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One cannot rise to be in many ways the leading community in the civilized world without being involved in its problems, without being convulsed by its agonies and inspired by its causes. If this had been proved in the past as it had been, it will become indisputable in the future. The people in the United States cannot escape world responsibility.

Winston Churchill September 1943
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The Empty Throne

Room 2E924 in the outermost ring of the Pentagon was packed. Better known as “the Tank,” it is one of the most secure facilities in the US government and the meeting place for the Joint Chiefs of Staff. On the morning of July 20, 2017, though, it hosted a special guest—the president of the United States. Gathered with Donald Trump in the small, windowless room was virtually everyone who was anyone dealing with foreign and national security policy: the vice president, cabinet secretaries, assorted White House advisers, and the chair and vice chair of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. They were there to provide Trump with a crash course on American global leadership.1

The long-scheduled visit was on the face of things unremarkable. Many presidents had traveled to the Tank to receive briefings and show their appreciation for America’s service men and women. But Secretary of Defense James Mattis and Secretary of State Rex Tillerson had an ulterior motive in arranging Trump’s trip that day. They believed that six months into his presidency he still had much to learn about the world and America’s role in it. On the campaign trail he had repeatedly shown his ignorance about basic foreign policy issues, even as he castigated past administrations, Democratic and Republican alike, for what he called their catastrophic choices. Reaching the Oval Office hadn’t miraculously given him a deeper grasp of global politics or a greater appreciation for the “lousy” deals and “stupid” commitments his predecessors had made. Instead, he resisted inconvenient facts, repeated urban legends, and contested the counsel his advisers offered. Perhaps a tutorial in the Tank on how and why the United States had pursued an outsized role around the world since World War II might persuade him that it was worth continuing to do so.

Mattis set the context for the meeting at the start. “The greatest thing the ‘greatest generation’ left us,” the retired Marine four-star general said to open the briefing, “was the rules-based postwar international order.”2 The briefers then took Trump on a tour around the globe. Using maps, charts, and photos, they laid out America’s far-flung overseas commitments. They reviewed alliances and trade deals, carefully explaining what challenges and opportunities the United States faced beyond its borders. To make their brief more compelling to a president who had made his fortune in real estate and who had committed his administration to bringing jobs back home, they stressed how America’s global leadership benefitted US businesses and created jobs for Americans back home.

The student, though, eventually challenged his tutors. He wasn’t impressed with the alliances and agreements they were praising. “This is exactly what I don’t want,” he objected.3 He peppered them with questions. Why were US troops in South Korea? Why didn’t America’s free-trade agreements generate surpluses for the United States? Why didn’t Europe pay its fair share for NATO? Why shouldn’t the United States build up its nuclear stockpile? Some of the exchanges grew testy as the experts tried to persuade a president who thought he knew more than he did to adopt a worldview utterly foreign to his thinking. At several points Trump rebuked his briefers with a simple and direct rebuttal: “I don’t agree!”4

When the meeting ended after two hours, Trump praised his briefers to the reporters waiting outside the Tank. The discussion had been “great” and the people at the Pentagon “tremendous,” he said. “The job they do—absolutely incredible.”5 That didn’t mean, however, that they had dented his deep skepticism about the value of America’s military alliances and the benefits of its many trade agreements, let alone persuaded him to lead what he saw as ungrateful friends who laughed at America while stealing its jobs and wealth.

The July 20 meeting later gained fame for the pithy assessment Tillerson made of Trump’s intelligence after the president left the Tank to return to the White House. He’s a “fucking moron,” the former Eagle Scout told a few colleagues. Tillerson’s blunt assessment dominated Washington conversation when it leaked months later. But the more consequential assessment, even though it drew almost no attention, was the one Trump made in the Tank as the meeting ended: the rules-based world order that so captivated his briefers was “not working at all.”6

The overriding question for America and the rest of the world was, would Trump try to fix it or walk away from it?

“I INHERITED A mess,” Donald Trump complained repeatedly after becoming president.7 The specific challenges he faced were easy to list. North Korea was gaining the capability to hit the United States with nuclear-armed missiles. A revanchist Russia was challenging American interests in the Middle East, sowing divisions in Europe, and interfering in US domestic politics. A rising China was looking to dominate Asia and rewrite the rules of global politics in its favor. An aggressive Iran was seeking regional hegemony in the Middle East. The Islamic State controlled parts of Iraq and Syria, inspiring jihadists around the globe. The list went on.

Underlying these problems, however, was a broader, more fundamental one: the world that the United States created in the aftermath of World War II and that Mattis and his colleagues explained to Trump in the Tank that July day was fracturing. Franklin Roosevelt and Harry Truman had wisely steered the United States away from repeating the grave error it had made in turning its back on Europe after World War I. Determined to chart a different course and confronted with a new mortal adversary in the Soviet Union, they defined America’s interests globally and sought to lead other countries in creating a world that would be more conducive to US interests and values—and to countries that shared them. That world would be built on advancing collective security; opening free markets; and promoting democracy, human rights, and the rule of law.

It was a radical strategy. For millennia world politics had been driven by the logic of domination—“The strong do as they will; the weak suffer what they must,” as the ancient Greeks put it. The United States could have done the same after 1945. It stood atop the world, towering over both its vanquished enemies and weary allies. But it didn’t. It instead created a system based on the logic of cooperation—countries willing to follow America’s lead would flourish, and as they did, so too would the United States. The country would do well by putting aside narrow nationalism and promoting a broader common good. “We could be the wealthiest and the most mighty nation,” President Dwight Eisenhower later wrote, “and still lose the battle of the world if we do not help our world neighbors protect their freedom and advance their social and economic progress.”8

The rules-based order never fully matched its founders’ aspirations. Its reach was limited to the West throughout the Cold War. Large portions of the world lived under communist domination outside the order, and even more lived uneasily between the two. Cold War divisions, moreover, limited what the United Nations and other international institutions could do. The United States at times failed to live up to its lofty rhetoric as narrow interests trumped broader ones in its foreign policy choices. Human rights were often sacrificed to political expediency. And global leadership didn’t guarantee good judgment, as the Bay of Pigs and the Vietnam War attested.

Yet even taking these failures into account, the American decision to lead the Free World after World War II was a historic success. Europe and Japan were rebuilt. The reach of democracy and human rights was extended. Most important, American leadership helped facilitate one of history’s great geopolitical triumphs: the peaceful collapse of the Soviet Union. That in turn created the opportunity to extend the benefits of the American-led order well beyond the West. Washington believed it had discovered “the secret sauce” of national success and was eager to share it. Just as important, other capitals were eager to embrace Washington’s guidance. Democracy was on the march. Global trade boomed. Hundreds of millions were lifted from abject poverty. For a moment it seemed that the world had reached the “end of history.”9

But history didn’t end. Even as the ambitions for what US foreign policy could achieve grew in the post–Cold War era and Americans became comfortable thinking of themselves as the “indispensable nation,” the world they had created was unraveling. Great-power competition once thought dead began to revive. The rapid growth in the movement of goods, money, people, and ideas across borders—globalization, as it came to be called—produced more problems and at a faster rate than national governments could handle. International institutions seemed stuck in the Cold War, unable to grapple with these new transnational challenges. The Middle East was in turmoil, populism was rising, and terrorists were striking with seeming impunity around the globe. Two decades after the end of the Cold War, the optimism of a Pax Americana had given way, as Richard Haass aptly put it, to “a world in disarray.”10

This disarray had multiple causes. Countries like Russia and Iran never accepted the premises of American global leadership or the world it sought to create, and they resented what they saw as the United States treading on their interests. They preferred traditional geopolitics, where they dominated their regional spheres of interest, and sought to return to it. Meanwhile, policy makers in Washington failed to see just how quickly their recipe of market economics and open trade would generate the “rise of the rest,” as Fareed Zakaria described it, and didn’t anticipate what it would mean for American leadership.11 They hoped to get “responsible stakeholders” who would gradually take on more responsibilities while still deferring to Washington’s lead.12 They instead got countries that often preferred free riding on Washington’s efforts or championing their own ideas for improvements to the rules-based order. Finally, Washington’s own missteps and misjudgments undercut its leadership. The invasion of Iraq plunged the United States into an intractable Middle East maelstrom and sowed doubts about the wisdom of American leaders. The Great Recession of 2008–2009 threw into question Washington’s recipe for success. Free markets and open trade suddenly looked to be the road to ruin rather than the path to success.

Saddled with the bitter harvest of the Iraq War and the Great Recession, Barack Obama came to office amid a growing realization within the foreign policy establishment that American global leadership needed to be adjusted and the rules-based order put on a more sustainable footing. Obama sought the answer in encouraging allies to do more, confronting a rising China with a “pivot” to Asia, and ostracizing a belligerent Russia. Whatever the merits of that strategy, it failed to produce quick results. Obama ended his presidency knowing that the job remained unfinished. “American leadership in this world really is indispensable,” he wrote in a letter he left behind on the Resolute desk in the Oval Office for his successor. “It’s up to us, through action and example, to sustain the international order that’s expanded steadily since the end of the Cold War, and upon which our own wealth and safety depend.”13 It was heartfelt advice from the outgoing president. It was not advice that Donald Trump would take.

DONALD TRUMP RECOGNIZED many of the problems bedeviling America’s role in the world. He had campaigned promising to solve them. But unlike all of his predecessors since Truman, he didn’t see global leadership as the solution to what ailed America. To the contrary. He saw it as the problem. America’s alliance commitments had, in his view, required the United States to “pay billions—hundreds of billions of dollars to supporting other countries that are in theory wealthier than we are.”14 America’s trade policies had “de-industrialized America, uprooting our industry, and stripped bare towns like Detroit and Baltimore.”15 The result, as he put it in his inaugural address, was nothing less than an “American carnage.”16 Jobs had been lost, companies had closed their doors, and once-proud cities looked like ghost towns. Trump wasn’t interested in securing the cooperation of other countries. He wanted to take back what they had taken from America.

Trump’s disdain for American foreign policy had deep roots. He first aired his gripes in the 1980s, and he stuck to them over the subsequent decades, even as his positions on domestic issues seemingly changed with his moods and his audience. He put his criticisms at the core of his campaign. He vowed that “we will no longer surrender this country or its people to the false song of globalism.”17 None of the three pillars of American foreign policy—security alliances; open trade; and support for democracy, human rights, and rule of law—escaped his scorn. He said he would happily tell the other members of NATO, the most successful military alliance in history, “Congratulations, you will be defending yourself.”18 He suggested that Japan and South Korea acquire their own nuclear weapons. He denounced US trade policy, vowing to withdraw from the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP), renegotiate the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), and impose huge tariffs on China. He decried US efforts to lecture others about democracy and human rights because “we have to fix our own mess.”19

What Trump was offering was a return to a foreign policy based on the logic of competition and domination. His predecessors spoke of American leadership routinely—and glowingly. He seldom mentioned it at all, except when delivering formal speeches written by aides that smoothed his rough edges. Instead, he continually spoke of winning—and he intended to win. Foreign policy experts surveyed the world and saw friends and enemies, allies and adversaries. When Trump surveyed the world, he saw only competitors, and they were seeking to take advantage of him and the United States. He would judge them not on sentimentalities about the past but on their willingness to make deals that he liked. His comment about world leaders just days before he took the oath of office made the point. “So, I give everybody an even start,” he said. “Right now, as far as I’m concerned, everybody’s got an even start.”20 No other American president would have equated the leaders of Britain and Australia with those of China and Russia.

The disdain Trump showed on the campaign trail for American leadership alarmed foreign policy experts in both major political parties. They breathed a collective sigh of relief, however, when he started his presidency by appointing foreign policy traditionalists like Mattis, Tillerson, and—after the short, unhappy tenure of Michael Flynn as national security adviser—Lieutenant General H. R. McMaster to critical national security positions and turning to free traders like Gary Cohn, the head of the National Economic Council, for top economics jobs. The praise for these appointments wasn’t rooted in a belief that these picks had quick and easy solutions for a world in disarray. They didn’t. Rather, the appointments were cheered because they, and the subordinates they hired, believed in the importance of American leadership—and what it could accomplish. This “axis of adults” in one telling, or “globalists” in another, would, or so the thinking went, curtail Trump’s excesses and steer him on a more conventional path.

That hope rested on two questionable premises: that presidents change their views easily and that advisers matter more than the man they are advising. Trump quickly disproved both premises. He had said what he meant and meant what he said on the campaign trail. And no amount of expert advice was going to change things. He ended US participation in TPP, withdrew from the Paris climate agreement, initially refused to endorse America’s alliance commitments, withdrew from the Iran nuclear deal, sought to renegotiate NAFTA, recognized Jerusalem as the capital of Israel, and curried favor with Russia even as his advisers argued, sometimes publicly, that he was undermining America’s national interests and global leadership. Just as dangerous as what Trump did was how he went about doing it. He insulted allies and flattered adversaries. He routinely surprised his foreign policy team with his tweets and public statements, leaving them to clean up the diplomatic messes he had created. The president “has moved a lot of us out of our comfort zone,” as McMaster delicately put it.21 Trump, as he had said on the campaign trail, was more direct: “I alone can fix it.”22

A few of America’s friends applauded Trump’s words and deeds. Israel and Saudi Arabia saw that he was giving them what they wanted and asking for nothing in return—a deal that was too good to pass up. But most of America’s friends and allies were mystified and alarmed, even if they frequently preferred to keep their concerns private for fear of making themselves the target of Trump’s outbursts. They wondered why he directed so much of his anger at America’s friends while lavishing so much praise on its rivals. Their alarm didn’t reflect unrealistic expectations about how relations with Washington should proceed. America’s friends and allies were not strangers to epic confrontations with American presidents; American leadership had never generated unquestioned obedience. Even good friends can disagree strongly. Over the years, America’s friends and allies had done just that on numerous issues, most memorably on the Vietnam War and the invasion of Iraq.

This time, though, felt different. Trump’s first year and a half in office sent an unmistakable message. He had no interest in leading America’s friends and allies. He was looking to beat them. His was not a win-win world but a world of winners and losers. “You hear lots of people say that a great deal is when both sides win,” he once wrote. “That is a bunch of crap. In a great deal you win—not the other side. You crush the opponent and come away with something better for yourself.”23

Trump was comfortable abdicating American leadership because he saw no value in it—just costs. In his view, America neither had exceptional responsibilities nor was an exceptional country. Rather, it was like every other nation, and as a result, it should pursue its own narrow interests, not mutual ones. “I will always put America first,” he told world leaders gathered at the United Nations in September 2017, “just like you, as the leaders of your countries will always, and should always, put your countries first.”24 Most of America’s friends in turn rejected his claims that the cooperative policies that had served them—and the United States—well for seven decades were now a danger. When he abandoned the Paris climate agreement, withdrew from the Iran nuclear deal, railed against multilateral trading arrangements, and overturned a range of other long-standing US policies, they forged ahead on their own. Trump might see opting out of the rules-based order as the ticket to America’s renaissance. They, however, weren’t about to follow him there.

Trump’s retreat from global leadership was not lost on America’s enemies—or its friends. A senior Japanese foreign policy official assessing Trump’s policy in late 2017 said with sadness, “The throne is empty.”25 Long accustomed to looking to Washington for direction, Berlin, London, Paris, Seoul, Tokyo, and beyond now found that Trump had no interest in leading the Free World.

DONALD TRUMP WAGERED that the United States could secure the benefits of the world it created without bearing the burdens of leading it. That bet is unlikely to pay off. The world that America created after World War II was not inevitable. It was the result of conscious policy choices made in the pursuit of a vision of how cooperation and leadership, rather than domination and competition, could benefit the United States. Consumed with the costs of that rules-based order, many of which he exaggerated, Trump couldn’t appreciate its continuing and far greater benefits. Working with friends and allies multiplied American power far more often than constrained it. As a result, Washington, more so than any other country, got to be the rule maker in international politics and, with that role, won the power to shape outcomes to its liking. By choosing to act alone rather than mobilizing others in common cause, Trump was waging war on the world America had made.26 He was also committing the very mistake he had accused his predecessors of making: taking on burdens others could have shared and squandering American power in the process.

The biggest beneficiary of Trump’s decision to turn his back on American global leadership was China. It was the one country capable of filling the leadership vacuum he had created—and it was all too eager to do so. Trump “has given China a huge gift,” a Chinese general crowed. “The U.S. is not losing leadership,” a Chinese academic observed. “You’re giving it up. You’re not even selling it.”27 When Trump denounced trade deals and imposed tariffs, Beijing positioned itself as a defender of the open trading system it had exploited for years. When Trump abandoned the Paris climate agreement, Beijing strove to become the world leader in climate-friendly technologies. When Trump slashed US foreign aid, Beijing invested heavily in its “One Belt, One Road” initiative across Asia and beyond, looking to put China at the center of the global economy. When Trump undermined multilateral institutions, Beijing moved to set up competing ones. “The world needs China,” the flagship newspaper of the Chinese Communist Party boasted in January 2018. “That creates broad strategic room for our efforts to uphold peace and development and gain an advantage.”28 China’s vision for the world will not be friendly to the United States. The longtime rule maker could become a rule taker.

Even if China’s bid for the mantle of global leadership fails, Trump’s policies undermined America’s security, prosperity, and values. By questioning America’s alliance commitments, he emboldened foes and created uncertainty in the minds of friends about whether the United States would stand with them in a crisis. As he rejected multilateral trade deals, other countries forged ahead with writing their own. As the saying goes, if you’re not at the table, then you’re on the menu. Without Washington’s involvement, the agreements they wrote put American businesses and workers at a disadvantage in the global marketplace. And by attacking democratic institutions at home and praising dictators and human rights abusers abroad, he encouraged antidemocratic trends the world over.

These are the dangers that Trump’s advisers tried to warn him about in the Tank on that summer day in 2017. He wasn’t impressed—or persuaded. As he said time and again during his first eighteen months in office, he didn’t believe what the naysayers had to tell him. He was the self-described “very stable genius” who had won the presidency on his first try against long odds.29 The experts hadn’t foreseen his victory or, in his view, much else either. He didn’t need detailed analyses or lengthy briefings. Those were for the weak, the timid, the indecisive. He had his gut. “I’m a very instinctual person,” he explained, “but my instinct turns out to be right.”30 He knew less but saw more. Yet for all his talk about how he enjoyed hearing different viewpoints, as his presidency progressed, he increasingly surrounded himself with advisers who confirmed his view of himself rather than challenged it. Their role, as White House trade adviser Peter Navarro explained it in March 2018, was “to provide the underlying analytics that confirm his intuition. And his intuition is always right.” This White House, Navarro went on, was like the New England Patriots football team: “The owner, the coach, and the quarterback are all the president. The rest of us are all interchangeable parts.”31

When Trump surveyed the world in June 2018, he didn’t see himself driving America’s friends and allies away or ceding ground to China. He saw himself winning. He had in his imagination accomplished more than any other president in history. He had defeated the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria, even if his generals had done so largely by following the strategy developed under Obama. America’s allies were spending more on defense, even though that too reflected decisions made before he came to office. He had been feted by the Chinese and Saudis, who had reviled the weak Obama. He had pushed a “maximum pressure” strategy that had compelled “Little Rocket Man” Kim Jong-un to meet with him in Singapore and promise to give up his nuclear arsenal. He had ended American participation in the jobs-killing Paris Agreement to combat climate change, which he had called a Chinese-created hoax. He had imposed tariffs on countries that had cheated the United States and stolen jobs from American workers. Trump saw himself doing what he had promised: making America great again. But his actions were in fact setting America on the road to a less secure and prosperous future—and, ironically for a president who insisted he was defending American sovereignty, one in which Americans would have less and not more control over their destiny.
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Present at the Creation

The world was in crisis as President Franklin Roosevelt took the podium on January 6, 1941, to address a joint session of Congress. Europe had been at war for more than sixteen months. France had fallen, and Nazi Germany dominated the continent. Britain alone had held out. It had endured months of large-scale daylight bombing. Now it faced the Blitz, a terrifying nighttime bombing campaign. Britons desperately hoped for help from the United States, help that had not been forthcoming. Roosevelt wanted to change that. As Congress was gaveled to order, he had a simple goal: to persuade his fellow citizens that “the safety of our country and of our democracy are overwhelmingly involved in events far beyond our borders.”1

Roosevelt faced a hard sell. For a century and a half, Americans had believed that their security rested on being faithful to the founding generation’s admonition to stand apart from Europe’s battles. They had broken with that faith only once. Twenty-four years earlier, they had marched off to fight imperial Germany in a war President Woodrow Wilson promised would make the world “safe for democracy.”2 It hadn’t. The narrow, self-serving geopolitics of the old world had persisted. Looking back on the gap between what was promised and what was delivered, and struggling with the hardship of the Great Depression, many Americans had concluded that the Great War had been the Great Mistake. They turned inward, resisting the idea that they should fight and die once again on the battlefields of Europe. They clung to the belief that what happened over there would stay over there.

Roosevelt disagreed. He had worried for years that the storm clouds gathering in Europe would reach across the Atlantic. The time had long since passed, in his view, when the United States could ignore the dangers beyond its shores. It was “immature,” he warned members of Congress, many of whom bitterly opposed what he had to say, to think that “an unprepared America, single-handed, and with one hand tied behind its back, can hold off the world.” The United States needed to create a “world founded upon four essential human freedoms”: freedom of speech and expression, freedom to worship, freedom from want, and freedom from fear. It was a challenge America could meet. “Since the beginning of our American history, we have been engaged in change—in a perpetual peaceful revolution—a revolution which goes on steadily, quietly adjusting itself to changing conditions.”3

The war that Roosevelt expected but didn’t want came eleven months later when Japanese planes attacked Pearl Harbor. Over the next three and a half years, the United States and its allies fought and defeated the forces of fascism. Roosevelt, however, did not live to create the new world he sketched in his Four Freedoms speech. With his death in April 1945, that burden passed to Harry Truman, who had been vice president for little more than three months. The stakes were high and the chances of success unknown. Rather than shrink from the challenge, Truman embraced it. He was determined not to repeat the mistakes the United States had made after World War I. This time America would lead and not shirk. The work Truman began would be continued by successive administrations, both Democratic and Republican. The results proved far greater than he and others who were “present at the creation,” as Dean Acheson, one of his closest advisers, later called this period, could have ever imagined.4 Former foes became prosperous and steadfast friends as Europe and Asia rebuilt after years of devastating war. Confrontation with the Soviet Union ultimately ended without a shot being fired as the wall dividing East and West disintegrated. And, yet, winning the Cold War fueled a dangerous hubris over the next two decades. Unchecked by any other power, Washington sought to use its primacy to extend the world it had created in the West to the rest of the globe. That effort proved costly and led to several tragic failures. By the time of the 2016 presidential campaign, Americans across the political spectrum had come to question the cost of America’s global leadership and what it had achieved.

WHEN WAR ERUPTED in Europe in September 1939, most Americans sympathized with the countries facing the Nazi onslaught but thought they could and should provide for their own security. In doing so, Americans were reacting to turmoil overseas as prior generations had before them. Thomas Paine’s pamphlet Common Sense had rallied colonists to the cause of independence by telling them that they had it in their “power to begin the world over again.”5 But the expectation always was that Americans would do so by the example they set rather than by the power of arms. George Washington had set down the great axiom of American foreign policy in his Farewell Address. “It is our true policy,” he wrote, “to steer clear of permanent alliances with any portion of the foreign world.” His reasoning was straightforward: “Europe has a set of primary interests which to us have none or very remote relation. Hence she must be engaged in frequent controversies, the causes of which are essentially foreign to our own.”6

Americans would—with one great exception—adhere to Washington’s guidance for the next century and a half, even as their country went from being a fragile experiment in self-government clinging to the Atlantic Coast to becoming a world-class industrial power that spanned a continent. The great exception was World War I. Even then, the United States entered the conflict grudgingly and late. When Europe went to war in August 1914, President Woodrow Wilson declared the United States neutral. Americans clung to their neutrality for more than two years, despite repeated German attacks on US merchant vessels and on passenger liners carrying American citizens. The refusal to fight only evaporated in April 1917 as Germany began unrestricted submarine attacks on American ships and news broke that Berlin had tried to persuade Mexico to attack the United States. The once-reluctant Wilson embraced the war with a zeal that matched that of any religious convert. He set out to remake American foreign policy and world politics with it. America would fight not just to stop German aggression but “to vindicate the principles of peace and justice in the life of the world as against selfish and autocratic power.”7

The vehicle Wilson intended to use to make the world “fit and safe to live in” was a league of nations. It would provide “mutual guarantees of political independence and territorial integrity to great and small states alike.”8 Wilson traveled to the Paris Peace Conference in December 1918 to persuade his deeply skeptical European counterparts to adopt his radical vision of a new world based on collective security and rule of law. He eventually prevailed. The Treaty of Versailles, signed in June 1919, established a League of Nations that would “respect and preserve as against external aggression the territorial integrity and political independence of all.”9

Wilson’s success in Paris turned to failure at home. The idea that the United States would join with other countries to police disputes around the world, however unrelated to American interests and however far from America’s shores, was a bridge too far for many Americans. Some opponents were isolationists who balked at the very idea of entangling alliances. But many wanted the United States to act as a great power, just not in the way Wilson proposed. They believed the United States should exercise a free hand in foreign affairs, not tie its fate to the whims and interests of others. Had Wilson been willing to accommodate his more reasonable opponents and had he enjoyed better health—he suffered a massive stroke while campaigning for the league—he might have triumphed. Neither was the case. The Senate rejected the Treaty of Versailles. The League of Nations formed without the United States. The moment when America might have led the world passed.

Americans slowly began to turn their backs again on the Old World. With the Great Depression and the rise of fascism in Europe, isolationist sentiment intensified. Americans increasingly questioned why they had fought in the Great War. Lofty sentiments about making the world safe for democracy gave way to dark suspicions about merchants of death. Wilson had been pro-British all along, so the argument went, and business leaders had pushed him toward war to line their own pockets. The lesson was clear: Americans should resist being dragged into another war that served the interests of others.

Franklin Roosevelt recognized the public mood when he kept the United States on the sidelines as the second great European war of the twentieth century began. But when he took modest steps to aid Britain in September 1940, isolationists coalesced behind the America First Committee. Started by students at Yale Law School, including a future president (Gerald Ford) and a future Supreme Court justice (Potter Stewart), the committee’s argument was simple: American security lay in taking Washington’s Farewell Address to heart. Separated from Europe by three thousand miles of ocean, blessed with abundant natural resources, and home to the world’s largest economy, Fortress America would be invulnerable to attack.

It was a powerful and persuasive argument to many Americans. It was also wrong. Refusing to lead and choosing instead to stand alone didn’t bring peace. It brought war. It was a lesson that the Roosevelt and his successors would remember.

FRANKLIN ROOSEVELT INTENDED to succeed where Woodrow Wilson had failed. He intuitively grasped what American leadership could accomplish and prevent. He was deeply familiar with the argument for the League of Nations. He had served for six years as Wilson’s assistant secretary of the navy, at the time the number two position in what was then its own department. As the Democratic vice presidential nominee in the 1920 election, which Wilson had hoped would be a “great and solemn referendum” on his vision, Roosevelt had given hundreds of speeches defending the league. But where Wilson had stressed the moral rectitude of his vision, Roosevelt stressed its practical benefits. Neither set of arguments, it turned out, persuaded American voters; they voted overwhelming for the Republican ticket in one of the great electoral landslides in American political history. Roosevelt, however, was undaunted by the public’s rejection of Wilson’s vision. In 1923 he drafted his own “Plan to Preserve World Peace,” fixing what he saw as the impracticalities in Wilson’s plan.

Roosevelt returned to the question of what kind of world the United States should seek to create shortly after the country entered World War II. Although the failure to deter German, Italian, and Japanese aggression had discredited the League of Nations, Roosevelt clung to the idea that an effectively structured successor to the league could deter aggressor nations. “Unless the peace that follows recognizes that the whole world is one neighborhood and does justice to the whole human race,” he told reporters early in 1943, “the germs of another world war will remain as a constant threat to mankind.”10 Just as important, Roosevelt recognized the need to tame the economic rivalries that had fueled the march to war. He convened forty-four allied nations in Bretton Woods, New Hampshire, in July 1944 to craft a blueprint for a new international financial order. “Economic diseases are highly communicable,” he said in a message read to the delegates. “It follows, therefore, that the economic health of every country is the proper matter of concern to all its neighbors, near and distant.”11 In moving to place world politics on a new footing, Roosevelt was motivated as much by what he hoped to prevent as what he hoped to achieve. “Anybody who thinks isolationism is dead in this country is crazy,” he worried. “As soon as this war is over, it may well be stronger than ever.”12

Roosevelt did not live to see his vision of a new League of Nations realized. By the time the Senate consented overwhelmingly on July 28, 1945, to the treaty creating the United Nations, he had been dead for more than three months. And although Bretton Woods and the creation of the UN were monumental achievements that signaled that America would not retreat from the world scene as it had after World War I, Roosevelt had left many important questions about postwar American foreign policy unanswered. What should the peace look like? How would America define its interests? What threatened those interests, and how should it confront these threats? Harry Truman would be the one to answer those questions.

Truman was hardly prepared for the responsibilities he inherited. He had never drafted a plan for world peace, and he freely admitted he was “not a deep thinker.”13 He had had little exposure to foreign policy issues beyond having fought in World War I, and he had been a surprise choice to be Roosevelt’s running mate in 1944. What Truman had in abundance, though, was the willingness to make decisions that filled in the details of the visions of American leadership that Wilson and Roosevelt had sketched. His decisions didn’t flow from a master plan; he mostly reacted to events rather than drove them. But those decisions changed American foreign policy in two fundamental ways. For the first time in American history, the United States defined its interests globally rather than nationally or regionally. In March 1947, Truman stood before a joint session of Congress and declared what became known as the Truman Doctrine: “It must be the policy of the United States to support free peoples who are resisting attempted subjugation by armed minorities or outside pressures.”14 Three months later his administration unveiled the Marshall Plan to help rebuild Europe. Two years after that, he signed the treaty creating the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO). American forces occupied Japan for four years before turning sovereignty back to Tokyo, and two years later both countries signed a mutual defense accord. By that time, US troops were leading a large UN-authorized coalition in defense of South Korea. Unlike in 1919, the United States was not turning its back on the world. It was instead building entangling alliances abroad.

As important as Truman’s decision to define America’s interests globally was the way he positioned the United States to lead. He could have imposed his choices on others by fiat. The United States had no peers. America enjoyed an atomic weapons monopoly. All the other major powers, whether victor or vanquished, were devastated. Instead, Truman calculated, in keeping with the visions of Wilson and Roosevelt, that the world would be far easier to lead if he embedded American power in multilateral arrangements that gave others a voice as well. Truman’s presidency oversaw the creation of much of the institutional infrastructure of present-day global governance: the United Nations, the International Money Fund (IMF), the World Bank, and the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (the forerunner of the World Trade Organization), among others. Just as important, Truman encouraged other nations to build regional institutions that would regulate their relations in accordance with the rule of law. Embedded in all these efforts were the twin ideas that all countries, including the United States, should agree to be constrained by international law and that they would benefit from doing so.

Contrary to Roosevelt’s great fear, isolationists did not mount a significant challenge to America’s embrace of global leadership. The smoke pouring from the shattered remains of the USS Arizona at Pearl Harbor had discredited the idea that Fortress America could keep Americans safe, and the Soviet menace created fears that one totalitarian threat had replaced another. Congress repeatedly endorsed Truman’s policies with lopsided bipartisan majorities. Wilson and Roosevelt had won. Most Americans agreed that the United States should lead the Free World.

For the next four decades, the political battles in the United States turned on tactics rather than on first principles. Was it feasible to liberate countries that had fallen under Soviet domination? Could Washington negotiate with the Kremlin? Did communist insurgencies in Vietnam and elsewhere threaten core US interests? Would America be more secure if it negotiated arms limitations with the Soviet Union? On these and a multitude of other questions, Democrats and Republicans fought with each other and among themselves. The debates were sometimes bitter. Nonetheless, a consensus held around basic principles. The United States had global interests it must be prepared to defend. American leadership advanced its security, prosperity, and values. International organizations, and especially military alliances, were a critical element of American power. Friends and allies were essential because it was dangerous to be without them. Cultivating those relationships required taking a long view rather than maximizing immediate gains.

American leadership resonated overseas. Rather than resisting it, those countries that could followed it. The United States provided security and predictability, which in turn produced peace and prosperity. Disagreement and debate did not magically disappear. America and its allies quarreled over issues large and small. Allies grumbled that Washington failed to understand local concerns. Washington complained that allies failed to pay their fair share. Yet even Vietnam, a war most American allies opposed even as successive US administrations insisted it had to be fought to demonstrate American credibility, couldn’t break the bond that had developed between leader and followers. The American-led order worked too well for the countries that participated to think otherwise. It produced unprecedented economic growth and one of the great geopolitical victories in world history—and with it the opportunity to broaden the reach of the Free World.

“MR. GORBACHEV, TEAR down this wall!” Few who heard President Ronald Reagan’s demand in the shadow of the Brandenburg Gate on June 12, 1987, expected to see the wall that had surrounded West Berlin for a quarter century come down in their lifetimes. But in November 1989, it did. Just two years after that, the Soviet Union itself fell. With almost no advance notice, the unipolar moment had arrived—the United States stood alone as the unchallenged superpower, perhaps even a “hyperpower.”15 Washington suddenly saw the chance to prove Thomas Paine right—America could remake the world anew. It would extend the benefits of security, open economies, and rule of law that the West had enjoyed to the rest of the globe.

The prize was enormous. “What is at stake is more than one small country,” President George H. W. Bush noted in his 1991 State of the Union address, referring to the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait. “It is a big idea: a new world order, where diverse nations are drawn together in common cause to achieve the universal aspirations of mankind—peace and security, freedom, and the rule of law. Such is a world worthy of our struggle and worthy of our children’s future.”16 Bush’s National Security Strategy released that August went even further: “We have within our grasp an extraordinary possibility that few generations have enjoyed—to build a new international system in accordance with our own values and ideals, as old patterns and certainties crumble around us.”17

Bush’s optimism about what American leadership could achieve reflected the remarkable successes of the previous two years: German reunification, the Gulf War, and the collapse of the Soviet Union and communism. Ignoring the objections of Britain and France, both of which feared German dominance of Europe, and skillfully handling Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev, Bush helped midwife a new Germany less than a year after the Berlin Wall fell. The Gulf War epitomized Wilson’s and Roosevelt’s visions of collective security mobilized by American leadership. With the blessing of the UN Security Council, more than thirty countries joined what became an overwhelming military triumph. Bush showed similar deftness in handling the demise of the Soviet Union so that it went out with a whimper rather than a bang. Some critics objected that he should have pushed America’s newfound primacy harder, whether by demanding more of Soviet leaders or by marching on Baghdad. But these complaints simply reinforced what seemed to be the more important lesson of Bush’s foreign policy stewardship: the world, and not just the West, was ready to rally behind American leadership.

GEORGE H. W. BUSH did not, however, get the chance to build a new world order. Many Americans believed he had spent too much time worrying about problems overseas, and they voted him out of office in 1992. The opportunity to fashion a new world order instead fell to his two successors, Bill Clinton and George W. Bush. Born just seven weeks apart a year after the end of World War II, they came from different circumstances, championed different political philosophies, and showed scant interest in foreign policy before taking the oath of office. But their presidencies embraced similarly expansive—with the benefit of hindsight, excessively expansive—views of what American leadership could accomplish. Not only could America revamp global security, economics, and values, but its own security and prosperity depended on it.

That Clinton would end his presidency saying Americans had “no choice but to lead” was not obvious at its start.18 He had campaigned for the White House by pledging to “focus like a laser beam” on America’s domestic problems, and he stumbled badly early on with crises in Somalia, Haiti, Rwanda, and the Balkans.19 His approach changed, however, after the massacre of eight thousand Muslim men and boys at Srebrenica, Bosnia, in July 1995 and a horrific bombing of Sarajevo the following month. Spurred to action after two years of hesitation in dealing with the Bosnia crisis, Clinton ordered air strikes on Bosnian Serb targets. That decision to finally intervene and demonstrate leadership created the political opening for the Dayton Accords, which ended Europe’s bloodiest conflict since World War II.20

The success at Dayton showed Clinton what decisive American leadership could accomplish. He took to referring to the United States as the “indispensable nation”—it was the only country with the capacity, vision, and moral authority to mobilize the world to act in the face of pressing challenges. He turned to military force again in 1999, leading NATO in a war against Serbia over Kosovo. Unlike the Gulf War, it did not have the blessing of the United Nations and was fought over the objections of Russia and China. The war may have been “illegal” under international law, but to its defenders it was “legitimate.” Even UN Secretary General Kofi Annan acknowledged that it created a new standard for humanitarian interventions, as “massive and systematic violations of human rights
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