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Internationalism: From Splendid Isolation to World Leadership
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Dear United States of America,

George Washington’s Farewell Address of 1796 contains a passage that shaped American
foreign policy for well over a century. “It is our true policy,” he wrote, “to steer clear of
permanent alliances with any portion of the foreign world.” He was not arguing for
indifference to what happened beyond America’s borders. He was arguing that a young
republic, still fragile and geographically distant from the great powers, had more to gain
from commerce and neutrality than from the entanglements of European power politics.
It was a practical position, grounded in the realities of 1796. It became, in the hands of
later generations, something closer to a doctrine — and then, in the hands of still later
ones, something closer to a religion. The Monroe Doctrine of 1823 extended this logic
westward. President James Monroe declared that the Western Hemisphere was off-
limits to further European colonisation — and that the United States would not, in turn,
meddle in European affairs. Two spheres, two sets of rules. It was a bold statement for a
country that did not yet have the military power to enforce it. But it planted a flag, and
the flag held. For most of the nineteenth century, the United States turned inward —
expanding across a continent, fighting a civil war, industrialising at a pace that
astonished the world — while the great powers of Europe played their games of alliances
and colonies largely without American involvement.

The first great test of this worldview came in 1917, when Woodrow Wilson — who had
won re-election in 1916 partly on the slogan “He kept us out of war” — asked Congress
to declare war on Germany. He framed it not as a departure from American tradition but
as its fulfilment: the United States was entering the war, he said, “to make the world safe
for democracy.” After the armistice, Wilson went to Paris personally — the first sitting
American president to travel to Europe — and came back with the Treaty of Versailles
and a proposed League of Nations that he believed would make another world war
impossible. He was received in Paris, London, and Rome by crowds of millions. He was
awarded the Nobel Peace Prize. He had everything except the sixty-seven Senate votes
he needed for ratification. Senator Henry Cabot Lodge of Massachusetts led the
opposition, and the treaty — rejected twice — never passed. The United States, having
helped to win the war, declined to help build the peace. The League of Nations limped
forward without its most powerful potential member. Historians still argue about what
might have been different had Wilson succeeded. What is not in dispute is what followed:
twenty years of instability, the rise of fascism, and World War II vastly more destructive
than the first.
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The second test came in 1941, and this time there was no question. Pearl Harbour ended
the debate. When the war was over, the United States did not repeat the mistake of 1919.
Instead, under Presidents Roosevelt and Truman, it did something that had no real
historical precedent: it used its overwhelming postwar power to build the international
order rather than withdraw from it.

The Marshall Plan channeled thirteen billion dollars (roughly 130 billion dollars today)
into the reconstruction of Western Europe. The United Nations was established in San
Francisco in 1945, and this time the United States was not just a member but a founding
architect. NATO bound America to the defence of Europe in a permanent alliance of
exactly the kind Washington had warned against — and which, in the circumstances of
1949, most Americans judged to be a necessary departure from his advice. The Bretton
Woods institutions — the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund — were
designed in an American resort town in New Hampshire and reflected American
economic philosophy. The international order of the second half of the twentieth century
was, to a degree unmatched in history, an American construction.

Writing from Vienna in 2026, I am acutely aware of what that construction has meant
for Europe.

The continent on which I live has had the longest period of peace among its major powers
in recorded history — and while European integration deserves much of the credit, the
American security guarantee that underpinned it for eighty years deserves at least as
much. This is not a comfortable thing for Europeans to acknowledge, and many prefer
not to. But it is true. Washington’s advice to avoid permanent alliances was wise for 1796.
Whether it remains wise for 2026 is the question that hangs over American foreign policy
now, as it has hung over it in every era of serious challenge.

What the journey from the Monroe Doctrine to the Marshall Plan shows, at the very least,
is that America has always been capable of revising its understanding of its own interests
when the world demanded it — sometimes reluctantly, sometimes too late, but
ultimately. That capacity for revision — for looking at a changed world and asking what
the founding principles actually require of you now — is, one likes to think, among the
most important things the republic inherited from its founders.

Yours, with great admiration and transatlantic devotion,

Franz J. Heidinger
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