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 The term ‘foreign policy rhetoric’ 
describes the ideas – included in speeches 
and documents – which characterize 
American foreign policy discourse. 
Skeptics may argue that public rhetoric 
should not be relied on as evidence to 
support the genuine intentions behind 
a country’s foreign policy. They believe 
that public rhetoric is an instrument in 
the hands of the elites to deceive public 
opinion and hide the real reasons for a 
state’s international behavior34. Although 
this may be the case at times, this 
argument does not weaken the utility and 
importance of analyzing public rhetoric in 
foreign policy. According to the political 
scientist Michael Hunt, professor at the 
University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill, 
“Public rhetoric is not simply a screen 
tool or ornament. It is also, perhaps even 
primarily, a form of communication, rich 
in symbols and mythology and loosely 
constrained by certain rules. To be effective, 
public rhetoric must draw on values 
and concerns widely shared and easily 
understood by its audience [sic]5”. In other 

words, if public rhetoric is to be effective, 
it must be consistent with concerns 
and values deeply cherished by society. 
Public rhetoric is, therefore, essential to 

understanding a nation’s culture and to 
explaining certain fundamental aspects 
of its international behavior. 

The Illusion of US Isolationism

 As of September 2011, the United States was involved, at different levels, in military operations in 
Afghanistan, Iraq, Libya, Yemen and Somalia. America has more than 700 military installations overseas , 
and its military expenses account for almost half of the world’s total . This substantial foreign engagement 
directly contradicts the United States’ self-professed isolationism in foreign policy. The concept of US 
isolationism dates back to the colonial days. Evidence for example can be found in Thomas Paine’s work, 
Common Sense (1776). It was then often reiterated by US leaders, such as Thomas Jefferson and John 
Quincy Adams, not long after America had gained its independence. Nowadays, characterizations of 
US foreign policy as isolationist are even further complicated if one moves beyond the field of military 
intervention and considers the thick web of economic, political, and cultural international relations 
existing among states. But what about past American foreign policy? Is it sensible to describe it as 
isolationist? This article analyzes US foreign policy rhetoric to suggest an answer to this inquiry.
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US troops storm a beach in North Africa during World War II.
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Action Versus Example    
 American exceptionalism has been 
a pervasive theme throughout much of 
its history. Americans have considered 
themselves as an exceptional nation with 
a mission to reshape the world according 
to its universal values. The idea of US 
exceptionalism has been characterized by 
strong religious and secular components. 
The religious one draws on the beliefs 
of the first Puritan settlers from England 
and Scotland. They considered America 
the ‘New Israel’ and ‘a special religious 
place’ whose inhabitants were ‘blessed 
by God’. The secular component of US 
exceptionalism could be traced back to 
the age of Enlightenment. It is strongly 
influenced by the liberal philosophy of 

John Locke and the political economy of 
Adam Smith, and grants a special status 
to the concept of freedom. However, the 
same kind of widespread consensus has 
not always been reached on the way in 
which the United States should pursue 
this special mission. Can it be done by 
setting an example? Or does it require 
direct action? Ever since America adopted 
this exceptionalist credo, the primary 
debate over implementation has centered 
on two competing schools of thought.
 On the one hand, the ‘lead by 
example’ strategy calls for restraint in 
foreign policy. Proponents of this strategy 
argue that immoderate interventionism 
in an immoral international system would 
eventually corrupt the Republican values 

of the domestic system. Democracy is 
a fragile plant which needs constant 
care and protection. Liberty should 
primarily be perfected at home and then 
exported to others solely by the force 
of the example. Thomas Jefferson was a 
strenuous supporter of this strategy. He 
writes: “I hope that peace and amity with 
all nations will long be the character of 
our land, and that its prosperity under the 
Charter will react on the mind of Europe, 
and profit her by the example6”. And then 
again:

“The station which we occupy among 
the nations of the earth is honorable, but 
awful. Trusted with the destinies of this 
solitary republic of the world, the only 
monument of human rights, and the sole 
depository of the sacred fire of freedom 
and self-government, from hence it is 
to be lighted up in other regions of the 
earth, if other regions of the earth shall 
ever become susceptible of its benign 
influence7.”

The strategy of leading by example is 
also advanced by John Quincy Adams in 
one of his most famous quotes. “She [The 
United States] goes not abroad, in search 
of monsters to destroy. She is the well-
wisher to the freedom and independence 
of all. She is the champion and vindicator 
only of her own. She will commend the 
general cause by the countenance of her 
voice, and the benignant sympathy of her 
example8”.
 On the other hand, the ‘lead by 
action’ strategy calls for an assertive 
foreign policy. Democracy and freedom 
at home are inextricably bound to an 
active advancement of these American 
values abroad. As early as 1795, Alexander 
Hamilton describes the United States 
as “the embryo of a great empire9”. 
The narrative of the Manifest Destiny 
emblematically represents this strategy 
of action. John O’Sullivan, the American 

journalist who coined the term in the 
1840s, writes that it was “the fulfillment 
of our manifest destiny to overspread 
the continent allotted by Providence 
for the free development of our yearly 
multiplying millions10”. He also adds “We 
are the nation of human progress, and 
who will, what can, set limits to our onward 
march? Providence is with us, and no 
earthly power can11”. Although originally 
framed for the United States’ westward 
continental expansion, the narrative of 
Manifest Destiny was later adjusted for US 
interventions throughout the world12.
 The existence of two conflicting 
strategies often gave rise to lively 
debates and passionate confrontations 
on issues of foreign policy. The first one 
took place during George Washington’s 

administration and revolved around the 
ratification of the Jay Treaty with Great 
Britain. Secretary of the Treasury Alexander 
Hamilton supported the ratification and an 
assertive foreign policy. Thomas Jefferson, 
then Secretary of State, was against it and 
in favor of a foreign policy of aloofness. 
One of the criticisms moved to the treaty 
was that overly close economic relations 
with London would endanger America’s 
recently acquired freedom. The second 
confrontation concerned the 1846-48 War 
against Mexico. It saw President James 
Polk pushing for the annexation of the 
Mexican territories of California and New 
Mexico against the opposition of several 
members of Congress, both Democrats, 
as Senator John C. Calhoun, and Whigs, as 
Senator Joshua R. Giddings. The Spanish-

American War of 1898 prompted the 
third debate. President William McKinley’s 
project to annex the Spanish territories of 
Hawaii, The Philippines, Guam and Puerto 
Rico faced a strong resistance organized 
by a diverse group of politicians and 
intellectuals united under the banner of 
the Anti-Imperialist League. The fourth 
contest regarded US participation in the 
First World War. Senators George W. Norris 
and Robert M. La Follette were two leading 
voices within the anti-interventionist 
camp. One strong argument against 
intervention was that President Woodrow 
Wilson was taking the United States into 
war only to serve the interests of Wall 
Street bankers who had loaned large 
sums of money to the Entente powers. 
The onset of the Second World War set the 
stage for the fifth confrontation between 
the supporters of the two different foreign 
policy strategies. President Franklin D. 
Roosevelt and the Century Group favored 
US intervention, while the organization 
America First, and its leader Charles A. 
Lindbergh, strongly resisted it. Finally, it 
is sensible to accept the argument of the 
scholar Walter Mead, who set the date of 
1947 as the crossing of the Rubicon for 
this debate13. In fact, President Truman’s 
enunciation of the Containment Doctrine 
for the Cold War, that year, sanctioned, 
once and for all, the predominant status of 
the ‘lead by action’ strategy in US foreign 
policy. The strategy of the example did not 
disappear but markedly lost its power14. 
However, the persistence of the rhetoric of 
the ‘lead by example’ strategy throughout 
US history has largely contributed to the 
illusion of US isolationism in world affairs, 
which refers to the illusion of a nation 
pursuing a restrained foreign policy.

A Superficial and Partial Analysis of 
History
 We call US isolationism an illusion 
because it mainly originates from a 

Even if we accept the 
marginalization of the 

economic aspects of foreign 
policy, it is still hard to define 

US behavior in world affairs as 
isolationist. 

George Washington warned against foreign entanglements.
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superficial and partial analysis of historical 
events. Economically, America has always 
favored high levels of foreign engagement, 
especially in terms of trade. Indeed, since 
its independence and despite short-
lived attempts at economic isolation, 
the United States has steadily increased 
its commercial relations with foreign 
countries. At the turn of the 20th century, 
the US already had the largest economy in 
the world15. US historian and then Senator 
Albert J. Beveridge effectively describes 
this American penchant for international 
trade: “American factories are making 
more than the American people can use; 
American soil is producing more than 
they can consume. Fate has written our 
policy for us; the trade of the world must 
and shall be ours16”. 
 Even if we accept the 
marginalization of the economic 
aspects of foreign policy, it is still hard 
to define US behavior in world affairs as 
isolationist. If we take into consideration 
the confrontations between the lead-by-
action and the lead-by-example strategies 
listed above, we will find that the former 
has generally dominated. President 
Theodore Roosevelt briefly sums up US 
achievements in foreign policy during the 
19th century, a time usually considered as 
one of American isolationism:

“Of course our whole national history 
has been one of expansion. Under 
Washington and Adams we expanded 
westward to the Mississippi; under 
Jefferson we expanded across the 
continent to the mouth of the Columbia; 
under Monroe we expanded into Florida; 
and then into Texas and California; 
and finally, largely through the 
instrumentality of Seward, into Alaska; 
while under every administration the 
process of expansion in the great plains 
and the Rockies has continued with 
growing rapidity17.” 

In about one hundred years the United 
States, whether it was through wars, 
treaties or purchases, tripled the total area 
of its national territory. This is by no means 
the record of a nation with a restrained 
foreign policy. 
 Moreover, an incomplete analysis 
of three other historical events has fuelled 
the illusion of US isolationism. These are: 
President George Washington’s Farewell 
Address (1796), the enunciation of the 
Monroe Doctrine (1823) and the US 
Senate’s negative vote on the Covenant of 
the League of Nations (1919). The general 
wisdom holds that in his Farewell Address, 
President George Washington warns 
his fellow citizens to avoid “permanent 

alliances with any portion of the foreign 
world”, thus promoting a policy of isolation. 
This is a literal interpretation that does not 
take into consideration specific historical 
circumstances of that time. Back then, 
the United States had recently gained 
its independence from Great Britain 
and it was still too weak to meddle in 
conflicts among the much more powerful 
European nations. Washington himself 
later implies – in the same document – the 
US would adopt a different stance when 
the circumstances became favorable. 
He expresses this conviction by claiming 
that “the period is not far off, when we 
may defy material injury from external 
annoyance; when we may take such 
an attitude as will cause the neutrality 
we may at any time resolve upon to be 
scrupulously respected; when belligerent 
nations, under the impossibility of making 
acquisitions upon us, will not lightly 
hazard the giving us provocation; when 

we may choose peace or war, as our 
interest guided by justice shall Counsel 
[sic]”. Washington then adds that the US 
“at no distant period” would emerge as “a 
great Nation” in world affairs18. 
 President James Monroe’s doctrine 
is also considered strong evidence for an 
aloof foreign policy. The document states 
that “[US] policy in regard to Europe… 
remains the same, which is, not to 
interfere in the internal concerns of any 
of its powers.” Nevertheless, an alternative 
reading of the same document could 
describe the United States as still avoiding 
direct involvement in European affairs 
because it was aware of its inferior military 

capabilities, but nonetheless ready to 
create its own sphere of influence in the 
Western Hemisphere. Indeed, the Monroe 
Doctrine holds that “[the Americans] 
should consider any attempt on the part 
[of European countries] to extend their 
system to any portion of this hemisphere 
as dangerous to our peace and safety,” and 
that “we could not view any interposition 
for the purpose of oppressing [the 
countries of the Americas], or controlling 
in any other manner their destiny, by any 
European power in any other light than 
as the manifestation of an unfriendly 
disposition toward the United States19”. 
At the turn of the 20th century, President 
Theodore Roosevelt gives more credit to 
this alternative by articulating his Corollary 
to the Monroe Doctrine: “in the Western 
Hemisphere the adhesion of the United 
States to the Monroe Doctrine may force 

the United States, however reluctantly, 
in flagrant cases of such wrongdoing 
or impotence, to the exercise of an 
international police power20”. Therefore, 
the Monroe Doctrine was not only a call 
for the principle of non-interference 
from European powers in the Western 
Hemisphere but it also, and perhaps 
primarily, affirmed the US exclusive duty 
and right to intervene and direct events in 
that region of the world. 
 Finally, according to the isolationist 
view, the US Senate’s refusal to ratify 
the Covenant of the League of Nations 
represented an additional sign of US 
unwillingness to get involved in world 
affairs. Probably this was in fact the 
position of a small minority led by Senator 
Robert M. La Follette, who had opposed 
entering into WWI in the first place. 
However, as pointed out by historians, the 
great debate surrounding the League, far 
from being a call for a restrained foreign 
policy, was “something of a family feud” 
on “how America should sustain and 
extend its power and authority” in the 
world21. In other words, it was essentially 
a debate on the different strategies the 
US should apply in pursuing an assertive 
foreign policy. The principal reason for the 
Senate’s vote against the Covenant, was 
the provision contained in Article X:

“The Members of the League undertake to 
respect and preserve as against external 
aggression the territorial integrity and 
existing political independence of all 
Members of the League. In case of any 
such aggression or in case of any threat 
or danger of such aggression the Council 
shall advise upon the means by which 
this obligation shall be fulfilled22.”

The critics of the ratification argued 
that such system of collective security 
would infringe on US sovereignty and 
unnecessarily reduce its freedom of 
action.

In about one hundred years 
the United States, whether it 
was through wars, treaties or 

purchases, tripled the total 
area of its national territory.

Charge of the Rough Riders at San Juan Hill.
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Final Remarks
 This analysis shows that 
isolationism has represented a recurrent 
component of US foreign policy rhetoric. 
It also conveys that such an isolationist 
brand of US foreign policy has often 
competed with a more interventionist 
one. As a result of successive 
confrontations, however, the supporters 
of isolationism have generally ended up 
on the losing side.

 Thus, going back to our original 
question, is it sensible to define past US 
foreign policy as isolationist? After this 
assessment, the answer should be no. In 
fact, it is reasonable to argue that calls 
for an isolationist foreign policy had and 
still have an important place in US public 
rhetoric. But in the past, as for today, 
these calls were not the main and more 
potent driver of US foreign policy.

 The US has increasingly turned to using the military to administer humanitarian aid in 
recent years.  This process has come under attack from many academics and foreign officials.  
Using action in Colombia from 1999 to present as a case study, this article evaluates the use of 
military vice civilian and NGO agencies to administer humanitarian aid.  The article includes 
a suggested model of response to situations such as that found in Colombia today, where the 
military first has to maintain security, then transition over to civilian and NGO aid.

Ian King
Bachelor of Science, Government
US Coast Guard Academy, 2012

Militarization of Aid and its 
Implications for Colombia

 In recent years, both academics and 
officials have grown increasingly critical 
of the militarization of humanitarian aid, 
as witnessed in Colombia since 1999.  This 
article considers the various organizations 
and politics underpinning US foreign policy 
and aims to clarify the reasoning behind the 
militarization of aid, focusing primarily on 
official reports from government agencies, as 
well as differing angles of criticism and support 
for the militarization of humanitarian aid.
 In 1999, the United States bolstered 
its humanitarian aid commitment to Colombia 
by participating in President Andrés Pastrana’s 
“Plan Colombia.”1  Although this plan rose 
and fell with the State Department’s Andean 

Counterdrug Initiative, it left behind a 
significant military presence for security and 
training purposes.2 

 Critics of the militarization of aid, 
such as Chalmers Johnson and Amnesty 
International, often point to its potentially 
negative consequences as reasons to avoid 
it for humanitarian purposes.  However, the 
actual decision to use the military is usually 
a short-term reaction to crisis with the aim of 
providing security and stability in the affected 
country.  The real, longer-term problem stems 
from the lack of planning for the transition to aid 
from civilian agencies and non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs).3

The Practical Need for Military Action
 The involvement of any military force in 
response to crisis is viewed as a dramatic event 
and raises suspicions.  However, according to a 
report from the RAND Corporation: 

“The United States has historically provided 
assistance to the security forces of repressive, 
non-democratic countries that do not share 
its political ideals. This assistance is intended 
to improve their ability to deal with threats 
such as terrorism and perhaps to improve 
human rights. The security forces in these 
countries are not accountable to the public, 
and their activities and approaches are not 
transparent.”4

 The US military’s ample resources 
and constant level of readiness give it greater 
capabilities for rapid deployment than any 

Fmr. Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld Meeting 
with Fmr. Colombian President  Andres Pastrana
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