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Washington Crossing the Delaware,

Emanuel Gottlieb Leutze 1851



Ostensibly marshaling for the Battle of Trenton, 26 December 1776.

Washington crossing metaphorical oceans. 

The original was destroyed in World War Two. A copy 

by Leutze hangs in the Metropolitan in New York. 

Copies by others hang virtually everywhere.

Washington Crossing the Delaware 

Emanuel Gottlieb Leutze 1851. 



Frontier innocence and 

American exceptionalism



The American origins of liberalism

• Americans are absorbing global trends,

• Lincoln and the Lieber Code, 1863, transforming 

international behavior through law,

• The Universal Postal Union, 1863-74, transforming 

international behavior through institutions

• First Geneva Convention, 1864: transforming through 

law and institutions



McKinley’s Philippines 

problem, 1898

• Unintended consequence of War with Spain, 1898.

• A war of liberation or conquest?

• Annexation, independence, or international control?

• Conflicting values. Can American be a colonial power 

without ceasing to be itself? Does it have self-interest? 



II. Creating a systematic 

approach: Woodrow Wilson

1890–1902 Professor of Jurisprudence 

and Political Economy, Princeton University

1902–1910 President of Princeton University

1911–1913 Governor of New Jersey

1913–1921 President of the United States



Wilson’s greatest 

problem, 1915-16



Wilson’s liberal 
innovations

Building American support for intervention in the war requires broad 

national principles:

• The United States has the freedom and power to transform rules 

of international order.

• Foreign policy is primarily about principles.

• America does not fight for self-interest, but for universal 

principles.

• America engages the world to transform it.

• Peaceful change requires legal and institutional transformation.



Wilson’s global triumph

Wilson arrives in Paris to negotiate the 

Treaty of Versailles, 1919

• War is to be avoided as an instrument of 

policy,

• Democracy and national self-determination 

are the basis of world justice and peace,

• International institutions are essential to 

managing conflict without war.



The U.S. Senate declines to 

ratify the Treaty of Versailles

Senator Henry Cabot Lodge escorts the Treaty of 
Versailles out of the U.S. Senate

• Fear of foreign entanglements. 

• Loss of sovereignty (freedom of choice).

• Discomfort with continuous engagement.

• Lack of apparent necessity.



III. Wilson’s ghost; post-war 

liberal consensus

‘The American way’, Norman Rockwell, 1944.  

The innate goodness of people, released from the 

disasters of dictatorship by American benevolence.

http://www.museumsyndicate.com/images/1/8897.jpg


America’s post-war liberal order: goals

• Designed to prevent another Great Depression,

• To prevent another World War,

• To expand American power and values,

• And America is willing to bear costs to prevent defection.



America’s post-war liberal order: 

institutional consensus

• Bretton Woods economic institutions: IMF, World Bank, World 

Trade Organization (WTO)

• United Nations and regional organizations

• North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) and other defensive 

alliances

• Geneva Conventions

• Arms control treaties

• North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) and the Trans-

Pacific Partnership (TPP)



• Bi-partisan consensus; 1947 through the early 1990s,

• Democratic Party still generally accepts the Wilsonian approach,

• Parts of the Republican Party begin to dissent from selected parts in 1990s,

• President Trump uniquely rejects the entire liberal consensus.

But, America’s post-war liberal order faces growing division



President of the United States (1829–1837)

Above; Thomas Sully portrait, 1824

Middle; Daguerreotype 1845

Left; Jackson at the Battle of New 

Orleans 8-18 January 1815

IV. Andrew Jackson’s revolution



Above all, a populist faith

George Caleb Bingham, Daniel Boone Escorting 

Settlers through the Cumberland Gap (1851–52)

Below, Fess Parker as Daniel Boone, 1964-70 

Foundational elements of American populism:

• Jeffersonian emphasis on the superiority of the 

common man: uneducated, unsocial, uncorrupted.

• White, rural, Evangelical Protestant,

• Predominantly Southern and Western.



General elements of populism (right or left)

Elites are useless or dangerous: The harmless but useless professor of 

Gilligan’s Island, Jerry Lewis as the dangerous Nutty Professor

• Requires opposition.

• Legitimacy belongs exclusively to the common man.

• Emotion and personal experience are the best guides to action.

• Anti-education, science and expertise (concept of over-educated).

• Conservative, opposes change and reaffirms earlier truth.



Jacksonian foreign policy
• Emphasis on distinguishing friends and enemies

• Rules (restraint) are for friends only 

• Against enemies, anything is permitted (restraint is 

immoral)

• Emphasis on destruction of enemies

• Suspicion of diplomacy and institutions

• Only total destruction of enemies ensures success



V. Andrew Jackson is back



Shifting American face of policy-making

• Extreme self-reliance, in the White House itself,

• Distrust of anyone the President did not appoint,

• Diplomacy must be personally done by the President or a 

handful of trusted people.

• Result: cannot do much diplomacy.

Left to right: National Security Advisor H.R. 

McMaster, Chief of Staff John Kelly, Secretary of 

State Rex Tillerson, Vice-President Mike Pence



• Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPoA, the Iran nuclear deal), threatened,

• North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), threatened,

• Paris Agreement on climate change mitigation, threatened,

• Trans-Pacific Partnership (TTP), America has withdrawn,

• UN Cultural and Scientific Organization (UNESCO), done,

• U.S.-Korea Free Trade Agreement (KORUS), threatened,

• World Trade Organization (WTO), imperiled,

Broader repudiation of liberalism



Trump administration liberalism

• Stresses democratization of enemy states: Cuba, Iran, North Korea, Syria, 

Venezuela,

• Human rights: rights of women in Islamic countries,

• Selective emphasis, reserving value diplomacy for enemy states and 

regions.



Irony of Trump administration liberalism

• American diplomacy now emphasizes the UN.

• Scene of the Trump Administration’s greatest diplomatic achievements, albeit 

with the same selective emphasis on enemies.

• UNSC/2375, responding to the September nuclear test, 11 September 2017

• UNSC/2397, responding to the December ICBM test, 22 December 2017



Conclusion: The future of American foreign policy

Domenico Tojetti, Progress of America, 1875, Oakland Museum


