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Introduction by Andrew Preston, Cambridge University 

n the history of American foreign relations, the religious turn is in full swing. Once neglected (for the 
most part), religion is now often portrayed as an important element of America’s role in the world.1 It is 
thus a particularly apposite time for Walter McDougall, one of the few historians to pay attention to 

religion—and lament its absence in the literature—before it was common to do so, to publish a new, 
religiously inflected synthesis of American diplomatic history.2 The Tragedy of U.S. Foreign Policy, then, is a 
sign of the religious turn’s maturation, and as such is a landmark event in the historiography. But the book is 
more than a specialist monograph; it is also a broad historical synthesis and a devastating comment on the 
recent course of America’s international engagement. Fittingly, given McDougall’s use of religion as both an 
analytical tool and a political prop, two of the reviewers refer to the book as a “jeremiad.” In this book, as in 
many of his previous ones, McDougall is in full prophetic mode. 

McDougall’s hallmarks, as an historian and as a stylist, are on full display in The Tragedy of U.S. Foreign 
Policy. He is at once iconoclastic, thoughtful, intelligent, and honest, and his wit is as bracing as ever. He is 
without question one of our most original and stimulating historians. This originality is reflected in the 
book’s interpretive hook: McDougall synthesizes over two centuries of U.S. foreign policy under the guise of 
civil religion, or more specifically, to use his term, American Civil Religion (ACR). Civil religion is 
conceptually old, a product of Enlightenment thinking on the interrelationship between citizenship, the state, 
nationalism, and religion. It was first devised by Jean-Jacques Rousseau, and has been most often used as a 
category of analysis by French philosophers, among them Alexis de Tocqueville. But as Ray Haberski, one of 
the few other diplomatic historians to have deployed the concept, points out, in the American context civil 
religion is not without complexity or controversy. In 1967, in a celebrated article in Daedalus, Robert Bellah 
launched the study of ACR, but his use of the concept was both analytical and prescriptive, scholarly and 
political. Thanks to Bellah’s article, the civil-religion scholarship on the past has been innately bound up with 
political and moral concerns about the present and future.3 Perhaps because of these difficulties, historians 
have for the most part avoided using civil religion, even though it would seem ideally suited to examining a 
subject, American foreign relations, that is concerned with policies stemming from the often interrelated 
phenomena of nationalism and religiosity.4 

The Tragedy of U.S. Foreign Policy has no such reluctance. Instead, it forthrightly uses ACR to advance a 
striking new interpretation of the entire history of U.S. foreign relations. McDougall argues that the first 
century was marked mostly by success, as the invocation of ACR buttressed a worldly but realistically 

                                                        
1 For a recent historiographical overview, see Lauren F. Turek, “An Outpouring of the Spirit: A Historiography 

of Recent Works on Religion and U.S. Foreign Relations,” Passport 48 (September 2017): 25-31. 

2 See his leading article to a special journal issue on the absence of religion in international relations, in Walter 
A. McDougall, “Introduction,” Orbis 42 (Spring 1998): 159-170. 

3 Robert N. Bellah, “Civil Religion in America,” Daedalus 96 (Winter 1967): 1-21. See also Robert N. Bellah, 
The Broken Covenant: American Civil Religion in Time of Trial (New York: Seabury Press, 1975). 

4 A rare and insightful exception is Jonathan H. Ebel, G.I. Messiahs: Soldiering, War, and American Civil 
Religion (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2015). 

I 
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unilateralist foreign policy that steered clear of entangling alliances and monsters to destroy. America was by 
no means isolationist but engaged with the world on its own narrow terms, an arrangement that served both 
the United States and the rest of the world very well. This all changed under the crusading impulse of the 
progressively pious Presidents Theodore Roosevelt and Woodrow Wilson, who exuded a desire to meddle in 
the affairs of others and used ACR to justify doing so. The result was a century of irresistible interventionism 
that has often had pernicious consequences for both the United States and the rest of the world. 

For this roundtable, H-Diplo has assembled an all-star roster with a collective expertise that spans the entire 
history of America and the world. Haberski and William Inboden are two of the field’s leading scholars on the 
intersection between religion and foreign relations, while Lloyd Gardner and Jerald Combs are two of the 
field’s most authoritative voices. All four have refreshingly different interests, which is reflected in the four 
different interpretations they offer here. 

What they have in common is respect for McDougall’s effort and admiration for the bold originality of his 
analysis. Haberski praises The Tragedy of U.S. Foreign Policy as “incisive.” Inboden finds in the book not 
simply a “nuanced” critique of American diplomatic history, but “the polemic of a patriot, a cri de coeur of 
one who loves his country and mourns its imperfections and costly missteps.” “Among the great virtues of this 
book,” writes Gardner, is McDougall’s use of primary sources, particularly his analysis of presidential rhetoric. 
Finding perhaps the perfect combination of words to describe McDougall’s inimitable style, Combs finds the 
book to be both “erudite and excoriating.” McDougall “pulls no punches” in this “learned, brilliantly written, 
and amusing” book. 

Aside from Gardner, however, the reviewers do not agree with McDougall on many points. Their general 
critique falls broadly into two camps: methodological and political. This is perhaps unsurprising given that, as 
Haberski points out, McDougall’s book is propelled by twinned frameworks—descriptive and normative—
just as ACR itself is. 

First, the “descriptive”: methods and historiography. Fittingly, given their interests, Haberski and Inboden 
grapple with McDougall’s deployment of religion, and more specifically ACR. Haberski notes the problems 
inherent in using “civil religion as both descriptive and normative,” thereby “tangling up his otherwise 
provocative and thoughtful argument into a knotty narrative of changing civil religions.” Still, Haberski 
mostly accepts McDougall’s use of ACR, even if he disagrees with how it is used to explain specific incidents. 
Inboden, for his part, wishes McDougall had been more explicit about the causal links flowing from religion, 
and more specifically ACR, to the course of U.S. foreign policy. This is a familiar critique of the religious 
turn, but it is all the more powerful (if surprising) for being deployed here by one of the most insightful 
analysts of religion’s role in American foreign relations. Combs, an avowed skeptic about the religious 
influence on American war and diplomacy, seems unpersuaded by McDougall’s causal claims for ACR. 
(Surprisingly, however, with the exception of a brief aside by Combs, not one of the reviewers takes the bait 
of McDougall’s title and accepts/challenges his thesis in light of William Appleman Williams. Here is where 
one might expect the most sensational historiographical fireworks to go off, but it instead seems to have 
fizzled out.) 

Second, the reviewers’ political/normative critiques are more pointed than their methodological concerns. 
Gardner is the exception here; his review is largely in keeping with McDougall’s critical perspective on 
American interventions abroad. I will leave it to readers to discover the differences for themselves, but it is 
perhaps worth making explicit what seems to be an implicit common theme: McDougall’s “nationalist hyper-



H-Diplo Roundtable Review, Vol. XIX, No. 19 (2018) 

4 | P a g e  

realism” (Combs) has something in common with the populist “America First” worldview that currently 
prevails in the White House. I am not sure I see that myself, but others here do. In any event, it is 
indisputable that the shadow of the current president looms large over The Tragedy of U.S. Foreign Policy—
indeed, as it does U.S. foreign policy itself. How Donald Trump fits into McDougall’s ACR-inflected analysis 
is unknown, but I for one am hoping he will publish an answer in the coming years. 

Participants: 

Walter A. McDougall is the Alloy-Ansin Professor of International Relations and History at the University of 
Pennsylvania.  A graduate of Amherst College (BA, 1964), he served with the U.S. Army in the Vietnam War 
then returned to the University of Chicago (PhD, 1974) where he studied under the famed world historian 
William H. McNeill at the University of Chicago (PhD ‘74). McDougall taught at the University of 
California, Berkeley, for 13 years before accepting the chair at Penn in 1988. His nine books include ...the 
Heavens and the Earth: A Political History of the Space Age (1985), which won the Pulitzer Prize; Let the Sea 
Make a Noise: A History of the North Pacific (1992); Promised Land, Crusader State: The American Encounter 
with the World Since 1776 (1997); Freedom Just Around the Corner: A New American History 1585-1828 
(2004); Throes of Democracy: The American Civil War Era 1829-1877 (2008); and The Tragedy of U.S. 
Diplomacy: How American Civil Religion Betrayed the National Interest (2016). He has also served as a senior 
fellow of Philadelphia’s Foreign Policy Research Institute for 25 years and edited its journal Orbis. 

Andrew Preston is Professor of American History at Cambridge University, where he is also a Fellow of Clare 
College. He is the author of The War Council: McGeorge Bundy, the NSC, and Vietnam (Harvard, 2006) and 
Sword of the Spirit, Shield of Faith: Religion in American War and Diplomacy (Knopf, 2012), and co-editor of 
four other books on various aspects of American diplomatic, religious, political, and transnational history. He 
is currently writing a history of the idea of “national security.” 

Jerald A. Combs (Ph.D. UCLA, 1964) is Professor of History Emeritus at San Francisco State. He has 
recently completed the revisions for the fourth edition of his textbook, The History of American Foreign Policy 
(4th ed., M.E. Sharpe, 2012). He is the author of The Jay Treaty: Political Battleground of the Founding Fathers 
(University of California Press, l970) and American Diplomatic History: Two Centuries of Changing 
Interpretations (University of California Press, l983). 

Lloyd Gardner is Charles and Mary Beard Professor Emeritus of Rutgers University.  The author of over 
fifteen books, including, The War on Leakers: National Security and Democracy from Eugene Debs to 
Edward Snowden, he is a past president of SHAFR.  

Raymond Haberski, Jr. is a professor of history and Director of American Studies at IUPUI. For the 2008-
2009 academic year he held the Fulbright Danish Distinguished Chair in American Studies at the 
Copenhagen Business School. He is the author of four books, including God and War: American Civil 
Religion Since 1945 (Rutgers University Press, 2012). He has completed a manuscript on Franciscans in the 
United States and their media for the American Academy of Franciscan History and is at work on a 
monograph about the U.S. Catholic Bishops’ pastoral letter, The Challenge of Peace. With a group of his 
colleagues from around the country, he founded the Society for United States Intellectual History in 2011, a 
professional organization that grew out of an award-winning blog that he has contributed to since 2009.  
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William Inboden holds the William Powers, Jr. Director's Chair for the Clements Center for National 
Security and is also Associate Professor at the Lyndon Baines Johnson School of Public Affairs, both at the 
University of Texas-Austin. He previously served on the Policy Planning Staff at the State Department and as 
Senior Director for Strategic Planning on the National Security Council staff. He is currently writing a 
history of the Reagan Administration’s foreign policy.  
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Review by Jerald A. Combs, San Francisco State University, Emeritus 

alter McDougall’s The Tragedy of U.S. Foreign Policy is an erudite and excoriating 
denunciation of America’s diplomacy, especially its modern diplomacy. He argues that 
American policy has been driven as well as rationalized by what he calls a heretical 

American Civil Religion (ACR), in which a proper religion emphasizing the need for humility before 
God in recognition of a person’s ineradicable sinfulness was transmuted into a civil religion in which 
God was seen to endorse the institutions and ambitions of a particular nation, in this case the United 
States. McDougall laments this transmutation. All civil religions are heresies, he declares. They are 
“Life-giving lies” that associate God with national goals (276). And so, in accordance with the heresy 
that God was on its side, the United States, has regularly forced its ideals and interests down foreign 
throats at gunpoint (375).1 

McDougall begins each section of his book with a pithy, acerbic, witty, and often highly critical 
summary of the policies of the major presidents and administrations of a particular era, all the while 
quoting the religious justifications of those policies offered not only by the presidents and their 
political allies but also by the major religious figures of the time. While many historians, including 
myself, have downplayed such religious rhetoric as so much boilerplate designed to justify the 
pursuit of particular economic or security interests or at most to amplify the more salient political 
ideals of liberty and democracy, McDougall takes the religious scaffolding very seriously. Thus, he 
chronicles not only the history of American foreign policy, but also the history of American religion, 
in what he calls “U.S diplomatic history in the metaphysical mode” (6). 

While McDougall regards all civil religion as a heretical devolution from true religion, he finds some 
heresies less damnable than others. The less sinful heresies entail a greater consciousness of human 
limitations and therefore are more humble, more restrained, and most importantly more realistic. 
The least damnable and therefore most realistic heresy, what McDougall calls the Classical American 
Civil Religion, dominated the first century of American independence. 

Influenced by great Protestant preachers like Jonathan Edwards and George Whitfield as well as by 
the neoclassical republicanism of James Harrrington, the natural rights theory of John Locke, the 
common sense philosophy of the Scottish Enlightenment, English common law, Whig ideology, and 
the First Great Awakening, the Founders imagined themselves to be part of a new chosen people 
whose interests and ideals of civil and religious liberty, free enterprise, self-government, and empire 
were sanctioned by God and natural law. But, fortunately in McDougall’s mind, these same religious 
and political influences warned the Founders of the fallibility of human beings and of liberty’s need 
for order. Thus, the combination of Protestantism and the Enlightenment embodied in Classical 

                                                        
1 In fact, McDougall revealed to us H-Diplo reviewers that his preferred title for this book was “American 

Heresies” rather than The Tragedy of U.S. Foreign Policy, a title that was chosen by Yale University Press. 

W 
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American Civil Religion regarded spiritual pride as a sin and imposed restraints on democracy in the 
form of the Constitution and written contracts (126, 340-341). 

Presidents George Washington and John Quincy Adams embodied the virtues of Classical American 
Civil Religion. They did not try to change the world order but to establish America’s place in that 
order while preserving the nation’s liberty. Washington’s Farewell Address embodied this civil 
religion with its constant references to the sacredness of liberty and the constitution and the need for 
virtue and morality, which he thought could not be separated from religion. He advocated a 
domestic policy of unity, sovereignty, and liberty and a foreign policy of peace, neutrality, and 
reciprocity. He argued that remaining separate from Europe would enable the Unites States to 
rapidly expand westward. Thus, the Farewell Address became dogma because “his rejection of 
missionary idealism suited American values and interests so well for so long” (49-52). 

John Quincy Adams had a similar ideal to cope with the “relationship between ends and means in a 
fallen world. . . . In every case he came down on the side of a principled realism that placed 
American values ‘upon the adamantine rock of human rights.’” He insisted, however, that “the 
purpose of our foreign policy is not to bring enlightenment or happiness to the rest of the world but 
to ensure the life, liberty, and happiness of the American people” (62). Several presidents in this era, 
most notably Thomas Jefferson, James Madison, and James K. Polk, were subject to the “Utopian 
Temptation” to ignore restraint abroad, but fortunately the United States survived the War of 1812 
and Polk decided against taking all of Mexico.  

McDougall pulls no punches in describing Polk, Manifest Destiny, and the atrocities of America’s 
westward expansion, but he implies that this aspect of Classical American Civil Religion was far less 
repugnant than later more interventionist American Civil Religions. In warning against deriving 
lessons about America’s historical capacity for nation-building from the incorporation of the West 
into the nation, he says that this might have been a valid analogy if the United States had 
“accommodated Indians and Mexicans instead of killing, expelling, and expropriating them. . . . 
That is no cause for guilt—it was probably inevitable—but it is certainly no cause to celebrate an 
alleged American talent for civilizing other cultures” (77). 

By diminishing the imperialist aspect of westward expansion in the nineteenth century and rejecting 
revisionist claims that the Spanish-American War was motivated by economic demands for foreign 
markets, McDougall joins most realists in arguing that the imperialist surge of 1898 resulted in large 
part from mistaken idealism. His major contribution to this outlook, however, is his emphasis on the 
role of religion in shaping this mistaken idealism. The growth of the American economy in the late 
nineteenth century, he argues, was sufficient “to unleash American power into the Caribbean, then 
the Pacific, then the whole world, because of those century-old checks against foreign crusades—
relative weakness, continental priorities, constitutional constraints, and theological humility—that 
had previously buttressed self-containment had eroded to the point where devolved Protestant 
fanaticism burst its chains. . . .” (106). 
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This “devolved Protestant fanaticism” was otherwise known as the Third Great Awakening or the 
Social Gospel, in which various Methodist, Presbyterian, Episcopalian, and Congregationalist 
ministers like Lyman Abbott and Richard T. Ely dispensed with Trinitarian faith in salvation by 
grace in favor of a Unitarian belief in the rewards of philanthropy and rejected the goal of personal 
salvation in favor of saving the world. Ironically, the Social Gospellers began preaching salvation by 
works rather than salvation by faith, the very charge the original Protestants had leveled against the 
Catholic Church. In doing so, the Social Gospellers surrendered their religious cultural authority to 
the secular experts who would use a powerful federal government to reform both America and the 
world; “Social Gospel was the marriage bed wherein mainline Protestantism mated with 
Progressivism to beget a heretical variant of the original ACR. The new theology devalorized virtue, 
prudence, humility, and small government in favor of power, glory, pride, and big government at 
home and, when possible, abroad” (122). 

According to McDougall, this new Progressive American Civil Religion underlay the tragedy of 
twentieth-century American foreign policy. President William McKinley went to war with Spain 
because popular opinion, whipped up by the war party of Theodore Roosevelt and Senator Henry 
Cabot Lodge and abetted by the Progressive Protestant clergy, forced McKinley’s hand even though 
the rebels had already essentially won the war and Spain was looking for a face-saving way out. The 
“inadvertent” but atrocious conquest of the Philippines and the spiritual pride of Progressive 
Imperialism crushed the Philippine independence parties (125). Despite Theodore Roosevelt’s role 
in bringing on war with Spain and his later attempt to enter World War I, McDougall praises him as 
president for following a realistic defensive policy where the United States was comparatively weak, 
such as East Asia, while pursuing an aggressive policy in areas where the United States was 
comparatively strong, such as Latin America. (136) President Woodrow Wilson, however, had no 
such redeeming realistic streak. He “could sound as zany as Jefferson,” thus invoking neutral rights 
that were far from neutral and that amounted to “freedom for war profiteers to collude in the 
blockade of Germany” (142, 148). Then, “by taking the Progressive Social gospel to its logical, 
heretical conclusion. . . .He recast the ACR as a fighting faith.” He hurled America into a war by 
preaching a holy crusade to prove, “like a pagan priest-king, that his tribal gods were mightier than 
theirs” (152-153). 

Progressive church people cheered him on to the point that “the cross all but disappeared behind the 
American flag” (154). Mainline Protestant clergy called Germany pagan and Kaiser Wilhelm II the 
devil. They recruited young men with lurid tales of German atrocities. They then lined up behind 
Wilson’s Fourteen Points and his attempt to impose them on the world during the negotiations in 
Paris even though this pitted his Progressive Wilsonianism against three other civil religions too 
powerful for all to be overcome at once: German imperialism, Allied nationalism, and Marxism-
Leninism. The result was a “punitive, nitpicking treaty” that the Germans resented but was to be 
justified by a League of Nations that even Americans, including a “Christian anti-internationalist 
movement,” ultimately rejected (160, 164). 
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McDougall argues that the defeat of the League meant that Wilson’s Progressive American Civil 
Religion failed to become a new orthodoxy even though the old Classical orthodoxy was dead. The 
Progressive Republican interim between Wilson and Franklin D. Roosevelt failed to establish a new 
orthodoxy because, while World War I had solved nothing, neither had the peace. The Republicans 
had failed to stop the rise of Japan, loaned hundreds of millions of dollars to Germany which would 
not be repaid, and then faced the crash of 1929. Meanwhile, under the pressure of immigration and 
modernization on rural America, the Protestant consensus blew up into a cultural conflict between 
fundamentalists and progressives that was embodied in the Scopes Trial. With the election of 
Franklin Roosevelt, however, the condescending Progressive Social Gospel won out over its 
fundamentalist adversaries.  

While Roosevelt quickly imposed the Progressive Social Gospel domestically, he initially abandoned 
it abroad for the one thing religious fundamentalists and progressives could agree upon, pacifism. 
But sometime after the Munich conference of 1938, he decided war was coming and the gangster 
regimes had to be stopped by force. Unfortunately, he faced an isolationist public opinion, so this 
master manipulator “had to pretend to remain Dr. New Deal while already devoting himself to Dr. 
Win-the-War’s initial three tasks: mobilize a massive military-industrial complex, maneuver the bad 
guys into shooting first, and proselytize the American people—all of the people—with a civil 
religious orthodoxy that might reconcile Wilson’s internationalism and Lodge’s nationalism by 
planning universal institutions to be run by a small steering committees chaired by the United 
States” (197). Thus, McDougall claims, the United States became an empire, with its manufacturer 
and labor unions under stringent federal oversight, “justified in turn by world war and validated by 
nationalism. The name for that kind of system in Europe was corporatism, fascism, or national 
socialism” (170).  

The resulting war, which McDougall entitles “The Great Masquerade,” began for the United States 
when Roosevelt provoked Japan into the attack on Pearl Harbor because he could not bring about 
the conversion of the American people to a renewed Progressive American Civil Religion and 
convince them to go to war. He failed despite the renowned theologian Reinhold Niebuhr’s attempt 
to move Protestantism and public opinion toward intervention with his Christian Realism (or “neo-
realism” as McDougall would have it because true realism would be non-interventionist). During the 
war Roosevelt continued to try to convince Americans that they were on a crusade for democracy 
and human rights, but this was a fraud and it failed miserably. The United Nations was “the 
institutional drapery masking the American pursuit of benevolent hegemony over the world” (212). 
The government, the military, and private interests from corporations to foundations to missionaries 
took for granted that the war must end in the Americanization of the entire planet. The United 
States planned an international economic order by which “the world would. . .get easy access to 
American capital and goods, while U.S. firms would do well by doing good” (221). The supposed 
crusade for democracy was unmasked by the conduct of the Soviet allies and undermined by 
America’s own conduct in imprisoning Japanese citizens, carpet bombing civilian targets, and 
ultimately resorting to atomic warfare. Thus, only 15 percent of American GIs thought the purpose 
of the was to destroy fascism or secure the Four Freedoms and only one in twenty spoke of making a 
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better world (224-225). Within a year after the war “the New Deal for the World and harmonious 
United Nations had evaporated” because Roosevelt, like Wilson, “had failed to establish Progressive 
ACR as the new orthodoxy in foreign affairs” (235). 

Roosevelt’s failure to achieve a Progressive orthodoxy was quickly recouped by Presidents Harry 
Truman, Dwight Eisenhower, and John F. Kennedy as they confronted the traumas of the Cold-
War Era. While Americans prospered greatly from 1945 through the late 1960s and came to think 
of that prosperity as their permanent birthright, they also saw their comfortable lives as threatened 
by the advent of nuclear weapons in the hands of the Soviet Union and a world-wide Communist 
conspiracy. They also feared falling into another depression unless the world was pried open to 
American investments and exports, a fear fostered by memories of the crises of capitalism in the 
1930s and 1940s and the specter of the world in ruins after World War II. To this extent, says 
McDougall, William Appleman Williams’s Open Door theory of relentless capitalist American 
expansion may have been wrong for previous eras, but he “got his own [era] substantially right” 
(255). 

The perception of the Soviet threat and economic depression were enough to move the government 
toward containment and military and economic commitments abroad beyond anything previously 
imagined by the American public. But ordinary people needed an authority above George 
Washington and the Constitution to validate the violation of their previously hallowed traditions, 
and America’s political and religious leaders provided just that in a neo-Progressive American Civil 
Religion. Harry Truman initiated a global crusade against Communism, telling Americans that “we 
are under divine orders—not only to refrain from doing evil, but also to do good and to make this 
world a better place in which to live” (263). President Dwight Eisenhower preached that the 
spiritual knowledge of America’s free schools and churches were pitted against slavery. Both Truman 
and Eisenhower presided over an era of growing prosperity and consumerism and sought to 
maintain that prosperity by using the nation’s power to extend its economic markets, according to 
McDougall. Eisenhower tried to offset the consequent plunge into “mindless consumerism” by 
increasing religiosity with Prayer Breakfasts, National Days of Prayer, inserting “Under God” into 
the Pledge of Allegiance, and signing resolutions to put “In God We Trust” on currency and to 
make it the national motto (269). Affluence blurred sectarian distinctions in favor of the worship of 
an American way of life that, while materialistic, also allowed citizens to congratulate themselves on 
their humanitarian idealism. 

John F. Kennedy and President Lyndon Johnson continued the aggressive military and economic 
expansion of the neo-Progressive American Civil Religion using the same inflated religious rhetoric, 
guided by even more exalted secular experts, and now dedicated to winning and reforming the Third 
World for democracy and consumerism. That hubris was shattered by Vietnam. Meanwhile, 
however, Johnson had to embrace domestic reform to make credible the U.S. strategy of winning the 
war of ideas and dominating the Third World. Not daring to admit that reforming human nature 
was impossible, Johnson contented himself “with the romantic delusion that just passing some laws 
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sufficed. . .to eliminate poverty and racial discrimination and create a ‘world in which all men are 
equal’” (286). 

President Richard Nixon and National Security Advisor and Secretary of State Henry Kissinger 
temporarily blunted the imperial drive of Kennedy and Johnson by ending the Vietnam War, 
opening relations with China, negotiating détente with the Soviets, and deescalating conflicts in the 
Middle East. While Nixon’s rhetoric was as religiously idealistic as his predecessors, advocates of 
Progressive American Civil Religion denounced his somewhat realistic diplomacy that respected the 
interests of Communists. Meanwhile, a rising New Left, which McDougall dubs an incipient 
Millennial American Civil Religion, insisted on reforming the entire world rather than just the areas 
being contested with Communism. Thus, the New Left denounced “a diplomacy that pursued a 
balance of power at the expense of human rights” (318). 

The New Left was composed of privileged white kids who believed that the United States should be 
working toward a world in which “diverse cultures would be homogenized into one civilization, one 
society, ultimately one marketplace as nations melted into each other” (293). But these young 
people, part of a demographic bubble of college-bound students accommodated by huge state 
universities that fostered alienation and mediocrity, saw racism, violence, and poverty so prevalent in 
the world and the United States itself that they believed their liberal parents had betrayed their 
ideals. Thus, they joined and sought to radicalize the civil rights and anti-Vietnam war movements 
in what McDougall calls “a spontaneous religious revival” (295-296).  

While the New Left and its incipient Millennial American Civil Religion were rejected and defeated 
during the Nixon administration, their adherents seized “the commanding heights in politics, law, 
academics, and foundations” and as “tenured radicals, they found answers in the transnational 
history of race, class, and gender, which they imposed on their institutions as the new hegemonic 
discourse” (304). But in winning the cultural heights they conceded the economic heights to finance 
capitalism that sought to create an open world market. This Millennial American Civil Religion, in 
which big business supported social equality in return for cultural authorities accepting economic 
inequality, began to displace the old Progressive American Civil Religion when Jimmy Carter re-
moralized U.S. foreign policy. Carter made human rights a centerpiece of American diplomacy 
against both Communists and non-Communists, even though his appeals against consumerism fell 
on deaf ears while his diplomacy with the Soviet Union collapsed. President Ronald Reagan opened 
the door for a full-fledged Millennial American Civil Religion without the New Left’s nagging 
against consumerism by ending the Cold War and opening the Communist world to American 
markets and missionary idealism. In doing so, Reagan did not really win the Cold War so much as 
help to end it peacefully by “taking the pressure off the Soviets at the right moment.” But Reagan 
catered to the illusions of the “mythopoeic neo-conservatives and liberal internationalists” by 
attributing victory to strength and America as a City on a Hill (336-337). Rather than being a true 
conservative like Edmund Burke, he was a utopian like Tom Paine. He did not trim government, 
balance the budget, or support traditional values, but instead opened the door to those who thought 
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the end of the Cold War would bring “the end of all nation-states and the triumph of universal 
markets and universal rights” (337, 341).  

Far from being the end of history with the triumph of peace, democracy, and free markets, “history 
happened again” (343). President Bill Clinton sought the globalization of democratic-capitalist 
institutions by collaborating with Wall street, multinational corporations, and Republicans to 
negotiate open door trade agreements like NAFTA and to deregulate the domestic economy while 
also supporting humanitarian interventions to fix failed states and rogue regimes. He preached with 
religious fervor that all nations would adopt the Washington Consensus, but that bubble burst with 
9/11 and the growing rebellion of “many white working- and middle-class Americans….who had 
stoically endured the military burdens of the Cold War; suffered economic privation from de-
industrialization and stagflation; and paid the psychic price for racial integration, open immigration, 
and female emancipation” (343). President George W. Bush’s neoconservative anti-terrorism gloss 
on Millennialism failed not only in the Middle East but also in the rest of the world because “many 
foreigners refused to accept normative prescriptions from what looked to them like a decadent 
civilization addicted to self-indulgence, the wealth needed to sustain that self-indulgence, and the 
power needed to sustain that wealth” (344).  

Did President Barack Obama bring a bit of McDougall’s hoped-for realism into this mess, making 
himself a prudent alternative to the overreach of the Bush administration? Not a bit. His civil 
religious rhetoric reached new heights, reclaiming American exceptionalism for the Democratic Party 
and inviting all religions to join the march toward “community, prosperity, mutual care, stewardship 
of the Earth, peacemaking, and human rights” (351). Like Clinton, however, he “was a Progressive 
in cahoots with big business,” part of the grand bargain in which “big business agreed to support 
radical social equality in exchange for which cultural authorities agreed to tolerate radical economic 
equality” (341). Meanwhile, Obama’s attempts to repair the damage wrought by Bush’s unilateral 
belligerence failed to extricate America from its wars in the Middle East while racking up only a 
couple of dubious accomplishments—the nuclear deal with Iran and the denationalizing free trade 
proposals, the Trans-Pacific Partnership and the Transatlantic Investment Partnership (351). 

While McDougall’s history is learned, brilliantly written, and amusing, it is more jeremiad than 
disquisition. For one who values humility in foreign policy, there is little such humility in 
McDougall’s narrative of events. It is full of certainty about exceedingly difficult and nuanced issues, 
such as his flat statements that Roosevelt provoked Japan into war, that Wilson’s neutrality was a 
sham, or that Obama was in cahoots with big business. It is too close for comfort to the sort of 
hyperbolic rhetoric he quotes so devastatingly from American politicians and religious leaders who 
created America’s Civil Religions. 

McDougall does not see much need for nuance in discussing the relative importance of security, 
economics, or ideology in motivating past U.S. foreign policy because he regards it as all of a piece. 
Thus he argues that, “historians distort reality whenever they pit idealism against realism or ideology 
against economics because civil religion is omnivorous and digests any antimony.” (31) Despite this 
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lack of nuanced analysis, however, he makes clear that national security rather than economic avarice 
or idealism should have been the guiding star for American foreign policy. This is the common core 
of realist thinking, but what separates McDougall from most realists is his insistence that the only 
threat to national security justifying intervention or military action is the possibility of an invasion of 
the United States. Thus he believes that all American wars of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries 
were unnecessary. 

McDougall’s preferred policy is a kind of nationalist hyper-realism, a “healthy, defensive patriotism” 
in which the United States would “zealously. . .defend its own national interests but otherwise. . 
.mind its own business, cherish the public credit, and pursue peace and reciprocity with all nations” 
(304, 352). Such a national sovereignty he believes is the precondition for democracy (345). His 
ideal seems to be an America of small farms and Main Street towns, democratic, devout, culturally 
cohesive, satisfied by modest needs rather than wants, ready to trade abroad and protect itself but 
leaving other nations to their own devices. McDougall does not analyze the pros and cons of his 
nationalism to any great extent, presumably because he realizes that the adoption of such a policy is a 
“wistful vision” (352). But in failing to discuss his alternative at any length, he also bypasses the 
downside of nationalism, which he admits can be “sick and aggressive” rather than modest (352). 

It seems to me that “sick and aggressive” nationalism abroad has been more of a threat to America’s 
national security than McDougall allows even if it did not threaten an imminent invasion. I think 
most historians agree that U.S. military interventions in Cuba, the Philippines, Vietnam, and Iraq, 
not to mention the lesser interventions in Latin America throughout the twentieth century were 
wrongheaded, unnecessary, and often atrocious. But it seems to me that the threat posed by hostile 
major powers seeking to consolidate control over the people and resources of whole continents 
during World War I, World War II, and the Cold War posed a significant threat to the United 
States and justified American intervention. The form, timing, and extent of that intervention is 
surely debatable, but a complete abstention would have been as foolhardy as abstaining from support 
for NATO and the European Union in the face of the threats from the likes of Vladimir Putin, 
Marine Le Pen, and the other sick demagogic nationalists of our time. 

Moreover, the pursuit of McDougall’s “wistful vision” of nationalism at home is so utopian as to be 
positively harmful. A retreat from economic and technological global engagement is far more likely 
to bring on a depression and harm those abroad who have risen only recently from poverty than to 
rescue beleaguered American coal miners or restore outdated U.S. manufacturers. Bringing a greater 
economic equality to those Americans left behind whom McDougall so presciently describes in his 
book would seem to require the actions of a strong national government of the sort McDougall 
detests. Meanwhile, McDougall’s desire for cultural cohesion in the United States can too easily 
encompass racism, sexism, and religious bigotry while protecting the national interest can morph 
into ‘America First’ belligerence. 
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I never dreamed that someone like Donald Trump would be elected president of the United States. 
But I certainly could have predicted that any nationalist electoral victory would be more Trumpian 
than McDougallian.  
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Review by Lloyd Gardner, Rutgers University 

alter McDougall’s synthesis, The Tragedy of American Foreign Policy, reads as a fateful prelude to a 
presidency that has astounded the nation and the world with its determination to upend what had 
been taken for granted by both political parties: that the processes and channels of government 

activity would retain their essential characteristics, no matter who was elected. So what if President Donald 
Trump’s nomination suggested otherwise; no one thought he could be elected. His slogan, ‘Make America 
Great Again,’ promised dramatic changes in the way the United States dealt with the world, changes, he said, 
that would benefit American workers who had been sacrificed to enable corporations to ship jobs to foreign 
countries. He denounced the power of an above-it-all class of intelligentsia that set the rules for everyone else. 
He charged that political leaders had failed to halt the poisonous infiltration of terrorists into the nation’s 
cities, and that its military had failed to devise a plan for defeating enemies abroad, leaving American forces 
stuck in sand traps all over the Middle East. The usual pundits scoffed: Were voters really ready to accept 
such dire views of America’s decline? Well, he did lose the popular vote. But former Secretary of State Hillary 
Clinton, it turned out, proved the perfect foil for Trump’s campaign, with her secret speeches to Wall Street 
firms, her seeming disdain on display at hearings on her private email server, and her unfortunate use of the 
word ‘deplorables’ to describe Trump supporters. Even videos of her faltering, and nearly falling into a car 
during an exhausting stage of the campaign, replayed over and over again on national television, played into 
the picture of an entire establishment suddenly gone rocky under pressure. 

In addition, Trump succeeded in mobilizing the grievances of a variety of ‘forgotten’ Americans by insisting 
that America’s ‘allies’ had taken advantage of the nation’s long-time feckless behavior in paying the bill for 
their military establishments—or really the absence of their military establishments. He promised that the era 
of spending billions to aid the world while neglecting the nation’s infrastructure would end. Climate change, 
moreover, he insisted, was a hoax perpetrated by the Chinese to gain economic advantage. Americans had 
been fooled into signing an agreement in Paris that would hurt the resurrection of the coal industry—a 
symbolic gesture, perhaps, but a wonderfully evocative one. And so on. Once a shrewd bargainer, Uncle Sam 
had allowed himself over the years to become embroiled in bad deals like the North American Free Trade 
Agreement (NAFTA), and the pending Pacific Trade Pact. He promised to ‘Make America Great Again’ by 
rejecting the premises of American foreign policy going back decades to the end of World War II. 

McDougall’s book provides readers with arguments to explain the Trump revolt by examining how America’s 
Civil Religion (ACR), which began as an effort for a new nation to establish security through neutrality and 
non–intervention in European affairs, evolved into an ambition to project American values and power into 
every contested issue on the globe. In the early days of the Republic, as the wars of the French Revolutions 
swept across Europe, and verbally into the new nation via the activities of Citizen Genêt, the French 
Ambassador to the United States during the revolutionary years, civil religion was a defensive shield, stressing 
unity and neutrality. It was certainly the case, as President John Quincy Adams’s grandson, Henry, wrote in 
his history of those years, that the country was far from an organic whole.1 Civil Religion would play an 
important role in unifying the country, which was not yet a ‘Nation.’ As McDougall points out, it was 

                                                        
1 Henry Adams, History of the United States of America During the Administrations of Thomas Jefferson (New 

York: Library of America, 1986). 
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President Woodrow Wilson who capitalized the word in his first inaugural, bestowing, he argues, a sacred 
mantle on the Progressive understanding of Washington’s destiny to lead the world. 

Thus, over time, he argues, the City on a Hill metaphor merged with missionary zeal to bring about the 
modern warfare/welfare state. An outstanding feature of the result was confidence that all problems had 
American solutions. Other recent books have explored examples of this phenomenon, for example, Michael 
MacDonald’s Overreach: Delusions of Regime Change in Iraq,2 which also emphasizes the ideological 
foundations of American policy (and their result), particularly the interplay of Lockean and Hobbesian views 
of international affairs, which was resolved only momentarily by confidence in counterinsurgency. That 
confidence was soon shattered, leaving behind a morass of problems abroad struggling with America’s (new) 
Longest War in Afghanistan, while trying to deal with the Great Recession at home.  

The book ends as President Barack Obama grapples with the reality that ACR had betrayed the national 
interest in a span of years going back to—well, Woodrow Wilson, whose famous efforts to set the world 
aright by entering Europe’s Great War and making it the First World War—on American terms. That was 
the real turning point. There was powerful symbolism in the very term World War. If America had stayed out 
the conflict could not have been rightfully called a World War. Perhaps, he writes, the United States would 
have entered the war for any one of several reasons, including security threats, economic interests, or cultural 
ties. But one incontrovertible fact remains, McDougall says, in agreement with Wilson biographer John 
Milton Cooper: the United States entered the war because Wilson decided for the nation. It was a war of 
choice.3 And when it turned its back on the League of Nations, that was also, in a perverse sense, a Wilsonian 
move that followed Washington’s separate path into the war not as a member of the allies, but as an 
associated nation with a set of (impossible) war aims.  

In one of the many useful asides scattered throughout the book, McDougall notes that political science, as an 
academic discipline, dates to the Progressive Era. With its emphasis on finding solutions, political science was 
really about making history into a science with predictive abilities. The multiplication (indeed proliferation) 
of Washington think tanks, he might also have noted, parallels the growth of American assumptions about its 
duty to provide leadership. Yet, looking at the Progressive Era as a whole, McDougall suggests a paradox in 
American behavior. When the domestic scene was most fraught with problems and competing claims from 
left and right, the nation’s leadership sought to solve national problems by going abroad—abandoning the 
original ACR of Washington, and the warning John Quincy Adams had uttered in his 4 July 1821 speech 
against the United States going abroad in search of monsters to destroy. It might rule the world, Adams had 
predicted in the speech, but it would lose its soul. And, McDougall might add, sight of its true national 
interests. 

The nation, while far from united about going to war in 1917, proved susceptible to the entreaties uttered by 
Wilson and others. Even before the war, Wilson had proved willing to carry democracy abroad on bayonets in 
Nicaragua, Haiti, and the Dominican Republic, and, later in Mexico, with General ‘Black Jack’ Pershing’s 
expeditions. None of these missions, Wilson argued, were undertaken for material interests, but rather in 

                                                        
2 Michael MacDonald, Overreach: Delusions of Regime Change in Iraq (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 

2014). 

3 John Milton Cooper, Woodrow Wilson: A Biography (New York: Knopf: 2009). 
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search of reaching “those great heights where there shines unobstructed the light of the justice of God” (144). 
Late in the nineteenth century, baseball, America’s ‘national pastime,’ started calling its playoff series the 
World Championships. In 1903 and henceforth, it was known as the World Series, though the professional 
game was only about American teams. Following the War of 1898, national leaders used ACR to suggest that 
the game of nations was likewise about American terms. The goal was an international Open Door policy for 
trade and investment as the only venue whereby “the light of the justice of God” could be realized in 
international economic and political relations. The unforeseen consequence of ACR has come as a result of 
placing too many burdens on American resources, both spiritual and material, in an attempt to realize this 
world. It is another way of describing what Harry Elmer Barnes, Charles Austin Beard, and, most recently, 
Robert Divine, have described as “Perpetual War for Perpetual Peace.” 4 

Need it have ended this way? McDougall suggests that there was no clear exit point, or another unifying 
message to formulate policy tenets, although the changing content of ACR could be called a heresy of a 
heresy. Among the great virtues of this book, consequently, is McDougall’s use of presidential speeches and 
statements to tell the story. Since it is largely about aspirations, the author can demonstrate that one does not 
need archival sources to reveal the broad aims of policy. Nor does he see how it all ends without a wrenching 
confrontation with the limits imposed on those aspirations. The bi-partisan objections to Donald Trump’s 
approach to Russian policy that brought forth charges he posited (near) moral equivalency from political 
leaders in both parties, and loud reassertions of American ‘exceptionalism,’ suggest how difficult his efforts to 
disengage from the past will be. ACR in its many forms thus became essential to the nation’s leaders if they 
were to conduct an internally coherent foreign policy. It became somewhat like how one might update the 
French writer Blaise Pascal’s definition of the power of rituals, such as communion, to the success of the 
church. That ritual gave the common man something to cling to, a belief in ultimate justice, while it imposed 
duty on the aristocracy to conform to public expectations by bending to the will of God or, in this reading, as 
received (or perceived) truth of the ACR. 

Put yet another way, ACR is used by policymaking elites, but ACR uses (or forces) elites to achieve objectives 
for the ‘common good,’ a familiar description of government’s responsibility. The rough balance between the 
two is determined on the jousting ground where the political parties wage their duels. But the narrow 
corridors of the jousts squeeze in on the combatants in times of great stress. In the years 1937-1941, former 
President Herbert Hoover warned, as did Henry Luce in a famous February 1941 Life article “The American 
Century,” that the New Deal had failed to make American democracy work on a nationalist basis. Both feared 
a Fascist or Socialist ending to Roosevelt’s bold experimentalism. But they drew opposite conclusions about 
the only safe path out of the Great Depression in a world rapidly moving toward a fateful test of arms to 
determine not just winners and losers in a military sense, but how nations would be organized after the war. 
No matter which alliance won, the old (or, better put, new) order was finished.  

Hoover and Luce could both invoke ACR to bolster their arguments, as they matched the former’s Quaker 
beliefs against the latter’s Protestant missionary’s zeal for fulfilling America’s destiny in Asia. The strain on 
American democracy in those last prewar years was unlike anything in the Cold War, despite the evils of 
McCarthyism, or the discontents of the Korean War. McDougall stresses that while the Wilsonian idealism of 
the World War I era was absent as the United States entered the war, Roosevelt had begun planning for the 

                                                        
4 See Robert Divine, Perpetual War for Perpetual Peace (College Station: Texas A&M Press, 2000), for a review 

of the term, and its appropriateness to America’s uneasy solution to world problems as they evolved after 1949. 
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postwar era two years earlier, envisioned that era as a successful end to the New Deal—the Americanization of 
the world. He writes, “The State Department, the War and Navy Departments, and private interests ranging 
from corporations to foundations to missionaries took for granted that this time the war must end in the 
Americanization of the world.” (216) 

Ironically, Soviet leader Joseph Stalin, who appeared to frustrate Roosevelt’s original goals, actually made 
them possible by providing what President Ronald Reagan called the ‘Evil Empire,’ against which ACR could 
be mobilized. Had he pursued a minimally acceptable ‘open’ spheres of influence in Eastern Europe giving 
more than lip service to the Yalta masquerade (as McDougall calls it)5 in the Declaration on Liberated 
Europe, it would have been far more difficult, if not impossible, to establish and maintain Harry Truman’s 
enduring ‘Free World’ composed of the Marshall Plan, NATO, and NSC-68.6 Truman’s chief architect was 
Secretary of State Dean Acheson, who not immodestly would claim in his memoirs to be ‘Present at the 
Creation.’ 

In 1939, Acheson, who fell out with Roosevelt in the early New Deal over the President’s decisions about 
abandoning the Gold Standard, and moving toward the most nationalistic phase of the New Deal, delivered a 
speech to Yale alumni that successfully catches the tensions of that shaky time, and deals with the realities of 
the American predicament in a world being reorganized politically and economically by closed political and 
economic systems, that included the recent policies of the British Empire with its Imperial Preference 
agreements. 

The speech began with a critique of those who thought about the war in an episodic fashion, whether of 
events in the Far East in 1931 when Japan went into Manchuria, or the events surrounding Munich, “or of 
New Deal America.” “We must take a longer swing to get on our target.” His meaning was clear. The New 
Deal (and all it portended) might indeed, and hopefully was, an episode in a larger drama, the outcome of 
which depended upon America rising to the challenge. What the world was witnessing was not simply a war 
between European rivals, but a great upheaval that would see either that “we have come to the end of the 
American experiment,” or its fulfillment globally. Those were the choices. Without question, he said, the 
economic and political system of the nineteenth century “has been for many years in the obvious process of 
decline.” It could not be-reestablished in anything approaching its old form: 

We can see that the credits which were once extended by the financial centers of 
London no longer provide the means for the production of wealth in other 

                                                        
5 “The Yalta conference was not a sellout but rather the last dance of the masquerade ball,” 232. 

6 For a very good description of Roosevelt’s attempt to adapt Wilsonian ideas to the reality of the situation at 
the end of the war, see Warren Kimball’s Forged in War: Roosevelt, Churchill and the Second World War (New York: 
William Morrow, 1997). Kimball writes: “Roosevelt's awkward, imprecise, poorly articulated distinction between 
‘closed’ or ‘exclusive’ spheres of influence and what might be called ‘open’ spheres was the bridge he tried to construct 
between the structure proposed by Churchill and Stalin, and the one suggested twenty-five years earlier by Woodrow 
Wilson. FDR tried to make Wilsonian idealism practical. ‘Open spheres’ would permit the flow of culture, trade, and 
the establishment of what he called ‘free ports of information.’ He seems casually to have assumed that such openness 
would, in the fullness of time, expand American-style political and economic liberalism since those concepts worked. He 
had seen Wilson's experiment collapse under the weight of nationalism and political insecurity. Why bother to recreate 
that system if it would only fail?” (332-333). 



H-Diplo Roundtable Review, Vol. XIX, No. 19 (2018) 

19 | P a g e  

countries. We can see that the vast free trade areas, which once furnished both a 
market of vast importance and a commodities exchange, no longer exist. We can 
see that British naval power no longer can guarantee security of life and 
investment in distant parts of the earth and a localization of conflict nearer home. 
We can see, too that immigration to the United States is no longer a solution for 
surplus populations elsewhere. 

These conditions, he went on, set the stage for the appearance of the totalitarian state. “I am not saying that 
morals are a matter of economics, but, rather, that there is high authority for the belief that if we are not led 
into temptation we may better be delivered from evil.” Capitalism needed, in other words, an open 
marketplace if it was to survive, and with it the democratic institutions that had evolved and traveled from 
Great Britain to America, where they were making a final all-or-nothing last stand. As he went on, the 
argument thus unfolded not around the peril of a military invasion, but the consequences of the growing 
appeal of totalitarian solutions to problems that extended even to “this country.” “Indications of the 
possibility have not been lacking…. It is expecting too much to believe that an angry or frightened people 
would not take it. Once that has been done in a thoroughgoing way and without shame, we have come to the 
end of the American experiment.”7 

McDougall is writing at another peril point, a time at which he argues the financial, military, and moral costs 
of “Keeping On, Keeping On,” have grown so great as to pose a threat to both international order and 
domestic tranquility. What is most dramatically new about these crisis years is not the Trump phenomenon 
itself, but the forces that have given a powerful voice to anti-globalist sentiments worldwide. Whether the 
American empire, and the ACR supporting it, can survive the inevitable process of readjustment to meet 
shrinking capacity at a moment (if not an era) in history that is increasingly dominated by social media, 
Twitter, Facebook, etc., is an open question. Writing about the malaise of American politics in the 
Washington Post, Michael Gerson raises the issue of the descent into barbarism in politics: “Our discourse is 
being materially damaged by the endless search for Twitter leverage.”8 One should well wonder if in addition 
to all the other challenges to ACR, Twitter has made impossible the rules confining the political jousts of 
yesterday to the unseating of a rival.  

 

                                                        
7 The speech is reprinted in Dean Acheson, Morning and Noon: A Memoir (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1965), 

267-275. 

8 “America is Riding a Carousel of Hate,” Washington Post, 15 June 2017. 
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Review by Raymond Haberski, Jr., Indiana University-Purdue University Indianapolis 

n 2008, I had the pleasure of being a Fulbright chair in American Studies in Denmark. In preparation for 
my year in Copenhagen, my hosts recommended I look over the country’s official website, the one 
published by the government itself. At that time, the website stated that Denmark was the product of 400 

years of lost wars and relinquished territory. The American cohort I joined at the Fulbright orientation found 
some humor in that description, and uniformly commented on the fact that the attitudes we know in the 
United States are probably the product of an almost opposite history. Within a few months of living in 
Copenhagen, and frankly enjoying the sense of community and contentment that pervaded our new home, 
my family and I came to wish the United States had been humbled a bit more often. 

I begin with this reflection because after reading Walter McDougall’s extended critique of the misbegotten 
faith in American foreign policy it seems that he too wishes the U.S. had more reminders of its limitations. 
While he does not offer a declension narrative, McDougall establishes a tone of discouragement early on by 
asking: “How could American power and prestige have fallen so far and so fast?...Has it indeed always been so 
that foreign enemies cannot harm Americans more than they harm themselves, through strategic malpractice 
and financial malfeasance, over and over again?” (5) Indeed, because comparisons between countries are 
notoriously obtuse, McDougall instead focuses on comparing different Americas: George Washington’s, 
Woodrow Wilson’s, and John F. Kennedy’s. This structure allows both a chronological depiction of 
influences and events that shape history as well as providing McDougall with a way to catalogue large swaths 
of U.S. history as he has in his previous books, through traditions that he finds epoch-making. No tradition is 
more important to McDougall’s narrative, though, than American Civil Religion (ACR), a term that 
McDougall chooses to capitalize. 

For most scholars, the significance of civil religion is tied to an essay written by Robert Bellah entitled “Civil 
Religion in America” that was published in the journal Daedalus in 1967.1 

According to Google’s ngram, civil religion and Robert Bellah have a determinative relationship. From the 
mid-1960s through the early 1980s, Bellah’s original essay on civil religion launched an academic industry 
that dwelt on the implications of an American civil religion. Almost immediately, scholars took issue with the 
way Bellah’s original essay seemed to operate in two registers: descriptive and normative. As a term for 
scholarly use, Bellah’s concept of civil religion demonstrated how a variety of American religions operated in 
concert with Enlightenment rationalism—American civil religion echoed Protestant values and assumptions, 
while also enshrining the mythic nature of the nation’s first republicans, the Founding Fathers. But civil 
religion also suggested a set of ideals that encouraged a broad range of fervor, from patriotic salutes to blood 
sacrifices; flag-waving to dying for the flag.  

McDougall uses civil religion in both ways. He notes that the term captures an American faith in a non-
denominational but nominally Christian creator as the “Author of History” and that the Constitution nearly 
ensured the perpetuation of civil religion: “By prohibiting Congress from establishing any particular religion, 
it silently established a civil religion to which all sectarian believers must bow” (29). McDougall also helpfully 
points out the difference between civil religion and nationalism or ideologies such as communism and 

                                                        
1 Robert N. Bellah, “Civil Religion in America,” Daedalus 96 (Winter 1967), reprinted in Russell E. Richey and 
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fascism. “Americans did not worship their government, a fact made palpable by the checks and balances of 
their Constitution,” he explains. “They worshiped a deity who made them one out of many (e pluribus unum) 
and a new order for the ages (novus ordo seclorum) and who had blessed their undertakings (annuit coeptis)” 
(30). 

But McDougall also sees civil religion as a normative construct, as more than simply a way to describe how 
Americans express faith in their nation or imagine it to have transcendent meaning. In short, McDougall 
speaks about ‘the’ American Civil Religion that operates as a standard bearer against which to compare the 
actions of successive presidential administrations. But that approach avoids addressing many of pitfalls other 
scholars have identified with a normative ACR. If there is an ACR, how do we determine its original scope? 
He points to the Founding Fathers, especially Washington, but it is hard to know which set of ideas or 
experiences we should pin as the original ACR. Clarifying the ways in which we apply civil religion to U.S. 
history matters because, as McDougall makes clear throughout his book, a normative understanding of ACR 
invites adherents and designates heretics. To accept a normative ACR affords its practitioner the ability to 
pass judgment on competing designs in American foreign policy with a finality reserved for policy makers, not 
scholars.  

In a passage that at once rings true but introduces a serious interpretative problem, McDougall speaks about 
ACR as the alternative to tropes of American foreign policy that are often seen as mutually exclusive. 
“Historians distort reality,” he contends, “whenever they pit idealism against realism or ideology against 
economics because civil religion is omnivorous and digests any antimony. But civil religion is always in more 
or less flux because each generation must re-imagine the national God who blesses whatever foreign policy 
posture Americans, or at least their elites, believe the times demand. Behind all the tectonic shifts in rhetoric, 
economics, and strategy, therefore, lurks a mystical, magical, shape-shifting civil religion whose orthodoxies 
can turn into heresies and whose heresies can turn into new orthodoxies.” (31-32) Yes, civil religion reflects 
those who use it, after all every generation re-creates it. Yet that also means that those generations cannot 
violate civil religion, but rather offer versions that sound more or less familiar to those who came before them.   

On the one hand, as with his earlier book, Promised Land, Crusader State2 McDougall offers an incisive 
reading of clashing traditions and generations—the different ‘worlds’ of three different U.S. presidents map 
onto three versions of ACR: Classical, Progressive, and Millennial. He allows that each iteration of civil 
religion had undulations during the period in which it prevailed, roughly the last decades of successive 
centuries, which means Classical ACR emerged in the late eighteenth century, Progressive is late nineteenth 
century, and Millennial is late twentieth century. 

In this manner, McDougall uses civil religion as an analytical tool to illustrate the relationship between epochs 
defined by specific presidents. However, he also clearly wants readers to understand that not all generations 
got civil religion right. At his most pointed, McDougall wants readers to know that their world is a heresy 
against a politically prudent and intellectually sound tradition that they can still claim. The best expression of 
that civil religion was reflected in George Washington’s Farewell Address because “his rejection of missionary 
idealism suited American values and interests so well for so long” (49). 

                                                        
2 Walter S. McDougall, Promised Land, Crusader State: The American Encounter with the World Since 1776 

(New York: Mariner Books, 1998 reprint). 



H-Diplo Roundtable Review, Vol. XIX, No. 19 (2018) 

22 | P a g e  

How does civil religion address both values and interests? Do these not almost inevitably clash? Values are the 
abstractions a people want to preserve because they define who they are and why they exist—values give them 
reasons to unify. On the other hand, interests emanate from experience and naturally disrupt the preservation 
of values, which are supposed to be eternal. And so, because McDougall sets up values and interests as 
interwoven into civil religion, he uses civil religion as both descriptive and normative, tangling up his 
otherwise provocative and thoughtful argument into a knotty narrative of changing civil religions.  

He is not alone in this intellectual tangle. I have struggled in my own work to speak about civil religion as 
both a source of meaning for generations of Americans and a process that justified or rationalized actions of 
those generations. Because, at base, civil religion describes the appropriation of religion for political ends, it 
makes sense to use it in the American context when interpreting how the religiosity of Americans has played 
out in their politics and foreign affairs. Therefore, civil religion provides McDougall a way to critique U.S. 
foreign policy on grounds that go beyond the accumulation of material possessions or even the 
straightforward actions. For example, he suggests: “To reduce the American experience to naked avarice 
cloaked by a pious fig leaf is to miss the spirituality in the original civil religion” (73). The fact that Americans 
have used religion to comprehend and frame their experiences requires historians to take those appeals 
seriously. 

Moreover, McDougall’s focus on presidents reflects a common way to track the use and abuse of civil religion 
because it is through presidents that we see creedal politics in action. Religious historian Martin Marty 
provided an accurate if pithy take on this approach, explaining that he saw “two kinds of civil religion,” a 
“priestly” approach and a “prophetic” vision. Each of these types of civil religion connected to larger 
narratives about the United States as either a nation under the judgment of God or as a product of history 
with transcendent possibilities. Marty explained “the priestly will normally be celebrative, affirmative, culture-
building. The prophetic will tend to be dialectical about civil religion, but with a predisposition toward the 
judgmental…one comforts the afflicted,” he observed, “the other afflicts the comfortable.” Presidents most 
often operate in the register of priestly civil religion, though not all; Washington, Abraham Lincoln and 
Jimmy Carter could all be described as practicing prophetic civil religion.3 

The proof-test for many who study civil religion is Abraham Lincoln because he so clearly respected the 
founding generation’s trials to establish a nation that might be both worthy of admiration and strong enough 
to survive in a world hostile to American ideals and ambitions. 

To McDougall, Lincoln “re-baptized the United States a teleocracy, a nation governed by its pursuit of an 
abstract idea, a nation with a purpose-driven life” (86). Yet, according to McDougall, Lincoln’s admiration of 
an American mission did not translate into mission creep. Like President John Quincy Adams, Lincoln did 
not go abroad searching for monsters to destroy; “Far from being an advocate of democratic proselytism 
overseas, he fretted over whether self-government might survive at home” (87). McDougall argues that 
Lincoln said almost nothing about what American ambitions should be in foreign affairs and even though 
many Northerners saw the war as holy war, the Republicans who controlled the federal government through 
the rest of century “had a powerful aversion to war” (89).  

                                                        
3 Martin Marty, “Two Kinds of Two Kinds of Civil Religion,” in Russell E. Richey and Donald G. Jones, eds., 

American Civil Religion (New York: Harper & Row, 1974), 139, 145. 
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McDougall’s reading of Lincoln and the effects of the Civil War on American civil religion seem a bit 
shortsighted to me and raise a fundamental problem I have with his use of civil religion. While it is the case 
that Lincoln and his Republican brethren did not engage in foreign adventurism, their interpretation of the 
Civil War laid the groundwork for future adventurers. Historians such as Mark Noll, Harry Stout, George 
Rable, and Andrew Preston highlight the significant link between that war and American civil religion 
through the experience that Lincoln so eloquently described in his Gettysburg Address.4 George Rable 
explains: “The crosscurrents of civil religion pulled Americans toward repentance and arrogance at the same 
time and the line between righteousness and self-righteousness nearly vanished.  Recognizing the hand of God 
in human history fostered neither humility nor even an appreciation for the majesty of inscrutable 
providence.”5 And Preston found in the American Civil War a war to remake the nation and, ultimately, a 
prophecy of how future generations of Americans would remake other places through international wars. 

Indeed, the signal shift in civil religion occurred following the Civil War when a Classical ACR gave way, 
according to McDougall, to a more activist Progressive ACR. “No single trend was enough to determine a 
lurch into activist foreign policies,” McDougall contends. “But all the trends put together were more than 
sufficient to unleash American power into the Caribbean, then the Pacific, then the whole world, because all 
those century-old checks against foreign crusades—relative weakness, continental priorities, constitutional 
constraints, and theological humility—that had previously buttressed self-containment had eroded to the 
point where devolved Protestant fanaticism burst its chains….” (106) Was the Civil War not significant to 
this transition? McDougall argues that 1898 marked a “huge theological shift in American Civil Religion born 
in a prairie fire of righteous Protestant indignation” (113). But surely this was not radical departure. He asks: 
“Did Protestant clergy realize they were making a radical alteration in the civil religion?” (113) In the civil 
religion? Was there a fixed civil religion before 1898 that looked remarkable different than the one after 1898? 
The Civil War and the generation that came of age following it bequeathed to the clergy of 1898 a tradition 
that fit quite nicely with the imperatives of empire. Mark Noll contends that Americans before the Civil War 
shared a confidence in their collective ability to know what God wanted from them, “they were children of 
the Enlightenment as well as children of God,” and that such hubris “imparted a nearly fanatical force to the 
prosecution of war.”6 For McDougall the shift in 1898 was dramatic and heretical: “That is how heresy 
works,” he writes. “It stands doctrines on their heads and reinvents history to justify them but continues to 
call them by the same name.” (113) But it is only heresy if it violates those traditions—1898 extended what 
had already existed. 

McDougall’s interpretation of a Progressive ACR is the pivot on which his book turns and allows him to offer 
his most pointed criticism of American foreign policy in, as he writes, its “metaphysical mode.” (6) “Social 
Gospel was the marriage bed wherein mainline Protestantism mated with Progressivism to beget a heretical 

                                                        
4 Mark Noll, Civil War as a Theological Crisis (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2006); Harry S. 

Stout, Upon the Altar of the Nation: A Moral History of the Civil War (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2006); Andrew 
Preston, Sword of the Spirit, Shield of Faith: Religion in American War and Diplomacy (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 
2012). 

5 George C. Rable, God’s Almost Chosen Peoples: A Religious History of the American Civil War (Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina Press, 2010), 88. 

6 Mark Noll, The Civil War as a Theological Crisis (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2006), 75, 
20. 
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variant of the original ACR,” McDougall asserts. “The new theology devalorized virtue, prudence, humility, 
and small government in favor of power, glory, pride, and big government at home and, when possible, 
abroad” (122). In short, he concludes, “The United States began to play God in 1898” (124). In McDougall’s 
reading, where religion and reason had once contained American ambitions (almost making America 
exceptional in the annals of history), Social Gospel and Progressivism had reimagined religion and reason into 
justifications for foreign adventurism.  

McDougall reserves an especially withering critique for President Woodrow Wilson, whom he describes as a 
“pagan priest-king” who took “the Progress Social Gospel to its logical, heretical conclusion” (153). Wilson is 
midwife for the new Progressive ACR, resolving, “like [Martin] Luther…to sin boldly by plunging into the 
European war….Wilson was not trying to persuade Americans to engage in a necessary evil. He was defining 
the bold sin out of existence by launching a veritable reformation in the American Civil Religion” (151). The 
Progressive ACR continued unabated through the Cold War, developing into something McDougall terms 
neo-Progressive ACR to deal with the unprecedented existential threat posed by the Soviet Union, 
international Communism, and the atomic bomb. Thus, the U.S. pursued policies in the Cold War that no 
longer merely reacted to the world but sought to shape it. “The neo-Progressive ACR emerged,” McDougall 
writes, “as a fighting faith based on a new dispensation that positively required the United States to go abroad 
in search of monsters to destroy and crusade for its values and institutions out of fear of the threat from 
communism.” (253) 

We live under a lightly revised version of ACR today, what McDougall refers to as Millennial ACR, which is 
a variation of Wilson’s Progressive ACR but expanded to accommodate our globalized world. According to 
McDougall’s framework for understanding ACR, Americans have lived under some kind of adventuristic 
ACR for most of their history, even if we allow (generously) for a 100-year period of a Classic ACR. Given 
that history, we might wonder when or even if ACR can help Americans re-orient themselves in a way that 
would please John Quincy Adams or George Washington. Can Americans dispel the dangerous appeals of 
Woodrow Wilson, John Kennedy, and Ronald Reagan, or are we, as McDougall notes, so hard-wired to favor 
a worldview that trends toward messianism that we need a chastened civil religion to counteract generational 
heresies? What kind of Americans shall we be—Washington’s or Wilson’s? 
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Review by William Inboden, University of Texas-Austin 

ost historians are acutely aware that we practice our craft of excavating and interpreting the past 
against the backdrop of current events. This is inescapable, and properly so—the context we 
inhabit shapes not just how we perceive the past, but the very questions we ask of it. Those of us 

who believe in the concept of a usable past and the relevance of historical consciousness for contemporary 
policy questions are especially mindful of this. All of which raises the question of how we should revisit our 
historical scholarship in light of the relentless passage of time and onslaught of events, especially the several 
conflicts that have bedeviled American foreign policy in the September 11th era. 

I have regularly assigned Walter McDougall’s 1997 book Promised Land, Crusader State: The American 
Encounter with the World Since 1776 to my classes over the past several years, and in teaching it I often found 
myself wondering what McDougall thought of his conceptual framework as the twenty-first century unfolded, 
especially with America’s longest war in Afghanistan and misadventures in Iraq.1 With his new book, The 
Tragedy of U.S. Foreign Policy: How America’s Civil Religion Betrayed the National Interest, he tells us. As a self-
critical scholar, he feels intellectually vindicated. As a concerned American citizen, he feels deeply grieved. 

For almost two decades I have considered myself indebted to McDougall, going back to the outset of my 
doctoral studies when I read his editor’s essay on “Religion in Diplomatic History” in a Spring 1998 special 
issue of Orbis devoted to “Faith and Statecraft.”2 His lamentation over the scholarly neglect of religion’s role 
in shaping American foreign policy inspired me to focus my inchoate dissertation on religious influences on 
America’s early Cold War strategy and policies. Indeed, McDougall’s entire body of work—including 
innovative histories of outer space exploration, the Pacific Ocean as a strategic theater, and an ambitious 
multivolume survey of the United States—should stand as a model to other scholars on how to resist the herd 
mentality of academic trends and undertake original and expansive research projects of great consequence.3 

So if anyone has earned the intellectual right to distill a lifetime of impressive scholarship into a polemical 
history as with this new book, it is McDougall. The first thing to say about his latest offering is that it is 
actually three books in one. It is a historical overview of 250 years of American foreign policy; it is a 
penetrating analysis of the evolution of American civil religion; and it is a prophetic jeremiad against what 
McDougall sees as the manifest sins and errors of post-fin-de-siècle American interventionism abroad. As he 
describes at the outset of the book, what especially grieves him is how the self-destructive behavior that he 
limned two decades ago in Promised Land, Crusader State seems only to have accelerated in the twenty-first 
century. Questions including “how could American power and prestige have fallen so far and so fast? Has it 
indeed always been so that foreign enemies cannot harm Americans more than they harm themselves, through 

                                                        
1 Walter McDougall, Promised Land, Crusader State: The American Encounter with the World since 1776 (New 

York: Mariner Books 1998). 

2 McDougall, “Introduction,” Orbis 42:2 (Spring 1998): 159-170. 

3 McDougall, The Heavens and the Earth: A Political History of the Space Age (New York: Basic Books, 1985); 
Let the Sea Make a Noise: A History of the North Pacific from Magellan to MacArthur (New York: Basic Books, 1993); 
Freedom Just Around the Corner: A New American History, 1585-1828 (New York: Harper Perennial, 2005) and Throes of 
Democracy: The American Civil War Era, 1829-1877 (New York: Harper Perennial, 2008).  
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strategic malpractice and financial malfeasance, over and over again?” are “the riddles that inspired this book” 
(5). 

While other historians and political scientists of the ‘restraint’ persuasion have rendered similar negative 
judgments about American foreign policy, McDougall’s distinctive contribution is to connect these 
lamentations with what he calls “American Civil Religion” (abbreviated throughout the book as “ACR”). 
Interestingly, he does not categorically dismiss ACR as a jingoistic sacralization of American hubris, but rather 
offers a more nuanced account of ACR in its various historical incarnations, some positive and some negative. 
For McDougall, the Classical ACR that developed at the American founding enabled the radical experiment 
in constitutional self-government to survive. He argues, “So the Articles of Confederation and Constitution 
were silent about religion, not because the American revolution was secular, but because it was too religious. 
Therein lay the secret of the First Amendment. By prohibiting Congress from establishing any particular 
religion, it silently established a civil religion to which all sectarian believers must bow” (29). McDougall 
contends that the foreign-policy tenets of the Classical ACR of peace, neutrality, and reciprocity were 
developed by President George Washington, elaborated by President and Secretary of State John Quincy 
Adams, and updated by President Abraham Lincoln, and were grounded in the religious precepts of “God’s 
existence, the soul’s immortality, and the certainty of judgment to come” (52, 61). These dual doctrines of 
statecraft and spirituality reinforced each other with felicitous results throughout the nineteenth century. It 
was only when Presidents Theodore Roosevelt conceived and Woodrow Wilson completed the adoption of a 
new “Progressive ACR” that American foreign policy encountered its first troubles. The situation only 
worsened with the advent of the “Millennial ACR” that, McDougall contends, first crept in under the 
Clinton Administration, thoroughly infected the George W. Bush Administration, and continued throughout 
the Obama Administration.  

This is history-as-jeremiad, a neo-Puritan lament of the declension of America from its enlightened founding 
and nineteenth century apotheosis of civil-religious orthodoxy and prudent foreign policy, to its latter day 
state of spiritual and cultural exhaustion, seemingly endless imperial adventures, and an ostensibly squandered 
birthright that would put Esau to shame. The book’s dust jacket describes it as a “coruscating polemic,” and 
that is not off the mark. But it is the polemic of a patriot, a cri de coeur of one who loves his country and 
mourns its imperfections and costly missteps. Along the way McDougall makes some pointed side 
observations about various enablers of this national decline, ranging from the erosion (abdication?) of 
Congress’s role in foreign policy, to the intellection pretensions of political science (“an academic discipline 
invented by and for Progressives” [145]), to the academic dominance of social history in university history 
departments: “So veterans of the radical sixties began their Long March through the institutions and would 
eventually seize the commanding heights in politics, law, academics, and foundations…As tenured radicals, 
they found answers in the transnational history of race, class, and gender, which they imposed on their 
institutions as the new hegemonic discourse” (303-304).  

There is much to like in this book. Its ambition to tackle big historical themes is commendable. Its revisionist 
treatment of America’s nineteenth century is provocative and in many ways persuasive. Its withering criticisms 
of America’s last hundred years of foreign policy pose a formidable challenge to those such as myself who 
generally advocate an assertive global role for the United States. Its serious and sustained treatment of religion 
as a primary factor in American statecraft is a needed contribution to the small but growing body of 
scholarship in that realm.  
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Yet it is this last area that—somewhat ironically given the book’s title and purported theme—also marks one 
of the book’s analytic weaknesses. As its argument unfolds, religion actually appears more episodically than 
centrally, and some important dimensions such as the theological roots and tenets of America’s Civil Religion 
in its various incarnations are underdeveloped. Noteworthy in this respect is the relative absence in the book 
of churches, clergy, and other religious institutions; it is by and large a political and diplomatic history, with 
religion making impressionistic appearances in the lives and thought of political leaders. 

Similarly, for all of the book’s expansive probing of the interplay between new incarnations of ACR and new 
directions in American foreign policy, causality proves elusive in at least two ways. First, what causes these 
changes in the ACR, as it becomes a bastardized version of itself? Is the ACR shaped by new developments in 
theology, or in popular religious life, or by politics, or by foreign policy, or something else altogether? Given 
the determinative importance it holds in McDougall’s argument—an importance I am predisposed to agree 
with—I had hoped that the actual intellectual development and evolution of ACR would occupy a more 
central place in the story. Second, to what extent does the ACR actually shape American foreign policy 
decisions? Or is it rather that the ACR is employed retrospectively to justify these policy misadventures? 
Again, this is curiously neglected in the book, even though one would expect it to be more prominent. 
Whether ACR is a cause or an effect of American foreign policy, or some mysterious amalgam of both, 
remains uncertain. To be clear, regardless of which way the causal arrow points, McDougall amply 
demonstrates that ACR and foreign policy adventurism often go hand-in-hand. Left underexplored is the 
elusive but essential question of which hand leads the other.  

I conclude with two cautionary notes, one concerning the book’s interpretation of the past and one 
concerning its implied policy preferences for the present and future. For a book that encompasses a broad 
sweep of some 250 years of American history, it makes some curiously narrow judgments about the past 
century in particular. In McDougall’s description, going back to the ‘New Testament’ framework he first 
developed in Promised Land, Crusader State, since 1898 American foreign policy has predominantly been a 
series of errors, heresies, and overreach born of idealistic arrogance. (As an aside, this is also an odd rendering 
of the ‘New Testament,’ which Christians regard as the ‘Good News’ of the redemptive Gospel, not a tale of 
woe).  

Yet this verdict fails to account for the fact that in the last 120 years, the United States has gone from a 
middle-tier continental power susceptible to the vicissitudes of European geopolitics to the world’s dominant 
power and most influential architect of the prevailing international order. This has come at ample cost, of 
course, but it has also produced vast benefits for the United States and some demonstrable goods for the rest 
of the world. For historical context, consider how the United States has fared since 1900 in comparison with 
other Great Powers of the day. The Ottoman Empire and Austro-Hungarian Empire both disintegrated 
within two decades. Great Britain depended on outside intervention and assistance from the United States to 
avoid defeat in two world wars, subsequently lost its empire, and is now but a pale shadow of its former self, 
beset with angst over its relationship with the European continent. France likewise was defeated in World 
War II, subsequently lost its empire, and has little international influence. Russia lost a war, lost its empire, 
lost its soul to the Soviet Union, and is now a gangster state and international pariah. Germany lost two world 
wars, found itself partitioned for four decades as a mere pawn in the Cold War, and is now relegated to 
exerting its much diminished power through a sclerotic bureaucracy in Brussels. A decimated Japan 
surrendered unconditionally at the end of World War II and relied wholly on the United States to remake 
and rebuild it, and now finds its postwar resurgence bedeviled by a third decade of economic stagnation and 
declining population, and its influence in Asia eclipsed by a rising China. In comparison with all of the 
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aforementioned nations and empires, all of a sudden America’s record during that same period of ascending 
from middle-tier status to the world’s most dominant military, economic, and political power does not appear 
so dreadful. Even allowing for the United States’ considerable twentieth- century mistakes and the setbacks 
and overreach of recent years, our current geopolitical standing is preferable to that of any other nation. 

Then there is the present and the future. Throughout the book McDougall makes clear his skepticism 
towards America’s record of nation-building, democracy promotion, and interventionism, and the dubious 
value of America’s post-war alliance commitments, all of which he scores as deviations from the ‘Old 
Testament’ traditions of Liberty, Unilateralism, and Exceptionalism. At the time he published the book in the 
fall of 2016, it probably appeared that the United States was moving inexorably towards Global Meliorism 
and the secular universalism of ‘Obama’s World,’ and the final collapse of any distinctive American identity 
or any foreign policy based on the national interest. Hence the book’s grim concluding sentence that “The 
deformation of America’s Civil Religion has ended by devouring America itself.” (357).  

It is no small irony, then, that just as the book was being published, an Electoral College majority of 
America’s body politic elected a president who promised to ‘Make America Great Again’ in part through an 
‘America First’ foreign policy. In Donald Trump, the United States has a president who in his personal beliefs 
might well be the most irreligious president in modern history, yet as McDougall pointed out in a lecture 
given weeks after Trump took office, “the liturgy, symbolism, and rhetoric of President Trump’s inauguration 
was the most overt, explicit equation of the cross and the flag in American history.” In this same lecture 
McDougall speculated that under Trump “the pretense of global civil religion as defined by globalization, 
open borders, multi-culturalism, political correctness, and too often apostasy may well be challenged by some 
form of resurgent American Civil Religion, with unpredictable consequences for church and state.”4 What the 
Trump presidency will mean for American foreign policy still remains uncertain six months after his 
inauguration, but it would mark a different paradigm indeed if Trump follows through on his stated 
preferences to curtail America’s alliances, erect new trade barriers, end support for human rights and 
democracy abroad, withdraw from the Middle East, and forge a strategic partnership with Russia. If the 
Trump Administration ends up inaugurating a new incarnation of the ACR and a corresponding new chapter 
in American foreign policy, it will only serve reminder of history’s continuing capacity to surprise.  

                                                        
4 Walter McDougall, “Does Donald Trump Believe in American Civil Religion? If So, Which One?” The 

American Review of Books, Blogs, and Bull, 23 February 2017, http://www.fpri.org/article/2017/02/donald-trump-
believe-american-civil-religion-one/. 
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Author’s Response by Walter A. McDougall, University of Pennsylvania 

ever before has a book of mine received such thoughtful treatment from such an esteemed panel as 
this. Sincere thanks to Tom Maddux for providing the forum and soliciting such an excellent panel. 

Jerald Combs performs a duty too rarely performed by reviewers in newspapers and opinion journals, which is 
to present an accurate, detailed account of a book’s content and argument. I expected no less from the author 
of the classic American Diplomatic History: Two Centuries of Changing Interpretations,1 which I still assign to 
graduate students. Moreover, when Combs turns critic, my inclination is to say mea culpa because the book is 
too “full of certainty” regarding judgments that ought to have been measured. That may also account for 
Combs’s sole misunderstanding to the effect that I believe “all American wars of the twentieth and twenty-
first centuries were unnecessary.” I certainly think they were all (save World War II) wars of choice, but they 
all had plausible motives according to one or another calculus of the national interest. What was really 
unnecessary—and strategically damaging—were the moralistic pretenses under which presidents from 
William McKinley to George W. Bush waged war. Perhaps such moralism is needed to coax Americans to ‘go 
abroad in search of monsters to destroy,’ but if so, that itself is a manifestation of the tragedy American Civil 
Religion (ACR) has become. Combs appears to agree that most U.S. interventions “were wrongheaded, 
unnecessary, and often atrocious,” but also concludes that my “hyper-realism” is in fact unrealistic because a 
U.S. retreat from the world would likely trigger international anarchy and depression. He is right. I myself 
fear such a retreat. But at this late stage of life I felt compelled to tell truths about the pretense and hubris that 
have tarnished America’s career as a world power and not incidentally triggered a nationalist backlash in the 
person of President Trump. 

Raymond Haberski’s review perfectly complements Combs’s approach by stressing theory and methodology, 
starting with Robert Bellah’s original 1967 essay “American Civil Religion.” He rightly notes that I also 
employ the term as both descriptive and normative. He may even be too kind inasmuch as I think his own 
God and War (2012) and Philip Gorski’s American Covenant (2017) are more systematic in their use of the 
concept.2 But Haberski grasps my principal point to the effect that ACR is forever in flux because each 
generation alters its content while retaining its name. That is how heresy works. But that also gives rise to the 
“intellectual tangle” Haberski identifies in my handling of cause and effect. Is ACR a determinant or a 
rationalization of U.S. foreign policies? More on that conundrum below, but first let me ask whether 
Haberski was being literal or ironic when he called my treatment of the Civil War “a bit shortsighted” 
inasmuch as a bevy of renowned historians have argued the Civil War redefined the national purpose in ways 
that “laid the groundwork for future adventurers” abroad. If literal, then I readily grant the point was a little 
shortsighted. But if ironic, then I must insist that the facts are the facts. President Abraham Lincoln and his 
successors continued to cling to the principles enunciated in George Washington’s Farewell Address down 

                                                        
1 Jerald A. Combs, American Diplomatic History: Two Centuries of Changing Interpretations (Berkeley: University 
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through William McKinley’s inaugural in 1897. In any event, Haberski recognizes that the rise of Progressive 
ACR is “the pivot” on which my book turns. 

How gratifying to learn that an obscure essay I once wrote as editor of Orbis inspired William Inboden’s 
interest in religious influences on U.S. diplomacy! He certainly returned the favor because his Religion and 
American Foreign Policy, 1945-1960: The Soul of Containment (2008) was an indispensable source for my own 
book which he perceptively describes as three-in-one: synthesis, analysis, and jeremiad or “cri de coeur of one 
who loves his country.”3 Yet Inboden also spies “analytic weaknesses” in it, including its spotty treatment of 
American church history and elusive causality. Does ACR really shape decisions on U.S. foreign policy, or else 
serve as window-dressing to justify policies made for ulterior motives, or else function as cause and effect 
according to “some mysterious amalgam.” That third option is closest to my intuition because even statesmen 
such as Harry S. Truman, John F. Kennedy, and Lyndon B. Johnson—who might have begun by exploiting 
the millenarian rhetoric of American exceptionalism—ended up believing and acting upon their own 
propaganda. Like Combs, Inboden concludes with a reference to Donald Trump and wonders what on earth 
may be in store for ACR and U.S. foreign policy in the future. There is no telling, of course, but barring some 
global apocalypse I suspect the populist revolts in the post-industrial world will quickly recede, having 
inspired at most some mid-course corrections addressing globalization’s discontents. History can only move 
forward. 

Lloyd Gardner’s essay also begins by suggesting that my book may help to explain the Trump phenomenon 
even though it was written before Trump’s surprise victory. Indeed, Yale’s own publicity release described the 
book as a “coruscating polemic” against American universalism. Gardner is twelve years my senior and a dean 
of American diplomatic history, so I was pleased but not surprised that he recognized my interpretation as a 
spiritual variant of the “open door” school. He also zoomed in on Woodrow Wilson’s crusade as “the real 
turning point” and identified Wilson’s “set of (impossible) war aims” as the unfortunate template for U.S. 
foreign relations throughout the twentieth century. He also highlighted my observation to the effect that 
Americans seem most eager to export their institutions and values during eras when they are most under 
challenge at home. To be sure, Gardner calls my account of the declension of ACR as “another way of 
describing” what prior historians have called “Perpetual War for Perpetual Peace.” But I do not believe he 
meant that as criticism because I make no claim to originality beyond the book’s bracing juxtapositions that 
often link religion, politics, economics, literature, and popular culture to the power, presumption, and 
pretense of American statecraft. 

Speaking of juxtapositions, just this week I happened to re-read a passage from The Screwtape Letters (1942) in 
which C. S. Lewis imagined the wicked counsel that a senior demon might impart to a neophyte. One lesson 
concerned the use of civil religion in order to corrupt the faithful man whether he be patriot or pacifist: “Let 
him begin by treating the Patriotism or Pacifism as a part of his religion. Then let him, under the influence of 
partisan spirit, come to regard it as the most important part. Then quietly and gradually nurse him to the 
stage at which the religion becomes merely part of the ‘cause’, in which Christianity is valued chiefly because 
of the excellent arguments it can produce in favor of the British war-effort or of Pacifism.... Once you have 
made the World an end, and faith a means, you have almost won your man.... Provided that meetings, 

                                                        
3 William Inboden, Religion and American Foreign Policy, 1945-1960: The Soul of Containment (New York: 

Cambridge University Press, 2008). 
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pamphlets, policies, movements, causes, and crusades, matter more to him than prayers and sacraments and 
charity, he is ours – and the more ‘religious’ (on those terms) the more securely ours. I could show you a 
pretty cageful down here.”4 Amen. 

                                                        
4 C. S. Lewis, The Screwtape Letters (New York: Macmillan, 1943), 42-43. 
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