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Introduction by Thomas W. Zeiler, University of Colorado, Boulder 

rank Ninkovich, now retired from St. John’s University, has long been one of diplomatic history’s 
deepest thinkers, an intellectual historian who has conceptualized, and reconceptualized, some of the 
field’s most important themes.  I will stand by what I wrote on the jacket blurb of his latest (and, I 

hope, not last) book, The Global Republic: America’s Inadvertent Rise to World Power.  To paraphrase:  for over 
three decades, Ninkovich has pioneered profound and sweeping works on the history of American foreign 
relations, most notably on the complex interaction of culture, writ large, on diplomacy. The scholarship is 
sound, the grasp on theory breathtaking, and the method of weaving together external and internal 
transformative forces is original.  This tour de force situates the author among the intellectual leaders of 
international relations history. 

Ninkovich and The Global Republic have been honored as the 2015 winner of the prestigious Robert H. 
Ferrell Book Prize given by the Society for Historians of American Foreign Relations (SHAFR) to recognize 
distinguished scholarship.  Above all the accolades, though, is the fact that he is both a master and iconoclast 
of historical writing on diplomatic history; Ninkovich may cringe at this portrayal, but he is truly – in a 
twisting of his argument against exceptionalism in this study – an exceptional scholar. 

Most notably, Ninkovich has continually questioned commonly accepted notions of American diplomacy by 
embedding his historical perspective in symbolism and ideology.  That interest has motivated his work on the 
domino theory, power, and culture, all undergirded by a host of ‘isms’: Wilsonianism, modernism, 
imperialism, nationalism, and internationalism.  He has argued against other ‘isms,’ too, that have shaped the 
study of U.S. foreign relations, namely economic determinism and realism.  So, what exactly is Ninkovich’s 
ideology and interpretation?  I have long pondered what camp to place Ninkovich in: is he a conservative, 
realist, or something in between or outside of those categories?  This book convinces me he is simply an 
independent thinker, and in a quiet, dignified, and always erudite way, who has never engaged in self-
promotion but lets his books talk for themselves. He is profound in his analysis, a trait recognized by all four 
of these reviewers.  And he is unique; Ninkovich always separates himself from the mainstream, shaking up 
the profession with novel opinions on the course of American foreign relations.  

This path puts him up against those who privilege interests over doctrine, and gives him, perhaps, a classical 
conservative bent when it comes to assessing American foreign relations and its consequences.  Conservatism?  
One might categorize him as such (interestingly, despite disagreeing with The Global Republic from liberal or 
radical perspectives, none of the four reviewers in this forum use the word conservative to characterize his 
work) until deeper digging leads to the conclusion that he is detached from such political identification.  
Instead, it is hard to pin a label on him.  He believes that America walked into the world, more often than not 
without interests in mind but with sort of a well-meaning, neutral reluctance.  The country then embraced a 
globalized morality that responded to threats and policies from others.  These approaches could be considered 
a conservative’s take on the notion of exceptionalism, until Ninkovich notes that globalization itself shaped 
U.S. policy.  Perhaps, then, he can only be referred to as a calm and reasoned pragmatist who, like the United 
States itself, adapted continually to the external environment. 

The key to this book is his connection of globalization to the notion of exceptionalism, both of which 
concepts are highly fraught with meaning that have provoked battles in academia as well as in the body 
politic.  Again, Ninkovich is the calming voice. He defines exceptionalism (which, actually, he promises to 
avoid as a driving plot in this book) as America’s deep sense of historical mission to lead the world to peace, 
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prosperity, and democracy.  On the contrary, he does not perceive this sense of mission as welling up from 
within the country but rather as one stemming from the outside world – the force of globalization over the 
centuries – that both threatened and benefited the United States.  It is on this basic interpretation with which 
our reviewers take issue and base many of their comments. 

On the spectrum of like and dislike, Neal Rosendorf clearly gives a thumbs up to this book, Walter Hixson 
and Ross Kennedy weigh in on the moderately critical side of the scale, while Ninkovich suffers, overall, a 
thumbs down from Kate Epstein.  Again, all four are impressed by the scholarship, thoughtfulness, and 
boldness of the book’s interpretation, but three of the four take serious issue with its basic premises, and 
especially Ninkovich’s denial of exceptionalism.  Perhaps such opposition is not unexpected, as Ninkovich is a 
big thinker who covers a lot of intellectual terrain in this is a big-think book, which leaves him open to attack.  
Nonetheless, the readers of this forum will be rewarded not only by the book’s findings themselves, but by the 
reviewers’ fair-minded but pointed comments. 

Kate Epstein, a specialist in national security and technology, takes issue with Ninkovich mainly on three 
grounds:  a misreading of how republican ideology actually promoted certain interests and shaped foreign 
policy; a counter to the claim that economics had little bearing on policy; and a misconstruing of the scope 
and substance of globalization.  Actually, the crux of her objections to the book revolve around Ninkovich’s 
neglect of political economy at home and abroad.  She plainly argues that republicanism might not have led 
to overseas expansion, but it certainly laid the intellectual and political foundations for later policies, such as 
putting into force the Monroe Doctrine, or for the shift from republican to liberal values and practices.  To 
paraphrase her eloquent and extended critique, Epstein holds that there was little to no separation of interest 
from ideology; the two served each other and resulted in the former asserting more power over the latter.  
There was, in other words, no innocent or inadvertent wielding of power by the United States, as Ninkovich 
would have us believe.  Epstein also holds that Ninkovich’s definition of globalization as a social construct 
needs work because it lacks a grounding in economic factors, both domestic and international.  It is in the 
subject of power in which she thinks The Global Republic falls short, in both geopolitical and economic senses.  
That America filled a hegemonic void ceded by Britain appears to her as a policy choice, and not an 
inadvertent (a term in Ninkovich’s subtitle) twist of history. 

Walter Hixson, the prize-winning historian of culture and diplomacy, and himself the author of a 
monumental and provocative synthesis of American foreign relations, is not convinced my Ninkovich’s 
interpretation but he nevertheless applauds the profound synthetic nature (Epstein did not see a synthesis) of 
the work.   Troubled, like Epstein, by the lack of attention to internal pressures on foreign policy, he criticizes 
the book’s emphasis on external forces.  So overboard goes Ninkovich on the external that Hixson finds the 
book to be Eurocentric, which lets America off the hook for having no agency in its own policy motivations.  
Just as bad, Ninkovich also excludes large parts of the world in his quest to show America as a victim of 
external pressures.  Still, Hixson, unlike Epstein, approves of Ninkovich’s treatment of globalization and, 
above all, the cultural (rather than economic) analysis that undergirds the work.  He also argues that 
Ninkovich actually proves what he set out to disprove – that America was truly exceptional – by concluding 
that the United States was the indispensable nation that reconstituted global society and made the world a 
better place.  

Ross Kennedy, who is quickly becoming a key member of the young cohort of experts on Wilsonianism, 
focuses much of his criticism on notions of republicanism, of which he believes Ninkovich has only scratched 
the surface.  Like Epstein, he counters that republican principles against strong government led to continental 
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expansion and domination; thus, interests were achieved by ideology.  Domestic politics, too, were carried 
forth by this expansion as well.  In addition, Kennedy argues that Ninkovich oversells his argument about 
American imperial projections abroad as a case of positive expectations about the shape of the future world.  
Rather, U.S. imperialists such as Theodore Roosevelt acted as if they were leaders of a great power by wielding 
tools like the big stick to defend American interests rather than seeking spiritual and kindred uplift for the 
civilized world.  Finally, Kennedy takes issue with portrayals of Presidents Woodrow Wilson as not being a 
believer in exceptionalism (he was) and Herbert Hoover and other 1920s’ Republicans as not caring about 
global economic health (they did, but focused on buffering the country from the world economic and security 
systems as a response).  Ninkovich comes under criticism for a seemingly realist critique that Americans were 
too idealistic.  Kennedy sees that as a simplistic interpretation. 

Finally, Neal Rosendorf, a versatile and insightful scholar of soft power - culture, public diplomacy, and 
globalization – rescues Ninkovich from the critics, though he has some qualms about the book.  He endorses 
the view that external pressures drove America’s global power, and that America, in turn, saved society when 
threatened by totalitarian menaces.  And he supports Ninkovich’s view that global cooperation, rather than 
exceptionalism, best explains U.S. foreign policy.  He likes the interpretation of globalization (though he 
wanted a better definition), as well as the reconceptualization of World War II as a war of choice.  Amazed by 
the optimistic outlook toward American foreign policy, Rosendorf contends that the author has grasped the 
essential nature of American policy as a defense of Western civilization.  Ninkovich is not a silly yes-man (or, 
in Hixson’s words, a “smiley-faced” pundit) for America, for he grasps the complexities of walking a course 
between self-interest and magnanimity, and between isolation and multilateralism.  The country succeeded in 
this tightrope act, by and large.  Finally, Rosendorf argues that it actually planted its cultural influence well 
before Ninkovich believes it did (in the 1920s), and did so with popular icons such as jazz and rock.  This 
split with Ninkovich only strengthens the argument of social global cooperation and enlightenment that lies 
at the heart of The Global Republic, believes Rosendorf.  The other three reviewers – despite their skepticism 
about the book – would agree that Frank Ninkovich has certainly made them think of what lies at the heart of 
American foreign policy, whether they side with this prolific author or not. 

Participants: 

Frank Ninkovich received his doctorate from the University of Chicago in 1978, where he studied the history 
of U.S. foreign relations under Akira Iriye. His previous books include The Diplomacy of Ideas: U.S. Foreign 
Policy and Cultural Relations, 1938-1950 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1981; Chicago: Imprint 
Publications, 1995); Germany and the United States: The Transformation of the German Question Since 1945 
(Boston: Twayne Publishers, 1988, revised and updated edition, 1994); Modernity and Power: A History of the 
Domino Theory in the Twentieth Century (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994); U.S. Information 
Policy and Cultural Diplomacy (New York: Foreign Policy Association, 1995);The Wilsonian Century: U.S. 
Foreign Policy Since 1900.  (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1999); The United States and Imperialism 
(Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 2001); Global Dawn: The Cultural Foundation of American Internationalism, 
1865-1890 (Harvard University Press, 2009). 

After 30 years at St. John’s University in New York City, he has retired from teaching. He currently resides in 
Placitas, New Mexico. Although he plenty of ideas for new book projects, including a history of the role of 
culture in international relations, time has taken its toll, making it unlikely that any new work of significance 
will be forthcoming. 
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Thomas W. Zeiler is Professor of History and Director of the Program in International Affairs at the 
University of Colorado Boulder. His recent publications include Annihilation: A Global Military History of 
World War II (2011) and Jackie Robinson and Race in America (2014).  His current project examines capitalist 
peace theory.   

Katherine C. Epstein is Associate Professor of History at Rutgers University-Camden. She is the author of 
Torpedo: Inventing the Military-Industrial Complex in the United States and Great Britain (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 2014) and of “Scholarship and the Ship of State: Rethinking the Anglo-American 
Strategic Decline Analogy,” International Affairs 91, no. 2 (March 2015): 319–321.  She is currently working 
on a history of national-security information in the United States and on Anglo-American relations in the 
World War I-era. 

Walter L. Hixson is the author of, most recently, American Foreign Relations: A New Diplomatic History 
(Routledge, 2015) and American Settler Colonialism: A History (Palgrave Macmillan, 2013). 

Ross A. Kennedy is a Professor of History at Illinois State University.  He received his doctorate from the 
University of California, Berkeley.  He is the author of The Will to Believe: Woodrow Wilson, World War I, 
and America’s Strategy for Peace and Security (Kent State University Press, 2009), which won the Scott Bills 
Memorial Prize in Peace History for 2008-2009, and the editor of A Companion to Woodrow Wilson (Wiley-
Blackwell, 2013).  Currently, he is working on an essay on U.S. foreign policy from 1890 to 1945 for the 
Oxford Handbook of American Foreign Relations. 

Neal M. Rosendorf, Ph.D. is an Assistant Professor of International Relations at New Mexico State 
University. He has previously taught at Long Island University, the University of Queensland (Australia) and 
Harvard University’s Kennedy School of Government. Dr. Rosendorf is the author of Franco Sells Spain to 
America: Hollywood, Tourism and Public Relations as Postwar Spanish Soft Power (Palgrave Macmillan, 2014). 
His current book project is “To Sell Israel”: The Jewish State’s Image-Building Efforts in America, 1948-68. 
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Review by Katherine C. Epstein, Rutgers University-Camden 

n The Global Republic: America’s Inadvertent Rise to Global Power, Frank Ninkovich offers a wide-ranging 
survey of U.S. foreign policy from the founding of the nation through the twenty-first-century war on 
terror. Better read as an interpretive essay by a senior scholar than as a synthesis, the book has two 

principal themes: first, showing that historians have been mistaken in explaining U.S. foreign policy in terms 
of Americans’ belief in their own exceptionalism; and second, tracing the relationship between U.S. foreign 
policy and globalization, which Ninkovich regards as a more promising explanatory path. Although he never 
explicitly defines globalization, he seems to regard it as principally a socio-economic phenomenon, the most 
important result of which was the creation of an international society—that is, a global entity inter-
dependently held together by social forces as opposed to an anarchic collection of individual societies. 
Ninkovich dates globalization and the attendant origins of an international society to the late-nineteenth 
century. The U.S. reaction to these developments around the turn of the century forms one of the pivots in 
his account. The other key turning point in his story is the late 1930s, when the United States, alone among 
nations, determined that its national identity required the preservation of international society. Throughout, 
Ninkovich argues that U.S. foreign policy was not the pro-active result of an unchanging, internal faith in 
U.S. exceptionalism, but rather a reactive response to contingent, external developments, most importantly 
globalization.   

Ninkovich’s book is a provocative look at an important topic. Although there are individual points on which I 
find his analysis plausible, they are subsumed within disagreement over his interpretation of broader contexts. 
I therefore shall focus my review on three of the latter: first, the relationship between interest and ideology as 
influences on foreign policy; second, the role of economics and political economy as categories of historical 
analysis; and third, the nature of globalization, especially before World War I.  

Ninkovich begins by arguing that the ideology of republican exceptionalism does not help to explain either 
trans-oceanic or trans-continental expansion in the ante-bellum United States. On the one hand, he claims 
that ideas within republican ideology effectively prevented republicanism’s spread across the oceans (15–25). 
On the other hand, he maintains that republican ideology had nothing to do with expansion across the 
continent: the ideology of republican Manifest Destiny simply served “to rationalize the material interests of 
collective behavior. Apart from camouflaging the base desires of people who were interested in acquiring land 
or wealth in other forms, its causal value was negligible” (31). He argues that placing U.S. westward 
expansion in comparative context makes the “superficial character” (32) of Manifest Destiny obvious, because 
it reveals that the U.S. case was part of a broader historical process of white settlers expanding at the expense 
of native peoples which would have occurred in the United States without the ideology of Manifest Destiny 
(32–34). With republican exceptionalist ideology having contributed neither to overseas nor to trans-
continental expansion, Ninkovich concludes, “there was very little foreign policy significance to republican 
exceptionalism” (27–28).   

I disagree. Ninkovich’s conceptualization of trans-continental expansion rests on a simplistic dichotomy 
between interest and ideology, forces which in my view work in tandem. Trans-continental expansion was 
certainly driven in part by self-interest, but there exists a rich body of literature arguing that it was also driven 
by republican ideology.1 In the minds of Jeffersonian republicans, trans-continental expansion would make it 

                                                        
1 See, e.g., Drew McCoy, The Elusive Republic: Political Economy in Jeffersonian America (Chapel Hill: 

University of North Carolina Press, 1980), esp. 185–208; Anders Stephanson, Manifest Destiny: American Expansionism 
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impossible for a corrupt, anti-egalitarian alliance between political and economic elites at the center—what 
Jeffersonian republicans most feared—to oppress virtuous independent producers throughout the United 
States. I am not persuaded by Ninkovich’s argument that placing U.S. westward expansion in comparative 
context reveals that it would have happened as it did without the ideology of Manifest Destiny. Aside from 
his comparative claim being over-generalized, it is contradicted by the more rigorous comparison undertaken 
by Jürgen Osterhammel, whose section on U.S. westward expansion in a global setting is sub-titled “An 
Exceptional Case.”2 With regard to overseas expansion, although I agree with Ninkovich that the United 
States largely lacked the means to spread republicanism beyond the continent, I do not accept that this 
outcome shows that republican exceptionalism had “very little foreign policy significance” (27). The main 
reason that Jeffersonian republicans lacked the means to spread republicanism overseas was their commitment 
to republicanism at home.  Strong armed forces and a strong central government, they feared, would create a 
European fiscal-military state, their most powerful negative referent. It was the lack of any trans-oceanic 
power-projection capability—a lack to which Jeffersonian republicans were committed precisely in order to 
preserve the United States’ republican exceptionalism—which prevented the United States from spreading 
republicanism further. Far from having “little foreign policy significance,” therefore, republican 
exceptionalism profoundly shaped U.S. foreign policy. Moreover, as Jay Sexton has demonstrated, the same 
commitment to preserving America’s republican exceptionalism was behind the United States’ most famous 
nineteenth-century foreign policy, the Monroe Doctrine.3 Ninkovich’s argument misses this influence 
because it implicitly and problematically reduces foreign policy to expansion, thereby making contributions to 
expansion the sole metric for determining republican ideology’s influence on foreign policy. Thus, whereas 
Ninkovich regards the United States’ inability to spread republicanism beyond the continent as proof that 
exceptionalism did not drive U.S. foreign policy, it seems to me to suggest the opposite.   

Accordingly, although I agree with Ninkovich that the late-nineteenth century was a turning point, I disagree 
as to why it was so. For him, there were two changes. First, the prevailing ideology in the United States 
shifted from republicanism, which had no foreign-policy significance, to liberalism, which did have foreign-
policy significance. Whereas republicanism privileged the political over the economic, Ninkovich argues, 
liberalism privileged the socio-economic over the political (53–54). This re-privileging led growing numbers 
of Americans to see the apolitical, socio-economic phenomenon of globalization as the most important force 
in international affairs.  In this context of a world being drawn together into one global society, liberalism, 
unlike republicanism, provided Americans with “the conceptual resources for the adoption of a universalist 
foreign policy” (55). Although Ninkovich’s comments on a shift from republicanism to liberalism are true as 

                                                        
and the Empire of Right (New York: Hill and Wang, 1995), 3–65; Peter Onuf, Jefferson’s Empire: The Language of 
American Nationhood (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2000); Sean Wilentz, The Rise of American 
Democracy: Jefferson to Lincoln (New York: W. W. Norton, 2005), 324–27, 562–64, 572; Andrew Preston, Sword of the 
Spirit, Shield of Faith: Religion in American War and Diplomacy (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2012), 135–53. 

2 Jürgen Osterhammel, The Transformation of the World: A Global History of the Nineteenth Century, trans. 
Patrick Camiller (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2014), 331–46.  The sub-title in the original 2009 German 
edition is “Die US-Frontier als ausnahme” (“The US frontier as exception”). 

3 Jay Sexton, The Monroe Doctrine: Empire and Nation in Nineteenth-Century America (New York: Hill and 
Wang, 2011), 57. Sexton’s book Debtor Diplomacy: Finance and American Foreign Relations in the Civil War Era, 1837–
1873 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), which makes important and relevant arguments about the influence of 
republicanism on U.S. foreign economic policy (see esp. 22–23), is also not cited. 
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far as they go, I do not think they go very far, given what I regard as his misreading of the significance of both 
for U.S. foreign policy.   

The second change that Ninkovich identifies in the late-nineteenth century was a shift from interest to 
ideology as the determinant of U.S. foreign policy: unlike the earlier “interest-driven” trans-continental 
expansion, the new foreign policy, especially dollar diplomacy, was driven by “global considerations” (68).4 
Again, this account rests on a dichotomy between interest and ideology, with the former mapping onto trans-
continental expansion and the latter onto trans-oceanic expansion. Ninkovich rules out economic motives for 
the new imperialism (68–71) without any attempt at engaging the evidence presented by Walter LaFeber, 
Thomas McCormick, Emily Rosenberg, David Pletcher, and others that a widespread contemporary 
perception of a domestic political-economic crisis brought on by industrial capitalism produced a belief in 
many Americans that trans-oceanic expansion was necessary to solve it.5 I am not suggesting here that the 
emphasis on economic motives is correct in all respects, but simply pointing out that there is a large body of 
evidence on the relevance of economic motives which one cannot summarily dismiss or ignore. When this 
evidence is duly weighed, it seems to me that a more plausible explanation of the difference between ante-
bellum and post-bellum expansion was not that one was driven by interest and the other by ideology, as 
Ninkovich’s argument has it, but rather that the former was driven by local settlers on the periphery seeking 
to preserve socio-economic egalitarianism among free white men, whereas the latter was driven by elites at the 
center hoping to stabilize socio-economic inegalitarianism.   

Ninkovich’s account of President Woodrow Wilson and the Republican administrations of the 1920s 
amplifies the error of his dichotomy between interest and ideology. Nicholas Lambert’s and Adam Tooze’s 
recent portrayals of Wilson as an assertive (and genuinely neutral) nationalist fit the available evidence better 
than Ninkovich’s portrait of a straightforward internationalist.6 As Lambert and Tooze, and before them 
Arthur Link and Elizabeth Sanders, emphasize, it is critical to understand that Wilson was at heart a southern 
Democrat whose nomination and election in 1912 depended on the support of the Bryanite, agrarian south. 
More than any other part of the country, the cotton south depended upon access to a smoothly functioning 
global trading system—and it was therefore disproportionately injured when Britain shut down neutral access 
to the global trading system upon the outbreak of World War I, which happened to be three months before 
the U.S. midterm elections of 1914. Desperately needing vessels to move the south’s cotton crop to Europe, 
Wilson disregarded the conventions of international law in attempting to purchase belligerent German 

                                                        
4 See also Ninkovich’s statement that economic considerations were secondary to President William Howard 

Taft’s desire to strengthen international society as a motive for dollar diplomacy (87), and his statement that the new 
U.S. diplomacy did not adhere “to old world principles of realpolitik” (94). 

5 The following is a partial list of significant works that are not cited: Walter LaFeber, The New Empire: An 
Interpretation of American Expansion, 1860–1898 (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1998; first edn. 1963); Thomas 
McCormick, China Market: America’s Quest for Informal Empire (Chicago: Ivan R. Dee, 1990; first edn. 1967); Emily 
Rosenberg, Spreading the American Dream: American Economic and Cultural Expansion, 1890–1945 (New York: Hill and 
Wang, 1982); and David Pletcher, The Diplomacy of Trade and Investment: American Economic Expansion in the 
Hemisphere, 1865–1900 (Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 1998).  

6 Nicholas Lambert, Planning Armageddon: British Economic Warfare and the First World War (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 2012), esp. 232–78; Adam Tooze, The Deluge: The Great War and the Remaking of Global 
Order, 1916–1931 (London: Allen Lane, 2014), esp. 14, 17–18, 43–45, 50–67, 256. 
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merchant vessels which had fled to U.S. ports on the outbreak of war.7 Again to pacify his southern agrarian 
base, Wilson accepted a British offer to spend $100 million to prop up the price of cotton in 19158; in 1917, 
his administration repaid Britain by requiring that all U.S. loans to Britain be spent in the United States.9 
Wilson exploited Allied desperation for U.S. troops by insisting that British and French vessels ferry them to 
Europe, leaving the ships requisitioned by the U.S. government free to cut into European trade routes to 
Brazil and Japan.10 He also initiated efforts to construct a U.S.-controlled global communications grid as an 
alternative to that of Britain.11 As Tooze puts it, “[T]he world [Wilson] wanted to create was one in which the 
exceptional position of America at the head of world civilization would be inscribed on the gravestone of 
European power.”12 None of this is in Ninkovich’s book, because it, like those of many U.S. diplomatic 
historians, pays insufficient attention to practical economics and domestic politics. Calling attention to the 
relevance of political and economic interests is not to suggest that Wilson’s liberal internationalism was 
insincere; on the contrary, it would be difficult to find a statesman more convinced that he was acting for the 
good of the world. Rather, it is to insist that there was nothing “inadvertent,” as Ninkovich’s sub-title has it, 
about the United States becoming the world’s leading power as a result of World War I.  Under Wilson’s 
leadership, the United States deliberately seized the role from Britain. 

From the political-economic standpoint, U.S. diplomacy in the 1920s was no less calculating. In Tooze’s 
words, “Triumphant nationalism is as apt a description of the policies of the Republican administrations in 
the 1920s as it was of Wilson’s own administration.”13 Contrary to Ninkovich’s assertion that Britain and 
France shared the United States’ confidence in the ability of international society to survive without a U.S. 
political commitment (123), they begged the United States for a security guarantee at Versailles and after.14 
Far from being “broad-minded” (123), as Ninkovich has it, U.S. management of the war debt and reparations 
issues was ruthless and disastrous for the world. The significance of the Dawes Plan was not that it made the 

                                                        
7 Arthur Link, Woodrow Wilson and the Progressive Era, 1910–1917 (New York: Harper, 1963; first edn. 1954), 

6–24 (election of 1912), 152–56 (ship purchase); Elizabeth Sanders, Roots of Reform: Farmers, Workers, and the American 
State, 1877–1917 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1999), 157 (election of 1912), 293–94, 362, 398 (ship 
purchase); Lambert, Planning Armageddon, 83–84, 97–98, 135 (merchant flagging), 240–54 (ship purchase). Isabel Hull 
does not deal with the ship-purchase issue in her recent A Scrap of Paper: Breaking and Making International Law during 
World War I (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2014). 

8 Lambert, Planning Armageddon, 454. 

9 Tooze, The Deluge, 206–7. As Tooze writes, this requirement amounted to “a gigantic, publicly funded export 
scheme” (207). 

10 Ibid., 202–3. 

11 Jonathan Winkler, Nexus: Strategic Communications and American Security in World War I (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 2008). 

12 Tooze, The Deluge, 54. 

13 Ibid., 348. 

14 Ibid., 258, 277–80, 289–90, 301–2, 441, 497.   
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United States into Germany’s “best friend” (124); as Tooze showed first in The Wages of Destruction (not 
cited) and more recently in The Deluge (appearing too late to be cited), its real significance was that it self-
interestedly placed U.S. creditors ahead of their British and French counterparts in the line to get money from 
Germany.15 Ignoring what everyone knew to be true, Republican administrations in the 1920s refused to 
acknowledge that the debt and reparations issues were linked.  Instead, they insisted that the issue of war 
debts to the United States was purely economic (as opposed to the ‘political’ reparations), that it could be 
solved by the market, and that British and French descriptions of it as political were attempts to evade 
obligations to U.S. creditors.16 Acknowledging the link between the debt and reparations issues would have 
required Republican administrations to relax their demands for debt repayment from Britain and France, 
which in turn would have required them to find an alternative revenue stream for the federal government—in 
other words, to raise taxes by significant margins.17 This they were unwilling to do, perceiving that the 
American people were disinclined to make fiscal sacrifices for the sake of international society. As a senator 
put it, “If we collect but the interest on these loans [i.e., the Allied war debts], we will of necessity reduce the 
taxation upon our own people by one-seventh [14%].”18 This is not a minor point of detail but fundamental 
to the whole issue: by putting itself at the head of the global financial pack, the United States kept taxes 
significantly below what they would otherwise have been. When the Depression hit, President Herbert 
Hoover did not “energetically [work] both the economic and the legal sides of the internationalist street” 
(138), as Ninkovich argues; instead, Hoover offered too little, too late. While he dithered in the crisis months 
of early 1931 (the moratorium on war debts was not announced until June), the German financial system 
collapsed, creating vital pre-conditions for Hitler’s rise to power.19 To blame Britain and France for 
“appeasing” the Axis powers (102), without acknowledging the United States’ self-interested attacks on Allied 
power during World War I, unwillingness to compromise on Allied war debts in the 1920s, and refusal to 
issue the security guarantees that France in particular pleaded for, is as one-sided as it is problematic.   

Ninkovich’s interpretation of international politics and the U.S. response under President Franklin Roosevelt 
is also open to objections. Ninkovich seeks to demonstrate that the U.S. response to the Axis powers was 
uniquely discretionary and global—that is, that the United States acted out of choice where others acted out 
of necessity, and its perspective was global where others’ was regional (149–69). There may be some merit to 
this argument, but not as it appears in the book.  To begin with, in order to show that Roosevelt was wrong 
to regard the Axis threat as existential (as distinct from a threat merely to the United States’ identity), 
Ninkovich for the first time discusses the importance of perception in policy-making and offers a 
constructivist theory of reality (157–60). It is unclear to me why these points would not apply with equal 

                                                        
15 Adam Tooze, The Wages of Destruction: The Making and Breaking of the Nazi Economy (New York: Penguin, 

2008; first edn. 2006), 5–7; idem, The Deluge, 457–59. 

16 Tooze, The Deluge, 291, 298–304, 488–89. 

17 This argument is taken from ibid., 371–73. See also W. Elliot Brownlee, Federal Taxation in America: A 
Short History (Washington, DC: Woodrow Wilson Center Press, 2004), 72–81, on Republican tax policy in the 1920s. 

18 Quoted in Tooze, The Deluge, 373, citing Melvyn Leffler, “The Origins of Republican War Debt Policy, 
1921–1923: A Case Study in the Applicability of the Open Door Interpretation,” Journal of American History 59, no. 3 
(December 1972): 593–94. 

19 Tooze, The Deluge, 493–98.  
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force to the earlier policy-makers that Ninkovich discusses; the implication, with which I would disagree, is 
that Roosevelt was unprecedentedly incapable of accurately perceiving reality. Second, although Ninkovich 
argues for the importance of perception in policy-making, his appeal to “hard social facts” (167) suggests that 
historians can somehow escape the perceptual maze. This apparent epistemological inconsistency between 
policy-makers and historians requires explanation—certainly I, and perhaps others, regard making policy and 
studying history as epistemologically comparable—which he does not provide. Third, in his effort to show 
that the “existential” (i.e. “military”) Axis threat to the United States was perceptual rather than real, and that 
the United States had a uniquely global perspective, he offers a questionable interpretation of Nazi and British 
ambitions. Contra Ninkovich, Gerhard Weinberg demonstrated that Hitler’s aims were in fact global, not 
“profoundly regional” (158), and he did intend to attack the United States (155), which he regarded as the 
ultimate threat to Germany.20 As for Britain, in 1940, when supposedly “the threat to the British Isles had 
narrowed the focus of British foreign policy to surviving a Nazi invasion of the continent” (162), Ninkovich 
ignores the existence of substantial British imperial land, sea, and air forces in the Mediterranean, India, and 
Singapore. Churchill famously (or infamously) was unwilling to sacrifice “imperial interests in Asia… to more 
pressing European concerns” (162); as he told Parliament, “I have not become the King’s First Minister in 
order to preside over the liquidation of the British Empire.”21 A stronger argument about the distinctive 
globalism of U.S. policy in this period could perhaps be made by distinguishing between means and ends, but 
Ninkovich does not do so. It is unfortunate that he cites no sources to support his interpretation of British 
aims, since they would enable readers to assess his argument against more mainstream views.   

In his conclusion, Ninkovich claims that his interpretation of U.S. foreign policy as a response to 
globalization “deflates the provincial and chauvinistic view of the world that tends to accompany the belief in 
the nation’s exceptionalism” (274). On the contrary, it seems to me that he is telling the same story that 
believers in U.S. exceptionalism have long been telling, only with a new vocabulary. The United States, 
Ninkovich writes, “broke with a time-honored axiom of foreign relations in which states looked to their own 
self-interest with little regard to the effect of their behavior on the health of the global environment” (272); it 
“only became a hegemonic power by not behaving like a traditional hegemon” (275). Those arguments strike 
me as indistinguishable from the typical exceptionalist claim that the United States is more altruistic than 
other nations. Ninkovich attempts to pre-empt this criticism (277), but doing so requires him to thread 
impossibly small needles. Although he declines to describe US foreign policy as “exceptional” (5), he 
maintains that it was “unique” (3, 280)—which is a synonym. 

How does a book devoted to critiquing historians’ reliance on Americans’ supposed faith in their own 
exceptionalism as an explanation of U.S. foreign policy end up reproducing the exceptionalist myth? First, 
despite Ninkovich’s professed sympathy for international historians (292–93), the book displays little 
familiarity with scholarly literature on other nations which interprets U.S. policy through non-American eyes 

                                                        
20 Gerhard Weinberg, A World At Arms: A Global History of World War II (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 1994), 20–21, 86–87, 175–76. See also Tooze, The Wages of Destruction, 9–11, 282–84, 324–25, 407–10, 424, 
461–62, 502, 657–59, 663–69. Ninkovich does not cite Tooze and cites Weinberg without page numbers, making it 
difficult to tell whether sees himself as arguing against Weinberg (as he is) or whether he sees Weinberg as supporting his 
argument (as Weinberg does not).  

21 Gerhard Weinberg, Visions of Victory: The Hopes of Eight World War II Leaders (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 2005), 141. 
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and tends to reduce the appearance of U.S. “uniqueness” when it comes to the pursuit of power. Second, 
although he claims to have incorporated “more categories of facts than are found in traditional narratives of 
foreign relations” (7), he has written a book ostensibly about globalization with no economics or international 
political economy, and only minimal discussion of domestic political economy, despite the availability of 
excellent scholarship on globalization drawing attention to these categories of analysis.22   

Finally, in no small part because the book is missing these categories of analysis, its conception of 
globalization on a crucial point—its relationship to power, both individual and national—is inconsistent, 
especially for the nineteenth century. On page 42, globalization is “a global juggernaut that had materialized 
willy-nilly independently of individual volition or national policy”; but on page 45, the international society 
created by globalization was “at all times… created and kept in being by individuals.” On page 272, nations 
before the twentieth-century United States “looked to their own self-interest with little regard to the effect of 
their behavior on the health of the global environment”; but on page 58, the global market is “underwritten 
by Great Britain,” while on page 107, “Great Britain had largely been responsible” for free trade. 
Notwithstanding these inconsistencies, on balance, Ninkovich tilts toward treating globalization before World 
War I as an apolitical socio-economic process, such that intentional choices or exercises of power had little to 
do with it. Globalization was driven by “commanding social forces” (43). Through globalization, 
international society “just happened, swallowing everything in its path, without forethought or planning” 
(46). Globalization “was a social fact in the Durkheimian sense of something that exercised real power; so 
much so that for a time in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries it was taken for a historical juggernaut…. 
Though the pressures exerted by globalization did not dictate the form of America’s response, globalization 
was nevertheless an objective, structural process to which all societies, including America, were forced to 
adapt” (277). 

From my perspective, Ninkovich’s book errs by not making power a central category of analysis for studying 
globalization in the long nineteenth century. The language of “commanding social forces” renders 
globalization too much an abstract, bloodless process, and in so doing tends to reproduce the self-serving 
interpretation of the winners that the violent process from which they benefited was consensual and natural. 
It also tends to efface the vital role played by British policy commitments to free trade, free global 
communications, a strong financial services sector, a strong merchant marine, the gold standard, and naval 
power in creating and maintaining the conditions for globalization in the late-nineteenth century. Within 
Britain, these commitments benefited the financial services sector in the City of London at the expense of 
Midlands industrialists.23 Beyond Britain, these commitments gave Britain power not only at the expense of 
the global south—the way in which historians usually understand the relationship between national power 
and globalization, when they think about it at all—but also at the expense of the rest of the global north, a 
point that historians have almost entirely overlooked. Many U.S. Republicans, by contrast, were well aware of 
the power that Britain wielded as hegemon of globalization at U.S. expense—for instance, by collecting the 
transaction fees for carrying, financing, and insuring U.S. trade—and labored before World War I to achieve 
the same policy commitments from the U.S. government as those undergirding Britain’s hegemony (with the 

                                                        
22 A good starting point is Kevin H. O’Rourke and Jeffrey G. Williamson, Globalization and History: The 

Evolution of a Nineteenth-Century Atlantic Economy (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1999). 

23 Peter Cain and Antony Hopkins, British Imperialism: Innovation and Expansion, 1688–1914 (London: 
Longman, 1994), 209–25. 
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exception of free trade, which would have required the United States to bear the costs as well as enjoy the 
benefits of leading globalization). In this effort they were thwarted by southern and western Democrats, who, 
though even more hostile to Britain than Republicans, looked at the world through the eyes of Jeffersonian 
republicanism and correctly perceived that the policies necessary to challenge Britain as globalization’s 
hegemon would injure them within the domestic U.S. political economy: northern (Republican) industrialists 
would benefit from building a merchant marine, northeastern (Republican) bankers would profit from 
government assistance in opening foreign investment markets, and so on. However, when Britain shut down 
U.S. access to the global trading system upon the outbreak of World War I, making it impossible for the 
Democratic south to move its cotton crop to Europe, the Democratic calculus as to the costs and benefits of 
challenging British hegemony changed practically overnight. This was the context in which the Democratic 
Wilson began his very deliberate, not at all inadvertent attempt to supplant Britain as the hegemon of a 
globalized world economy. 

The book’s failure to conceive of globalization before World War I as a geopolitical and geoeconomic 
phenomenon (in addition to its socio-economic aspects) enables its misreading of U.S. hegemony. With no 
Britain to supplant, the United States’ rise to hegemon of globalization looks less self-interested and more 
consensual than it actually was; the imperial torch is passed rather than seized. To be fair, Ninkovich attempts 
to find a middle ground by resort to a theory of imperial paradigm shift: “The displacement of Great Britain 
as the world’s leading power [by the United States] was not a simple casting change in which an ambitious 
American under-study replaced a fading leading man. It was, rather, a new production entirely in which the 
United States played a radically different kind of starring role” (262). He also acknowledges that proving his 
claims about the uniqueness of the US relationship to globalization “would have required a lengthy excursion 
into comparative history,” but states that it would have taken him “far beyond the limited ambitions of this 
book” (4). While comparison doubtless would have helped, it would not have been enough.  What is needed 
here is persistent attention to political economy. Without serious consideration of the domestic and 
international political and economic interests served by particular policy choices, the only way the book can 
explain the US rise to world power is as simultaneously inadvertent and a policy choice—which is incoherent.  

In insisting on the importance of national policy and self-interest in explaining globalization, I do not mean 
to suggest either that any one group or nation self-consciously created or controlled globalization, or that 
those who benefited most from globalization were cynical. On the contrary, I believe that globalization was 
too complex a phenomenon to be explained solely in terms of intentional policy, and that people are too 
complex to be explained solely in terms of self-interest. Explaining both requires a history of ideas and of 
political economy in one. The Global Republic, unfortunately, is not that history.  

 



H-Diplo Roundtable Reviews, Vol. XVII, No. 16 (2016) 

 

Review by Walter Hixson, University of Akron 

his is a stimulating book on American foreign policy, not because Frank Ninkovich ‘got it right’ (I 
don’t think he did) but rather because it inspires critical thinking on a macro-historical level. 

As the overwhelming majority of diplomatic histories are document-driven, relatively few are willing to tackle 
synthesis; fewer still meld intellectual history with foreign relations; and still fewer are informed by theory and 
a panoramic grasp of historiography. An accomplished diplomatic and cultural historian, Frank Ninkovich 
has written a compelling narrative synthesis, which is also quite readable. Though it is steeped in a wide array 
of theoretical and philosophical works, the book wisely wears these lightly in the text and thus succeeds in 
making a learned historical analysis accessible, which is no easy task. 

The Global Republic is the product of a sophisticated mind, yet ironically it is also simplistic in its over-
determined central argument. Again, that is not altogether a bad thing because the intensity of the thesis 
drives it home and invites analysis and counter-argument. More troubling, however, this study is stunningly 
myopic, even chauvinistic, in certain fundamental respects. 

The Global Republic offers a synthesis of American foreign relations, except that the ‘American’ part is 
radically deemphasized. The book’s thesis—that ‘global society’ is the primary force behind American 
diplomacy—is certainly viable (it is after all, foreign policy) but ultimately oversold. Although he notes in the 
Introduction that the relationship between globalization and American initiative was “reciprocal,” (11) 
Ninkovich’s book emphasizes external over internal causation. In his prosecutor’s brief (replete with 
Appendix), indicting historians who have argued for American exceptionalism as a source of causation, 
Ninkovich constructs an interpretive binary that tends to obscure the obvious, that the history of U.S. foreign 
policy reflects both external and internal causation. Put another way, global society has often compelled the 
United States to act in foreign affairs, as Ninkovich argues, but the ways in which it has acted, or the drives 
and motivations it has acted with, often reflect a uniquely American national identity, including the nation’s 
perennially high opinion of itself. (At one point Ninkovich quotes Alexis de Tocqueville on the Americans 
while omitting the Frenchman’s observation that “the majority lives in a state of perpetual self-adoration.”)1  

In addition to downplaying American agency, the book’s conception of global society actually leaves out most 
of the globe. Here is where the myopia and chauvinism come into play, as Ninkovich’s global society is at its 
essence Eurocentric and thus a narrative about how white people in the Western world embraced and fueled an 
industrial-based global capitalist society. Ninkovich rejects the notion of empire and does not use the c-word 
for capitalism, though he does readily apply it for communism. He prefers the vague terms globalization and 
“international society” and suggests that they forged the best of all possible worlds. The book includes analysis 
of China, Japan, and the USSR, but Africa, the rest of Asia, and Latin America are ignored or marginalized at 
best while indigenous people are stereotyped and dismissed.2 

                                                        
1 Alexis De Tocqueville, Democracy in America. Translated by Arthur Goldhammer. New York: Penguin 

Putnam, 2004, 256. 

2 For Ninkovich’s book, like those of the vast majority of diplomatic historians, Indians are irrelevant. I have 
written an entire book trying to integrate indigenous people into American diplomatic history, but Ninkovich settles for 
two pages of familiar narrative in which primitive hunter-gatherers are inevitably displaced by ‘civilized agriculturalists 
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These are serious problems in what purports to be a macro-history of American foreign policy in a global 
context. Countries not listed in the index or barely if at all mentioned in the text, include Brazil, Chile, Egypt, 
India, Indonesia, Iran, Israel, Korea, South Africa, and Vietnam. No country has received more foreign 
assistance, amounting to about $100 billion since 1962, than Israel, but there is no effort to “follow the 
money” in order to understand U.S. foreign relations. Domestic drives best explain unstinting U.S. support 
for the Jewish state hence this ‘special relationship’ does not fit the book’s thesis, so it is simply omitted.3 

In Ninkovich’s narrative, Americans, virtually lacking agency in foreign affairs, were minding their own 
business only to be pulled willy-nilly into the world. The author snuffs out any hint that the United States 
intervened in world affairs for domestic-oriented reasons, whether economic, racial, gendered, or imperial. 
Indian removal and Manifest Destiny were domestic issues and in any case inevitable; at the turn of the 
century the United States was “isolationist” (65) and anti-imperial; “the desire for colonies was a temporary 
enthusiasm” (66); Hawai’i was “the exception that proved the rule”(69); the Spanish-American War stemmed 
from “contingent developments abroad”(72); annexation of the Philippines was a historical accident (66), the 
half million or so dead natives unworthy of mention or significance. Wilsonianism is another myth but 
Woodrow Wilson was still a “great president,” (8) though for this assessment Haitians and Mexicans were not 
consulted. 

While I disagree with Ninkovich about the roots of American foreign relations, issues of 
continuity/discontinuity, and the implications of the nation’s interventionist diplomacy, The Global Republic 
nonetheless offers considerable insight and sometimes-sparkling discussion of globalization and foreign policy 
causation. Drawing on decades of original scholarship, his own as well as others’, Ninkovich illuminates and 
differentiates realism, idealism, culture, ideology, popular culture, propaganda, soft power, and more. 
Beginning with dollar diplomacy and carrying through the Cold War and its aftermath, Ninkovich argues the 
United States became a powerful exemplar of the modern capitalist lifestyle, as the Americans were propelled 
by a whirlwind of globalization into a position of world leadership that they did not seek. He argues, 
convincingly, as some of us have done before, that popular culture and consumerism contributed to a cultural 

                                                        
(33).’ He points out quite rightly that violent indigenous removal was not a uniquely American project, one that other 
settler societies also carried out, but the continental scope, intensity, and duration of American ethnic cleansing had no 
parallel and, I argue, left an imprint on U.S. identity and foreign policy. However, if you avoid discussion of other U.S. 
wars against dark-skinned ‘savage’ peoples it is easy to overlook or discount this particular nexus (even when the wars 
took place in ‘Indian country’). Noting that President Theodore Roosevelt, Senator Henry Cabot Lodge, and other 
people at the time linked the Indian wars with turn of the century imperialism, Ninkovich avers that they were wrong 
about this whereas he is right. (67-68) 

In lumping all Indians as pre-modern aborigines, the book elides many other salient points such as that Indians 
often allied with the ‘civilized’ Americans (for example more Shawnee fought with than against the United States in the 
War of 1812) and that the Indians that Jackson and the Congress cleansed from the Southeast were farmers who owned 
homes, drafted constitutions, hired good lawyers, owned slaves (very American), were known as the ‘five civilized tribes,’ 
and thus defy the tired chauvinist dichotomy between civilization and primitivism. See Walter L. Hixson, American 
Settler Colonialism: A History. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013. 

3 It is notable that Ninkovich’s book, like another interpretive synthesis of U.S. foreign policy, Elizabeth Cobbs 
Hoffman’s American Umpire, excises Israel from the entire history of U.S. foreign policy. 
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imaginary constituting a global society that ultimately was embraced by masses of people worldwide bringing 
an end to the Cold War. 

Perceiving 1940 as the “point of no return” (5) after which the United States began to shape global society, 
Ninkovich argues in a revealing interrogation of the origins of the ‘good war’ that U.S. intervention converted 
the Second World War into a truly global conflict. The United States, he argues, ultimately saved global 
society from German fascism, Japanese militarism, and Soviet communism (the latter not modified as 
‘godless,’ otherwise American religiosity might be seen to have played a role in this decades long global 
crusade against evil). The war on terror, which President George W. Bush once averred might ‘rid the world 
of evil’ was yet another aberration. (With so many aberrations one might be tempted to conclude that the 
foreign policy was itself aberrant, but that would be too American centric.) 

In the end, despite all the cutting edge trendiness of globalization, I am struck by how orthodox all of this 
seems, from ‘isolationism’ to reluctant belligerency, to selfless campaigns to save the world from communism, 
to the anodyne depictions of global capitalist society (little to no mention of environmental legacies, for 
example) to which no viable alternatives can be imagined. In the end this is a smiley-faced rendition of 
American diplomatic history. “Even if one owns up to the often irrational and excessive features of American 
postwar policies, of which there were many, one doubts that international society could have been 
reconstituted without American global activism,” Ninkovich concludes. In the second half of the twentieth 
century the United States thus propelled a “journey to a better world” (281-82). 

Paradoxically, a book centered on the idea that U.S. diplomacy was external in origin thus concludes by 
arguing that the United States was the indispensible nation after all. In the end Ninkovich has affirmed rather 
than refuted American exceptionalism. 

Although he claims rather unambiguously that the world is a better place because the United States rescued 
global society, Ninkovich acknowledges that this argument ultimately rests on discourse and that he cannot 
know this or any single interpretation to be true. Ending on a note of accrued wisdom, he reminds us, “No 
historian is completely right. All histories are to a greater or lesser degree, incomplete and inadequate to the 
task of describing the world in its nonreplicable complexity.” (294) 

While I am not buying what is being sold here, I nonetheless thoroughly enjoyed the sales pitch (and how rare 
is that?). Despite the intensity of some of my criticism this is an erudite and important book, the best within 
the Ninkovich oeuvre. At the end of the introduction Ninkovich hints that it is “too late” (11) for him to take 
these issues to another level, but I say: ‘seventy is the new fifty,’ and Ninkovich has another one in him. If he 
writes it, I will read.  
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Review by Ross A. Kennedy, Illinois State University 

rank Ninkovich’s new book is an interesting if uneven effort to relate America’s rise to world power to 
the “advance of the globalization process” (1).  Ninkovich defines this process as the development of an 
interdependent, economically advanced, cosmopolitan, essentially liberal “international society” (3).  

He argues that beliefs about American exceptionalism had little to do with America’s engagement with 
globalization.  American leaders instead perceived a “global society whose inhabitants were coming to 
resemble one another in some fundamental ways” (3).  They gradually grew to appreciate the “benefits that 
came from the nation’s membership” in this society and eventually decided that its “good health” was a “vital 
interest” to the United States (3).  This conviction then guided the United States during World War II and 
the Cold War. 

Ninkovich’s treatment of how Americans connected globalization to their national security after 1939 is the 
strongest part of the book.  American interventionists argued that a Nazi victory would mean a world ruled 
by, in President Franklin Roosevelt’s words, “threats of brute force,” which would force Americans “to 
convert ourselves permanently into a militaristic power on the basis of war economy” (160).  To Ninkovich, 
the interventionist case “was about the survival of the American way of life . . . America’s identity was 
presumed to depend on international society” (160).  To put this conception of security another way, 
Ninkovich suggests that Americans saw globalization as a “hospitable matrix for the fulfillment of republican 
aspirations;” without this matrix, Americans believed they would be “cast adrift ideologically” (160).  
Similarly, in the immediate post-war years, the U.S. at first focused upon rebuilding international society and 
recasting it along “Americocentric” lines.  As hopes for cooperation from the Soviet Union in this endeavor 
faded, however, the U.S. responded with “forceful political measures” again designed, Ninkovich suggests, to 
protect the development of a globalization process Americans closely connected to the thriving of their own 
society (184). 

Unfortunately, this careful analysis of the interaction between American ideology and perceptions of national 
security after 1939 stands in contrast to the rest of Ninkovich’s narrative.  Dismissing the significance of ideas 
about American exceptionalism, it oversimplifies the content of American political ideology and its 
relationship to U.S. foreign policy in the decades prior to the Civil War.  The republican exceptionalism born 
of the Revolution, Ninkovich argues, did not affect U.S. foreign policy very much because other nations failed 
to copy America’s republican model and because U.S. leaders for the most part continued to think of 
international trade in “prerevolutionary, merchantilist” terms (21).  By the early nineteenth century, 
according to Ninkovich, neither republicanism nor liberalism influenced U.S. foreign policy, which became 
directed at “local concerns,” namely westward expansion (28).  According to Ninkovich, this development 
derived from the land-hunger of racist white settlers; westward expansion arose from an “irrepressible 
movement of population” that lay “outside politics” (31, 34).  The ideology that supposedly impelled it – 
“republican expansionism” or ‘Manifest Destiny” – was just “a slogan . . . whose chief function was to 
rationalize the material interests of collective behavior” (31). 

There was much more to republicanism and republican expansionism than Ninkovich describes, however.  
Most importantly, the ideology of the American Revolution included within it a deep suspicion of 
professional standing armies, which were viewed as tools of executive and military tyranny.  This idea had 
significant consequences for how U.S. leaders viewed foreign policy.  It reinforced their desire to prevent 
Europe’s international political system, which they saw as dominated by armed rivalries, from replicating itself 
in the New World.  Uniting the American states under a strong national government was one way to do this; 
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disunited, warned Federalist James Madison, “the face of America will be but a copy of that of Europe.  It will 
present liberty everywhere crushed between standing armies and perpetual taxes.”1  Other ways to avoid this 
fate included preventing the Europeans from enlarging their territorial holdings in the Western Hemisphere, 
minimizing their opportunities for allying with Native Americans against the United States, and, ideally, 
reducing their presence in the America’s altogether.  Republican ideas about the relationship between the 
standing military establishment and domestic freedom, in short, provided a powerful reason for U.S. leaders 
to expand their nation westward and dominate the North American continent.2 

The book ignores other aspects of pre-Civil War political ideology which are relevant to expansionism as well.  
To cite just one example, as Thomas Hietala has shown, Northern Democrats – the crucial swing group in 
favor of westward expansion in the crucial decade of the 1840s – worried that intensifying industrialization 
and urbanization threatened to turn America into a sharply unequal society rife with class conflict.  Hewing to 
a Jeffersonian version of republicanism, the republic’s social and political stability, they believed, depended 
upon the existence of a roughly equal, productive property-owning citizenry.  They saw westward expansion 
as a way to preserve such a social order.  Whigs, on the other hand, embraced economic development and 
were much less pessimistic about its impact upon equality and, in turn, the republic’s political stability.  That 
was one reason why they tended to oppose the territorial expansion of the 1840s.  America’s march across the 
continent, then, was hardly “outside politics,” as Ninkovich contends, nor did it involve simply the “material 
interest” of land hunger (31).  It was instead an intensely political issue directly related to visions of 
republican political-economic development.3 

Ninkovich’s discussion of American foreign policy in the years around 1900 is also disappointing.  In these 
decades, Ninkovich argues, U.S. leaders began to notice that the globalization of markets, industrialization, 
and technology had eroded the differences that had earlier existed between Europe and America.  “Thanks to 
globalization,” Ninkovich observes, “the old world was no longer old and the new world no longer 
distinctively new.  Instead, both were caught up in the process of becoming modern” (48).  Equating the 
growth of this international society with the spread of civilization, U.S. leaders sought to play a leading role in 
promoting it by seizing an overseas empire, adopting a “quasi-imperial posture in the Caribbean region,” and 
encouraging greater cooperation among the leading “civilized powers” (66, 78).  These initiatives had nothing 
to do with any fears about potentially negative consequences flowing from globalization; according to 

                                                        
1 John Jay, Alexander Hamilton, and James Madison, The Federalist Papers (New York: New American Library, 

1961), 258.  See also 45-53, 65, 67-71, 85, 160-161, 172, 257, 260-261. 

2 On the military and republicanism, see, for example, Lois Schwoerer, “No Standing Armies! The Antimilitary 
Ideology in Seventeenth-Century England (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1974); Lawrence D. Cress, Citizens 
in Arms: The Army and the Militia in American Society to the War of 1812 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina 
Press, 1982); Richard H. Kohn, Eagle and Sword: The Federalists and the Creation of the Military Establishment in 
America, 1783-1802 (New York: The Free Press, 1975). 

3 Thomas R. Hietala, Manifest Design: Anxious Aggrandizement in Late Jacksonian America (Ithaca and London: 
Cornell University Press, 1985), 95-131.  On the Whigs, see Hietala, 110, 186-187; Daniel Walker Howe, What Hath 
God Wrought: The Transformation of America, 1815-1848 (New York: Oxford University Press, 2007), 493, 577-584, 
705-706.  Slavery, of course, was deeply intertwined with the issue of expansion as well, as is discussed by both Hietala 
and Howe. 
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Ninkovich, they were “prompted by positive expectations about the future of international relations, not by 
credible apprehensions of danger from abroad” (66-67). 

Ninkovich overstates his case here to a considerable degree.  To President Theodore Roosevelt and other turn-
of-the-century imperialists, the modern world menaced as well as benefited the United States.  
Industrialization undergirded progress, but it also produced steel battleships that could, in Senator Henry 
Cabot Lodge’s words, “lay the city of New York in ruins.”4 The civilizing mission of imperialism was a 
worthy enterprise, thought Roosevelt and his supporters, but imperial-minded Europeans, they also feared, 
might be tempted to expand into Latin America, something threatening to U.S. security and commercial 
interests.  Indeed, however much civilization had advanced, it still had a long way to go.  Roosevelt saw no 
“juridicial way of enforcing a right in international law” and constantly lectured Congress about the need for a 
nation “to guard its own rights.”5 In a globalized but still anarchic world, imperialists argued, the United 
States needed to cultivate the image of a great power willing and able to fight in order to deter assaults against 
its interests.  This concern lay at least as much behind each of the assertive policies Ninkovich discusses as 
“positive expectations about the future of international relations” (66-67).  It also motivated the build-up of 
American military and especially naval power, a policy Ninkovich ignores.  Roosevelt’s ‘big stick’ was not just 
a tool of civilizing uplift – it was a weapon to defend the United States in a dangerous world too. 

Finally, the books’s discussion of both President Woodrow Wilson’s approach to international affairs during 
World War I and that of Republican leaders in the 1920s is a bit too sweeping in some of its assertions.  He 
rightly points out that many of Wilson’s ideas, such as those concerning freedom of the seas and 
democratization, “were part of a broader international outlook, a liberalism that was already a global ideology 
and not uniquely American” (111).  He also suggests that Wilson’s belief in American exceptionalism was 
little more than part of his leadership style, “that a large part of Wilsonianism is simply about Wilson” (117).  
In fact, though, Wilson’s faith in American exceptionalism did matter quite a lot in his wartime diplomacy, 
not in determining his goals (which I see, in agreement with Ninkovich, as driven primarily by security 
concerns), but in giving him confidence that his goals could be achieved.  For most of the war, for example, 
Wilson pursued the contradictory objectives of trying to limit or reduce Germany’s power while convincing 
Berlin to join with America in ridding the world of balance-of-power politics.  Wilson could only expect to 
achieve these goals if the Germans decided that America’s apparently anti-German policies were not really 
anti-German at all, but instead were part, in Wilson’s words, of America’s “peculiar and particular mission in 
the world” to act “in the service of justice and righteousness.” Only if the Germans believed in America’s 
exceptionalism would they both accept defeat in the war and embrace America’s project for international 
reform.6 

                                                        
4 Lodge in the Congressional Record, 55th Congress, 1st session (April 8, 1890), 3170. 

5 Theodore Roosevelt, Fourth Annual Message to Congress (1904), in Fred Israel, ed., The State of the Union 
Messages of the Presidents, 1790-1966 (New York: Chelsea House, 1967), 2132-2133.  My view of the imperialists is 
informed by Howard K. Beale, Theodore Roosevelt and the Rise of America to World Power (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 1956) and William C. Widenor, Henry Cabot Lodge and the Search for an American Foreign Policy 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1980). 

6 Ross A. Kennedy, The Will to Believe: Woodrow Wilson, World War I, and America’s Strategy for Peace and 
Security (Kent, OH: Kent State University Press, 2009), 95; see also 65-103, 132-140, 158-159.  
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With regard to Ninkovich’s analysis of Republican statesmen in the 1920s, he effectively demonstrates their 
optimism about the pacific impact of globalization.  They grasped the “power of attraction of international 
society,” he asserts, and expected that “economic advance was a solvent that, over time, would cleanse the 
world of its rivalries” (130).  They saw too that “American participation in a leadership role was indispensable 
to the health of the world community” (134).  Ninkovish also claims, however, that U.S. leaders left 
“unasked” the question of whether or not international society was vital to America’s well-being (134-135).  
But actually Republican officials such as Herbert Hoover repeatedly argued in policy debates that while 
Europe’s recovery from the World War was good for America, it was not a vital interest.  As Hoover insisted 
in 1922, the United States could “reestablish its material prosperity and comfort without European trade.”7  

Consistent with this calculation, Republican leaders steadfastly refused to make any security commitments 
overseas.  They were willing to promote international society but not to commit to its defense, because if it 
collapsed, they thought the United States could get along fine without it.8 

Ninkovich’s book thus skillfully analyzes the interplay of American ideological beliefs and conceptions of 
national security during World War II and the Cold War, but he fails to do the same thing for earlier periods 
of American history.  This makes its interpretation unconvincing.  Indeed, Ninkovich’s narrative makes it 
sound like the United States did not think much about providing for its security – “the primary task of 
foreign policy” in Ninkovich’s words – prior to 1939, except for a brief moment under President Wilson (38).  
In this sense, his story reads like a realist critique of U.S. diplomatic history written in the 1950s, except that 
pre-1939 U.S. leaders appear not as idealistic believers in American exceptionalism but as naïve enthusiasts for 
globalization.  Neither portrait seems very plausible.  The United States never enjoyed “free security” and the 
ideologies that shaped its security perceptions always contained beliefs and values going well beyond notions 
of exceptionalism, although such notions sometimes entered into their policymaking.  Ninkovich would have 
enriched his interpretation of America’s interaction with globalization had he brought this complexity more 
consistently into his book’s analysis.9  

 

                                                        
7 Hoover quoted in Melvyn Leffler, The Elusive Quest: America’s Pursuit of European Stability and French 

Security, 1919-1933 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1979), 81, and see also 78-79, 172-173. 

8 On the Republican refusal to make any security commitments abroad, see Leffler, Elusive Quest, 219, 314. 

9 My understanding of the relationship between ideology and conceptions of national security has been guided 
by Melvyn Leffler, “National Security,” Journal of American History 77 (June 1990), 143-152.     
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Review by Neal M. Rosendorf, New Mexico State University 

et us stipulate a number of points as we consider Frank Ninkovich’s masterful The Global Republic: 
America’s Inadvertent Rise to Power. First, the book is remarkable overall, displaying evidence of a 
daunting authorial erudition reminiscent of Garry Wills and an analytical acuity comparable to 

Ninkovich’s mentor Akira Iriye (my mentor as well—although, alas, I can make no such claim for myself). 
Second, The Global Republic  an impressive re-imagining of the circumstances and motives underlying the 
United States’ evolution toward global predominance, the thesis of which— that the U.S., in response to the 
external pressures and opportunities of industrialization, modernity, globalization, sought first to be a 
constructive participant in the developing global society and then, when that society (or “civilization”) came 
under existential threat, resolved out of a sense of enlightened self-interest to save it and subsequently worked 
to expand its scope—is to my mind overall thoroughly persuasive.  

Third and related to the preceding, Ninkovich’s book simply crushes the life out of generations of arguments 
whether advanced by tribunes of the left or right that ‘exceptionalism,’ a crusading, unilateralist-inflected 
sense of unique world-historical mission, has been the core driver of American foreign policy throughout U.S. 
history. Indeed, Ninkovich argues compellingly that since the late nineteenth century the leitmotif of U.S. 
foreign policy, only occasionally violated by the likes of President George W. Bush, has been international 
cooperation and multilateralism. Fourth, he goes further, methodically portraying an America facing a 
succession of challenging world events and reactively constructing policies, as opposed to the misconceived, 
too-common, often conspiracy-tinged image of the U.S. as a clever or malign (or both) shaper of world events 
in the service of a ruthless, relentless national interest. 

Fifth, Ninkovich properly stresses the profound discontinuities inherent in globalized, industrialized, liberal 
modernity versus all of history before it, a rebuke to the many international relations theorists past and 
present who think nearly exclusively in timeless—read, ahistorical—conceptions of the motives behind policy 
and relations among states. In underscoring the enduring shock of the modern in its international effects, I 
would place The Global Republic alongside, in addition to Stephen Kern’s The Culture of Time and Space, 
1880-1918, Jürgen Osterhammel’s monumental The Transformation of the World: A Global History of the 19th 
Century and Barry Buzan and George Lawson’s more modestly scaled but conceptually ambitious (and 
similarly titled) The Global Transformation: History, Modernity and the Making of International Relations.1 

Sixth, Ninkovich has against all odds managed to convince me that World War II was for the U.S. a ‘war of 
choice’ in classic geopolitical terms, while at the same time making it clear that it was exactly the right 
thing—at the end of the day, the only thing—to do in responding to the existential threat to the survival of 
international society posed by the Nazi and, to a lesser degree, Japanese militarist assault (and handily 

                                                        
1 Stephen Kern, The Culture of Time and Space, 1880-1918(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1983); 

Jürgen Osterhammel, The Transformation of the World: A Global History of the 19th Century (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2014); Barry Buzan and George Lawson, The Global Transformation: History, Modernity and the Making 
of International Relations (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2015). 
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avoiding the grotesque, self-devised trap into which the crabbed realist John Charmley tumbled as he 
excoriated Britain’s decision not to seek a separate peace with Hitler after the fall of France)2. 

Seventh, that Ninkovich pulls off this feat in under 300 crisply-written, well-organized, tightly-argued pages, 
when one would expect a tome of Toynbeean proportions on such a vast subject, is little short of astonishing 
(see Stipulation 1).  

There is something fundamentally optimistic and humane about Ninkovich’s reading of the evolution of 
global society from the post-Civil War era, in American historical terms, through our own time. A pessimist 
might label as Panglossian The Global Republic and its emphasis on the emergence, “near-death experience” 
(172) during World War II and subsequent postwar burgeoning of ‘civilization’; I most emphatically would 
not. Aside from Iriye’s magisterial work of a similarly hopeful cast (e.g. Global Community: The Rise of 
International Organizations in the Making of the Contemporary World), to which Ninkovich owes a readily 
acknowledged debt, the ultimately positive (but, I would stress, not Positivist) tenor of The Global Society’s 
portrayal of the arc of global society is powerfully buttressed by such recent works as cognitive scientist Steven 
Pinker’s The Better Angels of Our Nature: Why Violence Has Declined and economist and 2015 Nobel Prize 
winner Angus Deaton’s The Great Escape: Health, Wealth, and the Origins of Inequality, neither of which shy 
away from the persistence of brutality and inequity, but which provide a much-needed counter-narrative to 
pervasive narratives of the West and the world in modernity that focus relentlessly on war, genocide, 
colonialism/imperialism and exploitation.3 

Ninkovich unapologetically states the existence of a global society that emerged with industrialization and 
globalization, identifies it as a preponderantly good thing, and argues strongly that Americans came to 
understand its benefits and to identify with its implicit goals of enhancing interaction, cooperation, stability, 
and the material and social advance of peoples around the world. Adding a sobering element to his analysis, 
Ninkovich is clear-eyed about global society’s inability to survive unaided a full-frontal assault by forces that 
would seek to destroy it; one can discern a sense of authorial relief in his analysis that the United States, 
though it did not face Britain’s threat of invasion or the USSR’s threat of near-extinction at the hands of the 
Nazis, nonetheless chose to act decisively “to preserve international society,” (162) leaving behind a legacy 

                                                        
2 John Charmley, Churchill: The End of Glory: A Political Biography (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1993). 

To be sure, while Ninkovich is surely correct that the U.S. never faced the existential threat of a Philip K. Dick-esque 
Man in the High Castle-style Nazi occupation, Gerhard Weinberg makes clear that Hitler was in fact spoiling for a war 
with the U.S. that he (quite erroneously) felt confident about winning (see Weinberg, Germany, Hitler, and World War 
II: Essays in Modern German and World History (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 4-5, 196-198); 
and as anyone who has ever watched the 1966 Star Trek episode “The City On the Edge of Forever” is aware, a 
hypothetical U.S. avoidance of war with Germany might simply have given the Nazis the time and space to develop the 
mass destruction weaponry and long-range delivery capability to attack America of which Hitler dreamed—let us not 
forget the abortive ‘New York’ bomber and A-9 ICBM programs, as well as the Germans’ work in developing a nuclear 
capacity, of which the Americans were well aware. 
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first of aloof, inward-focused isolationism and subsequently an internationalism based on cooperation but 
largely eschewing force. 

Indeed, The Global Republic’s assessment of the motives and sensibilities behind America’s engagement with, 
and rescue and extension of, international society is nothing short of uplifting, which I mean as high praise, as 
I concur wholeheartedly with Ninkovich’s reading. Ninkovich does not avoid harshly criticizing aspects of 
U.S. foreign policy, whether the confiscation of Native American lands, of the highway robbery bedecked in 
the raiment of a Providential Manifest Destiny that was the Mexican-American War, of the brief, sanguinary 
episode of formal U.S. imperialism, or rather more recently the misbegotten toppling of Saddam Hussein’s 
regime. But he correctly does not view these as the defining characteristics of U.S. foreign policy over time—
in fact, he emphasizes that the historic default condition is somewhere between outright isolationism and 
consensus-oriented multilateralism. Moreover, the U.S. made the remarkable leap from an already admirable 
enlightened self-interest in determining to be a positive contributing member of international society to, 
ultimately, the U.S. “trad[ing] up from a belief in itself to a belief in something greater than itself, a belief that 
many other nations also came to adopt.” (274) If that is not uplifting, I don’t know what is.  

My praises are manifold; my cavils are few. The Global Republic manifests to my mind a couple of problems, 
neither of which, to be absolutely clear, are injurious to the overall force and cogency of Ninkovich’s central 
arguments, but which nonetheless bear examining: first, concerning how one defines ‘globalization’ in both 
thematic and temporal scope; and second, how one understands popular culture as a contributor to America’s 
(unplanned) rise to global preeminence.  

It seems that to Ninkovich globalization is a mix of widely spread, technologically-driven social-cultural and 
economic forces that first manifested themselves in the second half of the nineteenth century. This definition, 
as teased out by the reader, is implied in key respects, as Ninkovich is explicit only on the “modest nineteenth 
century beginnings” of the phenomenon, which he otherwise maintains “is simply an updated version of 
civilization”; with uncharacteristic coyness he buries this brief discussion in a footnote on page 300. This is, 
atypically in this conceptually rich volume, rather thin gruel. Let me pose a more explicit and rather more 
broadly encompassing definition (based on the Kennedy School of Government’s “Visions of Governance in 
the 21st Century” research project, in which I participated a decade and a half ago). First, in the words of 
Joseph Nye and Robert O. Keohane, “globalism” is “a state of the world involving networks of 
interdependence at multicontinental distances. These networks can be linked through flows and influences of 
capital and goods, information and ideas, people and force, as well as environmentally or biologically relevant 
substances [.]”4 ‘Globalization’ in this reading refers to the increase of globalism. As implied in the previous 
quote, there are four key dimensions of globalization: the economic, the social-cultural, the military-
diplomatic, and the environmental.  

Globalization has ancient roots and has manifested itself in its various dimensions for millennia (and 
occasionally faded out altogether); but the technological revolution of the nineteenth century marked a 
transition from ‘thin’ to ‘thick’ globalization in terms of multicontinental network density and extensity, as 
well as sheer speed (e.g. in 1866 there was one transatlantic submarine telegraph; by 1906 there numerous 
cables strung across the floor of the Atlantic Ocean, as well as transpacific and other cables that girdled the 
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world, with the exponential communications leap of global wireless telegraphy looming just over the horizon). 
The past century-plus has seen a dramatic snowballing of this ‘thickening’ of globalization.5  

This definition of globalization does not basically undermine Ninkovich’s thesis that the U.S. found itself 
confronting an unprecedented array of forces in the late nineteenth century that compelled it make a series of 
shifts and accommodations. But it does suggest that while the chapter of globalization that began in the late 
nineteenth century held shocks, Americans were not utterly blindsided by the phenomenon, because their 
country had been born into and evolved within its pre-industrial, post-1500 iteration. This globalization 
epoch  lasted for over three centuries and involved, even before the dawn of the nineteenth century, being 
embedded in an expanding empire (the Thirteen Colonies co-existed with the militarization of the British 
East India Company in South Asia), multi-continental trade (the ‘triangular trade’ among Britain, Africa and 
North America) and the cultural fruits of European trade with China (the colonies participated in the 
European infatuation with Chinoiserie), and global military conflict (the Seven Years’ War, which of course 
had a local chapter as the French and Indian War6).  

Moving on to the subject of culture, I heartily agree with The Global Republic’s argument that culture, indeed 
popular culture, was a key factor in the ending of the Cold War and contributing to the deepening ties of 
global society (204 and chapters 8-9 passim). I think Ninkovich is spot-on as well in noting that while 
‘Americanization’ deeply inflected global popular culture, American popular culture was and is just as deeply 
inflected by inward-coming influences.  

But I vigorously disagree with Ninkovich’s assertion that “[w]ith a few exceptions, until the middle of the 
twentieth century American culture was of little interest to the rest of the world.” (226) Hollywood, anyone? 
Ditto jazz? By 1930 American films took up approximately 80 percent of the world’s movie screens.7 Nazi 
propaganda chief Joseph Goebbels at once admired and resented Hollywood and hoped to construct a 
German counterpoise to its perceived propaganda power. Josef Stalin, who especially loved John Ford’s 
Westerns, said wistfully, “If I could control the medium of the American motion picture, I would need 
nothing else to convert the entire world to communism.”8 Jazz took hold in the same environs, with Paris and 
Berlin serious outposts of the earthshaking musical idiom in the 1920s-30s—legendary guitarist Django 
Reinhardt and violinist Stéphane Grappelli were performing frequently in France by the early 1930s, and 
although the Nazis detested jazz and swing as modern, Jewish and Negro, Goebbels felt compelled to allow 

                                                        
5 Ibid.; Neal M. Rosendorf, “Social and Cultural Globalization: Concepts, History, and America’s Role,” in 
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the performance of a swing-inflected dance music to placate public desires, typified by bandleader Otto 
Stenzel’s 1939 “Musik! Musik! Musik!”9 This does not challenge Ninkovich’s argument, but it adds 
complexity to it, in that American popular culture was making its way into and admixing with other popular 
cultures at an earlier juncture than the post-World War II era, meaning that the mélange of modern, 
American-inflected global culture was marinating for decades longer than The Global Republic asserts. 

Moreover, Ninkovich accepts too readily the interesting but incomplete conception of popular culture offered 
by sociologist Peter Berger: discussing the potency of rock music, Berger states the music embodies “a whole 
cluster of cultural values—concerning self-expression, spontaneity, released sexuality, and, perhaps most 
importantly, defiance of the alleged stodginess of tradition.” (Berger quoted on 219) this is true as far as it 
goes. But missing from Berger’s assessment, and Ninkovich’s behind it (see, for example, 203) is a recognition 
of the political/ideological dimension of rock’s (and more broadly the Western/global popular culture of 
which it was a key element) appeal to many of its admirers in the repressive authoritarian states of the Cold 
War era—Czechoslovakian dissident, poet, playwright and president Vaclav Havel certainly perceived it, as 
did the Czech communist authorities who infamously persecuted a local band, Plastic People of the Universe, 
that patterned itself after Lou Reed and The Velvet Underground, inspiring Havel’s ire, the Charter 77 
document demanding Czechoslovakia’s adherence to the 1975 Helsinki Accords, and ultimately the 1989 
Velvet Revolution that peacefully brought down the country’s dictatorial regime.10 If anything, a recognition 
of the intertwining of pop culture and politics/ideology would tend to reinforce the power of Ninkovich’s 
argument that the socialist bloc was ultimately impotent to counter the attractive power of an international 
society undergirded and advertised by global popular culture. 

But these are, as I noted earlier, mere cavils. I have already summarized The Global Republic to students in the 
undergraduate course I am teaching as of this writing on international relations since 1800. Ninkovich’s 
explanation of the reasons for, and global context of, America’s unplanned—and all the more astonishing for 
it—rise to the apex of world power is quite simply transformative, essential, and hopeful. Indeed, the phrase 
transformative, essential, and hopeful nicely describes The Global Republic overall.  

 

                                                        
9 Michael H. Kater, Different Drummers: Jazz in the Culture of Nazi Germany (Oxford and New York: Oxford 

University Press, 1992), p. 57. For a performance of the song: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GXu4P6KpoLU 

10 Matt Welch, “How Lou Reed Inspired Anti-Communist Revolutionaries and the Rest of Us,” Reason, 
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Author’s Response by Frank Ninkovich, Emeritus, St. John’s University 

he great historian John King Fairbank once said that whenever someone accused him of something, 
no matter the charge, he felt guilty. After reading these reviews, I too felt guilty. However, once I 
assimilated the critiques, I was amazed at the degree to which my work was misinterpreted and 

misrepresented, hence the vigorous rebuttal that follows. I will not stop there, however, for I will also take this 
opportunity to engage in a bit of criticism of the review process critics, which, I hope, will shed some light on 
the nature of our differences. I will not comment on every point of contention, for as it is the patience of 
readers is likely to be tried sorely enough. 

I will begin with Neal Rosendorf’s remarks, which offer the only positive assessment among the four reviews. 
He is about to suffer the fate of the like-minded in which the absence of disagreement means an absence of 
discussion – at least for the purposes of a review. That does not mean that we have nothing to talk about, for 
we have different understandings of soft power, globalization, the role of culture in foreign relations, and what 
he sees as the uplifting nature of this book, among other things. Probably it is best to consider his remarks as 
an extended blurb for the book. For those readers who wonder how reviewers could differ so widely, I suggest 
that they decide for themselves whether the book was worth reading. 

Walter Hixson’s central contention is that my “overdetermined” argument creates an “interpretive binary” in 
which American agency is “radically deemphasized.” How he can argue this is beyond me, inasmuch as I did 
stress American agency by pointing at the outset to the “creative uniqueness” of American policy; at various 
points I underscored the crucial contributions of individual policy makers; and by noting the extreme 
variability of other countries’ responses, it should have been clear that agency is a feature of all foreign 
policies. Human beings and nations, unless they are solipsists, make do in their own ways in the kind of world 
in which they happen to find themselves.  

In Hixson’s historical cosmos, the greater the agency, the more room there is for historical fault-finding. In 
contrast, the book argues that there was a much larger degree of externally imposed causation, real and 
perceived, to American policies than writers, whether pro or con, who are invested in the myth of 
exceptionalism would have us believe. Obviously, no nation is completely free to do as it pleases or is 
absolutely lacking in choice, and where the line between freedom and necessity is drawn depends on 
individual circumstances. In the case of the United States, how one judges this issue depends on how seriously 
one takes my argument about the critical impact that the social forces had on American policy choices. But, in 
one form or another, the United States was forced to come to grips with globalization, which Hixson seems to 
recognize.  Nevertheless, he offers a labored protestation that my account minimizes the unique “ways in 
which [the U.S.] has acted, or the drives and motivations it has acted with.”  

Actually, it seems to me that my account more than measures up to the standard set by this complaint, for the 
ways in which the nation adjusted to the emergence of a global society were, by an objective standard, indeed 
unique. In the late nineteenth century, Americans became increasingly aware of the extraordinary power of a 
social process that was transforming their society and the face of the globe.  Realizing that they could not 
remodel this new world in the making to their liking, they sought at first to fit in, to accommodate the 
nation’s foreign relations to the new global reality, and later they attempted to rescue and repair a sputtering 
global society. There was plenty of agency and lots of uniqueness in the way this was pulled off, including 
drives and motivations.  At the very least, the book shows that it is possible to provide an account of 
America’s rise that does not hobble clumsily to its conclusion using the crutch of exceptionalist beliefs. 

T 
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Hixson’s assertion that my approach was “stunningly myopic, even chauvinistic,” is utter nonsense. I have 
never been an apologist for the United States. Because I have been called many things in my day, including a 
neoconservative postmodernist, whatever that might be, let me attempt to clear things up by revealing some 
personal details.  In domestic politics, I am a European–style social democrat. In foreign affairs, I am an 
internationalist (neo-isolationist if one accepts the description in my book) who prefers international 
cooperation to American hegemony or unilateralism. As a child of the 60s, I opposed the Vietnam War, CIA 
hanky-panky, the second Iraq War, and the so-called “war on terror” – still do – while I have long held that 
U.S. policy in the Middle East, including policy toward Israel, is wrongheaded.   

So why then are we not historical comrades in arms? The answer, I believe, lies in our radically different 
perspectives on how history should be done. I have long taken a dim view of self-righteous historical critics 
who misuse their positions as pulpits from which to sermonize that the world would have been a far better 
place without an ascendant America; for that matter, my view of boosters for the U.S. is no less disapproving.  
While critical perspectives have their pluses and minuses in making history a genuinely productive discipline, 
it is my conviction that there are questions that historians cannot, or should not, pretend to answer, because 
they have no particular competence to do so. Long ago an early mentor told me that the drunk at the corner 
tavern on the verge of falling off his barstool was just as likely to accurately predict the future as an historian. 
So too for the ability of historians to speak with authority about the morality of large-scale historical events.  
Sure, the U.S. has done many bad things, as have a host of other great nations and political entities over time.  
But while the U.S. is no paragon of virtue, neither is it the evil empire, a blight on the world that many critics 
see as the product of a deluded sense of exceptionalism.   

As for Hixon’s charge of Eurocentrism, it is true that I paid little attention to Africa and Latin America and 
the third world generally, though I did at various junctures briefly touch upon relevant events in the periphery 
– yes, the periphery.  If political correctness is the standard by which historical works are to be judged, then 
obviously I should have been more inclusive. However, dealing with globalization does not mandate equal 
coverage, for its spread throughout the world has been highly uneven, varying by time, place, intensity, 
causes, consequences, and importance. For the period discussed in my book, its core lay in the Euroatlantic 
area, whose problems also happened to lie at the center of many of the twentieth-century policy developments 
that the book attempts to explain.  For policy purposes, moreover, certain regions matter more than others. 
Setting priorities is crucial to policy making, and it is no less crucial to historians who otherwise would never 
be able to write about anything. Hixson files a related complaint when he assails as inadequate my treatment 
of native Americans, presumably to make the point that continental expansion and turn of the century 
expansion were intimately connected chapters of a story in which one crime led to another.  And yet he did 
not mention that I spent five pages explaining the fundamental ways in which continental conquest differed 
from turn of the century imperial expansion. 

Regrettably, Hixson’s review takes some questionable liberties with the text and its meaning, creating the 
impression that I am something of a Dr. Pangloss.  Purporting to quote and report my view, he says I assert 
that America propelled a “journey to a better world” and that I claim “rather unambiguously the world is a 
better place” by virtue of the outsize role played by the United States.  This is a misrepresentation of what I 
wrote. The contexts of the quotes and near-quotes make clear that we are in no position to judge the long-
term implications of the American ascendancy. Nor did I anywhere say or suggest that the U.S. “forged the 
best of all possible worlds.” I can not say with certainty one way or another whether the world would have 
been better or worse off without America’s presence. With respect to such matters, who knows?  
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The upshot of such mischievous misstatements is Hixson’s conclusion that I have “affirmed rather than 
refuted American exceptionalism.” But this is a gross misrepresentation of what the book is about. Whatever 
one thinks of the goodness or badness of America’s rise, the global status of the U.S. at the end of the 
twentieth century in geographic scope, political influence, and sociocultural depth had an impact that was 
unlike anything ever seen or experienced before. That is neither a chauvinistic nor a myopic judgment. It is a 
historical fact. My attempt to explain that fact has nothing to do with virtue, however conceived. But it would 
be unfair for me to single out Hixson’s review on this score, for none of the critics in this panel came to grips 
with this elementary point. 

A few cavils: contrary to his assertion that I stayed away from the “c” word, I used the word capitalism more 
than 20 times according to my word search. Hixson also suggests that my comments about President 
Woodrow Wilson and President George W. Bush, whom I portrayed as historical outliers, came close to 
suggesting that exceptionalist types were normal. This might be true, but only if one is inclined to suppose 
that the norm can be defined and understood without reference to the extreme. . As for my alleged misuse of 
Alexis de Tocqueville, Hixson ignores Tocqueville’s belief in American exceptionalism. Notwithstanding his 
many cutting criticisms of American society, Tocqueville was convinced that the America he witnessed offered 
a preview of what a democratizing world would look like in the future. 

Finally: pace Hixon, no, seventy is not the new fifty.  

I have no quarrel with what Ross Kennedy has to say about republicanism’s foreign policy content. It’s what 
he did not say that is the problem, for I did not suggest that republican ideology had no foreign policy 
significance; rather, my discussion sought to show that republicanism was an insular conceptual vehicle that 
was ill-suited to the task of fulfilling utopian republican expectations about America’s place in the world. As I 
put it in the text, and I could quote other statements to this effect, “In the wake of the revolution, Americans 
had no way of conceptualizing much less realizing any universalist ambitions, given their lack of the 
ideological and material means for pursuing exceptionalist policies abroad” (263). Even in the case of 
Manifest Destiny, I contended, republicanism had at best a negligible explanatory value. Kennedy simply 
bypasses this argument about the built-in limitations of republicanism as a vehicle for universalizing the 
spread of the American way of life -  a peculiar omission inasmuch as this happened to be the main idea of the 
chapter and a necessary starting point for the argument that takes up the remainder of the book.  If, as a raft 
of historians have argued, American foreign relations were imbued from the outset with a universalist impulse 
that was a basic ingredient of America’s rise to global preeminence, we need to appraise the international 
foreign policy potential of republicanism. I thought that this was plain enough. 

Kennedy also sees my view of the late-nineteenth century as Pollyannaish: “Roosevelt’s ‘big stick’ was not just 
a tool of civilizing uplift – it was a weapon to defend the United States in a dangerous world too.”  In a 
previous book, I surveyed late-nineteenth century thinking about U.S. national security, which found nothing 
concrete or compelling in the way of threats – yet a big navy was built anyway, for other reasons. While 
Americans knew that Europe was a dangerous place and that Asia was a cockpit of imperialist rivalry, the 
United States enjoyed a historically enviable security environment that was “utterly alien to the experience of 
other great nations of the day” (66). Any country in which there is virtually no consideration of foreign 
relations in a national election, as in 1912, cannot be said to be aware of living in a dangerous world.  
Kennedy also says that I portray late-nineteenth century Americans as “naïve enthusiasts for globalization.” 
There was nothing naïve about this, nor was it especially enthusiastic.  Making the best of a perceived 
inevitability of globalization was felt to be a matter of necessity. There was, to be sure, an optimistic belief in 
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progress that permeated this outlook at the time, to which even President Theodore Roosevelt was not 
immune, but this was part of the temper of the times that historians should endeavor to understand. 
Americans may have been blind to the dangers that lurked around the corner, but this is an affliction that 
spares no people. 

Kennedy goes on to take issue with my view of the 1920s that Republican leadership did not seriously 
entertain the possibility of a collapse of the international order. “They were willing to promote international 
society but not to commit to its defense, because if it collapsed, they thought the United States could get 
along fine without it.”  That, however, is an oversimplification. To make his case, he cites Herbert Hoover’s 
willingness, if necessary, to go it alone with autarchic policies.  But Hoover’s understanding of international 
politics, especially of European relations, was much darker than that of other Republicans in the 1920s – 
Charles Evans Hughes, for example. Nevertheless, even he took for a certainty that a global economic collapse 
would be a disaster of the highest magnitude. Thus in the 1920s he warned that "the whole structure of our 
advancing civilization would crumble and the great mass of mankind would travel backwards if the foreign 
trade of the world were to cease," not to mention the enormous domestic problems that such a calamity 
would bring in its wake. So while Hoover did indeed think about the worst case possibility, he was willing to 
go to great lengths to avoid it.  Just because one lives in a hurricane-proof house does not mean that one faces 
with equanimity the destruction of the surrounding neighborhood.  In any case, others did not think as 
deeply about the issues as he did, to which I might add that Hoover was also vulnerable to excessive 
optimism.  But the central point is that no one was seriously considering, much less counting on, the advent 
of the kind of world that emerged in the 1930s. 

Heavily armored with footnotes, Epstein’s critique at least addressed important questions related to my 
interpretive approach while at the same time proposing an alternative. Making much of my reliance on an 
interest-ideology distinction in the discussion of Manifest Destiny, a “simplistic dichotomy,” she goes on to 
say that I “shift” from an interest-based to an ideological approach, only then later to introduce a 
“constructivist theory of reality.” She might well have added other questionable shifts in my treatment of the 
Cold War, which her review passes over. But what I actually did in this book is to resort to different forms of 
explanation to fit the historical circumstance in question, given my view that certain kinds of explanations 
work better in some cases than in others – there is no suitable one-size-fits-all approach. For the record, my 
view of historical explanation emphasizes complexity, whose basic components, in another book, I described 
alliteratively with a string of C’s: culture, causality, credos, choice, contingency, creativity, complexity, and 
construal. It was my unhappy first marriage, but I divorced from the interest-ideology distinction long ago.1 
So while I have long argued against the kinds of reductionist interest theories that dominate the profession, in 
the case of Manifest Destiny material interest happens to work pretty well as a capsule description of what was 
going on, though the problem of explanation grows far more murky and complicated once the U.S. 
encountered the globalizing world.  

                                                        
1 Frank Ninkovich, Global Dawn: The Cultural Foundation of American Internationalism (Cambridge, MA: 

Harvard University Press, 2009), 332-34. And while I’m at it, I should add that, epistemologically, I don’t see the 
problems that Epstein sees.  Philosophically, I am a materialist, a pragmatist, and have long been a believer in the crucial 
importance of interpretation, i.e., hermeneutics, as a way of understanding the behavior of both historical subjects and 
historians. 
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Like Kennedy, she takes me to task for alleging that republicanism had little foreign policy significance, with 
the difference that she does not ignore the extra-continental thrust of my argument. The United States would 
have chosen overseas republican expansion, she presumes, if only it possessed the naval capability - which 
happened to run contrary to republicanism’s concerns about militarism.  But that rather makes my point 
about the insular and in many ways premodern character of the ideology that I took some care to describe.  
To counter my view of U.S. continental expansion as something “that would have happened as it did without 
the ideology of Manifest Destiny,” she wheels out the big gun of Jürgen Osterhammel on the exceptional 
character of U.S. frontier expansion. But I never held that the particulars of contact between developed and 
pre-industrial peoples were everywhere the same, as Epstein’s artful insertion of “as it did” would suggest. 
Anyway, Osterhammel’s analysis refers to the specifics of the settlement process as exceptional, and not to the 
general outcome, which would have come about, one way another, regardless of which developed society was 
doing the expanding. From the standpoint of comparative history, I see no reason to disavow Michael Hunt’s 
judgment, which I quoted, that “this process [of overland expansion] was in its origins and in its outcome 
wholly unexceptional” (34). 

“What is needed here,” Epstein says, “is persistent attention to political economy.” I am accused of “not 
making power a central category of analysis for studying globalization in the long nineteenth century” or of a 
“failure to conceive of globalization before World War I as a geopolitical and geoeconomic phenomenon.” 
This criticism may explain the review’s dubious ‘the book that should have been written’ critical ploy. 
However, I should note that I anticipated this kind of criticism when, in the very first sentence of my chapter 
on the Cold War, I said: “To forestall any misunderstanding: political economy mattered,” for all the good 
that it did.  I have nothing against political economy, which is a legitimate and occasionally enlightening 
approach to doing international history – indeed, I welcome all forms of history, without privileging any 
single school or subdiscipline. The problem, however, is that political economy – by one consensual 
definition “the methodology of economics applied to the analysis of political behavior and institutions” – is 
far too narrow in conception to tell us what we would need to know in order to satisfactorily explain events 
like the emergence of the modern world. Indeed, while political economy purports to teach us how the 
pursuit of interests by states explains grand developments, as commonly applied it can not even explain why 
states behaved as they did, just as the mainstream economists’ assumption of that imaginary creature known 
as homo economicus comes up short in explaining the spectrum of human behavior. 

That narrowness of outlook is why I introduced and expanded on the idea of international society as 
background in first a social and later a cultural sense. As I thought I had made clear, the nineteenth century 
view of globalizing forces rested on a new and quite revolutionary understanding of the nature and 
functioning of power that departed from the classical political view. Emile Durkheim rested his argument 
about the existence of social facts by emphasizing their coercive power; as Max Weber long ago pointed out, 
economics is a form of power; and if there is anything that Michel Foucault has taught us it is that power is 
everywhere.  Furthermore, the political and the economic spheres also belong to society, and are influenced by 
internal and external societal backgrounds. They do not exist on some sovereign plane from whose 
commanding heights everything can be explained or managed. Nineteenth-century types were in the same 
boat as we are today when it came to explaining globalization. We obviously possess much more detailed 
knowledge about its functioning than they did, but in the end we, like they, have to make do with a general 
appreciation of its coercive force in contrast to explaining or even defining it, predicting its course, or hoping 
to master it. And it is that general historical appreciation by policymakers, as opposed the minutiae of cost 
accounting, that has much to tell us about why U.S. policy took the course that it did.  
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So while power was indeed a central category of my analysis, it was far more expansive than the conception of 
“geopolitical and geoeconomic” happenings. The very existence much less the influence upon events of the 
social and cultural background cannot be explained by resort to the categories that Epstein and many others 
continue to rely upon. Her review does not discuss it, even though it is one of the principal themes of the 
book.  It will be for readers to decide what should be given priority, politics or societal forces, though I doubt 
that prioritization is necessary at all, but the great majority of historians have voted with their feet in 
preferring social and cultural history to the same-old same-old of political history, of which diplomatic history 
continues to be a leading example. I happen to think that they have gone overboard in so doing, but I agree 
that we are not likely to come up with better explanations as we whistle Rule Britannia or the Star-Spangled 
Banner while we work.  In short, political economy has its place, but not at the head of the table. 

The portrayal of Woodrow Wilson in Epstein’s review offers an example of the way that an explanation based 
on political economy works in practice.  In this view, a grasping United States pursuing its narrow interests 
“seized” power from Great Britain.  But it is a huge stretch, far beyond the explanatory elasticity of political 
economy, to connect Wilson the champion of cotton to Wilson the obsessed impresario for the League of 
Nations project. Epstein’s portrayal of Wilson as a policymaker with green eyeshades does nothing to 
illuminate how he, along with many European leaders, could subscribe to such an unprecedented, 
unworkable, and in retrospect one-off scheme of international organization. As my chapter on Wilson tried to 
show, the League of Nations proposal was in retrospect so outlandishly radical that it cannot be explained in 
traditional terms of national interest, nor even as an outgrowth of America’s idealist tradition, which had a far 
more solid footing in international law. Far more plausible than interests as an explanation were the sickening 
experience of the war and Wilson’s appreciation of the destructive potential of modernity, to which the 
United States had become unavoidably exposed.  To entertain that view of Wilson’s perspective is to take a 
long step down the road of accepting wide-angle historical interpretation, rather than microscopic attention to 
economic interest, as the key to understanding his policies. 

So too with Epstein’s treatment of the 1920s, which is a conventional indictment of small-bore American 
cupidity. But whoever said that business is altruistic? What Epstein misses is the degree to which the 1920s in 
many ways prefigured the world of today, and that the style of international relations during this decade was 
miles removed from the power political mode that dominated the prewar years, apart from the anticipatory 
prescience of President William Howard Taft’s Dollar Diplomacy. She disregards the internationalist novelty 
of the 1920s. This was a time when the world’s leading power spurned the use of political and military power 
in its approach to the world’s problems and when the idea of international cooperation was riding high. Was 
there not something highly unusual in this? I think so. 

As for my neglect of foreign histories of U.S. foreign relations, the neglect was intentional, for in the field of 
foreign relations, America has yet to find its Tocqueville. Even though it has produced many classic thinkers 
in sociology, anthropology, philosophy, and other fields, Europe has not done the same for the study of U.S. 
foreign relations. I am always astounded at the continued hold on the continent and in Britain of the 
incoherent realism-idealism dichotomy - as the text indicates on probably too many occasions, this is not an 
analytical tradition to which I subscribe. Why this should be so is not clear to me. An imprudent conjecture 
would be that this is an instance where a so-called “emic” perspective may provide a superior point of 
departure for studying the phenomenon at hand. Or not.  

To her credit, Epstein is the only one to challenge head-on my account of why the United States entered the 
Second World War. I realize that it will take far more than the kind of summary argument presented in my 
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chapter to uproot the conventional view. But I would insist that the supporting facts, such as they are, lie 
preponderantly on my side, whereas Gerhard Weinberg’s views to the contrary rest on a remarkably thin 
underpinning of evidence. “Hitler’s fantasies,” in John A. Thompson’s words,2 about a climactic war with the 
United States long after his death and the conquest of the Soviet Union and Great Britain, in effect a World 
War III, were never translated into anything resembling a policy. Adolf Hitler’s pipe dreams to one side, as a 
practical matter let us recall that Germany did not have the capability even to successfully invade the British 
Isles, much less to launch an impossibly difficult invasion of North America. So, to quote an historian who 
may not exist, ‘the United States was in no more danger of being invaded by the Germans than by the 
Martians.’ 

Hitler was not a globalist in any serious sense. His policies were global in much the same way that imperial 
Japan’s policies, or perhaps Theodore Roosevelt’s, were global:  policies whose foci were regional were 
conducted with an awareness of a global political context that was believed to be favorable to the fulfillment 
of regional ambitions. In his final report on the war General George C. Marshall noted that “No evidence has 
yet been found that the German High Command had any over-all strategic plan.” Hitler, in Marshall’s 
estimation, was devoted to creating “a greater Reich.”3 If, after the passage of more than 75 years, we still have 
no solid evidence of planning for an invasion, it may be time to slay the sacred cow of an imminent existential 
threat that warranted American intervention in the European and /or Pacific wars. If the kinds of flimsy 
geostrategic arguments then in currency were to be applied to present-day affairs, we may as well go to war 
with China right now.  

But to get stuck in this kind of back and forth deflects attention from the larger purpose of this chapter: the 
questions surrounding American participation in the Second World War were important to me because they 
offered an excellent opportunity to make the case for the importance of international society as a more solid 
and justifiable rationale for participating in the war than the wobbly geopolitical justifications that continue 
to be trotted out.  I can understand the logic of Realpolitik, but geopolitics is all too often phony Realpolitik. 

Boiled down, Epstein’s version of my story comes to this: a self-deluding account of a bogus exceptionalism 
that masks a power-hungry American colossus that metastasized to global dimensions because it could. She 
asks: “How does a book devoted to critiquing historians’ reliance on Americans’ supposed faith in their own 
exceptionalism as an explanation of U.S. foreign policy end up reproducing the exceptionalist myth?” Hixson 
indulges the same conceit, as does Kennedy when he suggests that I am refashioning the realist critique. This 
is, of course, a naughty but all-too-common critical move in which the blinkered author’s field of vision is 
presumed to be blocked by his obtuseness, a self-deception that is obvious to the discerning critic-reader.  I 
will leave it for others to judge whether this one person version of intellectual jiu-jitsu, in which I perform a 
self-takedown, is credible.  

                                                        
2 John A. Thompson, “The Geopolitical Vision: the Myth of an Outmatched USA,” in Joel Isaac and Duncan 

Bell, eds., Uncertain Empire: American History and the Idea of the Cold War (New York: Oxford University Press, 2980), 
80. 

3 The War Reports of General of the Army George C. Marshall, Chief of Staff, General of the Army H.H. Arnold, 
Commanding General, Army Air Forces, Fleet Admiral Ernest J. King, Commander-in-Chief, United States Fleet and Chief of 
Naval Operations (New York, 1947), 144-145. 
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For the poor readers who have lasted this far, I feel your pain, for you have slogged through a morass of 
pedantry in reading the foregoing.  I doubt that you have learned very much from the foregoing exchange, 
other than that historians, too, can be fiercely contentious when the gloves are off. Fortunately for you, the 
reviewers failed to seize on many other disputable points in the book.  Difficult though it may be to believe, I 
had hoped to avoid such litigiousness when I conceived the framework for this book.  I realized then that an 
attempt to include comprehensive presentations of facts and viewpoints that took account of all the nitty-
gritty historical details and interpretive takes would have required a book that was probably unwriteable and 
definitely unreadable.  The hope was that moving to a more general point of view would offer a platform for 
an understanding somewhat removed from the higgledy-piggledy of what passes for academic debate. So 
while I vigorously contest the charge of unwittingly reproducing the exceptionalist narrative, I accept my guilt 
in this respect: In the hopes of rising above a scholarly quagmire, I helped to produce one. 

Before embarking on the project, I joked with Doug Mitchell at the University of California Press about the 
possibility of doing a history without facts.  But the basic problem is no joke, for a reliance on the facts can 
support any number of different interpretations, and resort to the facts can rarely, if ever, resolve them. I 
realize that dealing responsibly with particulars is the lifeblood of our discipline. But there is a downside to 
this, as well, for all the combined grains of sand can leave us trapped in a quicksand of incomprehension, as I 
took pains to spell out in my introduction.  Inasmuch as we have been making little headway in our 
intramural disputes among realists, critics of empire, and culture-vultures, among others, the basic idea was 
that it might be worthwhile to step up the ladder of abstraction in a way that could accommodate otherwise 
inharmonious perspectives. It has since come to my attention that my approach bears at least a surface 
similarity to that of mathematicians, who have developed the “intellectual habit of grappling with a problem 
by ascending to higher and higher levels of generality.”4 This dissatisfaction with the state of the art lay 
behind my decision to write what I called a conceptual history. The book has been variously portrayed, quite 
inaccurately, as an intellectual history, a macro history, or a neo-Hegelian narrative.  But no one has yet 
wondered what a conceptual history was, or to consider why I would want to write one.  

It is this failure to take a larger view, and not only by this forum’s critical reviewers, that most disappoints me. 
Other reviews of this book thus far have ranged from enthusiastic approval to puzzlement and, in one case, a 
reaction not unlike that of someone who had just stepped in dog poop. This is personally disappointing, to be 
sure. More disappointing, however, has been the banal level of response, specifically an absence of concern 
with the questions that the book poses and seeks to answer. For example, no one saw fit to address the central 
question of the book: Why did the United States become the global superpower? Surely I am not the only 
person to think that America’s rise is historically amazing and unprecedented or to think that, rather than 
taking it for granted, a historical explanation was desirable of how this was possible and of how it came about. 
My answer started with the thesis that the late nineteenth century gave us an international society that 
produced unprecedented novelties which, in addition to its many well-known features, also had an enormous 
influence in transforming the way in which international relations were conceived and conducted. This 
impact was strikingly manifest in U.S. foreign policy, to whose unusual features I tried to call attention 
wherever possible. This was the problematic of the book, which was clearly stated in my introduction. One 
would think that the very existence and/or the attributes of international society would have been picked 
apart, or that my emphasis on the unique features of U.S. foreign policy would have been challenged. Instead, 

                                                        
4 Jim Holt, “In the Mountains of Mathematics,” The New York Review of Books, December 3, 2015, 52. 
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the readers persist in mixing up my explanation of the facticity of America’s unique historical position with a 
chauvinistic exceptionalism.   

This failure to grapple with large issues is also reflected in the absence of curiosity about what I had to say in 
my post World War II chapters, which comprise 4 of 10 chapters. Mystifying to me is why no one discussed 
in any detail the Cold War and after, the period in which America’s historically unprecedented global status 
and policies became fully evident. I had a lot to say about the Cold War: about continuity with prewar 
policies and postwar expectations, the impossibility of a resolution based on power, the role of ideology, 
culture, and consumerism, the place of credibility in U.S. policy, the role of multilateralism, the rise of 
international institutions, the significance of George Kennan, Mikhail Gorbachev’s place in the story, the 
nature of historical explanation, and the nature of human nature – and, as the legendary pitchman Ron Popiel 
would say, ‘there’s more!’ Again, my account was prompted by a basic question: Was the Cold War a struggle 
that can be explained in the traditional vocabulary of power relations, base interests, and empire or was it a 
novel, puzzling, even weird, historical phenomenon that requires a global social and cultural dimension if it is 
to be convincingly explained? Surely this was a much more complicated and interesting story than geopolitical 
business as usual. 

This indifference on the part of my critics to such eminently discussable questions is in large measure my 
fault, for I like to think that I could have made my arguments more clearly.  One can always write better.  
But, apart from my ample inadequacies, there may also be a bigger problem here in which the standards of 
criticism in our field continue to reflect hoary scholastic differences. Presumably, the purpose of historical 
criticism is to judge and improve our knowledge. Ideally, peer review should be like scientific criticism in 
which the conclusions of the researcher are expected to stand up to the evidence. In practice, however, 
historical criticism is more like criticism in movies, art, and music, in which the practice of criticism has done 
little to advance the state of the art.  I could say much more about this complicated, important, and too little 
discussed subject, but by now I have surely worn out my welcome. 

Sour grapes? Maybe, but I am not alone, for this kind of thing happens all the time, and not only in our 
guild.  For example, a few months ago I came across the following comment by the sociologist Howard S. 
Becker about critical reaction to his work: “It always astounds me what people read into what I write. There 
are all kinds of goofy interpretations. He says this, therefore he must mean that.”5 Indeed, Professor Becker, I 
commiserate. It leads one to wonder whether academia is populated by 007s who are armed with licenses to 
misunderstand and misinterpret.  

In coping with criticism of my work in the past, my operating principle has been that it is better to be 
criticized than to be ignored. This would suggest, as a corollary, that it is better to be misread than not to be 
read at all. Now I’m not so sure.  

                                                        
5 Who’s the Deviant, Here?” University of Chicago Magazine, July/August 2015. 
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