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Although most of the essays that make up this volume were originally published separately in the 1970s and ‘80s, their collective release in 2002 was timely as the United States entered a new phase of statecraft in the world.  Indeed, given Lloyd Ambrosius’s persuasive argument for continuity in American foreign policy during the twentieth century, the second Bush’s ideologically-driven, unilateral approaches in Afghanistan and Iraq appear less as a departure from the main current of U.S. foreign relations than as the sequel to a long episode of making the world in America’s image.  Wilsonianism, the label that Woodrow Wilson’s political heirs placed on the post-World War I vision articulated by the academic-turned-statesman, laid the groundwork for and fueled America’s foreign policy throughout the “American century.”  Wilson’s emphasis on national self-determination and Open Door economic globalization; his advocacy of diplomatic means to provide collective security for diverse nations; and his employment of progressive history, with its vision for an improved future, continue to frame the American state’s approach to the world.  Ambrosius thus argues that in order to understand America’s historical and present role in world affairs, one must understand Wilsonianism.     

A political realist who was influenced by his mentor, historian Norman A. Graebner, as well as by Reinhold Niebuhr and Hans Morgenthau, Ambrosius critiques Wilsonian ideology and statecraft and asserts the need for the responsible exercise of power in foreign relations.  And while this book covers much familiar ground, it also aims to shift the “central focus to the paradox of global interdependence and pluralism” (2).  Ambrosius emphasizes global diversity, the links between integration and fragmentation of twentieth-century national identities, and Wilson’s inability to overcome his ideological attachments to his own national identity and recognize real-world diversity and competing interests as barriers against applying American democracy to foreign peoples.  The relationships between the articles in this book expose the connections between Wilson’s thinking and those of later statesmen, including Harry Truman, Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara, and both George Bushes.  The perpetuation of Wilson’s ambitious yet myopic and parochial plan for a “new world order” forms a central theme of this book.  Thus Wilsonianism represents a history of politics, diplomacy, and ideas.  

The book’s scholarly contribution lies partly in its articulation of familiar points with the coherence of a set of essays that support and complement one another.  To be sure, Ambrosius’s pieces cite an impressive number of secondary scholarly sources; scholarly and political works by Wilson; German scholarly publications and archival material on Wilsonian diplomacy; American presidential addresses and archival sources from a number of presidential libraries; congressional records; newspapers of various ethnic groups in the United States; and memoirs, biographies, and autobiographies by and about influential political figures of the twentieth century.  Yet it is the positioning of the writings on those materials that yields an effective argument.  Ambrosius contributes to an understanding of current world affairs—and of the American role within them—by posing to Americans in the twenty-first century the problem of identifying and making sense of the foreign policy traditions of the United States.  

Ambrosius makes his case in four sections.  In the first, “History and Ideology,” he identifies Wilson’s flawed application of his American conceptions of nation and government to post-World War I European diplomacy.  The idea of the League of Nations embodied the President’s desire for the world to achieve the “organic unity” (24) gained by the United States during its Civil War.  Additionally, Wilson supported racial hierarchy and thus “rejected genuine pluralism or equality for all peoples around the world” (29).  With the League of Nations, Wilson presupposed the universal validity of American-style values and failed to take into account the diversity of interests and values among the peoples of the world. 

The second part shows that Wilson’s American-centered diplomatic notions impacted negotiations in Paris—and often for the worse.  Ultimately, Wilson’s vision for the American role in world affairs reflected the isolationism of American diplomacy.  In negotiating with Georges Clemenceau, Wilson relied on a utopian view of the League of Nations that allowed for inadequate provisions in the enforcement of the Versaille Treaty.  His inability to support concrete methods for protecting France from Germany failed to solve the German problem.  Part III deals with ethnicity and self-determination; again the theme of integration and fragmentation comes into clear view.  Chapter 7 explains that Wilson expected immigrant groups in the United States to unite behind the war and that he did not anticipate the divisive effects of pluralism at home.  In another chapter, Ambrosius analyzes Wilson’s role in turning national self-determination into “a key principle in international politics” (126).  Here the author continues an earlier discussion of Wilson’s historicist perspective on national identity—that such identity, or the “national idea,” was the result of a process.  Just as the American Civil War had firmed up such a notion in the American mind, national identities should develop in postwar Europe.  And for minority groups—Jews in Poland, for example—Wilson supported assimilation, another American ideal.  In the end, Wilson’s vision for a new world order never addressed the “inherent dilemmas of self-determination” (134) and failed see that democratic theories did not in themselves form the basis for political stability.  

In the final section, “Historiography and Wilsonian Statecraft,” Ambrosius delivers the strongest part of his case for the pervasiveness of Wilson’s worldview in twentieth-century American foreign relations.  In Chapter 11, he argues that although the New Left opposed the realist position in American foreign policy, New Left revisionists nonetheless failed to challenge the progressive view of a new world order and “maintained the basic Wilsonian perspective of the American diplomatic tradition” (155).  In the most trenchant discussion of the book, Ambrosius takes on Robert McNamara, who “was directly responsible for the terrible consequences” of the Vietnam War (157).  Focusing on the former defense secretary’s memoirs on the conflict and his recommendations for limiting war-related deaths in the future—particularly Argument Without End (1999) and Wilson’s Ghost (2001)—Ambrosius reasserts the idea that responsibility must accompany power.  Hindered by the myopia of the American exceptionalist view, McNamara saw himself as a proponent of Wilsonian self-determination.  Yet he failed to question the soundness of the domino theory, which enabled American actions that many Vietnamese considered a continuation of Western imperialism.  

Particularly in his discussion of McNamara, Ambrosius delivers a persuasive argument for the enduring presence of the Wilsonian perspective.  Still, although there is little need to amend the assignment of culpability to McNamara for an unnecessarily drawn-out conflict, the author appears to overlook the extent to which that statesman began to reassess his role in Vietnam by the 1990s.  By 1995, McNamara acknowledged the short-sightedness and insularity of American foreign policy when he stated that “we viewed the people and leaders of South Vietnam in terms of our own experience. . . .We underestimated the power of nationalism to motivate a people. . . . Our misjudgments of friend and foe alike reflected our profound ignorance of the history, culture, and politics of the people in the area. . . .”
  Such an omission suggests that the author’s view of McNamara is too one-dimensional.  And it undercuts a central purpose of this book, which is to contribute to a debate about democracy, diversity, imperialism, and national ideology.  Nevertheless, Ambrosius succeeds in providing a coherent analysis of twentieth-century American foreign policy.         
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