The
episodes explored are selective rather than exhaustive, but
taken together they illuminate the ideological and political
landscape that gave rise to isolationism and sustained it for
so much of American history. The story unfolds through the
debates among and decisions of the main protagonists—
executive branch officials, members of
Congress, opinion makers, corporate
leaders, and public activists who shaped
both public discourse and policy. The book
narrates isolationism’s ideological origins,
the sources of its political pull, and its
impact on statecraft, exposing how its
multiple variants enabled it to appeal to
diverse constituencies across time. It then
goes on to explore the struggle between
isolationism and alternative forms of
internationalism between 1898 and 1941,
explaining how and why isolationism
maintained its tight grip on U.S. statecraft
during the interwar era. The bulk of the book covers the story of isolationism from the founding era
until America’s entry into World War II in 1941. The final section of the volume then goes on to
chart the rise and fall of liberal internationalism after World War II, examines isolationism’s current
comeback, and concludes with an assessment of what form of U.S. statecraft may lie ahead. —
Charles Kupchan
The Founders held firmly to the conviction that ambition abroad would come at the expense of
liberty and prosperity at home. Indeed, they feared domestic threats to democracy more than they
did foreign enemies. They embraced isolationism in part because they foresaw a future of tyranny
rather than republican freedom should the United States acquire the powerful federal institutions
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and large military establishment that would accompany entanglement in great-power competition.
So, too, would the expense of foreign ambition require high taxation and other disruptions to the
U.S. economy. During the first half of the twentieth century, Americans looked to isolationism to
help counter other internal threats to the nation’s economic welfare, including corporations with
vested interests in expansion, growing inequality and job loss due to foreign trade, and an influx of
foreign workers that would further increase unemployment. — Charles Kupchan
These concerns are again front and center. The Founders’ fears that foreign ambition would mean
tyranny at home proved to be unfounded. Nonetheless, presidential control over foreign policy,
which began to mount in the late nineteenth century, has increased substantially over time. The
Founders would recoil at the prospect of Truman taking the nation to war in Korea without
congressional authorization. The United States since the attacks of September 11 has relied on
the Authorization for Use of Military Force (AUMF) that Congress passed in 2001 and in 2002 to
launch one war after another in the broader
Middle East. The 2001 legislation enabled the
president to take action against those who
“planned, authorized, committed or aided” the
September 11 attacks, while the 2002
legislation authorized the U.S. invasion of Iraq
that began in 2003. These two acts hardly
provide a compelling and convincing legislative
foundation for the wide range of military
operations that the United States has carried
out over the past twenty years. Steps to
increase domestic surveillance have also
encroached upon the privacy and civil liberties
of American citizens. The fight against both
foreign and domestic terrorism led to a network
of
surveillance—
wiretapping,
financial
monitoring, electronic data collection—that
both purposes only Congress and the courts
deemed to be excessive. Entanglement abroad
has in fact compromised liberty at home. —
Charles Kupchan
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This book concludes by offering three broad
guidelines that Americans should consider as they
debate the contours of a strategy of retrenchment.
First, judicious retrenchment should focus on
shedding U.S. entanglements in the periphery, not
in the strategic heartland of Eurasia. America’s
main strategic error since the end of the Cold War
has been unnecessary embroilment in wars of
choice in the Middle East. The terror attacks of
September 11 fully justified the invasion of
Afghanistan to take down Al-Qaeda and neutralize
the Taliban. But the subsequent effort to politically
and socially reengineer the country, the toppling of
regimes in Iraq and Libya, the attempt to bring down
the Syrian government—these have been bouts of
misguided excess. Most Americans have realized
as much. That realization, alongside economic
distress and faltering infrastructure inside the
United States, has understandably prompted much
of the electorate to call for a renewed focus on the
home front. — Charles Kupchan
This new brand of statecraft would require that
Americans accept a more pluralistic global order. The United States would need to operate in a
world of political diversity and respectfully work with democratic and nondemocratic regimes alike.
Liberal democracy would compete in the marketplace of ideas with other approaches to
governance, demonstrating an abiding American confidence in the ability of liberal forms of
government to ultimately prevail against authoritarian alternatives. This approach, after all, is hardly
out of step with America’s longer diplomatic traditions. President Monroe in 1823 warned European
powers against any new imperial adventures in the Western Hemisphere, articulating the doctrine
that came to bear his name. But he also acknowledged Europe’s monarchical preferences and
committed the United States “not to interfere in the internal concerns of any of its powers; to
consider the government de facto as the legitimate government for us; to cultivate friendly relations
with it.” Such pragmatism and prudence are again in order. — Charles Kupchan
Isolationism served the United States well during its long ascent. After the nation’s arrival as a great
power, Americans experimented with both realist and idealist brands of internationalism, neither of
which proved capable of durably displacing isolationism. By merging realism and idealism and
marrying power to partnership, liberal internationalism finally guided the United States away from
its isolationist roots and anchored U.S. statecraft from World War II into this new century. The result
was the long run of Pax Americana. — Charles Kupchan
But those days are over. America needs a grand strategy that is still idealist in vision and voice—
even if more realist in practice. Building an inclusive order of democracies and nondemocracies—
while still working over the long haul to advance the exceptionalist mission of universal
republicanism—will offer the right blend of idealism and realism needed if the United States is to
find a middle course between doing too much and doing too little. Isolationism ruled for much of
American history. An unstinting internationalism followed. It is now time to find the stable middle
ground. — Charles Kupchan
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