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harles A. Kupchan is a professor of international relations at
Georgetown University. His book “Isolationism: A History
of America’s Efforts to Shield Itself from the World,” the one
reviewed here,offers a balanced and scholarly study of the isolationist propulsions
in US foreign policy. The book starts with President George Washington’s 1796
farewell address recommending a distance from any foreign entanglements.
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Kupchan argues that the idea of maintaining American independence served
the country well during its economic ascent. Kupchan connects the “isolationist
logic” to the notion of American exceptionalism and presents an allegory of
how the subjugation of Native Americans and territorial conquest during the
Mexican war was not expansionism but rather the accomplishment of America’s
“messianic mission.” Kupchan validly writes that isolationism has been the
dominant foreign policy position for the US barring a few breaks. Notably, in the
wake of the attacks on the US naval base in Pearl Harbor, America’s extended
adventures in foreign wars have had an unsettling and divisive effect on American
society. Kupchan argues against a rollback of American presence and instead
recommends a “selective engagement and judicious retrenchment.”
He prefers a deliberate disengagement with strategic aims rather than an
aggressive withdrawal and calls strategic retrenchment unnecessary and heedless.
Kupchan traces his identity to the “Selective Engagement” school that prefers
selective disengagement in the face of excessive overreach.
Kupchan writes that President Trump was not the first to have done
so. The seeds of American isolationism can be traced back to President George
Washington himself. President Obama wanted to exit the Middle East and
reluctantly entered the Syrian theatre. Obama and his Secretary of State, John
Kerry, sought ‘Congressional clearance’ before initiating a military strike in Syria
in response to the deployment of chemical weapons and favoured only a ‘limited’
attack. Obama’s contrast to his successor was that he still sought to maintain
‘Pax Americana’ at a low cost, and Trump attempted to demolish it. Trump’s
protectionist foreign policies were evidenced by his reproaching of the Paris
Climate Accord, Trans-Pacific partnerships, and the 5+1 JCPOA, all of which
was finally followed by the step back from the WHO in the face of the Covid 19
pandemic.
Given the colonial historical background of the US, the founding fathers
favoured isolationism as a state policy. Non-entanglements were preferred back
then to concentrate on making America safe from foreign threats as it went on to
annex more lands under the US flag. In President Washington’s farewell address
of 1796, he advocated developing business interests with little political ties. Not
only that, but while pursuing ‘non-entanglement’ on the outside, America was
solidifying its borders and expanding westward at home.
The brand of isolationism endorsed by President Trump, too, had a
historical origin. More jobs for the American people focus on the robustness of
the American economy and avoiding engagements where it is not necessary. Given
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that, Kupchan identifies six significant planks on which American isolationism
rests. First among those is the moral imperialism of America which informed the
US foreign policy during the presidency of Teddy Roosevelt, that is propagating
the concepts of Liberty and Prosperity at home. Another is the non-negotiable
steadfastness in homeland security, followed by America’s image as the saviour
nation and the freedom of action. The final two bases are preserving society and
advancing non-proliferation, disarmament, and the cause of pacifism.
Further in the book, Kupchan explains American exceptionalism and
its translations. American Exceptionalism states that America’s role is to be a
country worth emulating. It proclaims America’s worldwide objectives, rooted
in Protestant ideas, to assist humanity economically, politically, and spiritually.
However, he disapproves that American Exceptionalism has always been rooted
in America’s role as the global protector of peace and liberty. Kupchan explains
the protector of the world phenomenon by quoting President Quincy Adams’
speech about killing the monsters overseas and Albert Weinberg of the Adams’
speech. He says that America can only save the world if it is sufficiently free to
defend itself.
The book’s first section is about an America that seeks little to no outside
entanglements. “To steer clear of permanent affiliations with any segment of the
foreign world,” Washington had said in his farewell address. The hostilities that
occurred on American soil influenced the country’s foreign policy. Kupchan puts
this into perspective by writing in brief about the history, mentioning the Seven
Year War, the capture of French Canada by the British, the treaty of Paris, etc. He
says that the Peace of Paris had left America in a disadvantageous position since
the balance of power had swung in favour of the British. The United States was
wary of British colonialism. The British were gaining territories in America and
interfering with the country’s trade and development. Due to the never-ending
restrictions on American territorial expansion and trade, the hostility towards
the British rule grew manifold and quickly.
The Continental Congress then stuck to a new model which argued for
business ties without political alliances. American leaders desired to separate
themselves from the ‘Old World.’
Meanwhile, Robert Kagan, a strong proponent of liberal interventionism
and a critic of US foreign policy, claims that America has always been “inherently
entangled.” In the early years, the desire for non-entanglement was not because
it didn’t want to, but because it suffered from an inherent weakness. Geopolitical
goals were always present, but they were compelled to put themselves first to
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protect themselves from outlaws worldwide. They also intended to take advantage
of their geographical seclusion from the rest of the globe. According to Kagan,
non-entanglement was not a conscious decision but rather the only option left to
save itself from the Old World’s vestiges.
America’s efforts to secure its isolationism by risking ‘non-entanglement’
can be summed up in the War of 1812. The US intervention was informed by
its desire to overthrow the growing perception of an imperial/colonizer, a slave
state. Intervened because it did not want to be perceived as a colonizer’s slave
state. It attempted to erase Europe’s last surviving presence in the hemisphere,
necessitating intervention. During the postwar period, America became more
involved in nation-building. As it tried to amass territories to the west, America
focused on establishing itself first instead of focusing on the ‘messianic goal’
of saving the world. Despite obstacles, America maintained its isolationist
inclinations throughout the 1800s. However, with President William McKinley’s
election to the oval office in 1897 and the subsequent Spanish American War in
1898, the country shifted from isolationism to internationalism.
In the second part of the book, Kupchan examines America’s retreat from
its isolationist drive following the war with Spain and the country’s experiments
with both Realist and Liberal forms of internationalism. The just war, which
had the laudable goal of liberating Cuba from Spanish Imperialism, made
America appear an Imperial state is attempting to conquer its neighbour. Realist
Internationalism was not well received by the public either. President Wilson
wanted to change America’s image by exercising neutrality during the first world
war. Initially, it was thought that the United States did not need to intervene in
a far-flung European conflict. When Germany resumed its submarine warfare
in the Atlantic and attacked American vessels in 1917, Wilson justified his
involvement in the war by adhering to the idealist form of internationalism.
There was much hostility due to the loss of 100,000 American lives, anti-war
sentiment, and participation in the war at the expense of American reforms. And
even in the face of an American/Ally victory in the first world war, the public saw
little promise in the fourteen points. In contrast to his predecessors McKinley
and Roosevelt, who embraced Great Power politics, Wilson can be credited for
establishing a new shade of Internationalism, i.e., sustaining an International
Order despite the reaction.
After Roosevelt assumed high office, the United States was no longer
directly engaged in World War II. In 1935, by promulgating the Neutrality Act,
Congress made the sale of arms illegal to either of the warring parties. Despite its
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support for neutrality, America’s attitude toward the war shifted in the first half
of 1939. Britain’s fear of falling made it understand the dangers facing African
and Latin American countries. President Roosevelt never sought to intervene
in the war personally, but he did want to exert influence via the battle.For this
reason, until the attack on Pearl Harbor, he exercised restraint by not letting the
US join the allies’ war effort. The establishment of the America First Committee
in 1940 is a valid basis for debating Roosevelt’s unwillingness to fight in the war.
Kupchan attempts to explore Liberal Internationalism in the third
section of the book, which began to reshape American foreign policy in 1941 and
continues to this day. America’s part of Liberal Internationalism became projecting
power and forming partnerships. It was centered on attaining America’s principal
objectives, the first of which was to prevent a hostile state from dominating Eurasia.
The third purpose was to sustain American Exceptionalism by supporting
democratic ways of life and developing and spreading democratic institutions.
As the leader of the free world, America overcame its withdrawal symptoms
and became a more active participant. The causes for liberal Internationalism’s
rise in American thought stem primarily from the prosperous postwar America,
where Industrialization led to increased economic openness and mobility in
the American society, and trade liberalization policies were favoured. America
was no longer the cautious, isolationist country that shied away from foreign
involvement. Instead, it was willing to interact with countries outside the United
States to seek new markets for its worldwide audience. It is shaped by realism
and ideology, with isolationism taking a back seat and Exceptionalism taking the
lead. During Roosevelt’s presidency, liberal internationalism had much bipartisan
support.
The Liberal Internationalist viewpoint was not forgotten during the Cold
War, despite the Vietnam War. The intensity shifted over time, with Truman
and Reagan being Maximalists and Nixon and Carter being Minimalists, but it
was always present. With the fall of the Soviet Union and the end of the Cold
War, there appeared to be an imbalance in Power-Partnership dichotomies,
resulting in Over-Reach. Pax-Americana has suffered because of this. Military
interventions, a fourfold increase in the Cold War, and NATO enlargement with
an aggressive Russia are causing Russia’s strategic pledges to be questioned. The
never-ending wars in the mid-East and Afghanistan have caused the electorate to
dissent further from Internationalism.
With the election of Trump, the revival of Neo-Isolationism is nothing
more than a return of America for Americans. According to Kupchan, there is
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a reluctance to engage in the action of exporting democracy abroad. Instead,
racially coloured nationalism and Neo-Nativism are being used to make America
Great Again. In terms of foreign policy, the Liberal Internationalism approach is
currently in serious jeopardy. The American electoral base wants America to pull
out of its commitments abroad, as per a 2019 survey titled ‘American Adrift’ by
the Centre for American Progress (CAP).
Lippmann correctly apprehends the fear of failure in finding the actual
interest of the nation in foreign affairs attributable to a lack of consensus in it.
The lack of consistency in the incoming and outgoing administrations in the US
has created a view that the US lacks a firm foreign policy. Kupchan convincingly
depicts the intricacies of present American foreign policy by linking it to American
history. Overall, Kupchan’s book is unique in presenting an overarching story of
American nationalism and is deeply ingrained in historical facts. A reader who
is not fully informed about American foreign policy before the 20th century may
find this book thoroughly revelatory. The charting of the whole history of the
US speaks that the non-entanglement approach worked well for the US for long
periods. He takes an exciting position that the Exceptionalism of the US is an
idea rooted not in internationalism as is commonly believed but in isolationism.
The city upon a hill in the town standing above and apart from a world riddled
with war and misery. The internationalist quotient to American exceptionalism
was added only in the wake of changing and compelling geopolitical situations,
which made America see itself as the indispensable nation and the flag-bearer
and keeper of the Free World. At last, Kupchan posts that a strategic reproach
from interventionism, beginning with the world wars, is inevitable and already
underway.
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