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​For Walter LaFeber
Teacher, Scholar, and Inspiration



​History has to be rewritten by each generation. Even if  the facts 
are the same, the slant on the facts will be different.

—Cornell historian Carl Becker answering the question: What is 
the good of  history?

A professor is someone who thinks otherwise.
—Walter LaFeber praising Carl Becker
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Introduction
Thinking Otherwise

Susan A. Brewer, Richard H. Immerman, and Douglas Little

Walter LaFeber, one of  the most distinguished 
US historians, wowed generations of  Cornellians from the moment he arrived 
in Ithaca in 1959 through his death in March 2021. He was a legendary and re-
vered teacher whose lectures on the history of  US foreign policy drew hundreds 
of  students every semester during the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s. He was a prize-
winning scholar whose insightful accounts of  US relations with Russia (and the 
Soviet Union), Central America, and Japan and best-selling textbook, The Ameri-
can Age, became “must-reads” in history courses across the country and around 
the globe. He was a devoted mentor to dozens of  undergraduate and graduate 
students who pursued careers in college teaching, US government service, the 
law, the fine arts, philanthropy, and business and industry. And perhaps most 
important, in his lectures, his scholarship, and his dealings with the contributors 
to this book, he made a habit of  thinking otherwise.

On a sun-dappled Saturday afternoon in September 2021, eight of  us con-
verged on Frank Costigliola’s house nestled in the Connecticut woods to remi-
nisce and celebrate Walt’s life. Out of  that informal gathering came plans for a 
book honoring him. The idea had emerged in the wake of  a glowing tribute 
that had taken place at a meeting of  the Society for Historians of  American 
Foreign Relations (SHAFR) a few months earlier. Walt’s wife Sandy, his 
daughter Suzanne, and his son Scott also drove down from Boston for the day. 
Over white wine and craft beer, we shared our favorite stories about Walt, both 
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personal and professional, and reached consensus on several things. He was the 
greatest teacher and wisest mentor that anyone present had ever encountered. 
His days must have lasted more than twenty-four hours for him to have written 
so many iconic books and articles while still managing to stay in touch with 
students, friends, and colleagues. He preferred dogs to cats. Although he often 
lost faith in the Chicago Cubs, he never lost his love for them. And if  Walt were 
to learn that a project such as this was in the works, he surely would have asked: 
“Don’t you all have something more productive to do with your time?”

LaFeber was an extraordinarily approachable teacher, a brilliant historian, and the kindest and 
wisest mentor the contributors to this volume have ever known. Courtesy of the Cornell 
University Archives.
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At a literal farm-to-table dinner that night and brunch the following morn-
ing, this self-styled “LaFeber posse”—five former undergraduates, two former 
PhD students, and a lifelong friend—came up with an idea for an unconven-
tional tribute designed to showcase not their own research but Walt’s schol-
arly work and his profound impact on the profession. The LaFeber posse would 
eventually double in size (evenly split between undergraduate and graduate 
alums who spanned some four decades of  study with Walt at Cornell) and 
begin meeting regularly over Zoom to plan the collection of  chapters that 
follows. Over Halloween weekend in October 2022, the Cornell history de-
partment, with notable support from Andrew Tisch, David Maisel, and the 
LaFeber family, hosted a workshop in Ithaca that brought the entire posse to-
gether for the first time in the flesh. It was an experience unlike any academic 
gathering any of  the posse members could remember. After a presentation 
of  each chapter, there was a freewheeling discussion about how best to en-
sure that the whole was greater than the sum of  the parts. Posse members 
criticized and complimented one another. They told stories. Mostly strangers 
previously, they bonded over Walt.

What has emerged is a tribute divided into two sections. Chapters 1 to 3 
profile “Walt the person” by charting his career at Cornell, recalling his forma-
tive years in graduate school, and showing how he literally made his way into 
the archival records, where he did so much scholarly research. Chapters 4 to 9 
celebrate “LaFeber the great historian” and demonstrate his enduring influence 
on the field of  US diplomatic history by linking six of  his monographs and re-
lated writings to his abiding concern about the fate of  the US experiment from 
the eighteenth century to the present. Neither biography, nor historiography, 
nor hagiography, this book is a testament to a teacher-scholar who managed to 
inspire thousands of  students and publish more than a dozen books while still 
finding time to attend baseball games, even when his beloved Cubs were not 
playing, and to catch Tony Award–winning performances on Broadway.

Walter LaFeber arrived at Cornell University a few weeks shy of  his twenty-
sixth birthday and would spend his entire career teaching there. Cornell is an 
Ivy League school but also a land-grant institution, a place that, when Walt 
arrived, combined the intimacy of  tiny Hanover College, where he had earned 
his BA, and the high-powered research environment of  the University of  
Wisconsin–Madison, where he had earned his PhD. Ithaca, the city Walt came 
to call home, had a population of  just under 30,000 in August 1959, twenty 
times the size of  Walkerton, Indiana, where he had grown up, but much 
smaller than Boston or New Haven. In short, Cornell was a perfect fit, and 
Ithaca was a perfect setting, for a rising academic star who, as David Green 
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and Douglas Little confirm in chapter 1, soon became the archetypal teacher-
scholar on campus.

During the late 1950s, Cornell could already boast a cadre of  world-famous 
faculty—including Hans Bethe in physics, Clinton Rossiter in government, and 
Vladimir Nabokov in comparative literature—who set a high standard for en-
gaged teaching. In no time at all, Walt would join their ranks, thanks mainly to 
his two-semester lecture course on US foreign policy but also his seminars on 
Cold War diplomacy and, occasionally, his rendition of  the US survey pitched 
to first-year students. The secret to his success in the classroom was not very 
complicated. Walt kept his lectures focused on the forest rather than the trees, 
he never wavered in setting high expectations for his students, and he radiated a 
kindness and a humility that made him extraordinarily approachable.

Undergraduates and PhD students were not the only Cornellians enthralled 
by Walt LaFeber. As early as the mid-1960s, faculty colleagues across campus 
admired his leadership and respected his commitment to principle. From the 
1970s through the 1990s and beyond, deans, provosts, and presidents sought his 
counsel, and trustees were astonished by his commitment to the university. Yet 
although Walt was hopelessly devoted to Cornell, he remained, first and fore-
most, a historian who had no interest whatsoever in becoming an administrator, 
as he once made very clear with his trademark sense of  humor. “When Dale 
Corson became President in 1969, . . . ​I told someone I thought so highly of  
Dale that I’d help collect the garbage at Cornell if  he asked me,” Walt recalled 
long afterward. “Several years later, Dale asked me to be Dean of  the Arts Col-
lege. I immediately said no.” Then came the punchline: “He said he had heard 
I’d collect garbage for him. I said that yes I would, but I would not be Dean.”1

In chapter 2, Lloyd Gardner and Thomas McCormick reveal how Walt LaFe-
ber came to be that historian. After earning his MA at Stanford, he entered the 
PhD program at the University of  Wisconsin—then, as now, a hotbed of  pro-
gressivism in a state where the ghost of  Robert (“Fighting Bob”) LaFollette 
shadow-boxed with the country’s leading right-wing demagogue, Joseph 
(“Tail Gunner Joe”) McCarthy. Madison, the state capital, was riven by a town 
and gown divide, with many locals convinced that graduate students in the hu-
manities and social sciences, and the professors who taught them, were at best 
parlor pinks and at worst card-carrying communists. The reality, however, was a 
bit different. After all, this was the Midwest in the 1950s. Like Gardner and Mc-
Cormick, his good friends from his renowned graduate student cohort, Walt 
was a disenchanted member of  the “Silent Generation” who liked to sip lime 
Cokes at Rennebohm’s drugstore in the afternoon. But often in the evenings, 
all three of  them would eagerly attend bull sessions hosted by William Apple-
man Williams, where they traded ideas with him and other young UW faculty.
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Walt came to challenge Cold War orthodoxy while writing a dissertation 
on the roots of  US expansion in the nineteenth century and discovering how, 
as another historian would put it several decades later, the United States had 
managed to hide an empire.2 To be sure, Bill Williams and Walt’s (and Bill’s) 
mentor, Fred Harvey Harrington, always asked: Where’s the economics? But 
the “Wisconsin School revisionists” took their cues from Charles A. Beard, not 
Karl Marx, and those who later claimed that Walt and his comrades were “eco-
nomic determinists” or, even worse, apologists for the Kremlin, either misun-
derstood or misrepresented the nature of  their critique of  US foreign policy. 
Rather than endorsing Soviet premier Nikita Khrushchev’s attacks on US im-
perialism, Walt LaFeber shared President Dwight Eisenhower’s fear that the 
exigencies of  the Cold War abroad were putting democracy at risk at home. 
“We must guard against the acquisition of  unwarranted influence, whether 
sought or unsought, by the military-industrial complex,” Ike warned in a fare-
well address not long after Walt left Madison for Ithaca. “The potential for 
the disastrous rise of  misplaced power exists and will persist.”3 Two decades 
later Walt would succinctly describe his place on the political spectrum. “I’m 
hardly a radical revisionist, as people who are (and are also good friends, such 
as Lloyd Gardner) keep reminding me,” he told one of  the contributors to this 
book in September 1980. “It is difficult to hold a chair at Cornell and be a 
radical—at least some times. On the other hand, I’m not about to go into 
a monastery to prove a point.”4

As David Langbart makes clear in chapter 3, few historians at Cornell or 
anywhere else have been more committed than Walt LaFeber to archival re-
search or as determined to promote preservation of  records and scholarly ac-
cess to classified material. Walt’s books utilize a broad array of  US documentary 
sources ranging from the Library of  Congress and the National Archives to 
presidential libraries and state historical societies. He recognized the impor-
tance of  multi-archival research, frequently visiting the British Public Record 
Office and utilizing Latin American, Russian, and Japanese documents in trans-
lation. And as chair of  the State Department’s Historical Advisory Committee 
during the Nixon and Ford administrations, Walt was a persistent, though not 
always successful, advocate for more rapid declassification of  government se-
crets that were essential for the accuracy of  the Foreign Relations of  the United 
States series.

The archives reveal that not long after the fall of  Saigon, the United States 
Information Agency invited Walt to deliver a series of  lectures in the Far East. 
In late 1975 Walt visited universities in Singapore, Japan, and Thailand, where 
he recapped the history of  the US emergence as a Pacific power and ruminated 
on the likely fallout from the debacle in Vietnam. Walt’s candid appraisal of  
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the US predicament in Asia reflected a sincere, but critical, patriotism. This 
was consistent with the values he embraced during graduate school at Wis-
consin and throughout his career at Cornell: the resolve necessary to make 
the past come alive in the lecture hall, faith that scholarly integrity would set 
the historical record straight, a belief  in the importance of  an educated citi-
zenry, and the hope that, under the right circumstances, US policy makers 
might learn from their mistakes.

Chapters 4–9 highlight our second goal: to address Walter LaFeber’s wide-
ranging contributions to the field of  diplomatic history and the broader pub-
lic conversation about US foreign policy. His scholarship has had a profound 
impact on our understanding of  the history of  US foreign relations. Some of  
his writings became master narratives for the important matters he explored, 
while others nudged the field in new directions. Examined collectively, chap-
ters 4–9 reveal the common denominators of  LaFeber’s scholarship: the im-
plication of  the admonition to “extend the sphere,” the synergies between 
domestic dynamics and foreign imperatives, and the interplay of  structural 
forces and individual agency. At the same time, these chapters reveal LaFeber’s 
remarkable range. His monographs spanned geography and chronology, ad-
dressing economics, race, political culture, and technological advances, some-
times alone but often in combination.

These chapters are written to stand alone, but they are best understood to-
gether. By focusing on six of  LaFeber’s most important books and linking 
them to contemporary issues, we, the contributors to this book, examine the 
broad spectrum of  his concerns, his arguments, and his enduring influence. 
These considerations, in turn, have led us to expand and extrapolate from what 
we have learned. Put differently, LaFeber’s writings have provoked us to think 
otherwise.

Like most freshly minted historians, Walter LaFeber revised and expanded 
his dissertation into his first book. And as Susan Brewer and Robert Hanni-
gan detail in chapter 4, oh, what a book it was! In The New Empire, LaFeber 
outlined the intellectual, strategic, and economic underpinnings of  an outward 
thrust that culminated in war with Spain in 1898 and the emergence of  the 
United States as a great power. He showed that far from being an aberration, 
the US acquisition of  colonies in the Caribbean and the Far East during the 
late 1890s signaled the US transition from continental to transoceanic expan-
sion, a compelling new interpretive framework that in 1963 earned him the 
American Historical Association’s Albert J. Beveridge Prize.

In his lectures and in his writings on the antebellum period, LaFeber traced 
this expansionist impulse back several generations to James Madison, the 
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“Father of  the Constitution,” who argued in the 1780s that the most effective 
solution to the political challenges facing the new republic was to “extend the 
sphere.” Then LaFeber turned the spotlight on his hero, John Quincy Adams, 
who as secretary of  state in 1823 persuaded the president he served to pro-
mulgate the Monroe Doctrine, a geopolitical blueprint for a rising US empire 
that would take on increasingly theological overtones from the 1890s to the 
1940s and beyond. “I’ve not been able to discover how doctrine became a term 
in US foreign policy, but it is clear that it has an overweight religious compo-
nent that makes it central to understanding US foreign policy—and why Amer-
icans support it,” LaFeber confessed four decades after the publication of  The 
New Empire. “It began when doctrine first appeared during the 2nd Great 
Awakening and took off  from there—until now, every President has to be 
certified American by having a doctrine.”5

Having reframed the traditional narrative of  the US collision with Spain 
during the 1890s, LaFeber turned his attention to the US collision with the So-
viet Union on Harry Truman’s watch. In chapter 5, Frank Costigliola and Jef-
frey Engel not only reveal how LaFeber came to write America, Russia, and the 
Cold War, his most widely read book, but also uncover the evolution of  a great 
historian’s thinking in response to the shifting relationship and intensifying ri-
valry between the superpowers. Juggling the relativism of  Carl Becker, the 
realism of  George Kennan, and the revisionism of  his mentors at Wisconsin, 
LaFeber sought to solve a riddle posed by Reinhold Niebuhr: Was the Cold 
War a Greek tragedy of  inevitability or a Christian tragedy of  possibility? 
Through ten editions, LaFeber would spend forty years refining his answer, 
adding new research, while preserving a crisp, concise analysis of  the evolv-
ing Soviet-US rivalry that would be read by thousands and thousands of  stu-
dents. Dismissing those who framed the Cold War as “a long peace” that never 
saw the United States and Russia fire shots in anger at each other, he empha-
sized the terrible human costs that the superpowers inflicted on ordinary men, 
women, and children after the Cold War spilled over into Asia, Africa, the 
Middle East, and Latin America.6

A year after the sixth edition of  America, Russia, and the Cold War appeared 
in 1988, LaFeber reiterated that both Washington and Moscow had a respon-
sibility to end the decades-old conflict peacefully. “I cared less about who was 
the good and who was the bad guy,” he said, explaining that he was “much 
more interested in pointing out how both the Soviet and US systems, not just 
the Soviet, had their backs against the wall by the mid-1980s and had to make 
some compromises in the Cold War to survive intact, or relatively intact.”7

The rise of  Mikhail Gorbachev and the soft landing at the end of  the Cold 
War would have surprised Niebuhr, and LaFeber gave George H. W. Bush high 
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marks in 1989 for not dancing on the Berlin Wall. Yet the next three decades 
would bring a series of  missed opportunities that seemed to confirm that, even 
after the fall of  communism, conflict between the United States and Russia 
would remain a chronic condition. The 1990s brought neither “the end of  his-
tory” nor a massive “peace dividend.” Rather, emerging from the post–Cold 
War decade were failed states from Somalia to Haiti, the sudden collapse of  
the Kremlin’s empire, and the rise of  Islamic extremism—problems that could 
not be solved by relying on military alliances, covert operations, economic le-
verage, or other gadgets that had been in the US tool kit during the Cold War. 
By the early twenty-first century, LaFeber feared that a new cold war with Rus
sia was inevitable, not only because of  Vladimir Putin’s determination to re-
verse what the Russian autocrat saw as the greatest tragedy of  the twentieth 
century—the demise of  the Soviet Union—but also because of  US arrogance 
and ignorance in expanding the NATO military alliance into former Soviet 
domains.

Readers of  chapter 6, by Lorena Oropeza and James Siekmeier, will not be 
surprised to learn that inevitability was also the central theme of  LaFeber’s 
most controversial book. Inevitable Revolutions was published in 1983, just as 
Washington was escalating its not-so-secret covert war against left-wing insur-
gents in Central America, whom the Reagan administration claimed were 
Cuban-inspired and Soviet-controlled. Vigorously rejecting that claim, LaFe-
ber argued that the turmoil in Nicaragua, El Salvador, and their neighbors was 
merely the latest episode in the centuries-old US quest for hegemony over its 
Latin neighbors. Driven by security concerns in the Caribbean, economic in-
terests ranging from Guatemala to Chile, and reflexive anticommunism, US 
policies and actions had produced not democracy but “neo dependency,” a bru-
tal and exploitative system that would cost thousands of  lives in Central 
America during the 1980s.

In many ways, Inevitable Revolutions was a bookend to the story LaFeber had 
begun to tell in The New Empire. Race figured much more prominently in his 
analysis of  the 1980s than in his account of  the 1890s, something that reflected 
a field in transition, with diplomatic historians focusing less on the white men 
who controlled US foreign policy and more on the people of  color who were 
on the receiving end of  US hegemony. Because Inevitable Revolutions sold well 
and was widely adopted for classroom use, LaFeber became a lightning rod for 
supporters of  Reagan’s anticommunist crusade in Central America, transform-
ing him briefly into an embattled public intellectual, a role in which he was 
never comfortable. His abiding faith in democracy, however, never wavered, 
notwithstanding right-wing critics erroneously branding him a Marxist.
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Even as he was chronicling the carnage in Central America, LaFeber was 
turning his attention to Asia, where, as Anne Foster and Andrew Rotter high-
light in chapter 7, he prophesied that deepening rivalries across the Pacific 
would preoccupy US policy makers well into the new millennium. The Clash, 
which won the 1998 Bancroft Prize, is much more than an overview of  US 
relations with Japan from the 1850s through the 1990s. As with his past work, 
LaFeber adopted a state-centered approach, but he examined tensions between 
Washington and Tokyo through a transnational lens and utilized many 
Japanese-language sources to tell his story from both ends of  the telescope. 
The book also reflects an acute sense of  place, with the geographic distance 
between LaFeber’s native Midwest and the Far East shrinking geopolitically, 
like objects in a side-view mirror that are actually closer than they appear.

Once again, race figured prominently in The Clash, not only in LaFeber’s 
analysis of  the xenophobic mutual demonization that led the United States 
and Japan to engage in a “war without mercy” during the 1940s, but also in 
his description of  the striking differences in how the two countries approached 
economic matters during the 1970s and 1980s. With a bow to the cultural 
turn in diplomatic history, LaFeber argued that Japanese-style capitalism—
hierarchical, government-directed, and oligopolistic—had deep roots in the 
island nation’s past that ran counter to US practice and tradition, which fea-
tured the open door, a faith in the magic of  the marketplace, and a ferocious 
individualism that had enabled nineteenth-century statesmen to extend the 
sphere. At a time when the Clinton administration was preoccupied with 
crises in the Balkans and the Middle East, The Clash made a prescient case 
that, sooner rather than later, the United States would need to pivot to Asia.

In chapter 8, Sayuri Guthrie-Shimizu and Jessica Wang underscore LaFe-
ber’s abiding mistrust of  centralized economic power; his lifelong enthusiasm 
for baseball, basketball, and other sports; and, hovering above both, his fond-
ness for state-centered diplomatic history and his ambivalence about “the cul-
tural turn.” Michael Jordan and the New Global Capitalism could only have been 
written by a Wisconsin School revisionist who grew up shooting hoops in high 
school, rooting for the Notre Dame Fighting Irish, and shuttling regularly 
between Walkerton, Indiana, and Wrigley Field. At the dawn of  what LaFeber 
suspected would become the Asian Century, baseball had emerged as the na-
tional pastime in Japan, and Michael Jordan, aka “His Airness,” who had been 
acclaimed the greatest player in NBA history, was more popular in China than 
Mao Zedong.

Thanks to ESPN and other media giants, professional sports became one 
of  the most potent instruments of  US “soft power” in the post-Cold War era, 
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while US multinational corporations like Nike, Michael Jordan’s sponsor, be-
came force multipliers. Equally important, as LaFeber pointed out in his 
SHAFR presidential address in 1999, was innovative US technology, which 
served as the third leg of  this soft-power tripod during a short-lived “unipolar 
moment” after the Cold War, when policy makers in Washington struggled 
to prevent Japan from surpassing the United States economically and to pre-
pare for China’s emergence as a military superpower. Yet despite LaFeber’s co-
gent critique of  Nike, Microsoft, and the “Coca-colonization” of  the world, 
his model failed to recognize the resilience of  non-US folkways or the ability 
of  local peoples around the world to forge new meanings from US cultural 
exports. Nevertheless, his warning that, by concentrating too much financial 
power in a handful of  multinational conglomerates, globalization was more 
likely to bring corporate autocracy than universal prosperity, would ring true 
by the third decade of  the twenty-first century.

In chapter 9, Eric Alterman and Richard Immerman address Walter LaFe-
ber’s career-long preoccupation with the durability of  the US experiment. They 
discuss his final book, The Deadly Bet, as a timeless but underappreciated 
political allegory featuring heroes and villains during the annus horribilis 1968. 
The Deadly Bet was published in 2005 at the very moment when the United 
States was sinking ever deeper into quicksand on the Euphrates as a result of  
a disastrous policy that evoked memories of  an earlier quagmire on the Me-
kong. This succinct book is LaFeber’s most explicit commentary on US rac-
ism, political opportunism, and other domestic pathologies. The teacher and 
citizen-scholar shared Alexis de Tocqueville’s conviction that democracy was 
not compatible with empire, and he feared that the fallout from the 9/11 at-
tacks might be worse than the legacy of  the Vietnam War.

Donald Trump’s four years in the White House heightened LaFeber’s fears, 
and his preferred outcome in the 2020 election was never in doubt. “Biden can 
go to sleep after his inauguration and remain comatose until 2025,” LaFeber 
quipped two months before voters went to the polls, and “he’ll still be more 
constructive than Trump has been or ever will be.”8 He lived long enough to 
watch right-wing insurrectionists storm the US Capitol, a chilling reminder 
that the people of  the United States should not take anything for granted. LaFe-
ber was always careful not to read too much into the lessons of  the past, but 
he agreed with Mark Twain’s witticism: “History never repeats itself, but it 
does often rhyme.”

The Deadly Bet evokes a series of  questions about the past and future of  the 
United States that were implicit in everything Walter LaFeber had ever writ-
ten, beginning with The New Empire. What happens when “extending the 
sphere” is no longer an option, let alone a solution? Is the challenge posed by 
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post–Cold War Russia any less dangerous than that posed by the Soviet Union? 
Did Reagan’s misguided policies in Central America create an unsolvable prob
lem along the southern border, where thousands of  refugees continue to flee 
political violence dating from the 1980s? Can the United States pivot to Asia 
without triggering another clash, this time not with Japan but with China? Can 
US policy makers find ways to harness neoliberal globalization fueled by tech-
nological innovation and prevent the free-market mantra from triggering 
trade wars, financial instability, and an anti-US backlash? Will 2024 bring an-
other annus horribilis far worse than the one in 1968? Is an empire for liberty 
an oxymoron?

Throughout a lifetime of  historical inquiry, Walter LaFeber returned to 
these profound questions again and again because he was convinced that the 
fate of  the US experiment hung in the balance. Like our teacher and mentor, 
we recognize that the answers remain elusive. Nevertheless, we have chosen 
to pay homage to him and his scholarship here by revisiting his questions, en-
hancing the conversation, and heeding his advice always to think otherwise.
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Chapter 1

Remembering Walt
From the Arts Quad to the Beacon Theatre

David Green and Douglas Little

The vibe inside Broadway’s Beacon Theatre on 
April 25, 2006, felt like an opening night, but the evening actually marked the 
curtain call for Walter LaFeber’s remarkable forty-seven-year run teaching US 
diplomatic history far above Cayuga’s waters.1 The setting was familiar to 
anyone who had heard Walt lecture over the years—a table, a podium, and 
a blackboard with a brief  outline chalked in his distinctive scrawl. More than 
2,500 friends, colleagues, and former students had gathered in the Beacon 
(which looked like a jumbo version of  Bailey Hall, the largest auditorium on 
the Cornell campus) to hear their favorite teacher’s long goodbye, delivered 
as always without notes. Walt did not disappoint. Calling his valedictory lec-
ture “Half  a Century of  Friends, Foreign Policy, and Great Losers,” he pro-
vided a primer on the perils facing US policymakers early in the new millennium 
while prompting his listeners to reminisce about the moment when they first 
crossed paths with the man who changed their lives.2

Walter LaFeber arrived on Cornell’s Arts Quad with little fanfare in the au-
tumn of  1959. He was a midwesterner, unfailingly polite, unassuming, and a 
little aloof, a grocer’s son who hailed from Walkerton, Indiana, a small town 
not far from South Bend. After graduating from tiny Hanover College, thirty-
five miles upstream from Louisville, Kentucky, on the Hoosier side of  the Ohio 
River, Walt headed west to Stanford for his MA before returning home to the 
heartland to complete his PhD at the University of  Wisconsin in Madison. He 



	 Remembering Walt	 13

joined a Cornell history department in transition, a junior replacement for 
Dexter Perkins, a former president of  the American Historical Association and 
the country’s leading expert on the Monroe Doctrine.3 Before long Walt held 
the Marie Underhill Noll endowed chair and was the leader of  an all-star cast 
of  US historians—including Michael Kammen, Joel Silbey, Richard Polenberg, 
Mary Beth Norton, R. Laurence Moore, and Stuart Blumin—that by the early 
1970s would make Cornell a top-ten place to undertake graduate study in US 
history.4

Although Walt was fond of  Dexter Perkins, he regarded himself  as the in-
tellectual heir of  Carl Becker, an equally distinguished historian who taught 
at Cornell from 1917 to 1941. Like Walt, Becker was a midwesterner, born in 
Waterloo, Iowa; and, also like Walt, Becker earned his PhD at the University 
of  Wisconsin, where he studied with Frederick Jackson Turner, whose “fron-
tier thesis” would be repurposed and applied to foreign policy by what came 
to be known as “the Wisconsin School” of  diplomatic history. Becker’s most 
gifted student at Cornell was Fred Harvey Harrington, who subsequently spent 
half  a century at Wisconsin as history department chair, university president, 
and Walt’s teacher, mentor, and role model. Becker had taught Harrington to 
question conventional wisdom and to explore the synergy between political 
and economic power, and Harrington passed these lessons along to Walt. 
When Walt arrived in Ithaca fresh out of  graduate school, he was completing 
an arc that Becker had begun to lay out on the Arts Quad a generation earlier. 
Through Harrington, Walt absorbed and enthusiastically embraced Becker’s 
most important message about academic life: “A professor is someone who 
thinks otherwise.”5

Thanks to Fred Harvey Harrington, “thinking otherwise” was in the intel-
lectual DNA of  all the historians he trained during the 1950s at the University 
of  Wisconsin, where some swore they could hear Becker’s ghost wandering 
through Bascom Hall. Lloyd Gardner and Thomas McCormick have captured 
the electric atmosphere that they and Walt experienced in graduate seminars 
and in the lectures of  William Appleman Williams, then Harrington’s most 
famous protégé. All four were midwesterners—Gardner and McCormick from 
Ohio, Williams from Iowa, and Walt from Indiana—who were skeptical of  the 
East Coast foreign policy establishment and critical of  the financial power 
wielded by Wall Street.6 Self-styled “revisionists,” they challenged anticommu-
nist orthodoxy in Eisenhower’s America. Yet unlike three of  their equally 
controversial contemporaries—Eugene Genovese, Gabriel Kolko, and How-
ard Zinn—Walt and his Wisconsin School comrades were influenced more by 
Charles Beard than by Karl Marx. Walt saw himself  as a social democrat and 
worried that “the loose, if  not cynical, use of  democracy to justify certain 



14 	Da vid Green and Douglas Lit tle

foreign policies” favored by US business interests was making democratic 
processes like free elections “meaningless and indeed dangerous.”7

All of  Walt’s books, from The New Empire (1963) through The Deadly Bet 
(2005), reflect the influence of  Carl Becker, Charles Beard, and two other pub-
lic intellectuals—Henry Adams and Reinhold Niebuhr. Walt was especially 
fond of  Becker’s answer to that perennial question: What is the good of  his-
tory? “The facts may be determined with accuracy, but the ‘interpretation’ will 
always be shaped by the prejudices, biases, [and] needs of  the individual and 
these in turn will depend on the age in which he lives,” Becker had explained 
in 1932. “Hence history has to be re-written by each generation. Even if  the 
facts are the same, the slant on the facts will be different.”8

Walt had a particular soft spot in his heart for his fellow Hoosier and “friend 
of  Becker,” Charles Beard, whose Economic Interpretation of  the Constitution was 
an “ur-text” for most members of  the Wisconsin School. Beard did not get 
everything right, of  course, as when he implied that FDR had opened “the back 
door to war” by purposely exposing the US Pacific Fleet to Japanese attack on 
December 7, 1941.9 One of  the few times Walt ever grew visibly angry, how-
ever, was when he recalled the nasty screed written by Harvard’s Samuel El-
iot Morison for the August 1948 issue of  The Atlantic with the catchy subtitle 
“History through a Beard.” One might question another historian’s interpre-
tation, but never his patriotism or his scholarly integrity.

A Harvard man whom Walt admired, on the other hand, was Henry Adams, 
the grandson and great-grandson of  presidents. Adams was a snob and a cur-
mudgeon, but he was also a brilliant historian who conducted multi-archival 
research and thought systematically about both the past and the power of  the 
United States. Some of  Adams’s writings, like his use of  the laws of  thermody-
namics to explain civilizational decline, bordered on nonsense, and Adams had 
a huge ax to grind with Thomas Jefferson, whom he regarded as a demagogue 
and a usurper. Nevertheless, Walt was quick to point out that Henry Adams 
provided a prophetic warning for twentieth-century US policymakers when he 
“pointedly spelled out how war and organizing for war undermined many Jef-
fersonian principles (especially the hatred of  debt, centralized government, and 
investment of  scarce resources in the military).”10

Another Ivy Leaguer who influenced Walt’s thinking was Reinhold Niebuhr, 
a Missouri-born graduate of  Yale Divinity School. A social democrat and a 
staunch friend of  labor, Niebuhr preached liberalism at home and interven-
tionism abroad during the early 1940s but developed ambivalent feelings about 
the looming confrontation with the Soviet Union at the end of  that decade. 
In The Irony of  American History, a book that was required reading for all of  
Walt’s undergraduates and graduate students, Niebuhr worried that US Cold 
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Warriors would inadvertently adopt the authoritarian tactics of  their adver-
saries in the Kremlin.11 With Becker, Beard, Adams, and Niebuhr accounted 
for, Walt added two final ingredients to his  recipe for writing good history: a 
dash of  cynicism, often drawn from Lord Acton, the nineteenth- century Cam-
bridge don who once famously quipped that “the strong man with the dagger 
is followed by the weak man with the sponge”; and a profound anxiety, based 
on the early warnings of  the French aristocrat Alexis de Tocqueville regard-
ing the corrosive efect of  war on US democracy.12

LaFeber was a tie- and- jacket man and a gifted storyteller who chalked an outline on the 
blackboard in his distinctive scrawl before lecturing to hundreds without notes. Cornell 
University Library Division of Rare and Manuscript Collections.

All six of   these figures made appearances in Walt’s legendary survey of  US 
foreign relations at Cornell. The class met on Tuesday, Thursday, and, yes, Sat-
urday mornings, first in the Goldwin Smith auditorium and later , at the 
height of  the Vietnam War, in Bailey Hall, which seated close to 1,600. A big 
part of  the attraction was Walt’s persona: a modest fellow who delivered ex-
traordinary lectures without notes, without props, and without raising his 
voice. His teaching style was indelibly influenced by his mentor at Wisconsin. 
Fred Harvey Harrington had “strode up and down restlessly before undergrad-
uate classes,” Walt recalled, “rapidly laying out the evolution of  American 
global power and  doing so without any notes before 450 students at one 
time.”13 Walt was more laid back. A lanky “tie and jacket” man, he would 
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arrive for class precisely at 11:15, scrawl an outline on the blackboard, speak 
for exactly fifty minutes, and then draw things to a close by asking, “What, 
then, can we say in conclusion?”

Walt was a gifted storyteller. Anthony Fels (class of  1971) remembered that 
“each lecture was truly a work of  narrative art, constructed with a provocative 
beginning, middle sections of  development, and crystal-clear conclusions.”14 
History majors would frequently bring their boyfriends or girlfriends, and 
sometimes even their parents, on Saturday mornings, and the final lecture al-
ways received a standing ovation. Nonmajors were just as impressed as majors. 
“Walt LaFeber,” hotel school alumnus Andrew Tisch recalled, “was the profes-
sor you never forgot.”15 It did not matter whether a student’s politics leaned left 
or right. James Doub (class of  1969) reminded one of  the contributors to this 
book: “You and I were on polar ends of  the political spectrum back in our days 
together, . . . ​[yet] we shared a fondness and awe of  a professor, who was well 
beyond any of  the many learned and talented scholars [on campus].”16 Other 
Cornell undergraduates who later became distinguished historians, including 
Nancy Cott, Mark Lytle, and Drew McCoy, were similarly inspired by Walt’s 
teaching. David Maisel (class of  1968), who pursued a career in finance, struck 
up a personal correspondence with Walt that would last a lifetime. “Those of  
us who took that course enjoyed a learning experience that we can probably 
never adequately describe or praise,” Richard Immerman recalled many years 
later. “In a number of  specific cases, like my own, it changed lives.”17

That Walt’s approach appealed to Cornell students of  differing political per-
suasions provides a sharp contrast to early reactions of  some more-established 
academics outside the Cornell community. The decline of  McCarthyism dur-
ing the late 1950s had made it unacceptable to apply such slurs as “commu-
nist” to the new generation of  revisionist historians. However, another more 
“respectable” label—“economic determinist”—quickly emerged as a means of  
accomplishing the same purpose, and it soon became the epithet of  choice 
for many of  the Wisconsin School’s early critics, who claimed that because of  
their political biases, these young historians ignored noneconomic factors and 
thereby seriously distorted the historical record.

What was particularly striking about the label was its use in an effort to dis-
credit Marxists and revisionists alike. That the Wisconsin historians had learned 
from Williams, who in turn had profound respect for Beard’s economic inter-
pretation of  the US Constitution, gave the “economic determinist” label a su-
perficial credibility. Yet in reality the label merely provided a convenient excuse 
for establishment academics to evade embarrassing economic issues. After 
Walt’s first book, The New Empire, won the American Historical Association’s 
Albert J. Beveridge Prize in 1963, establishment critics found it harder to apply 
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the label to him with any credibility. Even so, as late as 1966, when one of  the 
coauthors of  this chapter was applying for his own first teaching position, an 
interviewer, knowing the applicant’s academic lineage, explicitly asked if  he 
was “an economic determinist.” His answer—“If  you’ll tell me what it is, I’ll 
tell you if  I am one”—elicited an approving laugh from Walt when he learned 
about it afterward; it also sufficiently disarmed the search committee so that he 
got the job. Nevertheless, the very emergence of  the phrase as a pejorative of  
choice underlines the insecurity and defensiveness of  establishment historians 
that generations of  Cornell students happily did not share.

Walt’s Jimmy Stewart–like “Mr. LaFeber Goes to Bailey Hall” demeanor 
was not the only reason his survey of  foreign policy was so successful. The 
topics he covered were exceptionally diverse. For starters, Walt incorporated 
a crash course in Cornell history into his panoramic narrative. Students learned 
that Andrew Dickson White was not only the university’s first president but 
also Ulysses Grant’s commissioner to Santo Domingo and Grover Cleveland’s 
minister to Russia, and that one of  White’s successors, Jacob Gould Schurman, 
was ambassador to China and Weimar Germany during the 1920s. Willard 
Straight (class of  1901) served as US consul-general in Mukden, China, where 
he helped prevent the open door from slamming shut during the Taft admin-
istration, and later he accompanied Woodrow Wilson’s peace planners to Paris, 
where he died of  complications from “the Spanish flu” in December 1918. Ed-
ward M. House (class of  1881), Wilson’s de facto national security adviser and 
Straight’s boss, drafted key portions of  the Versailles Treaty. During World 
War I, Walter Teagle (class of  1900) became president of  Standard Oil of  New 
Jersey and broke Britain’s monopoly over Persian Gulf  petroleum a decade 
later. Walt pointed out that William Rogers, Eisenhower’s second attorney gen-
eral and Nixon’s first secretary of  state, and Sol Linowitz, Jimmy Carter’s 
point man during negotiations with Panama over the canal, both held Cor-
nell law degrees. And as neoconservatives climbed ever higher up the policy-
making pyramid in Washington during the 1990s, Walt reminded students that 
it was Allan Bloom, a big man on the Arts Quad who had taught political phi-
losophy during the late 1960s and loomed large at the residential community 
of  Telluride House, who convinced Paul Wolfowitz and a posse of  Cornell 
classmates that they could and should change the world.

Walt’s most memorable lectures, however, featured riveting and sometimes 
revisionist portraits of  more important historical figures. He made visionaries 
like James Madison and empire builders like William Henry Seward come to life. 
He dazzled students with the stories of  “great losers” like Aaron Burr, whose 
conspiratorial machinations in the trans-Appalachian West during Jefferson’s 
second term were right out of  a screenplay for a Hollywood blockbuster, and 



18 	Da vid Green and Douglas Lit tle

Henry Wallace, another midwesterner who questioned the wisdom of  the East 
Coast elite and was run out of  Harry Truman’s Washington on a rail. Walt 
called out liars like James K. Polk and demagogues like Joseph McCarthy. And he 
praised those rare souls who dared to speak truth to power, including Daniel 
Webster, who fought Jacksonian expansionism during the 1840s, and George 
Kennan, who cautioned against “imperial overstretch” in Southeast Asia in the 
1960s and again in the Middle East early in the new millennium.

Perhaps the most remarkable historical figure to make an appearance in the 
course was Brooks Adams, Henry’s eccentric brother and the author of  The New 
Empire, a title that Walt would borrow for his own Beveridge Prize–winning first 
book. Brooks had urged policymakers such as Henry Cabot Lodge and Theo-
dore Roosevelt to make the United States a world power as the nineteenth 
century drew to a close, Walt explained, and his vision of  a “new empire” helped 
inspire TR and others to seize the opportunity for global economic and strategic 
expansion provided by the breakdown of  the Spanish Empire in early 1898. At 
the same time, Walt was quick to point out that many years later, Brooks came 
to have serious second thoughts about the policy course that he had so confi-
dently advocated in the late 1890s. The universe, Brooks wrote in 1919, “far from 
being an expression of  law originating in a single primary cause, is a chaos which 
admits of  reaching no equilibrium, and with which man is doomed eternally 
and hopelessly to contend.”18 To the delight of  his students, Walt ended the lec-
ture by singing Brooks’s late-in-life shaving song, which went, “Goddamn, 
goddamn, goddamn, goddamn, goddamn, goddamn, goddamn.” By the third 
“goddamn” the lecture hall was usually convulsed with laughter.

Walt did not leave everyone laughing. Without access to her transcript, one 
cannot be certain that Ann Coulter (class of  1984), the founding editor of  the 
conservative Cornell Review who would later become a far-right flamethrower, 
ever took his class, but “Frenchy LaFeber” was clearly not her favorite teacher. 
“Professor Walter LaFeber said Reagan’s Latin American policy was ‘the dip-
lomatic counterpart of  trying to use gasoline to extinguish a gasoline fire,’ ” 
Coulter complained in Treason, her 2003 diatribe against liberalism. “The Cre-
ative Writing Department’s loss was the History Department’s gain!” Claim-
ing that Walt had been “proved spectacularly wrong in everything he ever said 
about the Cold War,” she sneered that his won/loss record had not im-
proved after 9/11 because, like most academics, he tried “to make simple 
ideas sound complex,” as when he “referred to American intervention abroad 
to make the world safe for democracy as ‘Wilsonianism.’ ”19 One can only 
imagine Ann Coulter’s dismay upon learning that Walt had been the first re-
cipient of  Cornell’s John M. Clark Award for excellence in teaching back in 
1966, when she was still in kindergarten.
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LaFeber’s office door was always open, and he made a point of getting to know all of his students 
and encouraging them to pursue  careers in the ivory tower and government  service. Courtesy of 
the Cornell University Archives.

Walt regarded Coulter’s hatchet job as a badge of  honor, and his students 
had no difficulty recognizing who was the spectacularly wrong simpleton. One 
undergraduate summed up the impact of  Walt’s teaching this way on rate-
myprofessors . com in 2005: “This guy is the best prof. that I have had at Cor-
nell. His lectures are literally works of  art. . . . Y ou must have him before he 
retires.”20 Walt’s PhD students echoed this high praise. “His brilliant lectures 
on American foreign relations at Cornell persuaded me to specialize in diplo-
matic history as a gradu ate student,” Susan Brewer recalled long afterward. 
“Along with the Monroe Doctrine and the Yalta Conference, ther e was room 
for Herman Melville, Jane Addams and John Wayne.”21 Anyone wishing to re-
capture the spirit of  Walt’s amazing courses should skip Treason and have a 
look instead at his best- selling textbook, The American Age.22
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Walt was well aware of  how effective he was in the lecture hall, but he prob
ably did his best teaching inside his office, first in Sibley Hall and then on the 
fourth floor of  McGraw Tower. Walt’s office décor put students at ease. A long-
suffering fan of  the Chicago Cubs, he kept an autographed photo of  their 
Hall of  Fame shortstop Ernie Banks on his desk with the inscription “Keep 
going Walt,” and he always reminded visitors that “anyone can have a bad 
century.”23 The inside of  his office door featured two distinctive items. There 
was George Santayana’s famous dictum, as updated by Walt LaFeber: “Those 
who don’t know the past are doomed to repeat it, but those who do know 
the past are doomed to repeat it anyway.” And there was a magazine ad for 
“Big Wally,” a household cleaner from the 1970s.

The line outside Walt’s office on Tuesday and Thursday afternoons always 
snaked down the hall, but he did not head home until he had spoken with every
one, undergraduates first and then graduate students. Jeffrey Engel remembers 
walking into 432 McGraw Hall as a freshman and being greeted warmly. Walt 
“gave me a chance though he did not know me at all. He gave everyone a 
chance,” Engel said. “He also gave willingly of  his time, to an extent that I now, 
as a professor myself, find almost incomprehensible.”24 Eric Alterman tells a 
similar story about how writing an honors thesis with Walt changed his life. 
“Students would line up for hours to speak to him during office hours, trading 
slots in the queue the way others exchanged beers and joints back at the dorm,” 
Alterman smiled years later. It was well worth the wait, however, because as he 
put the finishing touches on his latest book, Alterman found himself  “using 
some of  the same notes, which I saved because they remind me of  how hard 
Walt made me work to live up to his demanding expectations.”25 Jessica Wang, 
who began as a biology and chemistry double major, recalls that Walt was not 
only a superb teacher but also a remarkable mentor “who knew how to match 
his students’ experiences with their evolving academic identities.” As she pur-
sued a senior thesis on nuclear-age politics, Walt suggested trying MIT as the 
right place to combine a science background with graduate studies in history. 
She confesses, however, that after working with Walt, “any PhD program other 
than Cornell was bound to be anti-climactic.”26

Walt’s graduate seminars were modeled on Harrington’s, with heavy doses 
of  reading (sometimes five books a week), lots of  papers, and scintillating con-
versation. Because Walt was “old school” and could not abide sloppy writing, 
years later the historians he trained still think twice before splitting an infinitive 
or ending a sentence with a preposition. Indeed, many still refuse to do either. 
He emphasized the importance of  archival research, but he was not the sort of  
scholar who would cross an ocean to check a comma, and when dissertation 
work dragged on too long, he would remind his weary graduate students that 
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the perfect was the enemy of  the good. Anne Foster, who worked with Walt 
during the 1990s, could not imagine a better mentor. “We always had to listen 
well to hear praise. Not that he withheld it. But he was not effusive,” she re-
called. “One day, though, he said to me [and] Shannon Smith, Lorena Oropeza, 
Sayuri Shimizu and Susan Brewer that he benefited by the prejudice of  Harvard 
and Yale, which at that point still rarely to never accepted women for PhDs in 
foreign relations history. . . . ​That felt odd to us when we were of  course the 
ones who benefited.”27

Some of  Walt’s undergraduates and PhD students pursued careers in gov-
ernment service rather than the ivory tower. “Many of  us became LaFeber ad-
dicts, taking his classes, becoming history majors—of  American foreign policy, 
that is,” John Wolff (class of  1990) told a reporter in 2006. “We’d pester him to 
mentor our honors theses, name our fish ‘Wally’ and hope one day that we’d be 
the ones calling on him for advice from our future perches in the State Depart-
ment, White House, Pentagon, CIA, NSA or from wherever it was we were 
going to change the world.”28 Several Cornell alums would actually make those 
calls. Samuel “Sandy” Berger, who graduated in 1967 and went on to serve as 
Bill Clinton’s NSC adviser, remembered that “Cornell had a great government 
department at that time, with Clinton Rossiter, Andrew Hacker, Walter LaFe-
ber, and George Kahin.” In Walt’s case, of  course, Berger got the department 
wrong, but he got the experience right. More important, he kept in touch with 
Walt over the years.29

Stephen Hadley, who graduated two years after Berger, served as NSC ad-
viser during George W. Bush’s second term. “When I was at Cornell, I took 
Walter LaFeber’s course in diplomatic history,” Hadley recalled five decades 
later. “He was a wonderful diplomatic historian, and there are a whole group 
of  people, Paul Wolfowitz, Eric Edelman, Dan Fried, . . . ​who came to Wash-
ington and did foreign policy because they were inspired by his course. I was 
one of  those people.”30 Walt crossed paths with Paul Wolfowitz at Cornell’s 
Telluride House in the 1960s but had little contact with him thereafter.31 Eric 
Edelman, who wrote his honors thesis with LaFeber before migrating right-
ward and finding his way into Dick Cheney’s inner circle, remarked that al-
though Walt was “one of  the leading members of  the Wisconsin School of  
revisionist diplomatic history,” he was “also culturally actually sort of  a con-
servative person.”32 Dan Fried, who became a career ambassador at the State 
Department, always cherished his time at Cornell. “Walt LaFeber was an in-
tellectual guide and mentor for a generation of  foreign policy officials, my-
self  included,” he tweeted in March  2021. “He nailed the combination of  
circumstance, ideas, and people that drives history. A great person. And a 
good one.”33
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When it came to direct political involvement, on the other hand, Walt had a 
natural skepticism toward academic self-righteousness. He well understood the 
difference between knowledge, or the accumulation of  information, and 
wisdom, which was about the use one made of  whatever information one 
chose to acquire. In a world marked by growing complexity and increasingly 
rapid global change, it was all too easy to amass enormous knowledge, and 
power, without demonstrating any discernible wisdom. The most dangerous 
situations were when policymakers, and their academic advisors, allowed their 
belief  in their own virtue to dictate which information they chose to accumu-
late and which to ignore. Thus, Walt had no time for “action intellectuals” like 
Arthur Schlesinger Jr., whose role as JFK’s court historian had made him com-
plicit in the Bay of  Pigs invasion. “Well, they did it, they really did it,” he told 
one of  the authors of  this chapter on April 17, 1961. The most appalling as-
pect of  the entire episode was the combination of  arrogant self-righteousness 
and willful ignorance of  Cuban history on the part of  both Schlesinger and a 
president who had always considered himself  a historian.

Even with respect to on-campus events such as the anti–Vietnam War teach-
ins, which began at Cornell in 1965, Walt held back for almost a year before 
agreeing to participate. He regarded the teach-ins as more political than aca-
demic events, and he was reluctant to cross the line. When in early 1966 word 
got out that Walt was speaking at the next teach-in, the Memorial Auditorium 
in Willard Straight Hall filled to capacity an hour in advance. After a student 
asked Walt a question, he began his response with the words, “As I said in the 
paper . . .” In short, Walt treated his participation in the teach-in with the same 
seriousness he showed in his presentations at academic conferences. For those in 
attendance, this was the moment when teach-ins went mainstream at Cornell 
and helped fuel the nationwide antiwar movement that ultimately led Lyndon 
Johnson to refuse to seek reelection. Neither Walt nor the other Cornell teach-in 
participants were delighted with Johnson’s replacement, of  course, yet the mo-
ment stands as striking evidence of  Walt’s insistence upon scholarly integrity in 
his teaching, not only in the classroom and but also in more informal settings.

Although Lloyd Gardner later joked that Walt must have done something 
terribly wrong to have trained two NSC advisors, his old friends and Cornell 
colleagues recognized him for the master teacher that he was. Joel Silbey, 
whose San Francisco Giants won three World Series while Walt’s Cubs were 
winning just one, had high praise for his office mate’s teaching. “I’ve always 
been impressed by the extraordinary devotion of  his students,” Silbey mar-
veled. “We all strive for that; he achieves it. We’ve always considered him to 
be our leader and model of  what we’d like to be.” Glenn Altschuler, a profes-
sor of  American Studies and himself  a Cornell PhD, agreed wholeheartedly. 
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“Justly celebrated for his teaching and scholarship, Walt is great, truly great, 
in my judgment, because of  the way he lives each day, unfailingly attentive to 
students, staff  and colleagues,” Altschuler explained. “He is Midwestern 
mensch—the best thing that’s happened to Cornell in the last half  century.”34 
Tim Borstelmann, who joined the Cornell faculty as LaFeber’s “heir apparent” 
in 1991 and temporarily camped out in his office, recalled many years later 
how Walt had “freely shared his superb book collection, a mini-library of  our 
discipline at the time.”35 Fred Logevall, who replaced Borstelmann in 2004, re-
members Walt as “a distinguished scholar, a true gentleman, and, most of  all, 
a deeply humane and generous person.”36 Mary Beth Norton, the first female 
historian to win tenure at Cornell, agreed that Walt was one of  a kind. “No 
other member of  the department has commanded the same respect as Walt 
in the 35 years I have known him,” she exclaimed shortly after he retired. “His 
integrity, humaneness and commitment to principle mean that his comments 
always carry much weight in department meetings.”37

These qualities had come into sharp focus four decades earlier during a crisis 
that put Cornell in the headlines around the world. On April 18, 1969, African 
American students protesting racist incidents on campus occupied Willard 
Straight Hall, issued a set of  nonnegotiable demands, and smuggled fifteen 
rifles and ammunition into the basement. Racial tensions had been building for 
months, but most faculty and students were in a state of  shock. “Oh my God, 
look at those goddamned guns,” Steve Starr of  the Associated Press gasped as 
he snapped a Pulitzer Prize–winning photo of  Thomas W. Jones and a half-
dozen Black undergraduates carrying rifles and draped with bandoliers as they 
exited the Straight and marched across campus to the newly established Afri-
cana Studies Center. The crisis grew even more ominous after Jones told a ra-
dio interviewer two days later that both the faculty and the administration 
were racist and that “Cornell University has three hours to live.”38

Walt, who had just become chair of  the history department, was horrified by 
these developments. He had been deeply troubled by the events of  1968—the 
assassinations of  Martin Luther King Jr. and Robert Kennedy and the race riots 
in Washington, D.C., and elsewhere—and he supported Cornell’s plans to re-
cruit more African American students and to establish a Black Studies program. 
He balked at the creation of  a separate “Black College,” however, and was ap-
palled by the armed occupation of  the Straight. When President James Perkins 
(no relation to Dexter) agreed to reverse course and nullify sanctions that had 
been imposed on Jones and his comrades, Walt stepped down as department 
chair and flew to New York City with a group of  senior faculty to meet with the 
executive committee of  the Cornell board of  trustees. The fallout was swift; 
President Perkins was forced out and replaced by his provost, Dale Corson.
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The Straight takeover shook the university to its very core. Several promi-
nent faculty, most notably Allan Bloom, resigned, and a year later many on 
campus attributed the suicide of  Bloom’s Government Department colleague, 
Clinton Rossiter, in part to his deep despair over the events of  April 1969. Walt 
briefly considered moving to the University of  Maryland, but in the end he 
chose to stay at Cornell, where he remained an outspoken champion of  aca-
demic freedom. “What a university is all about is rational discourse,” Walt long 
afterward told Donald Downs, a University of  Wisconsin political scientist and 
Cornell alumnus who had taken Walt’s survey of  US foreign relations the 
spring semester following the Straight takeover. “Once you introduce any kind 
of  element of  force into the university, you compromise the institution.” For 
Walt, this was totally unforgivable. “We have to make a distinction between 
procedure and politics,” he explained. “I’m a relativist in terms of  object and 
conclusion. I don’t think I am necessarily right. What I am absolutist about is 
the procedure you use to get there.”39

By the mid-1970s Walt was widely regarded as the most distinguished and 
most respected member of  the Cornell faculty. His lecture courses had begun 
to shrink, and he now taught back in Goldwin Smith auditorium rather than 
Bailey Hall. Still, his books on the Cold War and the Panama Canal received 
rave reviews and his op-eds appeared in the New York Times and the Washington 
Post. As always, his teaching and his research were inextricably intertwined. As 
part of  Cornell’s celebration of  the US bicentennial, President Corson invited 
Walt to do something that no other faculty member had ever done—deliver the 
university’s commencement address. For Corson, who had worked closely 
with Walt to quell the Straight crisis, this was a no-brainer. “It was the bicenten-
nial,” he explained many years later. “I felt that something significant should be 
said by someone who could say it with authority.”40 True to form, Walt deliv-
ered. A university must assume the role of  “midwife when revolutionary ideas 
enter an un-revolutionary society,” he told the graduates in May 1976. “The 
founders of  this nation and the founders of  Cornell shared a common commit-
ment, indeed a common passion, a belief  in the power of  ideas to transform 
individual lives and improve human society.”41 This was exactly what Walt’s 
teaching had done over the years for hundreds of  his students.

Having witnessed the university nearly implode due to what he regarded as 
bureaucratic incompetence, Walt had a jaded view of  administrative work. He 
revered Dale Corson and respected his successors, Frank  H.  T. Rhodes and 
Hunter Rawlings. Nevertheless, although offered the opportunity twice, he 
was not interested in serving as dean of  the College of  Arts and Sciences. When 
former students sought his advice about whether to become administrators, he 
would chuckle and recall what Alfred Kahn, a Cornell dean who had picked up 
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the pieces  after the Straight takeover, told him: “You’ll spend 85 per cent of  your 
time holding the hands of  the 15  percent of  the faculty you  don’t respect, b ut it 
will only seem like an eternity.” Walt’s message was clear. Choosing a  career in 
administration would likely mean abandoning life as a teacher-scholar .

LaFeber became the only Cornell faculty member ever to deliver the university’s commencement 
address in May 1976, when he celebrated Amer i ca’s bicentennial. Courtesy of the Cornell 
University Archives.

Walt never became an administrator, but as his  career drew to a close he 
was recognized as the avatar of  the university. In the aftermath of  the 9/11 
attacks in 2001, President Rawlings invited him to address the Cornell com-
munity on a day of  national remembrance. Standing before 12,000 students, 
faculty, and staf  gathered on the Arts Quad, Walt mourned the dead but 
warned the living about the likely consequences of  “a new war— the first war, 
as it is being called, of  the 21st  century.” Twenty- one Cornell alumni died on 
9/11, along with nearly 3,000 other Americans. “Their deaths will ha ve been 
in vain,” Walt sighed, “if  they result in a war, which will necessaril y be long 
and costly, in which we do not remember the fundamental values of  our indi-
vidual rights, and our individual obligations to a larger community.”42

Five years later , with the United States mired in a long and costly war in Iraq 
that called into question fundamental US values, Walt delivered his valedictory 
lecture at the Beacon Theatre in Manhattan. By then he had been named Cor-
nell’s first Andrew and James S. Tisch Distinguished University Professor. Cor-
nell had originally planned to hold the event uptown at the American Museum 
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of  Natural History, but the response from alumni was so overwhelming that 
the university opted for a bigger venue on Broadway. The 2,500 Cornellians 
lucky enough to be there on April 25, 2006, were treated to one last magical 
tour through 200 years of  US foreign policy conducted by the maestro they first 
encountered in the Goldwin Smith auditorium or Bailey Hall.

In the beginning, there was John Quincy Adams, whom Walt always re-
ferred to as “JQA” and regarded as the greatest US secretary of  state. (This 
may be the only point on which Walt and Yale’s Samuel “Wave the Flagg” Be-
mis agreed.) JQA was great not just because he loved opera and swam nude in 
the Potomac, but also because he was committed to the US national interest 
while appreciating both the limits of  power and the power of  ideas. “Amer
ica, with the same voice which spoke herself  into existence as a nation, pro-
claimed to mankind the inextinguishable rights of  human nature,” Adams had 
remarked in 1821. Following this statement of  faith, JQA issued a warning that 
by the time of  Walt’s valedictory lecture had proved prescient several times 
over: “But she goes not abroad in search of  monsters to destroy,” because “she 
well knows that by once enlisting under other banners than her own, were 
they even the banners of  foreign independence, she would involve herself  be-
yond the power of  extrication.” Adams emphasized that the consequences of  
such a US misstep would be dire. “She might become the dictatress of  the 
world. She would be no longer the ruler of  her spirit.”43 In not so many words, 
John Quincy Adams was saying that exporting democracy was a risky busi-
ness in places like Latin America, where wars of  independence had unleashed 
radical social forces that were proving difficult to control; it was even riskier 
in terms of  what it would do to the United States itself.

Had Woodrow Wilson heeded JQA’s warning, Walt suggested, he might not 
have been so quick to try to make the world safe for democracy a century later. 
Perhaps because Wilson was a political scientist rather than a historian (or per-
haps because he attended Princeton rather than Cornell), he never fully un-
derstood that democracy doesn’t travel well. Wilson’s famous prescription for 
bringing order to revolutionary Mexico—“We must teach the South Ameri-
cans to elect good men”—might have been a nice sound bite back in 1914, but 
his decision to send Black Jack Pershing and 6,000 US troops south of  the Rio 
Grande two years later led many Mexicans to charge that the United States was 
exporting democracy at gunpoint. When left-wing radicals translated national 
self-determination into revolutionary nationalism in China, Russia, and parts 
of  Europe during and after World War I, Wilson was not amused, and he 
aligned himself  with some decidedly undemocratic forces to combat Bol-
shevism, which he came to regard as the biggest threat to US-style democracy. 
The self-righteous Wilson, of  course, failed to see the irony in employing 
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undemocratic means to promote democracy, but his pragmatic secretary of  
state, Robert Lansing, was very well aware that the Presbyterian in the White 
House was “playing with dynamite” by preaching self-determination to peoples 
whose political and economic objectives were very different from those of  the 
United States.

Nowhere, Walt emphasized, was the gap between the rhetoric and the real
ity of  self-determination greater than in the Middle East, where Wilson’s 
Fourteen Points publicly promised democracy to Arabs, Kurds, and other sub-
ject peoples liberated from Ottoman rule while France and Britain, with the 
blessing of  the United States, secretly carved out spheres of  influence at Ver-
sailles. Over the strong objections of  Arab nationalists, the French established 
protectorates over Lebanon and Syria while the British made similar arrange-
ments in Palestine and Transjordan. Then, having already occupied oil-rich 
Mesopotamia, Britain fused three Ottoman provinces—Kurdish Mosul in the 
north, Sunni Baghdad in the center, and Shiite Basra in the south—into Iraq, 
an artificial nation-state headed by a king whose vocabulary did not include 
terms like “democracy” or “free elections.” In short, having set out to make 
the world safe for democracy in 1917, Woodrow Wilson helped make Iraq 
safe from democracy three years later.

Walt closed the lecture by retelling a story that most of  his audience had 
heard in one form or another in his unforgettable survey of  US foreign rela-
tions. One of  the young progressives who accompanied Wilson to Versailles 
was William Christian Bullitt, a Yale-educated action intellectual from a Main 
Line Philadelphia family who was deeply committed to exporting democracy 
to the world. Thoroughly disillusioned by what he regarded as Wilson’s be-
trayal of  US principles at the conference table, Bullitt and several of  his friends 
very publicly resigned from the US delegation. When a startled reporter asked, 
“Now what are you going to do?,” Bullitt replied: “I’m going to lie in the sands 
of  the Riviera and watch the world go to hell.” Walt brought the house down 
with his own laconic conclusion: “He went, and it did.” The “great losers” were 
not only Woodrow Wilson and William Bullitt, but more important, the Ar-
abs, Asians, and Africans who were foolish enough to believe that US leaders 
meant what they said about self-determination.

Although Walt did not mention the relevance of  all this for the con
temporary Middle East that evening, everyone knew he regarded George W. 
Bush’s invasion of  Iraq as a fool’s errand. “The Bush administration trying to 
act like Woodrow Wilson abroad,” he had wisecracked privately eighteen 
months earlier, “resembles Al Capone trying to proselytize converts to Chris
tianity at a Bingo party.”44 Being a good historian frequently entailed speak-
ing truth to power. “Academic freedom means the freedom, indeed means the 
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requirement,” Walt had reminded another contributor to this tribute at about 
the same time, “to criticize American society when evidence accumulates that 
society has gone of  in the wrong direction.”45

LaFeber delivered a valedictory lecture at Broadway’s Beacon Theatre in April 2006 and received 
a standing ovation from 2,500 Cornellians. Courtesy of the Cornell University Archives.

Walt’s final lecture was not a Jonathan Edwards–style  fire-and- brimstone ser -
mon, however, but instead a Reinhold Niebuhr–style meditation on the iron y of  
American history. This came as no surprise to his former students, who knew 
that Walt had always been a teacher, not a preacher. Of  the two Cornell alumni 
of  Walt’s foreign relations survey who went on to become NSC advisors, one, 
Sandy Berger, was seated in the front row at the Beacon. Like the rest of  the 
crowd, he gave Walt a standing ovation. The other was a last-min ute no- show. 
The pressure of  making policy in the Persian Gulf  and elsewhere prevented Ste-
phen Hadley from making the trip from Washington to New York City. Had 
Hadley been able to attend Walt’s curtain call on Broadway, however, he surely 
would have recognized that the realism of  John Quincy Adams, the irony of  
Reinhold Niebuhr, and the gentle wisdom of  his old teacher made quite a com-
pelling case for rethinking the Bush administration’s approach to the war in Iraq.
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US intervention in the Middle East early in the twenty-first century.46 That ar-
ticle, like everything else he ever wrote, emphasized that the United States can-
not meet the challenges facing the world today unless US citizens become 
more aware of  the past. “The message of  LaFeber’s scholarship is that US his-
tory cannot be written from the inside only,” Andrew Rotter and Frank Costi-
gliola explained in their 2004 tribute to Walt. “Each one of  LaFeber’s books is 
cosmopolitan, in that it undercuts ethnocentrism, solipsism, and a cranky isola-
tionism by situating the United States in an international system, wherein 
people in other countries are at least to some extent agents of  their own fates.”47

Nor has Walt’s impact upon Cornell students ceased with his death. One 
of  the coauthors of  this remembrance, who earned a BA and PhD under Walt’s 
supervision during the 1960s and who shared his fascination with Latin Amer
ica, has taught a regular summer session course at Cornell since 2019.48 Ever 
since Walt’s passing, on the first day of  class he tells the students about LaFe-
ber’s impact upon Cornell and upon his own career. He emphasizes his own 
responsibility to pass along the research skills Walt taught him, so that these 
newest Cornellians, too, will become part of  Walt’s enduring legacy.

Alison Dreizen (class of  1974), a LaFeber enthusiast who serves as general 
counsel for the American Historical Association, summed up the scholar, the 
teacher, and the man quite well: “When I arrived at Cornell in 1970, LaFeber 
was already a campus legend,” she wrote a few months after Walt’s death. “His 
lectures were mesmerizing. . . . ​He seamlessly wove together the influences 
of  decision makers, domestic politics, intellectual theory, popular culture, and 
historical relationships in both the United States and other nations.” The stand-
ing ovation that she and thousands of  others delivered at the Beacon Theatre 
was proof  of  all that, but there was also something larger at work. “Walter 
LaFeber was a mentor to me and countless others in the truest sense of  the 
word: an adviser, a consultant, a cheerleader, and a friend,” Dreizen explained. 
“He cared about his students not just academically but as people. He proved 
that you could be a brilliant innovative thinker, a mesmerizing speaker, and a 
prolific writer and still be a wonderful human being.”49 The contributors to 
this book and scores of  other Cornell alumni could not agree more.

N
1. An earlier and briefer version of  this chapter appeared in the August 2006 issue 

of  Passport, the SHAFR newsletter.
2. Readers can find a video of  LaFeber’s valedictory lecture at https://www​.cornell​

.edu​/video​/walter​-lafeber​-beacon​-theatre​-2006. For those who never had the pleasure 

https://www.cornell.edu/video/walter-lafeber-beacon-theatre-2006
https://www.cornell.edu/video/walter-lafeber-beacon-theatre-2006
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of  seeing him in action, this is a great way to get a glimpse of  his inimitable delivery 
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Chapter 2

Walter LaFeber
The Making of  a Wisconsin School Revisionist

Lloyd C. Gardner and Thomas J. McCormick

We first met Walt LaFeber in the fall of  1956 in 
Fred Harvey Harrington’s seminar at the University of  Wisconsin. At that time, 
the prevailing critique of  American foreign policy in the academy was the Real-
ist commentary most effectively presented in George Frost Kennan’s American 
Diplomacy, 1900–1950.1 With the “fall” of  China in 1949 to the Communists, the 
State Department and the Truman administration had been put on the defen-
sive by Republican charges that the Nationalists had been abandoned by the 
United States—largely because the Government had either acted out of  a tragi-
cally mistaken belief  that the Communists were simply “agrarian reformers,” 
or, in a more sinister interpretation, because leftist New Dealers had betrayed 
the nation. Kennan had himself  proposed, while still in government, that some-
one undertake to respond to these accusations. The result was the series of  
lectures he delivered at the University of  Chicago that became the book.

“Realism” appeared to posit two critiques, however, that were (and are) 
sometimes at odds with one another—this was increasingly evident as the 
century went on. On the one hand, realists cautioned against overextension, 
arguing that a major problem for Americans was to fit their ambitions and 
goals to the limitations upon power (even a power as awesome as that pos-
sessed by a nuclear-armed United States). On the other, realists argued that 
Americans—Wilsonian moralists to the core—tried too hard to “do the right 
thing” in foreign policy, leaving them at a disadvantage in a world where an 
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unscrupulous enemy would break any treaty, pursue any chicanery, trample 
on any nation’s independence. In short, what was needed was an unblinking 
look at moral man’s responsibility in an immoral world, to paraphrase another 
of  the realist founding fathers, theologian Reinhold Niebuhr.

The University of  Wisconsin in this era remained something of  an anachro-
nism, or, looked at the other way around, ahead of  its time in not taking the 
prevailing realist critique(s) as seriously as they were at other places where 
graduate students learned their history and methodology. On the contrary, cat-
egories like “realism” and “moralism-idealism” seemed a bit suspect—perhaps 
too contrived and vacuous to be analytically useful. Wisconsin was the bastion 
of  progressivism, of  course, and had a long tradition of  excellence; it stood out 
as a university dedicated to public service as well as scholarship, and had a 
famed history department that stretched back to the days of  Frederick Jackson 
Turner. The “older” generation of  historians in Madison in the late 1950s in-
cluded Merle Curti, Howard K. Beale, William B. Hesseltine, and Merrill Jen-
sen. The coursework in American foreign policy was provided by Fred Harvey 
Harrington, already launched on a career path that would soon take him to the 
presidency of  the university. At a time when most of  the profession had turned 
away from the works of  Charles A. Beard, these Americanists nevertheless re-
mained Beardians. Even Curti and Beale, who often stressed the role of  ideas in 
their work, insisted, following Beard, upon grounding those ideas in the mate-
rial reality that helped produce them.

Fred Harrington had not had a great number of  graduate students in pre-
vious years, but until the mid-1950s American diplomatic history did not draw 
nearly so well as Curti’s courses in intellectual history or Hesseltine’s in Civil 
War history. Harrington’s seminar of  1956–1957, however, was to produce a 
bumper crop of  future historians, including Walter LaFeber. Walt arrived in 
the fall of  1956 with a master’s degree from Stanford, where he had studied 
with Thomas A. Bailey. All graduate students in that era, and for many years 
afterwards, were at least acquainted with Bailey’s text, A Diplomatic History of  
the American People. It was by far the most popular text for undergraduates—
and with good reason. Bailey’s genius was to make history readable, and to 
encourage the student to understand that diplomatic history was not just one 
clerk talking to another. Walt learned well that if  one wished to be heard, one 
must be read; and to be read, one must be lively; and his books have all re-
flected that Bailey influence, even as his interpretations have gone in a variety 
of  directions other than Bailey’s emphasis upon the role of  public opinion.

Harrington’s seminar in American diplomatic history that fall was quite 
large—the beginning of  the “boom” in diplomatic history. In addition to the 
three of  us, there were a number who would have distinguished careers, among 
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them Carl Parrini (later of  Northern Illinois University), David Healy (Uni-
versity of  Wisconsin-Milwaukee), and Bernie Wax (American Jewish Histori-
cal Society). Barbara Welter (Hunter College), who was to make her mark in 
women’s history, joined us second semester. Harrington himself  proved to be 
a physically imposing (6'4" with a powerful voice and manner) and intellec-
tually awesome presence. Deeply cynical about human nature and motives, 
he nonetheless nurtured an abiding faith in democracy, one he carried over 
into his decade-long presidency of  the university in the 1960s and to his direc-
torship of  the Ford Foundation in India in the 1970s. He reconciled those con-
trary tendencies of  cynicism and democratic idealism with a heavy sense of  
irony that permeated his sharp, dry humor, his scholarship, and his seminar 
stewardship. (Walt himself  once wrote in his inscription to Tom’s copy of  
The New Empire: “To Tom—who shares a love for,” among other things, “irony” 
and “Fred Harrington.” Walt’s own abiding sense of  irony in his writings, 
teaching, and persona are quite reminiscent of  Fred.)

In the first week, Fred read off  a huge list of  books we were to read for the 
next week’s discussion. Graduate school was quite a shock, until one realized 
that “reading,” in the sense we were used to, meant something else at this level. 
It meant “extracting” the thesis of  any book assigned, not starting at the first 
page and going straight through to the end. The books included a whole va-
riety of  approaches and subjects, but Harrington never told us beforehand, or 
after the discussion, what books were good or bad, which ones were especially 
useful. For all that, we were on our own. Among that first batch was Kennan’s 
American Diplomacy, 1900–1950, Hans Morgenthau’s In Defense of  the National 
Interest, Robert Osgood’s Ideals and Self-Interests in American Foreign Relations, 
Frank Tannenbaum’s The American Tradition in Foreign Policy, and Charles 
Beard’s The Idea of  National Interest.2 If  a question came up during discussions, 
Harrington, a consummate bibliophile, always had another book to suggest. 
We covered various special subjects, such as ethnicity, interest groups, and the 
differences between political science and history. Harrington himself  seemed 
indifferent throughout to the underlying theories of  our readings. His meth-
odology was inductive rather than theory-driven. (Yet, when the time came, 
he would call back to Wisconsin William Appleman Williams, still the most 
stimulating and provocative theory-man who has ever written on U.S. foreign 
policy.) The seminar students, however, were excited about the theories and, 
especially, the realist perspective of  Morgenthau and Kennan. Only Carl Par-
rini, the sole seminar member with economics as an outside field, mentioned 
Beard. Our collective failure to engage Beard’s arguments led Harrington to 
suggest, at seminar’s end, that we reread Beard’s The Idea of  National Inter-
est and make him the focus for our next meeting. Harrington often ended 
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seminars in that fashion. After saying little, “smoking” paperclips (was he a 
reformed chain smoker?), and constantly taking notes on slips of  paper (were 
those criticisms of  us or merely doodles?), he would saw off whatever tree 
limbs we had crawled out on in the previous two hours.

The second half  of  the semester was given over to student critiques of  pa-
pers presented. Harrington assigned two students to lead each critique and we 
quickly understood that he was less interested in assessing the paper’s author 
than he was in judging the thoroughness of  the two critics in demonstrating 
their mastery of  internal and external criticism. On occasion he brought in more 
advanced students who were already at the dissertation stage and used them to 
further demonstrate the fine art of  taking apart and critiquing a work. One of  
those was Robert Freeman Smith. Our presentations were largely based on prior 
MA or senior theses: Walt’s on Secretary of  State Bainbridge Colby, Lloyd’s on 
FDR and colonialism, and Tom’s on Arthur S. Vandenberg and bipartisanship—
all written from a conventional realist and internationalist perspective. Since 
Walt and Tom already had their MAs, Lloyd’s new work for his master’s de-
gree received more detailed attention. Lloyd’s first seminar presentation, on 
Franklin D. Roosevelt’s policies toward European colonialism in World War II, 
was realist to the core. He recalls, however, that as he worked on FDR, Har-
rington made a point of  asking, “What about economics?” At first, Lloyd simply 
didn’t get it, and added some pages on Lend-Lease, without really grasping what 
Harrington was trying to suggest—that maybe the United States had some in-
terests in the fate of  the colonies that went beyond balance of  power.

That year with Harrington gave us “words to live by.” “Most books should 
have been articles and most articles should not have been published.” “Most 
of  us have only three good books in us”—the rest is just fluff  and career-
building (and implicitly a waste of  good ink and paper). “Most books have 
only one idea, if  that; only the rare good ones have more.” In an effort to wean 
us from an excessive reliance on the New York Times as the paper of  record, he 
tweaked it with the usual “All the news that fits, we print”; “The Chicago Tri-
bune has better international coverage than the New York Times”; and “The 
Times is as useful as any other newspaper in wrapping trash.” More positively, 
and repeatedly, Harrington over time imbued us with the Wisconsin Idea, 
rooted in LaFollette Progressivism, that suggested that scholarship was as 
important as teaching: scholarship that was not afraid to question conventional 
wisdom and accepted truths; scholarship that produced new ways to think 
about and address the social, economic, and political ills of  the State and of  
the Nation. In a sense, the University and the State were to be joined through 
the nexus of  citizen-scholars. Yet he also made clear that the Wisconsin Idea 
had its dangers to be guarded against—that it could easily degenerate into 
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boosterism and transform the University into a servant of  large corporate in-
terests in the name of  serving the whole community. Harrington’s principles 
presciently warned against “activist” intellectuals and the notion of  the “Best 
and Brightest,” whose egos have shadowed the history of  the nation since the 
arrival of  the New Frontiersmen on the Potomac.

Inside and outside the seminar, both Lloyd and Tom quickly became good 
friends with Walt and with each other. That may be because all three of  us 
brought with us much of  the same personal baggage. We all grew up in small, 
midwestern towns, Walt in Walkerton, Indiana, population 2,000, near South 
Bend. We were all Protestants raised in a tradition of  suspicion of  centralized 
power. Lloyd, for example, went to Ohio Wesleyan University, a Methodist-
related school; Walt went to Hanover College, a Presbyterian school in south-
ern Indiana, while Tom graduated from the University of  Cincinnati. We 
were all fraternity men in college. We were political moderates—Adlai Ste-
venson Democrats except for Tom, who liked Ike. We all married our college 
sweethearts and remain married to them today. In short, save for our sophis-
tication in choosing our spouses, we were pretty conventional raw material 
of  the sort produced by the 1950s, and yet somehow readier than we realized 
for Wisconsin to work with and shape.

Propinquity helped to speed up those friendships. Our individual carrels 
were in the same wing and floor of  the magnificent Wisconsin State Histori-
cal Society, so we would visit back and forth when we were not disturbing 
other folks or, more often, just take casual breaks together in the society’s 
lobby. (Lloyd remembers a fierce debate over the relative merits of  Federalists 
and Antifederalists that left a passing librarian shaking his head at the ability 
of  graduate students to feel passionate about such things.) Over time, these 
meetings became more serious encounters at our apartments and outdoor out-
ings, and our wives became an integral part of  growing relationships. It was 
at our first session together, a picnic featuring Sandy LaFeber’s barbecued 
chicken, that Walt somehow managed to endear himself  to Nancy Gardner 
and Jeri McCormick despite insisting—much to their irritation—that boxing 
was an art form and Ernest Hemingway our finest writer. And it was at one 
of  our apartment dinners that Walt confessed that he had given serious thought 
to abandoning graduate school for the life of  novelist, thinking that political 
novels like The Last Hurrah might be a better way than academic monographs 
to reach a broader audience. Happily for all of  us, his history has had a far lon-
ger and more enduring reach than the work of  most novelists.

One source of  Walt’s ennui was Harrington’s decision to leave teaching for 
the administrative post of  vice president for academic affairs. Not wanting to 
leave us in the lurch, Harrington had given us the option of  staying with him 
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as dissertators, but none of  us were certain if  he would really have the time 
for us. At the end of  the day, Walt and Tom took Harrington up on his op-
tion, while Lloyd chose William Appleman Williams as his dissertation direc-
tor. (As it played out, all three of  us had equal access to both Harrington and 
Williams. So we were all Harrington students and we were all Williams stu-
dents, and our essays are to be found in the Festschrifts for both.)

Although Harrington had mentioned Williams in seminar a few times, none 
of  us knew much about him. Walt owned a copy of  American-Russian Rela-
tions and had read parts of  it for his master’s thesis.3 Now we all read it and 
found ourselves shaking our heads in disbelief  at the book’s provocative “Coda” 
on the early Cold War, subtitled “The Sophistry of  Super-Realism.” We were 
made to feel even more anxious about Williams’s impending arrival by the ac-
counts of  older students who had known Williams before and described him 
as “a socialist Socrates who got out on the wrong side of  the bed.” We soon 
had occasion to form our own opinions when all three of  us found ourselves 
working as T.A.’s for Williams, either in his Foreign Relations class or in his 
general U.S. history survey.

Williams’s impact was immediate and electrifying. Tom remembers sitting 
next to Walt in the very back row, listening to Williams’s first lecture on the 
topic of—what else?—the Open Door paradigm in American foreign policy. 
After it was over, Tom turned to Walt and said: “There is a Thomistic logic to 
everything this guy says, and if  we ever accept his first premises, we are dead 
in the water.” The shock we felt soon turned to fascination and a determina-
tion to find out what made this man tick. Part of  that learning process, be-
yond hearing the lectures, was to observe what Williams read. Every Thursday 
afternoon, without fail, Williams walked into the periodical room of  Memo-
rial Library, notebook in hand, and spent the rest of  the day working his way 
through all the new arrivals from A through Z, and not just history journals, 
but those in political science, sociology, anthropology, psychology, econom-
ics, literature and American Studies. And the books in his office reflected a simi-
lar span of  inquiry. On one wall were books by the likes of  Gunnar Myrdal, 
Wilhelm Dilthey, G. D. H. Cole, E.H. Carr, Isaac Deutscher, and Erich Fromn. 
On the other were all the volumes of  Papers Relating to the Foreign Relations of  
the United States published to that point (which Williams had literally read word 
for word) as well as a miscellaneous collection of  committee hearings.

Wanting a more hands-on opportunity for understanding Williams, we fi
nally worked up our courage to invite Williams and his wife to dinner at Walt’s 
apartment, a couple of  blocks off campus on the second floor over Lou’s To-
bacco Shop. (Williams, who smoked small cigars the way Harrington “smoked” 
paperclips, was perhaps Lou’s best customer.) The Williams charisma, evident in 
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his lectures, turned out even stronger in close proximity. Part of  the evening was 
pure gossip and storytelling, at which Williams excelled. And the history faculty 
members—once his professors and now his colleagues—were prime targets. It 
was all wonderfully titillating for second-year graduate students like ourselves, 
who could feel like we were being let in on the family secrets—and even a few 
skeletons in the closet. The major part of  the evening, however, was conversa-
tion, at once serious but lively, about historical topics. Like countless similar dis-
cussions with Williams over the next thirty years, this first one lasted until the 
wee hours of  the morning. Lloyd remembers one of  us asking him where the 
New Deal fit into his interpretation. His extended reply was a précis of  a later 
review he would write for The Nation of  Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr.’s The Crisis of  
the Old Order.4 Williams’s essay, entitled “Right Crisis, Wrong Order,” argued 
that the depression was a crisis of  the new order, an order that dated back to the 
late nineteenth century and had demonstrated more continuity than change in a 
line that ran from Mark Hanna to Woodrow Wilson to Herbert Hoover to FDR. 
Much of  Williams’s argument anticipated its fuller development four years later 
in the last section of  his Contours of  American History, entitled “The Age of  Cor-
poration Capitalism,” which has since become known variously as liberal corpo-
ratism, corporate liberalism, and American neocorporatism.5

That late night exercise in thinking outside the box became a common ex-
perience for us in the next several years. The settings were usually informal—
bull sessions in Williams’s office after class, late afternoon coffee at Rennebohm’s 
Drug Store, late afternoon beer at the Brathaus, and occasional dinners at Wil-
liams’s house. The topics were wide-ranging: Marx and Freud, Beard and 
neo-Beardians, Hamilton and Jefferson, Madison and John Quincy Adams, in-
ternationalism and isolationism, Faulkner and Hemingway, Count Basie and 
Duke Ellington, Melville and Hawthorne, democratic socialists and social 
democrats and so forth and so on—and on. What was common to all was the 
search for underlying assumptions—that is, the imperative for a true intellectual 
to strip away and discover the assumptions and premises, usually unstated, that 
underlay the categories and constructs that scholars used. And the place to 
begin, we learned, was to discover the underlying assumptions of  one’s own 
Weltanschauung and to subject them to critical questioning—a process of  self-
examination (the “examined life,” if  you will) that had to be an ongoing, life-
long enterprise. There was ample opportunity for that self-criticism when, in 
the course of  time, we began our dissertations; and when Bill was putting the 
finishing touches on The Tragedy of  American Diplomacy and the beginning 
strokes on Contours of  American History.6 (Tom’s wife, Jeri, typed the manu-
script, so Tom got to see it hot off  the press.) Over the course of  these 
encounters, “Professor Williams” morphed into simply “Bill,” as we all began 
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the long and wondrous process of  building friendships that endured. (Manag-
ing such informality with Harrington’s awesome persona was a more difficult 
matter for some of  us. Tom confesses that he was probably fifty years old be-
fore he could squeeze out the first “Fred” of  his life.)

Harrington and Williams, while central to our intellectual metamorphosis, 
were not our sole influences. Other members of  that neo-Beardian department 
played roles for some or all of  us, as did an array of  fellow graduate students. 
Consider some of  the faculty influences—auditing Merrill Jensen’s lectures on 
early American history, where he emphasized domestic social-economic con-
flict and took implicit issue with Williams’s emphasis on empire-building; 
doing research papers for Merle Curti’s intellectual history course, where we 
developed a fascination with John Q. Adams and Reinhold Niebuhr even before 
Williams’ arrival; and having lunches with Howard Beale, whose study of  The-
odore Roosevelt led him to challenge our economic interpretations of  Ameri
ca’s rise to world power. For Walt and Lloyd, Philip Curtin was especially 
influential. All the Americanists were required to take two non-American his-
tory fields, one in medieval or ancient, the other in modern history. Professor 
Curtin had developed a field called the British Empire. (Later, he would trans-
form it into the Atlantic World and then to the even larger Third World.) Walt 
chose imperial Britain as his outside modern field. Curtin’s study of  the British 
Empire sharpened Walt’s conceptualization of  empire and encouraged him to 
think comparatively. So his scholarship on the American empire has always 
been implicitly informed by his understanding of  an earlier British empire, 
both formal and informal. (Apparently, Walt could also project those concepts 
further back in time: he and Don Kagan once taught a comparative course on 
the Roman and American empires at Cornell in the summer of  1968.)

Also influential were other grad students. Almost too numerous to men-
tion, any list certainly would include our seminar mate, Carl Parrini, who 
brought his broad command of  international economics to a dissertation that 
would eventually become his brilliant Heir to Empire, a study of  U.S. economic 
diplomacy during World War I and after; Marty Sklar, already embarked on 
his pioneering studies in American corporatism and progressivism that would 
result in his complex and sophisticated analysis of  the law and the market in 
his Corporate Reconstruction of  American Capitalism;7 and Saul Landau, who com-
bined his political activism and his research skills to produce a bevy of  pro-
vocative books on U.S. policies in Latin America. One might also note that even 
Wisconsin’s undergraduates had their indirect impact in providing a kind of  
progressive milieu that required you to take notice of  it even when you did 
not directly participate in it: a Socialist Club that was both large and active, 
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well-attended and well-covered protest rallies and demonstrations against the 
Eisenhower Doctrine and the U.S. invasion of  Lebanon in 1958, and the de-
cidedly left-wing tilt of  the undergraduate student newspaper, the Daily Car-
dinal. When that dominant progressivism was challenged by activist students 
on the Right, Center, and even the Left, the competition of  ideas and ideol-
ogy rubbing up against each other only added to the excitement.

In 1959, the three of  us went our separate ways. Lloyd and Tom were still a 
year away from finishing up, but Lloyd took a teaching job at Lake Forest Col-
lege and Tom stayed behind at Wisconsin as a research fellow. Walt, the worka-
holic embodiment of  the Calvinist ethic, had already finished his dissertation 
by then and accepted the job-of-a-lifetime (literally, as it turned out) at Cornell 
University, where Dexter Perkins, the great scholar of  the Monroe Doctrine, 
was moving toward retirement. Before we parted ways, we all did considerable 
soul-searching about our teaching careers. In particular, we debated whether 
we had an obligation to state our own assumptions to our future students or, 
fearing that our Wisconsin revisionism might turn students off before they en-
gaged us, whether we should keep them to ourselves. However we each re-
solved that conundrum, all of  us already understood what Bill Williams would 
later tell a legislative investigating committee on the prowl for subversives. 
Asked what he taught, he said, “I teach people how to think.” Not what to 
think, mind you, but how to think. So it seemed to us that our job was not to 
propagandize and make fledgling revisionists out of  our students. Our job was 
to teach them to think critically—and the place to start was how to discover and 
question underlying assumptions. And what better place than to let them start 
on us—in the hope that they would eventually question the assumptions of  all 
their teachers, all their books, all their governmental authority figures, and 
eventually—most importantly—all their own assumptions. We wanted students 
to get outside the mental boxes that they had inhabited before they entered the 
university.

In the decades since graduate school, we have both stayed close to Walt—in 
three different ways. First, we stayed connected because we were imaginative 
and energetic in finding ways to see each other in varying combinations of  
twos and threes (or, when we were lucky and our wives could join us, in fours or 
sixes). And however social these encounters were, they always ended up in the 
same passionate, intellectual discussions that helped keep all of  us grounded in 
the enthusiasms of  that graduate school experience. Nancy Gardner noted one 
time that the conversation almost seemed to pick up at exactly the same point 
where it had left off six months or a year earlier. Second, we stayed close because 
we often worked together as collaborators. In 1973, the three of  us wrote a 
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textbook in U.S. foreign relations called Creation of  the American Empire.8 It proved 
to have a short shelf  life, largely because it tried to be both a textbook and an 
analytical think-piece and fell between the two stools, which was unfortu-
nate because much of  it was original and first-rate. A decade later, the three of  
us joined Bill Williams in turning out America in Vietnam: A Documentary History, 
and a year later, Lloyd edited a Festschrift for Williams called Redefining the Past to 
which all of  us contributed essays.9 Seven years on, in 1993, Walt and Tom coed-
ited another Festschrift, honoring Fred Harrington. It was entitled Behind the 
Throne: Servants of  Power to Imperial Presidents, and once more, all three of  us 
wrote essays for it.10

Finally, each of  us remained linked to Walt because he was so generous with 
his time in reading and critiquing our works-in-progress. Whether it was a 
complete book manuscript, a shorter think-piece journal article, or a pending 
conference paper, Walt has been there for each of  us. Moreover, the critique 
was unfailingly brilliant and on-the-money. (One must note that Walt was, and 
is, rather more reticent about his own work; one usually knows what Walt is 
working on about the same time his autographed copy of  the finished prod-
uct arrives at the doorstep.)

LaFeber and his lifelong friends Lloyd Gardner (left) and Tom McCormick (right) met during 
gradu ate school at the University of Wisconsin, where they became the Three Musketeers. Photo 
by Duane Hopp, October 17, 1962, University of Wisconsin– Madison Archives, General Photo 
Collection, box 63, folder 3/1 Harrington, Fred Harvey. Courtesy of Sandra LaFeber
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While we lack the disinterested distance to assess Walt’s work over 
the last forty years, we do feel secure in saying a few things about both the 
contemporary character and the literate quality of  that work. When Walt’s 
dissertation on Grover Cleveland’s Latin American policy was revised and 
immensely expanded to become The New Empire, and to win the Beveridge 
Prize in 1963, it was apparent that all of  his books would have “contemporary” 
themes.11 The forces he identifies as shaping the outlook of  American policy-
makers in the late nineteenth century can easily be seen at work today as a 
later generation of  leaders pursues its objectives. The average life of  a schol-
arly book is probably twenty years or less. The New Empire is as popular today 
as when it was first published, precisely because it does speak to issues not fixed 
in one place, at one time. Whether these issues include the exceptionalism of  
American ideology, or the more easily identified economic interests behind 
specific policies, LaFeber takes us to the heart of  the matter.

Consider some of  the works that followed New Empire. The Panama Canal 
(1978) put the 1974–77 treaty negotiations in historical perspective, educating an 
uninformed American public, and some of  its leaders as well, to the historical 
realities at a time when the 1977 treaty had become a political hot potato.12 His 
Inevitable Revolutions (1983) similarly attempted to educate the American public 
at the time of  the Sandinista regime in Nicaragua on why it was that the peoples 
of  the Caribbean and Central America did not look at world events in the same 
way that leaders in Washington did, by placing the unrest in historical context.13 
In the process, he reminded his readers of  the relevance of  dependency theory 
more than a decade before antiglobalization forces would revive it. His 1993 
book in the Cambridge History series, The Search for Opportunity, made imagina-
tive use of  Joseph Schumpeter’s concept of  “creative destruction” to recast how 
we (and perhaps Walt himself ) viewed the era between the end of  the Civil War 
and World War I.14 The prize-winning The Clash (1997) provided the same stimu-
lus for understanding Japanese-American relations, offering up “the clash” over 
China and the “clash” of  competing forms of  capitalism as compelling catego-
ries for a very complex set of  relations.15 And finally, LaFeber’s Michael Jordan, 
surveying the career of  one of  America’s greatest sports heroes of  the twentieth 
century, highlighted the dynamics underlying both “globalization” and the at-
tacks of  11 September 2001.16

Besides their contemporary feel, Walt’s work is noted for a lively and liter-
ate style that delights and engages university students and scholars alike. That 
quality is nowhere more evident than in his two immensely popular textbooks, 
America, Russia, and the Cold War and The American Age.17 Both contain the 
same themes that he established in his monographs; indeed, he puts them 
forth quite clearly in the introductions and opening chapters of  each textbook. 
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(In that sense, Walt was immodest or merely wrong when he inscribed 
Tom’s first edition copy of  the Cold War book. “Here it is, Tom,” he wrote, 
“a thousand-and-one facts in search of  a thesis.”) But it is the magical ability to 
subtly weave those themes in and out of  a narrative story line that really pro-
pels those books along and keeps the reader engaged. They read like a John 
Dos Passos novel, yet rest on a lifetime of  intense historical research.

The success of  Walt’s books has been of  great significance to the profession 
of  foreign relations historians. The ups and downs of  the Wisconsin School’s 
reputation in that profession read like a Hegelian dialectic. At its height in the 
Vietnam era of  the 1960s and early 1970s, in relative decline in the Thermi-
dorian reaction of  the late 1970s and refired Cold War 1980s, it enjoyed a mod-
est resurgence in the 1990s when American foreign policy continued to act in 
much the same ways and for much the same reasons even though the Cold War 
was over—suggesting that with or without a Communist menace (and by ex-
tension, with or without the menace of  terrorism), the dynamics of  American 
foreign policy continue to be much the same as they were a century ago when 
“the new empire” was launched upon the global scene. It is more than a little 
ironic, of  course, that many of  the critiques of  state-centered history (to use 
the broadest term about current attitudes in academia) actually have their 
source in works produced by scholars working in the Wisconsin tradition, 
turning the “consensus” notion on its end to examine the assumptions of  poli-
cymakers and historians both steeped in the Grand Narrative.

Throughout those ups and downs of  the Wisconsin School, no one has been 
more influential than Walt in both refining and keeping alive the arguments 
that Williams and Harrington first set forth in the 1940s and 1950s. And whether 
those arguments are embraced, rejected, or modified is less important than the 
essential fact that they be engaged and considered. That this is clearly the case 
in so much of  our current scholarship speaks, of  course, to the power of  the ar-
guments themselves; but it also speaks to the ability of  Walt to be read, and 
read widely, both in the best of  times and in the worst of  times.

Probably no other historian of  American foreign relations has given his 
profession and his readership quite the same sense that history really matters, 
that where we have been will indeed determine where we are going unless 
we understand the past—not as a template for the future, or the future as an 
extension of  a useful past—but as a record of  successes and follies. All 
through his career Walt LaFeber has taken seriously the Wisconsin injunction 
that scholarship and publication exist not simply to achieve an upward trajec-
tory in the world of  academic fame and fortune, but to serve a public interest 
as well.
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Chapter 3

Finding Walter LaFeber in the Rec ords
David A. Langbart

During the fall of  1975, Walter LaFeber taught 
a freshman seminar on presidential power and US foreign policy since 1940. I 
was one of  the fortunate fifteen new Cornellians admitted into that class. 
While we were busy with our research papers in late October and November, 
LaFeber was traveling in Asia as a speaker for the United States Information 
Agency (USIA). Four decades later, while working as an archivist at the Na-
tional Archives, I discovered in USIA files the reports about LaFeber’s visit that 
had been sent back to Washington by US diplomats in Tokyo, Bangkok, and 
Singapore.

Walter LaFeber was a committed and energetic historian. Not only did he 
use the records and materials in the National Archives, the presidential librar-
ies, and other manuscript collections, but he also literally came to be in the 
files. He was a creator and subject of  significant US government records as a 
result of  his membership on the Department of  State’s Advisory Committee 
on Foreign Relations of  the United States and his role as a speaker for the USIA. 
To both of  these endeavors, LaFeber brought his characteristic wit, erudition, 
and humility, as well as his expertise and intellect. Records on both activities 
either already are or will eventually be in the National Archives.

As with any good historian, Walter LaFeber grounded his scholarship in a 
broad range of  archival and manuscript holdings. A review of  the citations and 
bibliographies to The New Empire, Inevitable Revolutions and The Clash, as well 
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as the other books and articles discussed elsewhere in this book, reflect long 
hours of  research in the primary sources. Even America, Russia, and the Cold 
War, which is more a synthesis than a research tome, reflects time spent re-
searching in the records.

An inveterate user of  government records working on subjects for which 
most of  the documents start out as classified, LaFeber recognized that access to 
the documents was imperative in order to learn what policymakers thought 
and did and how policy was implemented. He was, therefore, very concerned 
about government secrecy and worked both publicly and behind the scenes for 
openness and access to the records, which he believed was vital to the writing of  
good history. And he fully appreciated that good history was vital to creating an 
informed public, which was the very foundation for good citizenship as well as 
essential to holding government officials accountable for their behavior.

LaFeber’s commitment to those beliefs inspired his service on various 
committees, which benefited the larger historical community and by extension 
the general public. He served on the Advisory Committee on Foreign Rela-
tions of  the United States (known today as the Advisory Committee on Histori-
cal Diplomatic Documentation, or more commonly, the HAC) from 1971 to 
1974, as chair in 1974. He represented the American Historical Association 
and was the first of  the so-called New Left, or revisionist, foreign policy histo-
rians appointed to the committee.1 He brought to the committee different his-
torical perspectives just as the Historical Office was beginning to deal with 
significant new problems in compiling and printing the series Foreign Relations 
of  the United States (FRUS), the official documentary record of  US foreign pol-
icy.2 One of  the most notable of  these problems was how to include in the 
FRUS series documents from the other agencies that were increasingly involved 
in the making of  US foreign policy in the early years of  the Cold War, espe-
cially the National Security Council (NSC), the Department of  Defense (DOD), 
and the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA). Minutes of  the committee’s meet-
ings demonstrate that LaFeber actively participated in those meetings.3

On July 20, 1971, on behalf  of  the secretary of  state, Acting Assistant Sec-
retary of  State for Public Affairs William D. Blair Jr., under whose purview 
the Historical Office fell at that time, sent letters inviting three scholars to join 
the committee for four-year terms, replacing others whose appointment had 
expired. Walter LaFeber was one of  those invitees.4 At the time, the commit-
tee met once a year on the first Friday in November. LaFeber accepted and 
began his term by attending his first meeting on November 6, 1971, the fif-
teenth annual meeting of  the committee. That he accepted indicates the im-
portance of  the work, as LaFeber did not relish such committee duties. The 
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discussion covered a variety of  topics relating to the work of  the Department 
of  State’s Office of  the Historian, then referred to as “HO” but now as “OH,” 
primarily the compilation and publication of  FRUS volumes. Among them 
were the implications of  the recent announcement by the White House of  its 
interest in special documentary projects on the Korean War, the 1958 Leba-
non crisis, and the Cuban Missile Crisis. The committee also discussed the dis-
continuance of  publication of  Current Documents, clearance/declassification 
issues, and staffing levels for the Historical Office.5

The timing of  LaFeber’s service on HAC was auspicious. FRUS volumes ap-
peared more than two decades after the events they documented, which 
meant that the early 1970s saw the review and publication of  records regard-
ing the dawn of  the Cold War. In addition, LaFeber had just published the sec-
ond edition of  America, Russia, and the Cold War (1971) and therefore attended 
these meetings with both a wealth of  knowledge and a load of  questions about 
US policy. In a number of  cases, these were questions about the increasing role 
of  US military and intelligence operations that he would address in his own 
scholarship in subsequent years. For example, the committee’s discussion 
about declassification of  documents relating to covert US interference in the 
1948 Italian elections was perhaps LaFeber’s first opportunity to advocate trans-
parency.6 Other clearance issues involved the unresponsiveness of  the De-
partment of  State’s desk officers and other agencies, especially the Department 
of  Defense; the new involvement of  the White House and National Security 
Council as the compilations moved into the late 1940s after establishment of  
the NSC; and the problem of  incorporating CIA documents. LaFeber under-
stood that the integrity of  FRUS depended on the official historians having un-
hindered access to the underlying sources.

Throughout LaFeber’s tenure on the committee, those same issues per-
sisted even as new ones arose and intensified. The new matters included ac-
cess to materials at the presidential libraries, the pace of  publication of  the 
FRUS volumes, and the inclusion of  documents relating to covert activities. 
Continuing issues included the executive order on declassification of  US gov-
ernment records, the HO’s deteriorating relationship with the NSC, the growth 
and increasing complexity of  the volume of  records to be searched and ed-
ited, records management, office budget, and technical editing.7

LaFeber’s service on the committee culminated in 1974, when he served as 
chair. He was unanimously elected for that position by his fellow committee 
members. During his year at the head of  the table, the committee dealt with 
many of  the same problems as in prior years and new issues expanded the list. 
Among those continuing problems, the issue of  NSC documentation proved 
especially vexing. A major new subject of  discussion was related to an effort 
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to meet the presidentially mandated goal of  publication no more than twenty 
years  after the date of  the documents chosen for inclusion. The Historical Of-
fice proposed a major reconception of  the series  under which the volumes 
would be compiled in trienniums, rather than the traditional annual approach 
that dated back to the first volume covering 1861. This change was supposed 
to gain time, reduce duplication of  efort, improve efficiency, and lead to more 
focused compilations.

LaFeber (third from left, with head in hand) chaired the State Department’s Historical Advisory 
Committee from 1974 to 1976, pressing the Ford administration to expedite the declassification 
 process. National Archives Photo 59- N- VS-1065-2-74.

LaFeber took a keen interest in this proposal, expressing serious reserva-
tions. He noted that it would lead to fewer overall pages (and thus fewer doc-
uments) being published and had the potential of  slowing rather than 
expediting access to the rec ords themselves. To make up for the decrease in 
the number of  documents printed, the Historical Office was considering the 
issuance of  microform supplements containing additional, unedited docu-
ments. Ultimately the office  adopted both the triennium approach and the 
issuance of  microfiche supplements.8 Another issue that came up was the re-
vival of  Current Documents, something LaFeber went on rec ord as favoring.

One  matter that came up only incidentally was the major change in the De-
partment of  State’s central recordkeeping system instituted between 1973 
and 1974.  Because the FRUS compilers worked on rec ords that  were twenty 
to twenty- five years old, the new recor ds system did not yet afect their work. 
Still, at least one historian in State’s Office of  the Historian worried about the 
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potential consequences of  the coming change. Later that new system would 
create myriad problems and headaches for the Department of  State’s histori-
ans, the committee, and the recordkeepers at the National Archives.

In 1974 Carol Laise served as the assistant secretary of  state for public af-
fairs and oversaw OH. She was one of  relatively few women in the Foreign 
Service and at the time was the highest-ranking woman in the Department 
of  State, the first ever to serve at the assistant secretary level. Through his work 
on the committee, LaFeber struck up a friendship with her. She sensitized him 
to the lowly position of  women in the Department of  State. Even though their 
contact did not continue, he later noted that “she pioneered the trail that other 
women began to fill in the Foreign Service.”9

LaFeber sent the committee’s annual report to Secretary of  State Henry 
Kissinger on December 26, 1974. Given his later criticism of  Kissinger, the irony 
of  LaFeber corresponding with him is profound. In his cover letter LaFeber 
called FRUS “unsurpassed by any other governmental series for its importance 
and distinction,” but he noted that the series was “at a crucial turning-point.” 
Hitting the most important issue, he stated that if  declassification problems 
were “not immediately solved,” the series “will be severely damaged and lose 
the proud position and influence it now enjoys within the world academic 
community.”10

The report, largely written by LaFeber, went into more detail and adopted 
some alarming language. After noting that FRUS “has been distinguished for its 
thoroughness and honesty in presenting the record of  American diplomacy,” the 
report warned that the “series is now in grave danger.” Rather than shrinking 
the gap from the date of  the creation of  the documents to the date of  publica-
tion in FRUS to the presidentially mandated twenty years, the gap was growing 
and stood at twenty-six years. Making matters worse, this delay stood in the way 
of  scholarly access to the records themselves, as the opening of  the files to re-
searchers was then tied to publication of  FRUS. Additionally, the declassification 
of  documents was growing more difficult and plans were afoot that could lead 
to a significant decrease in the number of  documents published.

To mitigate the problems, the report made eight recommendations, the 
most important of  which were:

• 	

 






	 F inding Walter LaFeber in the Records	 51

• The bureaucratic mechanisms for oversight of  the classification and 
declassification of  records should be revised, including strengthening 
the role of  the Interagency Classification Review Committee, estab-
lishing a formal advisory committee composed of  representatives of  
several academic organization, much like the FRUS committee.

• The essence of  chosen documents not cleared for publication should 
be incorporated using other documents, and the omitted documents 
should be identified for ease of  later access.

•	 The FRUS volumes should be compiled in trienniums, but at the 
then-current level of  seven volumes per year; in other words, twenty-
one volumes per triennium.

• The committee should hold a second meeting each year in April.11

Assistant Secretary Laise forwarded the committee’s report to Secretary of  
State Kissinger, echoing the concerns of  the committee in her cover memo-
randum. She noted that the delay in publication “is contrary to our commit-
ment to enlarge public understanding . . . ; it affects our credibility with the 
nongovernmental foreign affairs community, academia, and the Congress; and 
it adds to our burdens under the Freedom of  Information Act.” She stated 
bluntly that “the prime reason for this deteriorating situation is our inability 
to obtain timely declassification action” from other agencies, especially the 
NSC, and that Secretary Kissinger’s “personal intervention” was required. Laise 
wrote that there was need for a “new attitude” and improved machinery for 
declassification. The latter could be solved by empowering the Department 
of  State’s Council on Classification Policy. She attached a draft response to 
LaFeber and recommended authorizing the Council on Classification Policy 
to “decide” internal conflicts on classification/declassification matters. Kiss-
inger agreed, scribbling “except for NSC material” next to his approval.12

Two and a half  months after receipt of  the committee’s report, Kissinger sent 
LaFeber a letter that the Historical Office had prepared for Kissinger to sign, 
which can only be considered a pro-forma response. Still, it is significant that at 
this time matters such as the committee’s annual report were addressed to the 
secretary of  state, whose staff prepared a personal reply. Today the chairman 
submits the annual report to the Office of  the Historian, which manages distri-
bution and follow-up. Kissinger thanked LaFeber for a “thoughtful report” and 
agreed that publication of  FRUS must be sped up. He had, therefore, directed 
that steps be taken to increase the pace of  declassification, including conveying 
his concerns to the other agencies involved through the assistant secretary for 
public affairs. Kissinger noted that other recommendations required further 
study. He did not inform LaFeber of  his refusal relating to NSC materials.13
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At the time, LaFeber was satisfied with his committee experience. Years 
later, however, he noted that the “top people” at the Historical Office “blew 
much smoke (read: misled us)” and confessed that not a lot of  progress had 
been made solving the problems faced in compiling FRUS. He noted in par
ticular that there were still clearance problems and that the delay between 
the dates of  the documents and the date of  publication continued to grow.14 
Those issues persist to this day. Indeed, the target date for publication of  FRUS 
volumes is now set at thirty years after the date of  the document’s issue, and 
largely due to clearance problems, that target is virtually never met.

Richard Immerman, another contributor to this book, served on the com-
mittee, by then commonly referred to as the HAC, from 2009 to 2021 and as 
chair from 2010 to 2021. He noted the following about LaFeber’s work on the 
committee:

Both the HAC and FRUS underwent dramatic transformations fol-
lowing Walt’s tenure. The HAC grew in size and represen  ta tion, and 
the number of  its meetings increased to four times a year. Likewise, the 
number of  FRUS volumes more than doubled for each presidential sub-
series, and as did the scope of  the volumes. In 1991, moreover, Congress 
enacted the Foreign Relations Authorization Act, thereby statutorily em-
powering the HAC and mandating that FRUS provide a “thorough, ac-
curate, and reliable” history of  the United States foreign relations. OH 
compilers, consequently, gained access to a broader range of  federal rec-
ords. Yet the challenges the HAC has continued to confront are the 
same that Walt identified and anticipated, most notably the interagency 
review process , standardization of  the declassification guidelines among 
the departments and agencies, and the timeliness of  publication. Walt 
helped establish the pre ce dents that we followed.15

Even after leaving the committee, LaFeber’s concern with records, declas-
sification, and the National Archives continued. Much of  that work took place 
out of  public view in various academic and other meetings. In 1980, however, 
he publicly criticized plans for the National Archives, then a component of  the 
General Services Administration (GSA). Admiral Rowland G. Freeman, head 
of  GSA, proposed a scheme to disperse many records housed in the Washing-
ton, D.C., area to National Archives facilities around the country. Among other 
things, Freeman described those plans as an effort to bring the records to citi-
zens. The plan led to both internal rebellion and outside pressure.

The proposal and professional reaction to it were reported in a Washington 
Post article in late December 1979. LaFeber responded with a letter to the edi-
tor published under the heading “Leave the Archives Alone.” “[The] policy will 



	 F inding Walter LaFeber in the Records	 53

make it impossible to do historical research in many subjects,” he pointed out, 
“unless the researcher has the funds to travel around the country.”16 In a line 
cut from the letter by the Post before publication, LaFeber referred to Admi-
ral Freeman’s plan “as one of  idiocy.” He added that at a recent meeting of  
the American Historical Association, many of  the historians in attendance 
agreed with that characterization and no one objected or dissented.17 Privately 
he joked, “If  a battleship steams down Lake Cayuga to zero in on” his home, 
the author of  this chapter would know the full story.18

In the fall of  1975, shortly after his term on the advisory committee ended, 
LaFeber once again found himself  in service to a US government agency, this 
time on a trip for the USIA as part of  its “Volunteer Speakers” program. Under 
that program, US experts from a wide range of  fields traveled abroad to share 
their expertise with foreign audiences. Speakers included musicians, artists, ac-
tors, writers, scientists, anthropologists, mathematicians, historians, govern-
ment officials, and others. Coming so soon after the fall of  Saigon, it is not 
clear what motivated USIA to choose LaFeber, a noted critic of  US foreign 
policy, for this trip, although it is important to note that the agency chose speak-
ers who reflected a wide range of  opinions. Indeed, LaFeber’s motivations for 
undertaking the tour are perhaps even less clear. The primary purpose of  the 
trip to Japan was to participate in an academic symposium on post–World 
War II Asia.19

This trip explains why the Freshman Seminar I was taking doubled up on 
sessions early in the semester and then had a long period without meeting to 
work on our major research papers. The course, on the relationship between 
presidential power and US foreign policy, focused on the period since 1940, 
but also looked back to earlier events that illustrated issues that continued to 
resonate in US foreign policy. The fifteen students allowed into the course 
knew they were in the big leagues when they received a significant reading 
assignment to complete for the first seminar session.

LaFeber was one of  the least pretentious people I had ever met. During the 
first class he made it clear that although addressing him as “Professor LaFe-
ber” was acceptable, he preferred “Mr. LaFeber.” “Dr. LaFeber” was definitely 
out. The seminar (History 203), which met once a week for two hours, was 
the setting for the first of  many times I would hear LaFeber discuss John Quincy 
Adams or Willard Straight when explaining more modern aspects of  US for-
eign policy. In addition to our readings, there were several writing assignments, 
including a major research paper based on original research in primary sources. 
Grammar, syntax, and style counted, too. To aid in our writing, LaFeber di-
rected us to familiarize ourselves with the guidance in The Elements of  Style by 
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William Strunk Jr. and E. B. White. My copy of  that small book from that sem-
inar has traveled with me ever since and sits on my desk to this day. That he 
would undertake this class for freshmen, with its emphasis on writing, was just 
one more example of  LaFeber’s commitment to teaching. Despite having a 
teaching assistant, LaFeber graded the multiple papers each student wrote, pro-
viding copious comments about content and style. Whatever skill I have as a 
writer stems largely from what I learned in that seminar.20

Only later did I learn the real reason for the hiatus in seminar meetings from 
reading a file of  USIA records in the National Archives: LaFeber had been on 
a trip to East and Southeast Asia sponsored by that agency. The texts of  his 
talks are not available, but the reports by his official hosts indicate that he dis-
cussed US foreign policy in the 1920s and the 1970s. His class lectures from 
the time covered those topics, too, albeit for a different audience.

In the class lectures LaFeber countered the idea that the United States was 
disengaged and isolationist during the 1920s. Indeed, the title of  his primary 
lecture on the 1920s was “Interventionism Called Isolationism.”21 He explained 
that even though the United States was not as active a participant as it had been 
during World War I, it was certainly more involved internationally than it had 
been before the war. Rather than relying on its political position, let alone its 
military might, the US used its economic and financial power to change the 
world; the flag followed commerce. While that may not have been involve-
ment in a conventional foreign policy sense, the US was nevertheless an en-
gaged and influential actor on the international scene.

As for the 1970s, that was more current events than history, but LaFeber 
still brought his critical thinking to the subject. He explained that US policy-
makers were adjusting to the US position in a post–Vietnam War world. De-
spite the breakup of  the domestic consensus on foreign policy, even in a diffuse 
world the United States was still a, if  not the, major player. With the rise of  
nationalism, US power was declining, but the United States still wanted to 
maintain political and economic stability in order to contain Soviet expansion-
ism and deal with new political and economic blocs. With the end of  the 
war in Vietnam, US relations with other nations in Southeast Asia took on 
more importance.

LaFeber’s first stop was Thailand. In Bangkok, LaFeber spoke at the uni-
versities of  Chulalongkorn and Chiang Mai. Several months later, the USIS 
(United States Information Service) post in Bangkok provided this summary 
of  LaFeber’s November visit.22

Dr. Walter La Feber [sic], Noll Professor of  History at Cornell Univer-
sity, lectured on foreign policy before members of  the political science  
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and history faculties. . . . In his lectur es, he contrasted U.S. foreign pol-
icy during the immediate post World War I period with the 1970’s. He 
portrayed the United States as a responsible world power adjusting to 
the new  political realities in Indochina and interested in the maintenance 
of  friendly relations with Thailand. In his formal pr esentations and in 
social gatherings, Dr. La Feber [sic] served to support the post’s first and 
third objectives regarding the resiliency of  current U.S. foreign policy 
and  future relations with Thailand.23

The Bangkok Post had invited him to speak to support its work demonstrat-
ing US interest in maintaining a mutually beneficial relationship with Thai-
land and to explain the US ability to “formulate positive and responsible foreign 
policies” in the current international environment.24 The reporting officer 
wrote that LaFeber predicted that the US would not revert to isolationism. 
Rather, it would continue its engagement in the world, including Southeast 
Asia after the debacle of  Vietnam. LaFeber received pointed questions from 
his audiences on the latter point, to which he responded by citing “several ex-
amples of  recent US foreign policy moves in Europe, Latin America and S.E. 
Asia which reflected . . . ​the ability of  American foreign policymakers to for-
mulate new policies in response to world developments.” An earlier message 
indicated that LaFeber was particularly “effective in the discussion period fol-
lowing his presentation. He handled tough questions candidly and sincerely.”25

Following Bangkok, LaFeber visited Singapore. During his stay there, he 
met with Ministry of  Foreign Affairs officials to discuss current US foreign pol-
icy and lectured and discussed analogies of  US foreign policy in the 1920s and 
1970s at the University of  Singapore history department and with a group of  
career officers in the Singapore Armed Forces. He met with the ministry of-
ficials on a Saturday. The USIS post there sent the following summary:

Cornell historian Walter La Feber [sic] spent two days in Singapore co-
gently explaining— through historical comparisons— basis and backing 
for American foreign policy. He stressed in precise, persuasive, and con-
fident manner that U.S. is bound to continue involvement in world 
afairs and that broad consensus between executive, legislative, and 
public applies to most major foreign policy issues. His sometimes skep-
tical but always keenly interested audiences—composed of  government 
officials, academics and military officers— responded extremely well to 
Dr. La Feber [sic], who is first- rate volunteer speaker.26

In the more detailed report, the embassy’s public affairs officer (PAO) noted 
that “few speakers have so precisely supported [post] objectives.” He reported 
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that LaFeber explained that the United States was so involved in the world that 
it could not withdraw even if  it wanted to and that on major foreign policy 
issues there was “remarkable consensus” among the administration, Congress, 
and the public. The report also noted that audiences respected LaFeber’s can-
dor, noting that he was “articulate, persuasive, and very well prepared,” “im-
pressive in his formal remarks and the discussions that followed,” and “never 
evaded a question.” The PAO closed his report stating “The speaker was ex-
tremely effective, the subject was interesting, and the audience responded 
well—what more could we ask for? La Feber [sic] would be welcome back to 
Singapore any time.”27

LaFeber concluded his November trip with a visit to Tokyo. While there, 
he spoke primarily to other academics but also to some businessmen and pro-
fessionals. The USIS post in Tokyo reported the visit this way:

LaFeber evaluation mailed January 19. Evaluation reads: “Dr. LaFeber 
is an extremely good speaker. Articulate, concise, and provocative, he 
set forth stimulating analogies between US foreign policy of  the 20’s and 
the 70’s. While maintaining his credible academic position, he was very 
supportive of  US foreign policy, particularly with the US-J apan relation-
ship. Audience response was excellent. The discussion session was lively 
and right on the objectives.”28

As any student who took a class with LaFeber can attest, the high praise of  his 
expertise, presentation, and demeanor in the USIA reports is not an exaggera-
tion. The reports may even understate the reality. His genius as a lecturer was his 
ability to convey to a big audience large amounts of  important information in a 
manner that made it feel like he was speaking only to you in an intimate conver-
sation. Given his public criticism of  contemporary US foreign policy, some of  
the assessments of  his talks are perplexing. It is difficult to square LaFeber’s 
stated positions with comments such as he believed that a “broad consensus be-
tween executive, legislative, and public applies to most major foreign policy is-
sues”; that “he was very supportive of  US foreign policy”; or that he believed the 
US was a “responsible world power.” LaFeber seldom pulled his punches; per-
haps this was his polite midwestern way of  avoiding embarrassment for his 
hosts.

Many years later LaFeber still had pleasant memories of  this trip to the Far 
East. He especially remembered that the audience in Singapore was particu-
larly sharp. LaFeber’s work for USIA did not end there. In 1987, for example, 
he did some work for the Voice of  America, which was then a part of  USIA.29

LaFeber’s move into scholarship on the Cold War and other topics more 
current than those covered by The New Empire forced him to confront the 
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broader issues of  records in general and the specific matter of  classification/
declassification of  documents. He received an insider’s firsthand view of  those 
issues while serving on the FRUS committee, when submitting his own Free-
dom of  Information Act requests, and when working on academic commit-
tees concerned with the issue. Strongly believing that citizen access to records 
of  their government was important for the survival of  democracy, he was one 
of  the scholars who pressed government agencies to be more open.

Unlike the other contributors to this book, all of  whom are academics, I have 
spent my entire professional career in government service at the National Ar-
chives, for most of  those years working in one way or another with foreign 
affairs records. While I always planned to major in history, my thoughts about 
a post-college career took me away from that field. Long before he gently or-
dered me to stop calling him “Mr. LaFeber,” Walt helped me chart my jour-
ney into archival work. That freshman seminar and another seminar I took 
the next year with political historian (and Walt’s close friend) Joel Silbey were 
major catalysts. Those classes, additional LaFeber and Silbey classes, and those 
with other professors in the history department opened up history in a way I 
had never before anticipated, let alone experienced, and set the stage for a ma-
jor change.

Landing a Federal Summer Internship at the National Archives was the fi-
nal catalyst. I was not working with foreign affairs files, but the attraction of  
working with the original records was visceral and immediate. After that in-
terest became manifest, Walt made clear how important archives, archival 
work, and knowledgeable archivists are to the success of  historians and other 
users of  the records, clearly stating the value of  such work. After I secured a 
permanent position at the National Archives upon graduation, I relied on Walt 
as a sounding board for the next forty-one years, and he unfailingly provided 
support, encouragement, assistance, and feedback. We corresponded regularly 
and I benefited from those exchanges. That said, what I learned in his classes 
was particularly important to my two decades directly involved with the ar-
chival appraisal and scheduling of  foreign affairs and intelligence records and 
continues to be so in my subsequent archival work.30 In turn, over the years, 
I was able to assist Walt, and his students, with their research in the records, 
assistance Walt was always kind enough to acknowledge in his publications.

Notwithstanding his critiques of  US international behavior and reputation 
for speaking truth to power, LaFeber maintained contacts with senior policy-
makers who held opposing views, some of  whom were his former students. 
In one case his connection with a very senior official on the staff  of  Secretary 
of  State George Shultz was instrumental to the success of  a major project 
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involving the scheduling of  the records of  the principal officers of  the De-
partment of  State. Without the involvement of  that official (not a Cornel-
lian), the project would not have gone forward. Walt’s willingness to involve 
himself  in such behind-the-scenes actions helped to nurture my career, but 
also reflected his understanding of  the importance of  the records and the 
archives.

Coincidentally, just as I began full-time work at the National Archives, Pro-
logue, the journal of  that agency, published an article by LaFeber titled “ ‘Ah, If  
We Had Studied It More Carefully’: The Fortunes of  American Diplomatic 
History,” a historiographical overview of  the development of  the field of  dip-
lomatic history in the United States up to that point. He noted at the time, 
“I wrote the essay as sort of  ‘old home week’—it gave me an opportunity to 
say some things about my old teachers—Bailey and Harrington—that I had 
long wanted to say.”31

As might be expected for an article published in a journal sponsored by 
an archival organization, embedded in his essay LaFeber commented on 
the importance of  records-based research. He noted how the opening of  
new records and manuscript collections led to new perspectives on events 
that previously had been portrayed only by the media and the memoirs 
of participants. The use of  new records helped to create a “robust” field of  
study. He noted years later, “Everything we do is really based on the rec
ords.”32 That statement is “eye candy” to an archivist and the best kind of  
affirmation.

Beginning with the then-widespread assessment that the field of  diplomatic 
history as moribund, LaFeber sketched out in his inimitable way the develop-
ment of  the field of  US foreign relations. The message that he delivered was 
that obituaries proclaiming the death of  diplomatic history as a field of  study 
were premature.33 Rather than being a field marking time and past its prime, 
since the 1960s there had been significant developments. There was a new in-
terest in the relationship of  domestic and foreign policies, especially regard-
ing the questions of  executive power, economics, civil rights, and social 
conditions.34 There was an understanding that the examination of  US over-
seas interests requires the examination of  more than just the formal diplo-
matic exchanges and treaties between countries. There was the use of  social 
science methods. There was a realization that US foreign policy had to be un-
derstood as it developed as part of  the world system. Those and additional 
developments in the study of  US foreign relations since then have proved him 
correct. The field of  diplomatic history was (and is) alive and well and contin-
ues to change. Walter LaFeber was at the heart of  that, as the coauthors of  
the following chapters make crystal clear.
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Chapter 4

Extending the Sphere
The New Empire

Susan A. Brewer and Robert E. Hannigan

Legions of  Cornell University undergraduates 
remember Professor Walter LaFeber’s two-semester survey of  the history of  
US foreign relations as a treasured part of  their college education.1 As a 
lecturer, LaFeber was not only eloquent and clear. His style also invited students 
to try to understand why exploring the past could be both exciting and impor
tant. That was likewise the aim of  LaFeber’s written work. What many students 
may not have realized is just how closely interwoven what they were learning 
in class was with his reading, research, and writing. LaFeber believed that 
good scholarship and good teaching go hand in hand. Depending on when 
they took his course, Cornell students were either hearing the firsthand re-
sults of  a great historian’s efforts to make sense of  the past, or listening to his 
efforts to work through, with them, the ideas that would be in his next book.

“Extending the sphere,” a quotation from James Madison’s Federalist No. 10, 
is familiar to any Cornellian who took Professor LaFeber’s undergraduate sur-
vey.2 LaFeber would describe the ingenious notion proffered by the “Father 
of  the Constitution” that a republican form of  government, self-regulated by 
checks and balances, could succeed in a large territory. Throughout the course, 
LaFeber referred to “extending the sphere” as a cue for his students to con-
sider how dilemmas over power and freedom were triggered by territorial, 
commercial, and overseas expansion. The question of  the viability of  repub-
lican institutions in the United States as it pursued its global ambitions would 



	E xtending the Sphere	 63

be fundamental to his interpretation of  US history. In this chapter we begin 
by addressing LaFeber’s prize-winning first book, The New Empire: An Interpre-
tation of  American Expansion, 1860–1898.3 We then consider additional writings 
of  his on Benjamin Franklin, James Madison, John Quincy Adams, and US poli-
cymakers between the Civil War and World War I that confirm expansion as 
a phenomenon with deep roots in, and serious consequences for, the republic 
in which he lived.

In the United States, the 1950s are still mostly remembered as a decade of  self-
satisfied celebration. That attitude was certainly evident in much of  the US 
history taught during those years. Students, and others, learned that theirs was 
a country that over time had solved its serious domestic problems—if  it had 
ever had any. (The historians who argued for this view are now generally re-
ferred to as members of  the “consensus school.”)4 In terms of  foreign affairs, 
meanwhile, the United States had recently overcome a tradition of  disengage-
ment to finally embrace its destiny as a—indeed, the—disinterested global 
champion of  democracy and freedom. Comforting lessons of  this ilk clearly 
appealed to a nation in the grip of  a Cold War with the Soviet Union. But even 
in the 1950s there were those who thought otherwise, wondering whether 
such interpretations were particularly accurate or useful.

One, apparently, was Professor Robert E. Bowers, LaFeber’s undergradu-
ate mentor at Hanover College. By his own account, LaFeber decided to be-
come a historian largely because of  Bowers’s thought-provoking courses on 
US foreign relations.5 It was Bowers who advised LaFeber to pursue a mas-
ter’s degree at Stanford, where, under historian Thomas A. Bailey, he would 
learn to write in an accessible style. (LaFeber more than accomplished that.) 
But he ought then to move on to the University of  Wisconsin for his doctor-
ate. Madison, Bowers offered, was where the most significant reexaminations 
of  the US past appeared to be under way.6

Indeed, they were. LaFeber later would recall that his graduate education at 
the University of  Wisconsin was “a revelation.” As Lloyd Gardner and Thomas 
McCormick explain in chapter 2 in this book, this was due largely to the teach-
ing of  Fred Harvey Harrington (who directed LaFeber’s dissertation) and Wil-
liam Appleman Williams (one of  Harrington’s former students, for whom 
LaFeber was a teaching assistant). At Madison, a new generation of  scholars 
was inspired by the progressive tradition of  US historical inquiry, which called 
for the investigation of  problems of  economic and political inequality.

Years later LaFeber remembered both the demanding standards Harrington 
set and how much his graduate students admired and respected the kind of  
scholar and teacher he had been. For them, Harrington embodied what an 
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intellectual’s role was all about. They particularly appreciated his “willing-
ness to . . . ​think the unconventional, to question the accepted, and . . . ​to deal 
with the roots, transformations, and effects of  power” in a nation that had 
become “the most powerful in history.”7 It was a model that would guide 
LaFeber for the rest of  his career. Harrington also shaped LaFeber’s convic-
tion that it was vitally important for Americans to examine the past in an 
honest and meaningful way.

Meanwhile, in his undergraduate lectures Williams was laying out themes 
that would be central to his soon-to-be published The Tragedy of  American Di-
plomacy. Building on concepts derived from progressive historians like Charles 
Beard and the British scholars John Gallagher and Ronald Robinson, Williams 
suggested a decidedly new way of  looking at past US interactions with other 
peoples. US diplomacy may have been explained in terms that sounded altru-
istic. Policy elites may have insisted that a leading global role had been forced 
upon them. But in Williams’s view, the US government had, for most of  its 
history, actively pursued a path of  self-interested expansion and aggrandize-
ment on the world stage. And that was something that its citizens now, dur-
ing increasingly dangerous times, had to grasp and confront head-on. Otherwise 
the country would court disaster. As LaFeber correctly commented, The Trag-
edy of  American Diplomacy “more than any other [book] influenced the next 
several generations of  writers on American foreign relations.”

Against what he later described as this “electric” backdrop, LaFeber decided 
to research the “pivotal” 1890s for his doctoral dissertation. Accepting Har-
rington’s advice to carve out something manageable, he settled on the topic 
of  US Latin American policy during the second Cleveland administration. As 
he related years later, however, he always intended to make of  the project 
something more.8 This he certainly did. By 1962 the dissertation had been ex-
panded into a work of  more than 400 pages, covering the entire late nine-
teenth century. While still in manuscript form, it won the Albert J. Beveridge 
Prize, bestowed annually by the American Historical Association on the most 
outstanding new work in American history. Not yet thirty, LaFeber had estab-
lished himself  as one of  the most important historians of  his generation.

Quite remarkably for a book that is now sixty years old, The New Empire remains 
today the place to start for anyone interested in studying the emergence of  the 
United States as a world power. This is not because other influential investiga-
tions of  the late nineteenth century have not been done. In fact, LaFeber, in the 
preface he wrote for the thirty-fifth anniversary edition of  The New Empire, ac-
knowledged, and celebrated, the “extraordinary amount of  work” that had ap-
peared on the book’s subjects and themes since its publication.9 Rather, it is 
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because the fundamentals of  the new interpretive framework it presented have 
never been set out more cogently and have only gained in acceptance.

The immediate critical response was overwhelmingly appreciative. Upon 
its publication, reviewers of  The New Empire especially liked LaFeber’s effort 
to illuminate “a shadowy corner of  the American experience.” J. C. Vinson, 
for example, writing in the American Historical Review, asserted, “The theory 
that America was thrust by events into a position of  world power it never 
sought must now be re-examined.”10 Given that the book was overturning so 
much of  the prevailing orthodoxy, this reception was perhaps unexpected. And 
in fact the author was himself  surprised. In the preface noted above, LaFeber 
relates that at the meeting where the Beveridge Prize was awarded, he “saw a 
prominent senior American historian place his head in his hands . . . ​as if  he 
wanted to exclaim, ‘Say it isn’t so!’ From that moment,” he continues, “I feared 
long unfavorable reviews and a short life for the book.”11

One quite irate attack was mounted in 1978 by the naval historian James A. 
Field Jr. In an article titled “American Imperialism: The Worst Chapter in Al-
most Any Book,” published in the American Historical Review, Field disparaged 
the idea that the United States had been pursuing any new, expansionist pol-
icy at all on the world stage in the nineteenth century, arguing instead that 
historians like LaFeber saw patterns and rationality where there was none. In 
Field’s view, the United States may very well have been as “much or more the 
used” as the user in its international transactions.”12

LaFeber did not believe that chapters on the 1890s were the worst in US 
diplomatic historiography. In response to this critique, he noted that Field 
echoed the analysis of  Yale historian Samuel Flagg Bemis published forty 
years earlier. According to Bemis, LaFeber explained, “the grand story of  
American expansion rolls along until the narrative encounters 1898,” which 
Bemis pronounced an “aberration.” LaFeber pointed out, as did others, that 
Field made no serious effort himself  even to explore, no less explain, why US 
policymakers took the specific steps they did during the momentous period 
leading up to and following the outbreak of  war with Spain in 1898. For ex-
ample, Field describes the explosion of  the warship USS Maine as an accident 
of  history—a claim that, LaFeber observes, begs “the central question of  why 
the Maine was in Havana harbor in the first place.”13

That the United States had expanded its control over territories in the 
Caribbean and the Pacific in the late 1890s had of  course never been in dispute. 
Before the publication of  The New Empire, most scholars had explicitly rejected 
the relevance of  economic factors. The most commonly adduced explanations 
for the war with Spain, and the colonial expansion that followed, revolved 
around the impact of  the sensationalizing “yellow press,” the purported inability 
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of  President William McKinley to resist an outpouring of  public outrage over 
Spain’s brutal treatment of  the people of  Cuba, the fortuitous presence in key 
government positions of  a cabal of  “large policy” enthusiasts (led by Assistant 
Secretary of  the Navy Theodore Roosevelt and Senator Henry Cabot Lodge of  
Massachusetts), the popularity of  Social Darwinian ideas, and an alleged nation-
wide “psychic crisis,” a mood of  unease and frustration set off by the depression 
of  that decade.14

The popular “yellow press” interpretation is succinctly captured in one sen-
tence of  Henry F. Pringle’s Pulitzer Prize–winning Theodore Roosevelt: A Biog-
raphy. “In all probability,” Pringle argued, the war with Spain “never would 
have come had not Joseph Pulitzer and William Randolph Hearst been anx-
ious to increase the circulation of  their newspapers.” As LaFeber notes in the 
1998 preface, the New York Times continued to place a heavy emphasis on this 
argument in its commemoration of  the war’s centennial. It lives on in the clas-
sic film Citizen Kane, where the character Charles Foster Kane, a thinly veiled 
stand-in for Hearst, telegraphs his correspondent in Cuba, “You provide the 
prose poems, I’ll provide the war.”15

The notion that the 1890s were unrelated either to any prior developments 
in the nation’s past or to US foreign policy in the twentieth century had ap-
peared in the most recent treatment of  the era. In Imperial Democracy, Har-
vard historian Ernest R. May concluded that the United States “had not sought 
a new role in world affairs” in the 1890s, but instead “had greatness thrust upon 
it.”16 By the 1990s historian Edward P. Crapol was noticing what remains the 
case today: scholars had come to agree that “the three decades prior to the 
Spanish-American War” of  1898 were “a crucial transitional phase leading to 
America’s emergence as a major world power.” Also, that the term “empire” 
was the correct one to describe that power.17 These are the basic tenets of  LaFe-
ber’s interpretation.

The New Empire argues that the expansion of  the 1890s, which had roots in 
traditions dating back to the beginning of  the country, was inspired by changes 
the United States had been undergoing as a result of  its industrial revolution. 
US moves were not undertaken in a “fit of  absent-mindedness.”18 They had 
not been driven by public opinion. McKinley was in control. He and his advis-
ers acted with conscious intent. LaFeber refutes the waggish claim made by 
the Republican president that he was not even sure where the Philippine Is-
lands were. He points out that McKinley months earlier had agreed to Naval 
Department orders directing Commodore George Dewey to attack the Phil-
ippines should war break out between the United States and Spain.19 The 
book’s title, finally, refers not only to the extracontinental islands acquired in 
the aftermath of  the war with Spain, but also to what, in the author’s view, 
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would be a central preoccupation of  twentieth-century US foreign policy—
namely, the establishment and protection of  a commercial empire overseas.

The approach LaFeber took in The New Empire would be echoed in most of  
his subsequent work. He did not believe an understanding of  US foreign rela-
tions could be achieved simply by reading memoranda and diplomatic notes. 
A nation’s approach to foreign affairs, he judged, had to be comprehended 
against the backdrop of  its own internal affairs and development, its socioeco-
nomic order, and its dominant culture. Thus, LaFeber stated in the very first 
sentence of  the preface that his goal was “to examine the crucial incubation 
period of  the American overseas empire by relating the development of  that 
empire to the effects of  the industrial revolution.” What groups, organizations, 
ways of  doing things, and values had come to predominate in the United States 
because of  this transformation? What problems did the industrial revolution 
bring? What “solutions” to those problems were put forward? These were 
some of  the questions he would address.

At the same time, LaFeber was unapologetic about studying carefully what 
historians today refer to as the “old white men” of  the policymaking elite (all 
the better if  those men had thought carefully about what they wanted to do 
and set down their thoughts on paper). They, after all, were the ones uniquely 
positioned to make key decisions about the nation’s course (socioeconomic 
systems did not, in the abstract, do so). So, if  war, conquest, empire, colonial-
ism, and imperialism were important subjects to understand (and LaFeber 
certainly thought they were), it was futile to attempt to do so without thor-
oughly trying to understand the thoughts, values, and actions of  such people. 
One thing he noted about the numerous policymakers he studied was how 
they often differed, one from the other, in their approaches, even while they 
generally shared basic goals and assumptions. Individuals, he was convinced, 
did matter.

Chapter 1, “Years of  Preparation, 1860–1889,” aimed to show, wrote LaFe-
ber, that “the climactic decade of  the 1890s can be properly understood only 
when placed in the context of  the last half  of  the century.” By the 1850s and 
1860s, “the continental empire of  which Madison, Jefferson, and John Quincy 
Adams had dreamed spanned North America.” A “new empire,” meanwhile, 
“had started to take form.” Instead of  “searching for farming, mineral, or graz-
ing lands,” Americans would now be looking for “foreign markets for agricul-
tural staples or industrial goods.” Not unlike the earlier continentalism, the 
chapter offers, this expansionism would also come to exact “a political and of-
ten a military price.” The ensuing pages of  the chapter trace the country’s 
industrialization, the dramatic shifts of  wealth and power (from southern 
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planters to northern businessmen) that occurred after the Civil War, and the 
United States’ growing interest in “new frontiers” in the form of  foreign mar-
kets and raw materials. They looked for those, LaFeber notes, particularly 
throughout Latin America and in East Asia.

In LaFeber’s view, William Henry Seward, secretary of  state under Abra-
ham Lincoln and Andrew Johnson, loomed over the entire late-nineteenth-
century period, because “his vision of  empire” foreshadowed subsequent 
policy. To Seward, a great nation required a transportation network of  canals, 
railroads, and overseas bases; agriculture and manufacturing; exports; cheap 
labor; and public land at low prices. Even if  his initiatives often failed (others, 
of  course, like the acquisition of  Alaska, did not), the influential New Yorker 
set the agenda for the diplomatists who followed him. Interest grew over the 
ensuing decades in such projects as the construction of  a trans-isthmian canal 
and the acquisition of  island bases that might facilitate US activity on the other 
side of  the Pacific.

Each from a different angle, the next three chapters lay out how overseas 
expansion was being thought about, discussed, and acted upon by the 1890s. 
Chapter 2, “The Intellectual Formulation,” looks at the writings of  historian 
Frederick Jackson Turner; naval officer and historian Alfred Thayer Mahan; 
Protestant clergyman Josiah Strong, who advocated the spread of  Christian
ity, “civilization,” and US economic interests by what he believed to be the su-
perior Anglo-Saxon race; and historian Brooks Adams, the grandson of  John 
Quincy Adams and author of  The Law of  Civilization and Decay (1896), which 
argued that the westward movement of  world power based on centers of  com-
mercial exchange put the United States in position to assume global domi-
nance. The “writings of  these men typified and, in some instances, directly 
influenced the thought of  US policymakers who created the new empire,” 
LaFeber writes. For example, Turner’s emphasis on the salutary influence of  
the frontier in the US past and his concern that the frontier seemingly was now 
gone reinforced for many the belief  that new opportunities would have to be 
found abroad. Mahan’s widely read books and articles, meanwhile, made the 
case for the acquisition of  bases, the construction of  a canal, and the building 
of  a navy so that a new empire might be brought into being.

In the next two chapters, LaFeber addresses the strategic and economic 
“formulations” of  the era. He argues, in chapter 3, that “[President] Benjamin 
Harrison [1889–93] and his ambitious secretary of  state, James G. Blaine, for-
mulated the strategy the builders of  the new empire followed during the re-
mainder of  the 1890s.” This was reflected in efforts to acquire bases in the 
Caribbean and mid-Pacific, promote the trans-isthmian canal, draw the coun-
tries of  South America into closer commercial relations with the United States, 
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and, most successfully, boost construction of  the sort of  battleship fleet en-
dorsed by Mahan.

Chapter 4, “The Economic Formulation,” focuses especially on “the for-
mation of  a consensus by important political and business leaders on the ne-
cessity of  a more expansive foreign policy.” This, LaFeber argues, “resulted 
from the depression which struck the United States from 1893 to 1897.” Most 
crucially, it reinforced in the minds of  those leaders the desirability for the 
United States of  access to markets abroad. Such outlets could even out the busi-
ness cycle, thereby reducing the domestic social and political unrest that eco-
nomic downturns had the capacity of  generating.

The stage had been set for the United States to “extend the sphere” and pur-
sue a much more active and assertive world role. Chapters 5 through 8 survey 
the events of  the middle to late 1890s and demonstrate their connection to The 
New Empire’s principal thesis. LaFeber describes the Cleveland administration’s 
confrontational approach to a dispute between Caracas and London over the 
boundary line between Venezuela and British Guiana. The president and Secre-
tary of  State Richard Olney were determined to demonstrate, not just to Britain 
but to all the other European powers, the continued attachment of  the United 
States to the Monroe Doctrine. Washington would treat expansion in the West-
ern Hemisphere by any of  them as a threat to its security, its objective being to 
ensure that the region was under its own “commercial and political control.”

Across the Pacific, concern grew that Imperial Russia might soon challenge 
access by other powers to markets in China. LaFeber traces how the McKin-
ley administration closely monitored events there even as it became increas-
ingly preoccupied by a revolution in nearby, strategically and economically 
valuable, Cuba. Indeed, he argues, McKinley’s determination finally to eject 
Spain from the island, and end the disorder there, was in no small part moti-
vated by his desire to be free to address East Asian events.

The upshot of  such thinking, of  course, was a victory over Spain that pro-
vided the United States not only with an enhanced position in the Caribbean 
but also with Spain’s colonies of  Guam and the Philippines. Congress, mean-
while, voted by joint resolution to annex Hawaii. LaFeber underscores, though, 
these acquisitions were not the ultimate goals. Contrary to what some previ-
ous historians believed, the islands were not taken to fulfill a colonial policy. 
Instead they were identified as strongpoints and stepping stones relevant to 
the pursuit of  a new, and much broader, albeit less formal, commercial em-
pire in the coming century.

In his essays and books that followed the publication of  The New Empire, La
Feber explored the deliberate US commitment to expansion. For Americans, 
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as he points out, expansion across the continent and overseas meant the pursuit 
of  wealth, freedom, and opportunity. It also caused big problems, including 
war, corruption, exploitation, desolation, and the violation of  republican ide-
als. In his analysis of  eighteenth- and nineteenth-century US foreign relations, 
LaFeber examines the many predicaments that accompanied the extending of  
the sphere.

LaFeber traces the roots of  US expansionism back to the colonial era. He 
spells this out explicitly in “Foreign Policies of  a New Nation: Franklin, Madi-
son, and the ‘Dream of  a New Land to Fulfill with People in Self-Control,’ 
1750–1804,” an essay that appeared in From Colony to Empire: Essays in the History 
of  American Foreign Relations, edited by William Appleman Williams. The sub-
title comes from a poem by Robert Frost about James Madison’s “dream of  a 
new land” where people ruled themselves. It was a dream, to be sure, that did 
not include all the people on land that belonged to someone else. The concept 
of  self-determination had a muddled history, as LaFeber often noted. Although 
it was a cardinal principle of  the US republic, self-determination played an elu-
sive role in US foreign relations. For example, in “Foreign Policies of  a New 
Nation,” LaFeber relates how the pursuit of  a continental empire precipitated 
delusional invasions of  Canada. When their northern neighbors refused to join 
the United States, the Americans tried to force them to do so.

The founders believed they could carry out expansion while also preserv-
ing republican virtue. The determination to expand came first. At the Albany 
Congress in 1754, Benjamin Franklin addressed, not the question whether the 
colonies should acquire western lands, but instead how to govern them once 
they were acquired. Franklin suggested the creation of  a representative gov-
ernment of  the colonies that could establish laws, collect taxes, and raise 
troops. As LaFeber notes, Franklin envisioned a society free of  European cor-
ruption and people of  “swarthy complexion.” In the meantime, the Philadel-
phian, surrounded by powerful sachems and chiefs at Albany, called first and 
foremost for the cultivation of  Native friendship and trade. Franklin made 
good relations with the Indigenous peoples a key policy of  his proposed colo-
nial government, which he assumed someday would rule Native land.20

Franklin’s dedication to expansion inspired his virtuoso diplomacy during 
the American Revolution. LaFeber describes how Franklin initially objected 
to an alliance with France because he did not want to compromise US free-
dom of  action. To achieve the hoped-for conquest of  Canada, the Floridas, 
and Bermuda, however, the United States would need economic and military 
aid. As the first accredited US minister to a foreign power, Franklin, by then 
in his seventies, was a star in Paris, where he deftly cultivated French support 
while preserving US interests. By playing off  Britain and France at the peace 
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negotiations, Franklin, along with John Adams and John Jay, scored a trium-
phal extension of  the US border to the Mississippi River.21

After eking out a win in the Revolutionary War, the Americans discovered 
that “conquering an empire is considerably easier than governing it,” writes 
LaFeber.22 Britain took advantage of  its commercial and naval dominance along 
the Atlantic coast, around the West Indies, and on the Great Lakes, while Spain 
closed off  the port of  New Orleans. Americans, mired in debt and economic 
depression, were divided over the conflicting agendas of  northern, southern, 
and western states. As LaFeber liked to point out, this era, fortunately for the 
United States, was distinguished by having a collection of  very smart people 
in charge. Yet even they would struggle with the competing demands of  main-
taining a republic or building an empire.

James Madison, in particular, studied the successes and failures of  past re-
publics. He addressed the formidable conundrum of  how to construct a na-
tional government strong enough to conduct foreign relations overseas and 
weak enough to prevent oppression at home. The Virginian believed that indi-
viduals as well as nations were motivated by interests and passions, rather than 
reason. Out of  these interests grew factions, the most common source of  
which was “the unequal distribution of  property,” as Madison noted in Federal-
ist No. 10. The danger, he feared, was that the majority might resort to force 
over the minority. Rejecting the classical belief  that a republic flourished only in 
a small state, Madison proposed that a republic could be successful “by giving 
such an extent to its sphere, that no common interest or passion would be likely 
to unite a majority of  the whole number in an unjust pursuit.” Factions made 
up of  self-sufficient, property-owning, middle-class citizens, he believed, would 
check and balance each other, as would a system that divided power at the na-
tional level as well as between the state and federal governments.23

Madison’s solution had its critics. The Antifederalists opposed the new Con-
stitution because they were concerned about the potential dangers of  a 
powerful executive, a large military, unfair taxes, and the diminished author-
ity of  individual states. One eloquent critic was Madison’s fellow Virginian Pat-
rick Henry, who preferred that power remain in the hands of  strong states 
like his own and brandished what LaFeber refers to as a “swashbuckling atti-
tude” toward foreign nations. Madison responded that the strengthened na-
tional government provided in the new Constitution would “render us secure 
and happy at home,” as well as “respectable abroad.”24

Madison’s dream of  a people in self-control thanks to an extended sphere 
complemented the founding vision of  continental empire. Thomas Jefferson, 
in particular, believed that independent, property-owning farmers were the 
backbone of  the republic. Accordingly, those farmers and their progeny needed 
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land. As Jefferson’s secretary of  state, Madison effectively maneuvered the ac-
quisition of  the Louisiana Purchase from Napoleon Bonaparte. As LaFeber 
observes, however, Madison himself  worried that too vast a country could 
cause republican institutions to crumble. Madison advised that there should 
be no representative government in the new territories right away because the 
few settlers out there were not up to the job of  ruling themselves. Half  the 
population was Native and Black, while the white people, assumed by Jeffer-
son to be the only people capable of  governing the territory, included Creoles, 
Roman Catholics, and renegades, whom he regarded with suspicion. The 
vaunted principle of  self-determination, it seemed, was meant for some people, 
but not for others.25

In one of  his most memorable lectures, LaFeber used the escapades of  
Aaron Burr to illustrate the fragility of  the extended sphere following the pur-
chase of  the Louisiana Territory. Soon after Jefferson’s vice president fatally 
shot Alexander Hamilton and fled New Jersey and New York, he conspired 
with western secessionists and Spanish agents to create a new empire in Mex-
ico. Although Burr’s plot failed and he was acquitted of  treason, his scheme 
exposed the weaknesses as well as the strengths of  the early republic as it pur-
sued expansion. Jefferson and other national leaders fully intended to extend 
the nation to the Pacific, but they wanted to do so in a manner that would 
keep it together.26

LaFeber’s hero, John Quincy Adams, believed that union and liberty began at 
home, and that home was a continental empire. In John Quincy Adams and Amer-
ican Continental Empire (1965), LaFeber collected speeches, letters, and mem-
oirs that traced the crusade conducted against European colonialism by “the 
greatest secretary of  state in U.S. history.”27 He shows how Adams extended 
the sphere by way of  the annexation of  Florida, the negotiation of  the Cana-
dian boundary, and the Transcontinental Treaty. He notes that Adams was in-
strumental in articulating the belief  expressed in the Monroe Doctrine that 
“the Americas were for Americans.” Promulgated in 1823 by President James 
Monroe, the doctrine also celebrated the expansion of  the United States along 
with its growing population, resources, and respectability. “By enlarging the 
basis of  our system and increasing the number of  States,” the Monroe Doc-
trine declared “the system itself  has been greatly strengthened.”28

After succeeding Monroe in the White House, Adams envisioned a “civi-
lized” continent tied together by roads, canals, and railroads. “The spirit of  
improvement is abroad upon the earth,” said the sixth president in his first An-
nual Message (as the State of  the Union address was then called). He urged 
Congress to equip a research expedition for circumnavigating the globe, 
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establish a university, and erect an astronomical observatory. Adams despaired 
of  his failure to establish a national system of  internal improvements. He be-
lieved that the exceptional United States had a divine mission to set an exam-
ple for the rest of  the world to follow.29

A “cruel paradox” confronted John Quincy Adams, LaFeber observes. Ex-
pansion might just as easily harm as foster US liberty. Following his service as 
secretary of  state and president, Adams was elected to Congress, where, known 
as “Old Man Eloquent,” he became the foremost opponent of  slavery. Adams 
abhorred any dismantling of  the republic, but he believed that “if  the Union 
must be dissolved, slavery is precisely the question upon which it ought to 
break.” He stridently opposed western expansion if  it brought more slave states 
into the nation. He supported the annexation of  Oregon, but the admission 
of  Texas, he wrote, was “the heaviest calamity.” He objected to the use of  force 
in the war with Mexico. He worried that extending the sphere beyond the con-
tinent would create a country too large to govern. He feared that interven-
tion abroad would undermine freedom at home. LaFeber shows the 
contradictions in a brilliant career of  espousing the expansion of  a nation 
whose glory, Adams asserted, “is not dominion, but liberty.”30

In The New Empire, LaFeber explores how policymakers grappled with this 
“cruel paradox” following the Civil War. President Harrison wrote to his secre-
tary of  state in 1891, “You know I am not much of  an annexationist,” while stat-
ing his interest in obtaining naval bases. Blaine fully agreed, listing “only three 
places of  value enough to be taken”—Hawaii, Cuba, and Puerto Rico.31 These 
few lapses were to be regarded as exceptions to US exceptionalism. The United 
States could still project itself  as a beacon of  freedom if  it did not make a habit 
of  seizing overseas possessions or ruling over people without their consent.

Walter Quentin Gresham, Grover Cleveland’s secretary of  state, stated his 
belief  that a free government could only acquire territory it intended to in-
clude in the United States. His stance did not prevent him from praising the 
notion of  his friend Carl Schurz (a German immigrant who rose to power in 
the Republican Party and the US Senate) that the United States could enjoy 
“all sorts of  commercial advantages” by negotiating for coaling stations “with-
out taking those countries into our national household on an equal footing” 
and “without assuming any responsibilities for them.” This happy thought, 
while persuasive, went unrealized. The acquisition of  coaling stations, LaFe-
ber points out, would mean “political entanglements and increased military 
responsibilities.”32

The New Empire describes how thinkers, policymakers, and business execu-
tives assessed the crisis facing the nation at the end of  the nineteenth century. 
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For example, LaFeber cites at length an 1894 Bankers Magazine article that 
echoed Madison as it evaluated the danger of  the irreconcilable factions that 
had brought the national government to a standstill. The symbol of  the times 
was the destitute tramp, it said, and the ethic of  the times was founded on 
“self-aggrandizement, power, and wealth at the expense of  everybody else.” 
One alternative to sectionalization, the article proposed, was to centralize 
power to allow the majority to govern without hindrance.33

LaFeber argues that the 1890s were the culmination of  a half  century of  
foreign policy dedicated to commercial expansion.34 President McKinley, he 
claims, was not breaking with tradition by acquiring Cuba, Puerto Rico, and 
the Philippines as a result of  the war with Spain. He instead was using war to 
continue the building of  a commercial empire interrupted by the crisis over 
slavery and the Civil War, economic depression, the Cuban Revolution, impe-
rial competition over China, and the realignment of  the great powers. LaFe-
ber always felt there was more to do on this period. He so often suggested it 
to his graduate students that some of  them would respond, when asked, that 
their research topics were US foreign relations with colonial Southeast Asia, 
World War II Britain, or Cold War Latin America . . . ​and the 1890s.

LaFeber contributed to the revision of  McKinley’s reputation as the first 
modern chief  executive. McKinley made his priority the revival of  the econ-
omy and the restoration of  confidence. “The maker must find a taker,” the 
Ohioan said as he promoted the growth of  jobs by opening markets at home 
and abroad.35 His administration’s foreign policy was supposed to make this 
happen through reciprocity treaties, a modern navy, war, annexation of  terri-
tory, and the Open Door diplomacy promoted by Secretary of  State John Hay. 
An additional feature of  the new empire was an expansion of  presidential pow-
ers that threatened the checks and balances system. The potential jeopardy 
for republican government, which LaFeber labeled the “Tocqueville Problem,” 
is discussed in chapter 9 of  this book.

In making his case, LaFeber focuses on the formal and informal collabora-
tion among powerbrokers in politics and business who pursued commercial 
expansion. They understood that the United States was competing in an era 
of  government-run colonization fueled by the rapid transformation of  indus-
trial technology. They sometimes failed, but they exuded confidence. LaFe-
ber quotes New York businessman Winthrop Astor Chanler dismissing the 
danger of  war to Henry Cabot Lodge in 1898. If  Spanish troops invaded New 
York, predicted Chanler, “they would all be absorbed in the population . . . ​and 
selling oranges before they got as far as 14th Street.”36

In his 1998 preface to the thirty-fifth anniversary edition of  The New Em-
pire, LaFeber revisits his commitment to understanding policymakers as human 
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beings of  their time and place. He had found it difficult to label them, he said, 
eschewing terms of  contemporary scholarship such as “idealists” or “isolation-
ists.” He admits that he grew to respect “the intelligence, discipline, and even 
courage of  officials who had to deal with a terrible depression that transformed 
the nation’s economy, society, politics, and foreign policies—and who used that 
transformation to make the United States one of  the world’s greatest powers 
in a very brief  period of  time.”37

He continues, “They nevertheless used that transformation as an excuse to 
counter most important American principles, notably self-determination, and 
at times to commit atrocities in Hawaii, Cuba, the Philippines, Central Amer
ica, and China.” In The New Empire, LaFeber briefly and bluntly declares who 
paid the price for expansion. In its early decades, he writes, “the United States 
annexed a continental empire by undermining, economically and ideologically, 
British, French, Spanish, Mexican, and Indian control and taking final posses-
sion with money, bullets, or both.”38

LaFeber describes Alfred Thayer Mahan as a man who “drank deeply of  
the ‘White Man’s Burden’ elixir of  his day.” Articles like “The Anglo-Saxon and 
the World’s Redemption” echoed Mahan, extolling the spread of  US interests 
into Asia and the Americas. Not everyone was persuaded. LaFeber notes that 
anti-imperialist Mark Twain questioned how the United States could claim to 
rule benevolently overseas when it had failed to make things better for op-
pressed minorities at home.39

Looking back, LaFeber took himself  to task for not including more on race 
when he was doing his doctoral research in the 1950s and early 1960s. In his 
later work, he would do so more extensively and directly. In The American Age: 
United States Foreign Policy at Home and Abroad since 1750, for example, LaFeber 
considers the resistance of  Indigenous people to removal from their lands and 
the doomed efforts of  Queen Liliuokalani to preserve Hawaii from US annex-
ation.40 With his continued interest in the mindset of  policymakers, he notes 
how the belief  in white supremacy, as expressed in the concept of  Manifest 
Destiny, was used to justify expansion. Over and over, “extend the sphere” 
meant the exploitation of  people of  color.

Roughly thirty years after the publication of  The New Empire and, by then, sev-
eral other books, one of  LaFeber’s friends, historian Warren Cohen, asked 
him to write the second volume of  the Cambridge History of  American Foreign 
Relations. Published in 1993 as The American Search for Opportunity, 1865–1913, 
this project provided LaFeber “an opportunity to rethink the 1890s and place 
the decade in a context running up to 1913.”41 This less well-known study does 
considerably more than carry the story of  The New Empire beyond 1898, and 
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its central thesis, about the impact of  US expansion, demands more attention 
than it has received.

Even more broadly than The New Empire, The American Search for Opportu-
nity plumbs major transformations in the nineteenth-century United States 
that, in LaFeber’s view, created a “springboard” for the US pursuit of  an over-
seas commercial empire. These included the reshaping of  the United States 
into a much more consolidated nation after the Civil War (and, he notes, the 
development eventually of  a much more powerful presidency). Key transfor-
mations also included the emergence of  revolutionary new technologies of  
production and forms of  corporate organization in the late nineteenth century 
(together, he labels these a second industrial revolution). The American Search 
for Opportunity also says more about those Americans over whom this new 
political and economic complex ran roughshod as this “springboard” was be-
ing put together following the Civil War. “Root hog or die” was the predica-
ment of  many small farmers as well as those working in the mills and factories, 
a large share of  whom were new immigrants.

The influence of  racism on US foreign policy, LaFeber, argues in The Amer-
ican Search for Opportunity, was deeply rooted, pervasive, and many-sided. He 
describes how Senator Albert J. Beveridge advocated acquiring the Philippines. 
The Republican from Indiana raised the historical precedent of  the US treat-
ment of  the Indigenous people of  the United States to justify treating Filipi-
nos in the same way, which meant, as LaFeber points out, “killing or effectively 
isolating them.” Ironically albeit instructively, the Beveridge Prize that LaFe-
ber was awarded sixty years later for The New Empire is named for this expan-
sionist, a longtime member of  the American Historical Association and winner 
of  the Pulitzer Prize for his biography of  Chief  Justice John Marshall.42

In the 1890s, suffragists sympathized with Filipinos who faced being gov-
erned without their consent, while Elihu Root, McKinley’s secretary of  war, 
dismissed the question of  voting rights for Filipinos. Root pointed to what he 
considered the failed Reconstruction-era experiment of  granting the right to 
vote to Black American men. Some anti-imperialists condemned such views, 
especially as segregation was imposed and lynching increased. Others claimed 
that the United States already had enough racial trouble without taking on 
the Filipinos. In the end, LaFeber concludes, imperialists “assumed that if  the 
US government had shown it could keep African Americans and Indians (and 
women) in their place at home without the vote, it could do the same with 
Filipinos.”43

The American Search for Opportunity underscores the sheer scale of  the am-
bition welling up in the consciousness of  leading Americans by the end of  the 
century. Americans, LaFeber writes, “set out on a quest for opportunities that 
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destroyed order in many of  the areas they targeted.” The central thesis of  the 
book relates to the impact of  US activity on the economic, social, and political 
fabric of  foreign countries. LaFeber notes how political pressure or economic 
penetration generally helped to generate disorder or resistance, however much 
US leaders were ignorant of, or in denial about, the connection. (Indeed, given 
their ideological blinders, they were more likely to perceive pushback as in-
gratitude.) As a result, people in the Americas and Asia rebelled against the 
appropriation of  their natural resources, the destruction of  their culture, the 
abuse of  their political institutions, and the exploitation of  their lives and labor. 
The assumption of  US policymakers that they could keep such people “in their 
place” was to be repeatedly challenged.44

To illustrate the point, LaFeber devotes considerable space to analysis of  
the late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century revolutions that took place 
in Cuba, Mexico, and China. Not infrequently, LaFeber points out, US officials 
responded to such upheavals with force. In the Dominican Republic, US capi-
tal backed sugar planters who shoved peasants off  the land. To protect the 
friendly government against its own angry, displaced citizens, President The-
odore Roosevelt sent warships, invoked what would be known as the Roose
velt Corollary to the Monroe Doctrine, and justified intervention in the interest 
of  peace and justice. The United States desired no “aggrandizement,” TR de-
clared. It merely wanted “the other republics on this continent” to be “happy 
and prosperous.” Such policies would restore order, but also inspire more re-
bellion, which in turn required more military action to protect commerce and 
pursue “opportunity.” The United States emerged as the globe’s leading coun-
terrevolutionary power.45

Dollar diplomacy contributed to instability. This “highly dangerous” pol-
icy pursued in China and the Caribbean, explains LaFeber, was “a partnership 
among the government, bankers, military, and the wealthy native comprador 
elite that had integrated itself  into the American system.” LaFeber pointed out 
that Willard Straight—Cornell graduate, banker, diplomat, and publisher—
called dollar diplomacy “the financial expression of  John Hay’s ‘open door’ 
policy.” Straight was correct, as long as one remembered that the United States 
did not shrink from using guns when money failed to work. To protect US 
interests and keep Washington’s chosen leader in power in Nicaragua, Presi-
dent William Howard Taft sent in the Marines. The “search for opportunity,” 
concludes LaFeber, inspired revolution and justified US retaliation. In short, it 
“ushered in the American Century.”46

The American Search for Opportunity explored in detail the “many unfortu-
nate consequences” that came with the ascendancy of  the United States to the 
global position of  wealth and power described by LaFeber in The New Empire. 
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The aim of  extending the sphere in the late nineteenth century was to solve 
the problems of  industrial overproduction and economic depression. Instead, 
LaFeber argues, expansion served as an alternative to reform.47 That left the 
problems unsolved, which justified more expansion, more military interven-
tions, and more consolidation of  power in the executive. It was back to the 
“cruel paradox” of  John Quincy Adams. Extending the sphere might be fun-
damental to the existence of  the republic, but it also endangered the republic.

In The New Empire, LaFeber dismisses the popular notion that the United 
States was isolationist. That was a myth, he wrote there and elsewhere. From 
the beginning of  its independence, the United States needed “an active, suc-
cessful foreign policy.” What US policymakers, from Benjamin Franklin on, 
really wanted was to avoid entanglements. As it expanded across the continent, 
the United States preferred to move the British or Mexicans or Indigenous 
people out of  the way. Later, policymakers searched for ways to extend US 
influence abroad through indirect control without commitments and con-
straints. In this way, the United States joined the competition among the 
great powers as a new kind of  empire.48

What if  expansion, “deeply rooted in American experience,” were to stop? In 
The New Empire LaFeber explores what the closing of  the continental frontier 
meant for late-nineteenth-century policymakers. Economic transformation led 
to what John Hay, riffing on the famous Gettysburg Address delivered by his 
former boss, President Lincoln, referred to as “government of  the corpora-
tion, by the corporation, and for the corporation.” The consolidation of  wealth 
inspired distrust of  authority, labor unrest, and the rise of  populism, for which 
overseas expansion was seen as the solution. More than a century later, the 
administration of  President Donald Trump promoted the building of  a wall 
as an answer to the nation’s problems. In The End of  the Myth: From the Frontier 
to the Border Wall in the Mind of  America (2019), the historian Greg Grandin 
pronounced the wall “a monument to disenchantment.”49

The story of  “extend the sphere” is the story of  the republic. LaFeber agrees 
with Madison that there was no daylight between foreign and domestic pol-
icy. In his books and lectures, he examines US expansion around the globe. 
Like another Walt, he contains multitudes.50 He writes about intellectuals, in-
dustrialists, poets, bankers, journalists, screwballs, con men, and do-gooders. 
He recounts how Secretary of  State William Jennings Bryan was flummoxed 
by the revelation that Black people in Haiti spoke French. He tells how John 
Quincy Adams, speaker of  six languages, had years of  diplomatic experience 
in the Netherlands, Prussia, and Russia, where he became friends with Czar 
Alexander. With their talents and fallibilities, US policymakers wrestled with 
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how to balance interests and ideals, or, as LaFeber frequently observes, 
with how to pursue interests while proclaiming ideals.

In The New Empire, LaFeber presents a way of  analyzing history that is en-
lightening to any student. He shows us how to examine the world policymak-
ers lived in, in order to find out what they understood about economics, 
politics, and ideas. He demonstrates how to investigate what they said and 
what they did. LaFeber encourages skepticism, not cynicism. Years ago, one 
of  the authors of  this chapter met a LaFeber enthusiast who seemed a little 
embarrassed that he had become a lawyer rather than a historian. He wanted 
his favorite professor to know he was working on environmental protection. 
“Tell Walt I’m using my power for good,” he insisted. LaFeber urges us to ques-
tion ourselves along with labels, long-held historical interpretations, and the 
pronouncements of  policymakers. In teaching us how to think otherwise, he 
extended our sphere.
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Chapter 5

Reconstructing the Backstory
Amer i ca, Rus sia, and the Cold War

Frank Costigliola and Jeffrey A. Engel

Walter LaFeber’s imagination and ambition 
were fired by a brief  comment George F. Kennan made in the early 1960s, de-
ploring the lack of  a “comprehensive work addressed to the entire span of  Rus
sia’s relations . . . ​with the West.” Jumping from lower case to all-caps as he 
typed notes on Kennan’s book, LaFeber declared: “WHAT I HOPE TO DO IS 
THIS, BUT ESPECIALLY TO VIEW IT FROM THE AMERICAN SIDE.”1 The 
necessities of  teaching also played a motivating part. Unable to find good books 
for a planned seminar on the Cold War, he resolved to write one himself. His 
wife, Sandy LaFeber, later recalled: “So he delayed the seminar for a year while 
he began the research for a book on America, Russia and the Cold War. He 
would write the book he felt necessary for students’ understanding of  this most 
important subject.”2 The result was America, Russia, and the Cold War, a master-
piece that has provided generations of  readers with a deeper understanding 
of  the decades of  hostile economic, ideological, and geopolitical rivalry be-
tween the United States and the Soviet Union and their respective allies. Ap-
pearing in ten editions from 1967 until 2008, the volume reveals not only 
the trajectory of  the conflict, but also the intellectual evolution of  the author.

The book merits a wide-angled examination. First, it ranks as a stunningly 
successful commercial and classroom venture, influencing thousands of  read-
ers across multiple decades. Chapter titles, some persisting through all ten 
editions, encapsulated LaFeber’s master narratives of  the Cold War. “Two 
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Halves of  the Same Walnut” explained the link between the Marshall Plan and 
the Truman Doctrine. “Korea: The War for Both Asia and Europe” laid out 
the stakes of  the conflict. John F. Kennedy’s “New Frontiers” could not escape 
“Old Dilemmas.”

Second, the four decades between the first and the final editions span most 
of  LaFeber’s career, making the book a running commentary on his evolution 
as a historian and as a witness to a changing world. Third, reflecting the global 
and frequently all-consuming nature of  the Cold War for international and US 
politics alike, America, Russia and the Cold War shines also as a concise history 
of  US foreign relations in the six decades after 1945. The volume’s “revision-
ist” interpretation stresses, especially in its first chapters, the clash between the 
communist and capitalist systems at the root of  the Soviet-US competition and 
how that clash shaped US foreign policy.

A final aspect is the intellectual context of  the book. Undergirding LaFeber’s 
brilliance as a scholar and as a teacher was his wide-ranging engagement with 
other thinkers. LaFeber’s personal library included books filled with marginalia 
recording his reactions to such luminaries as Carl  L. Becker and Reinhold 
Niebuhr. In nurturing the intellectual development of  his students, even after 
they left Cornell, LaFeber fostered another venue for discussing matters of  the 
mind. He managed to find the time, often after midnight, to exchange ideas and 
information with these and other friends. Some of  what he learned enriched 
America, Russia, and the Cold War. The book thus reflects and refracts, sometimes 
in surprising ways, LaFeber’s mentoring, and the ways he was mentored.

We will begin by examining aspects of  the book in the context of  the ideas 
and feelings of  five scholars who influenced LaFeber’s thinking. First was his 
graduate school mentor at the University of  Wisconsin, Fred Harvey Har-
rington. The Wisconsin history department, a powerhouse in US history dur-
ing LaFeber’s years there in 1956–59, also boasted William Appleman Williams, 
a second major influence. A former student of  Harrington’s, Williams proved 
an iconoclastic democratic socialist, the soon-to-be-famous guru of  the New 
Left “revisionist” view of  US foreign relations history. Though the “Wiscon-
sin interpretation” appealed to LaFeber, he also maintained his independence 
from it, as he did from most movements. He had not gone to Madison intend-
ing to become a radical. He also retained some distance from another hal-
lowed influence, Carl L. Becker, a star of  the Cornell history department from 
1917 to 1941 and Harrington’s own undergraduate mentor.

Kennan was a fourth influence. Though he and LaFeber differed in age, 
temperament, and attitudes toward power, both were lanky sons of  the Mid-
west who mused about writing a great American novel. With both, a fascina-
tion with foreign policy trumped the ambition to follow their literary 
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inspiration, F. Scott Fitzgerald. Kennan and LaFeber had each hoped to use 
fiction to illuminate the problems of  US society. They ended up channeling 
their ambitions into exploring the troubled past of  US diplomacy. With regard 
to America, Russia and the Cold War, therefore, Kennan figures as the book’s 
inspiration, as an instigator and then as a critic of  the Cold War, and, finally, 
as a challenger of  revisionist Cold War history.

Last but by no means least in this pantheon of  influencers was Reinhold 
Niebuhr, the theologian whose exploration of  the irony in American history, 
and in the human condition, profoundly appealed to LaFeber. Niebuhr’s sec-
ular warnings about original sin and about the consequent perils of  hubris and 
overweening power permeate America, Russia and the Cold War from the first 
edition to the last.

LaFeber leavened this potpourri of  ideas with his own distinctive view of  
history—and of  much else—internalizing Becker’s famous premise that a pro-
fessor is someone who thinks otherwise.3 In most aspects of  his professional 
and personal life, LaFeber sustained a degree of  autonomy and distance. De-
spite his warm, affable, and outgoing personality, he shielded his inner persona, 
which some casual acquaintances mistakenly interpreted as aloofness. Because 
he was sincerely generous with his time and his attention, it was difficult to 
perceive that he was also smoothly setting the parameters of  such interactions. 
If  one ventured too far into LaFeber’s domain by suggesting what he might do, 
or even by asking what he was doing or how he was feeling, the intruder might 
well encounter a polite but definite drawing of  the curtain as he adroitly shifted 
attention back to his inquisitor. Most interlocutors, flattered by the attention, 
failed to notice the move. LaFeber was, in this sense, the observer-participant 
who remained the observer. Perhaps owing to his being an only child, he felt 
most comfortable acting independently and retaining his options.

Fred harvey harrington
LaFeber’s inherent reserve militated against unrestrained feelings for anyone 
outside his family, but he made a near exception for his graduate school ad-
viser. Fred Harvey Harrington employed a firm hand in directing his gradu
ate seminars at Wisconsin, and decades later LaFeber was still struck by the 
force of  his mentor’s personality and intellect. He stressed Harrington’s “dom-
inant voice” in the national university community, his “arresting presence,” 
and his “energy-charged style.”4 A Harrington visit late in his life to Cornell, 
which included an appearance in LaFeber’s senior seminar, revealed something 
his often-intimidated undergraduates could not imagine on their esteemed 
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professor’s face: the concern of  a student still eager, after so many years, to 
impress his teacher anew.

Harrington inspired LaFeber’s scholarship, including aspects of  America, Rus
sia and the Cold War. Disdaining labels, Harrington nevertheless pressed his 
graduate students to become revisionists, believing that rethinking was a neces-
sary step in a scholar’s development. He insisted they “break intellectual molds, 
to think the unconventional, to question the accepted, and, perhaps above all, to 
deal with the roots, transformations, and effects [of  US dominance in world af-
fairs].” In describing what Harrington insisted his graduate students do, LaFeber 
also summed up his own approach to America, Russia, and the Cold War as well to 
his other books.5 “Through it all,” LaFeber stressed, “one consistent theme reap-
peared apart from the manner. That theme was the influence of  [Charles A.] 
Beard, and the understanding and sensitivity with which Harrington and other 
Wisconsin faculty used Beard’s work.”6 Beard, the preeminent progressive histo-
rian in the years leading up to World War II, challenged the unequal distribution 
of  wealth and power in the United States while emphasizing democracy’s ever-
present need for reinvigoration. He famously stressed the importance of  eco-
nomic self-interest for the architects of  the US Constitution in the 1780s, for 
example, and the continued self-interest of  wielders of  national power since.

Harrington challenged graduate students with a Beardian critique: “Where’s 
the economics in your story?”7 There certainly was economics aplenty in LaFe-
ber’s histories. Moreover, every edition of  America, Russia, and the Cold War 
retained two paragraphs that, seemingly more attuned to historiographical loy-
alty than to Cold War history, defended Beard against such apologists for em-
pire as the Harvard historian Samuel Eliot Morison.8 Reluctant to embrace 
radical new ideological constructs either as a student or later as a professor 
himself, LaFeber nonetheless ensured that more-radical authors, like Beard and 
then Williams, received the respectful forum their ideas deserved.

W


  

Williams also stressed economic motivations in his histories of  US foreign pol-
icy since 1890, arguing that Washington, D.C.’s primary aim was to expand 
and sustain an Open Door empire that enabled the United States to export in-
dustrial and agricultural surpluses that could not be consumed at home. Har-
rington thoroughly approved and “handpicked” his former PhD student to 
return to Wisconsin when a new slot on its faculty opened.9 Williams’s repu-
tation preceded him. LaFeber had already read the iconoclast’s 1952 book 
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American-Russian Relations, 1781–1947, and informed his classmates Lloyd Gard-
ner and Thomas McCormick that their new teacher’s text was highly critical 
of  US policy, with a last chapter on containment aimed at Kennan. As teach-
ing assistants for Williams, who was then writing his influential The Tragedy 
of  American Diplomacy, the three graduate students grew fascinated with his 
challenge to conventional notions about the Cold War. Sandy LaFeber later 
recalled “evenings in Madison with Williams holding forth [on Russia] at his 
home, once at our apartment with Lloyd and Tom McCormick.”10 A witness 
to Williams’s undergraduate lectures from the room’s last row, McCormick 
would later tell one of  the authors of  this chapter that his logic was so well-
reasoned and inescapable that to study with him meant accepting a fundamen-
tal premise: for all their talk of  a special mission in history, US leaders had 
mouths to feed and coffers to fill, just like every nation and empire before.

Despite the allure of  Williams and the ingrained appeal of  his radicalism 
(radical for the 1950s, that is), LaFeber was always quick to clarify that he, like 
McCormick, retained Harrington as his primary adviser. Gardner chose Wil-
liams. The division remained long past their dissertations. Sticking with Har-
rington brought practical benefits as well. As he moved into administration 
during those years, he encouraged his students to finish quickly. Moreover, 
Harrington’s University of  Wisconsin “Big Red Machine” had an especially en-
viable track record for placing freshly minted PhDs. Those advantages 
loomed large for the LaFebers, who already had a child.

Although LaFeber learned from Williams and Harrington, he was not their 
acolyte. Invariably polite and habitually discreet, he often glossed over differ-
ences with those whom he respected. Nevertheless, he emphasized that “Har-
rington’s personal ideology” was “framed much more by Beardian categories 
than by any New Left.”11 That distinction also applied to LaFeber himself, who 
maintained a respectful distance from Williams’s broadest conclusions. This 
seems to have stemmed from a mix of  personality and politics. LaFeber’s per-
sonal copy of  The Tragedy of  American Diplomacy bore this inscription from Wil-
liams: “Don’t frown so, Walt, this doesn’t mean we have to have socialism.”12 
Many years later Gardner would recall a strain in some conversations with their 
mentor long after the trio graduated. “[Sometimes] if  we were all together 
with Bill, and a discussion took place, Walt and Tom clammed up and I was 
left to debate Bill. I guess they felt it wasn’t worth it, or that I was the one who 
had worked with him, so it was my job to mount the challenges?”13

Some of  those challenges centered on the history of  US relations with Rus
sia. One way to contextualize America, Russia, and the Cold War is to bring one of  
LaFeber’s key assumptions—the Cold War’s near inevitability—into conversa-
tion with conclusions reached by Harrington, Williams, and Kennan. Whether 
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serious conflict between the United States and Russia was avoidable remains the 
overriding question in the relations between these two giants since 1890. Could 
alternative paths chosen at critical historical junctures have circumvented most 
Cold War tensions? Was it possible for US leaders to work out a deal with Bol-
shevik Russia at the time of  the Russian Revolution? Was there a significant 
chance, as Franklin  D. Roosevelt had hoped, for postwar collaboration with 
Moscow after their wartime alliance of  necessity? Did Josef  Stalin’s death, to 
borrow the title of  Dwight  D. Eisenhower’s speech at the time, provide “a 
chance for peace”? Was Russia’s experiment with democracy in the 1990s a 
missed chance for closer ties? In the final analysis, is the history of  US-Russian 
relations more a tale of  natural enemies or of  botched opportunities?

Ultimately unanswerable, these questions nonetheless offer a framework 
for comparing the underlying ideas, assumptions, and wishes of  these four his-
torians. The conversation requires juxtaposing two challenges: first, the pos-
sibility that representatives of  the United States might have struck a deal with 
the new Bolshevik regime in 1918, and second, the possibility of  a mutual ac-
cord in 1945. While imperfect, the analogy between these moments is reveal-
ing. At each critical juncture the Communists in Russia desired US resources 
to rebuild their war-shattered country, and signaled a willingness to moderate 
their aims if  such aid were forthcoming. While some key Americans favored 
pursuing possible deals, each potential accord ultimately fell prey to long-
standing resentments.

In this context, America, Russia and the Cold War, especially in its earlier edi-
tions, is itself  contained by the Cold War. Despite its revisionist stance, the 
book remained bounded by the assumptions prevailing in the United States 
during the conflict. Was conflict with Russia inevitable? LaFeber answers with 
a firm yes. The first sentence of  the first edition reads: “It was October 1945 
and war had never ended.” The book goes on: “The new issue of  Russia’s lead-
ing doctrinal journal, Bol’shevik, warned that . . . ​the ‘imperialist struggle,’ 
which ignited World War II, continued to rage.” Meanwhile, in Washington, 
“President Harry S. Truman delivered a speech larded with references to Amer
ica’s monopoly of  atomic power.” Even before the reader can turn to page 2, 
the book concludes: “The triumphant wartime alliance had already split on 
ideological, economic, and political issues.”14

Subsequent editions retained the same key conclusion: that the ideological 
incompatibility between Moscow’s demand for a closed sphere of  influence 
in Eastern Europe and Washington’s aspiration for an open-door world made 
struggle between them, a cold war, unavoidable. The introduction to the tenth 
edition, reviewing US-Russian tensions since the late nineteenth century, con-
cludes that the two nations “finally became partners because of  a shotgun 
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marriage forced upon them by World War II.” Yet, as the opening line of  the 
ensuing chapter makes plain: “A honeymoon never occurred.”15

The message changed little over the course of  forty years, nor did the im-
plied weight of  responsibility for the Cold War that ensued: The United States 
had given the Soviet Union $11 billion worth of  materiel during the war and 
expected a return on its investment in the form of  greater cooperation and an 
open door to Moscow’s empire in Eastern Europe. Wary of  repeated invasions 
from the West, the Soviets desired instead a buffer between themselves and 
the US-led capitalist world, and believed they had already paid their wartime 
debt in full. It cost 25 million Soviet lives to defeat the Nazis. American dead 
totaled 420,000.

Although Roosevelt dominated US foreign policy during the war, LaFeber 
painted a broader canvas of  US designs by focusing on the efforts of  lower-
level officials to set up an open world order friendly to US exports. He does 
not mention the 1943 Tehran summit at which Roosevelt and Stalin hammered 
out differences and outlined postwar settlements, for instance. Missing also is 
Roosevelt’s alerting Averell Harriman (the US ambassador in Moscow) of  his 
conclusion that postwar Soviet domination of  Eastern Europe was inevitable 
no matter how deft his personal diplomacy, at least during a postwar transi-
tion. LaFeber thought otherwise, however, remaining skeptical that Roose
veltian magic could somehow bridge the chasm separating capitalists from 
communists.

Both sides may have feared the other too much for such accord. Quoting 
Louis Halle, the ranking member of  the State Department’s policy planning 
staff, LaFeber told readers that “the West lived under the terror of  ‘the Mosco-
vite tyranny that was spreading from the East.’ ” Literature painted the best 
picture in this instance. “For those who wished to understand such fears, Halle 
recommended reading J. R. R. Tolkien’s trilogy, The Lord of  the Rings, which 
Halle believed ‘enshrines the mood and emotion of  those long years.’ ”16

LaFeber’s skepticism about the potential for deals with Russia is especially 
revealing when juxtaposed with the writings of  his influences, whose own 
work addressed the analogous question of  a US-Russian accord in 1918. In 
American-Russian Relations, Williams details how close Raymond Robins, head 
of  the American Red Cross’s mission to Russia in World War I, came in 1918 
to reaching an agreement with the leaders of  Soviet Russia. In Williams’s tell-
ing, economic imperatives remained crucial, but they figured not as a barrier 
but as a potential bridge in terms of  potential trade and safeguarded US in-
vestments in Russia. Though he was not a US government official, Robins en-
joyed support from some people close to Woodrow Wilson, and he quickly 
gained the confidence of  Soviet leader Vladimir Lenin. “In his long talks with 
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Lenin they worked out a comprehensive plan for fostering and expanding 
Soviet-American economic relations,” Williams writes.17 Such a deal envi-
sioned trading financial support from Washington in exchange for the Bolshe-
viks’ keeping Russia in the war against Germany, and thus implicitly keeping 
it within the international system as well. Details remained to be hammered 
out, but such a scenario might have altered the long-term course of  US-Russian 
relations.

The question at hand is not whether the Robins-Lenin deal could have 
worked, but whether that game-changing prospect captured the imagination 
of  those writing about it. Williams was clearly impressed by what Robins had 
tried to do. In 1949 he launched the research for his US-Russia book by spend-
ing two weeks with Robins, who was then living in Florida and confined to a 
wheelchair. Flattered by the attention, the elderly man entrusted his volumi-
nous papers to the graduate student. That infuriated Kennan, who soon there-
after launched his own book project on US-Russian relations during the 
Bolshevik Revolution. With limited access to Robins’s papers, Kennan gave 
Robins only limited attention in his 1956 book.18

Harrington, however, singled out Robins for fulsome praise in his review 
of  Kennan’s book—written while LaFeber was his student in Madison—
critiquing its author in the process. As Harrington saw it, “Robins is the cen-
tral figure of  this volume, but not the hero.” The Wisconsin historian criticized 
Kennan for faulting Robins’s amateur efforts, finding him too harsh in judg-
ing “this unofficial agent . . . ​wrong in judgment, tactics, and recollection of  
events,” Harrington wrote, and wrong, most of  all, “in believing it possible to 
work with Lenin and Trotsky.” Granted, Harrington conceded, Robins over-
enthusiastically “engaged on a hopeless or near-hopeless mission. But was it 
wrong to try?”19

Robins appears neither in the pages of  America, Russia, and the Cold War that 
discuss the Bolshevik Revolution nor in LaFeber’s later textbook, The Ameri-
can Age. LaFeber had not totally forgotten, however. Where an account of  Rob-
ins in 1918 does pop up, is at the end of  LaFeber’s career, his farewell lecture 
at the Beacon Theatre in 2006. Here LaFeber devoted three sentences to de-
tailing Robins’s criticism of  Woodrow Wilson but still failed to mention the 
aborted deal with Lenin that had so captured the imaginations of  Harrington 
and Williams.

When first published in 1967, America, Russia and the Cold War quickly cap-
tured a chunk of  the rapidly growing market for a fresh take on the Cold War. 
Reviews in the American Historical Review by Barton J. Bernstein and in the Jour-
nal of  American History by George C. Herring Jr. emphasized that this was a 
well-researched, pioneering “revisionist” account, indeed “a serious challenge 
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to American historians” that packed “contemporary relevance and scholarly 
importance.” Bernstein, himself  a rising revisionist star, gently faulted LaFe-
ber for not recognizing how much Truman had repudiated Roosevelt’s efforts 
to get along with Stalin. Moreover, while emphasizing the importance of  the 
US quest for an open-door world at the onset of  the Cold War, LaFeber had, 
Bernstein argued, largely dropped this emphasis in subsequent chapters of  the 
book.20 This was a keen distinction that persisted through all ten editions. 
The emphasis on economic causation in the first part of  the book did indeed 
fade in later chapters. A side note of  possible significance is that when Bern
stein’s self-consciously “New Left” field-shaping book of  “revisionist” essays, 
Towards a New Past, appeared in 1968, it included a chapter by Lloyd Gardner 
but not one by LaFeber. Perhaps his absence should not surprise.21 LaFeber 
always resisted being pigeonholed, even with friends and colleagues whose 
viewpoints he largely shared.

America, Russia, and the Cold War appealed to readers not only for its revi-
sionist thesis and plethora of  facts, but also for its readability. LaFeber empha-
sized the “direct and sharp” sentences he had learned to write from Harrington 
with the kind of  pungent quotations and memorable metaphors that enabled 
Thomas A. Bailey, his master’s degree adviser at Stanford, to write such popular 
textbooks.22 LaFeber paid special attention to the lead sentence of  each para-
graph. With few distracting adjectives and adverbs, these sentences of  mostly 
nouns and verbs got readers quickly to where the author wanted to bring them. 
Two random examples: “Dulles, nevertheless, was not content.”23 And “The 
President went further.”24 Each sentence succinctly grabbed the reader’s at-
tention with the promise of  further intrigue. Concluding sentences did the 
same. “Somehow, with the end of  the Cold War, foreign policy was becom-
ing more complex—and dangerous,” was followed in turn by a blunt first sen-
tence of  its own: “Such dangers grew as the world shrank.”25

LaFeber also infused his writing, like his lectures, with a sense that there 
was something important at stake, that this was a story that mattered. Em-
ploying irony and tragedy to lend dramatic flair, he also offered many a re-
vealing quip. “And, as Henry Kissinger remarked about Russia,” LaFeber wrote 
of  the initial post–Cold War years, “of  course history does not always repeat 
itself. But expansion extending over four centuries does reflect a certain pro-
clivity.”26 Studiously low-key was also his review of  a later US leader: “Not even 
Rambo and Reagan’s rhetoric could mask the failures of  the President’s origi-
nal policies.”27

LaFeber also praised, albeit often subtly. Having criticized President 
George H. W. Bush directly for his handling of  the 1991 coup against Soviet 
leader Mikhail Gorbachev, he rehabilitated the president through comparison 



	 Reconst ructing the Backstory	 91

to one of  his heroes. “The world was changing at a dizzying pace,” he wrote 
of  the late 1980s, though historian Henry Adams, who had written of  his own 
dizzying era a century before, “would have felt at home.” Why? Because “Ad-
ams was one of  the few prominent Americans who, terrified by the possible 
catastrophes that could result from a disintegration of  Russia, wanted to co-
operate with the Russians and help them adjust peacefully to a new world. 
Most officials in the new George Bush administration agreed with Adams.”28

LaFeber narrated with a pronounced certainty, especially in earlier editions 
of  the book. Though intellectually committed to the revisionist project cham-
pioned by Harrington and Williams, he forcefully got across the message that 
this was the story. The narrative might change in the future to reflect new ques-
tions and newly available sources, but for now he was telling it like it was, 
according to the evidence and his own bedrock beliefs. Primary among these 
beliefs was that facts were facts. Particularly in the early years of  his career, 
when he first conceptualized America, Russia and the Cold War, LaFeber reflected 
the high modernist moment in US society. Amid the turbulence of  the post–
World War II period and the tensions of  the Cold War, verities endured. Within 
the profession this conclusion was not as obvious as one might think.

Carl l. Becker
LaFeber’s firm belief  in the fundamental difference between fact and fiction is 
reflected in a revealing challenge he posed to his hallowed predecessor at Cor-
nell, Becker, another University of  Wisconsin PhD and student of  famed histo-
rian Frederick Jackson Turner. LaFeber revered Becker for resolutely “thinking 
otherwise,” for his association with Beard and other progressive historians, and 
for a devotion to Cornell that matched his own. That Harrington had worked 
with Becker at Cornell no doubt had heightened LaFeber’s satisfaction in 1959 
at snaring a plum position where Becker had strode the Arts Quad.

LaFeber underscored his connection to this predecessor in his copy of  Beck-
er’s collection of  essays, Everyman His Own Historian.29 In this volume, as in 
most of  his personal books, LaFeber penned his signature on the first page, 
typically with a single line scrawled under his name. His copy of  Becker’s es-
says, however, seemed to emphasize the owner’s possession with four strokes 
of  the pen. This was his book, and he probably wanted to think of  himself  as 
an inheritor of  Becker’s tradition.

All the more significant, then, that LaFeber differed so sharply with Beck-
er’s 1931 presidential address to the American Historical Association, “Every-
man His Own Historian.” As a progressive historian, Becker expressed his 



92 	 Frank Costigliola and Jeffrey A .  Engel

deeply democratic sensibility about the wisdom of  ordinary people. He also 
displayed a presciently postmodernist ethos that questioned the durability of  
“facts” and the supposed distinction between fact and fancy. “A myth,” Becker 
explained, “is a once valid but now discarded version of  the human story, as 
our now valid versions will in due course be relegated to the category of  dis-
carded myths.” To which LaFeber queried on the margin “Myth is History?”30 
Reading through this famous essay, probably preparing a lecture for a Cornell 
audience, LaFeber signaled further linkage to Becker by inking an addition to 
the title. It now read, “Everyman His Own & Our Own Historian.”31

Affinity for Becker did not obviate LaFeber’s alarm. Progressing further into 
Becker’s essay, his question marks grew in size, and he pressed the fountain 
pen harder to the page. He scrawled the largest question mark to the right of  
a passage that he also underlined and set off  with a vertical line. Sparking this 
concern was Becker’s assertion, “The facts do not speak: left to themselves they 
do not exist, not really, since for all practical purposes there is no fact until 
someone affirms it.”32

LaFeber’s longest penned comment responded to Becker’s eerily prescient 
postmodern populism. LaFeber underscored the words of  Becker printed here 
in italics. “Berate him as we will for not reading our books, Mr. Everyman is 
stronger than we are, and sooner or later we must adapt our knowledge to his 
necessities. Otherwise he will leave us to . . . ​cultivate a species of  dry profes-
sional arrogance growing out of  the thin soil of  antiquarian research.” In Beck-
er’s view the stories Americans tell about themselves must prove useful, 
regardless of  where the facts might lead, or they would be discarded by the 
bulk of  the population not just as myths, but as lies.

LaFeber would have none of  this. He squeezed into the book’s margin a 
concern that speaks to the challenges faced by scholars in the third decade of  
the twentieth-first century: “This is close to saying that history must be writ-
ten according to the Will of  the Majority or the strongest interest groups. 
If  the latter, Becker’s Liberalism is open to question. If  the former or latter, 
his History is so opened.” Four additional strokes of  the fountain pen under-
scored his critique.33

LaFeber later explained how Becker’s “relativism” rendered him unable to 
“come to terms with the significance of  either Hitler or the isolationist US for-
eign policy of  the 1930s.” He quoted Becker’s insistence in the late 1930s that 
“abolishing oppression by suppressing oppressors” would not work. “At a turn-
ing point in history,” LaFeber noted sadly, “Becker did not turn.” The alter-
native to such paralysis, LaFeber continued, was Reinhold Niebuhr, who 
understood that “absolute evil could exist and could only be destroyed by 
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counterforce.”34 Niebuhr also emphasized, with particular appeal for LaFeber, 
that even the destruction of  evil demanded limits.

Reinhold niebuhr
Aside from Harrington and Williams, no one matched Niebuhr’s influence on 
LaFeber’s thinking, through numerous works but especially his The Irony of  
American History.35 Finding the concept of  irony both personally and intellec-
tually appealing, LaFeber frequently assigned the text to his students, and he 
used it in scaffolding America, Russia and the Cold War. Niebuhr explained that 
whereas pathos amounts to bad fortune that just happens, and tragedy entails 
a conscious choice of  evil for the sake of  good, irony “consists of  apparently 
fortuitous incongruities” that turn out to be not so fortuitous but instead re-
sult from pressing assumed virtue too far. For instance, the unsurpassed power 
of  the United States could lead to excessive confidence, then engagement in 
unwinnable conflicts, and ultimately weakness arising, paradoxically, from an 
initial sense of  strength. The quest for absolute security could impel risk-taking, 
such as preventive war, and thus similarly undermine safety. The incongruity 
of  strength engendering weakness is akin to comedy, Niebuhr notes, and in-
deed “the element of  comedy is never completely eliminated from irony.”36

All this made sense to LaFeber, who infused his writings and lectures with 
Niebuhr’s teachings. The historian saw the theologian as a twentieth-century 
revisiting of  two of  his favorite thinkers from the eighteenth century, Jonathan 
Edwards and James Madison. He also appreciated Niebuhr’s emphasis on the 
dangers of  overweening power and the consequent importance of  countervail-
ing forces. This is what James Madison had laid out in Federalist No. 10. Sensitive 
to the importance of  balance, Niebuhr, like Madison, stressed both the need for 
political limitations on the marketplace and the limits of  such regulation. Ap-
praising the index of  Richard Wightman Fox’s biography of  Niebuhr, LaFeber 
noted: “No Madison.”37 It was not a compliment.

With commentary penned in the margins and with torn-up slips of  Cornell 
stationery to mark pages, LaFeber’s annotated copies of  the Fox book and of  
The Irony of  American History revealed much of  his own philosophy. He coded 
his degrees of  enthusiasm. Two vertical lines and an asterisk in the margin cel-
ebrated a critique of  blind militarism: “The realists are inclined to argue that a 
good cause will hallow any weapon. They are convinced that the evils of  com-
munism are so great that we are justified in using any weapons against them. 
Thereby they approach the communist ruthlessness.”38 LaFeber seconded 



94 	 Frank Costigliola and Jeffrey A .  Engel

Niebuhr’s endorsement of  Kennan’s warning of  “the evils which arise from the 
pursuit of  unlimited rather than limited ends.”39 A slip of  paper, double lines, 
and an asterisk signaled accord with “Man is an ironic creature because he for-
gets that he is not simply a creator but also a creature.”40

LaFeber applauded Niebuhr for never having “doubted that political author-
ity should exercise dominance over the economic sphere in the interests of  
justice.”41 The imperative of  restraining the marketplace remained an article 
of  faith for LaFeber, while the notion that economic power itself  could be both 
liberating and limiting can be seen in his ongoing reassessment of  the relative 
strengths and weaknesses of  the US and Soviet economies. In later editions 
of  America, Russia, and the Cold War, he emphasized, for example, what histo-
rian Paul Kennedy dubbed “imperial overstretch.”42 Both the United States and 
the Soviet Union suffered a growing inability to solve their own internal 
and external problems, brought on in part by the cost of  expansion, empire, and 
hubris. By 1991 the Soviet Union had succumbed to the malady. Though os-
tensibly triumphant, the United States, LaFeber asserted, faced more than ever 
the same challenges that Madison had signaled at the nation’s birth.

Faith in Madison’s continuing importance sparked LaFeber’s longest mar-
ginal comment in Fox’s biography of  Niebuhr. Responding to the theologian’s 
observation that both the United States and Russia exhibited expansionist ten-
dencies, LaFeber reflected that “globalization is the later playing out of  Federal-
ist 10 & expanding the sphere—only without a central Govt Madison deemed 
essential—or using the market as a farcical substitute.”43 By the 2006 edition, 
appearing fifteen years after the Soviet Union had unexpectedly imploded, 
LaFeber employed Madison to make a new point, one almost unfathomable in 
the late 1960s when the Cold War appeared to be a permanent fixture of  con
temporary international affairs: that the story could be told as one of  winners 
and losers. “I cannot but think . . . ​that the future growth of  Russia . . . ​[is] not 
a little overrated,” LaFeber quotes Madison as reflecting in 1821.44

While surprised (like most analysts) by the sudden demise of  the Soviet 
Union and how quickly the Cold War ended in Europe, LaFeber, like Niebuhr 
and Kennan, had long nurtured a skepticism about human nature that ren-
dered him leery of  social engineering, whether by communists, capitalists, or 
Christians. LaFeber pulled out all the stops—two lines, four asterisks, and a 
shred of  Cornell stationery—to applaud Niebuhr’s dismissing “with utter de-
rision the deepest hope that animated thousands of  radical and liberal Chris-
tians . . . ​the inauguration of  a community of  love.”45 Not effervescent love 
but hard-earned justice appealed to LaFeber as well as to Niebuhr.

That value was reflected in LaFeber’s reaction to the deepest crisis at Cornell 
during his nearly half  century there: the armed occupation of  Willard Straight 
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Hall in April 1969. As recounted in the chapter 1 of  this book, he opposed the 
armed occupation once violence threatened, and when governance of  Cornell 
seemed up for grabs, looked askance at those pushing for a “community of  
love” on the Arts Quad and in the mass meeting in Barton Hall. Upon hearing 
that an emerging unicameral senate composed of  students, faculty, and admin-
istrators was, like the anti-Beardian intellectuals of  the early 1960s, talking 
“consensus,” LaFeber acidly remarked that they would likely “soon arrive at 
their own Vietnam.”46 In this instance as in others, some who adored LaFeber 
imputed in him a radicalism that was simply not there. Endorsing Niebuhr’s 
disapproval of  his rival, Paul Tillich, for his focus on the senses, emotions, and 
individual pursuit of  the good life, LaFeber caustically penned “the 1960s.”47

As LaFeber’ stance in 1969 illustrated, when it came to governance, whether 
of  the university or of  the nation, he preferred cool reason to emotion or force. 
And yet throughout his life he also loved the exaggerated drama of  operas and 
the ginned-up emotionalism of  baseball rivalries. His famous lectures sustained 
attention because they engaged both the mind and the feelings of  listeners. It 
came naturally to LaFeber to balance reason and emotion with grace.

Detailing the impact of  Niebuhr on LaFeber is important not only in terms 
of  understanding the latter but also in explaining why the theologian occu-
pied so much scarce real estate in America, Russia, and the Cold War. In the pref-
ace to the first edition, LaFeber emphasized the difficulty of  fitting his analysis 
of  1945–66 into the page limit allowed by the publisher. Time only tightened 
the squeeze for later editions. The first edition’s 259 pages allotted twelve pages 
per year. By the tenth edition, the book had grown to 450 pages, yet had to 
cover sixty-one years, permitting only seven pages per year. Later editions 
packed more words onto each page, and even the paper grew thinner. Yet even 
with space at such a premium, LaFeber retained the sections on Niebuhr. In-
deed, they grew, and the repeated summoning of  Niebuhr in the conclusions 
of  all the editions of  the volume testify to this deepest of  influences.

Niebuhr also helps explain the book’s appeal to readers. What LaFeber 
launched in 1967 as a study of  US-Russian relations in their larger context ex-
panded into a textbook on US relations with the rest of  the world. LaFeber 
managed to include numerous important global developments while maintain-
ing his readable narrative. The bumper-sticker story line of  America, Russia, 
and the Cold War comes straight out of  Niebuhr: Emerging from World War II 
as the most powerful nation in history, the United States spent decades dissi-
pating its power in unwise foreign adventures while neglecting mounting prob
lems at home.

“Not since Jonathan Edwards’ day of  the 1740s, had an American theolo-
gian so affected his society,” wrote LaFeber about the onset of  the Cold War. 
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Like Edwards, “Niebuhr emphasized the role of  sin and sinful power in that 
society.” Humans’ birthright of  sin burdened them with avarice, selfishness, 
and an inability to realize the limits of  their own power. These weaknesses 
led to anxieties and an inability to use freedom constructively. Such emotional 
reactions engendered a will to power and, inevitably, conflict. Given these dan-
gerous aspects of  human nature, reason and even science were easily cor-
rupted and blind to their limits. Underscoring the importance of  a liberal arts 
education, LaFeber, echoing Niebuhr, warned that science “often refused to 
use the religious and historical insights required to solve secular problems.”48

All this, Niebuhr argued, made communism especially dangerous. That ide-
ology’s true believers failed to perceive that while humankind enjoyed only a 
limited capacity for good, it suffered an almost limitless inclination to perpe-
trate evil in the name of  good. Hence, the United States had to contain Soviet 
Russia, as Kennan had urged in 1946–47. Niebuhr, LaFeber explained, “pro-
vided a historical basis and rationale for the tone, the outlook, the unsaid, and 
often unconscious assumptions of  this period.”49 In laying out Niebuhr’s for-
eign policy recommendations in 1946–47—Cold War policies that included op-
posing the Soviet Union, rebuilding Germany and Western Europe, and 
integrating an economic, political, and military Atlantic community led by 
Washington—LaFeber’s language signaled little space between the theologian’s 
ideas and his own. Left unquestioned by either Niebuhr or LaFeber was 
whether a lasting breach with the Soviet Union was the necessary and safest 
course.

In his discussion of  the domestically divisive Korean War, LaFeber cited 
Niebuhr’s warning that only a half  decade into the Cold War, Americans were 
already losing their sense of  limits. They were also trusting too much in eco-
nomic growth and scientific advances to solve basic moral and political prob
lems. LaFeber approvingly cited Niebuhr’s quoting of  John Adams: “ ‘Power 
always thinks it has a great soul and vast views beyond the comprehension of  
the weak; and that it is doing God’s service when it is violating all his Laws.’ ”50 
LaFeber also drew on Niebuhr’s criticism of  the United States’ disastrous use 
of  overweening force in the Vietnam War.

The dilemmas of  hubris and power infused the final editions of  America, 
Russia, and the Cold War with a sense of  uncertainty that had been largely ab-
sent in earlier versions. The world was moving fast and changing radically. The 
United States had prevailed in the Cold War—or more accurately, its principal 
adversary had collapsed. Yet it remained unclear how the United States should 
deploy its enormous power to better either the nation or the world. Pursuit of  
the Open Door throughout the twentieth century contributed to conflict. Such 
was the case, again, after 1991. To be fair, LaFeber’s caution when composing 
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the later editions might reflect the heightened prudence of  a mature historian 
faced with a paucity of  archival records. Still, the final editions of  America, Rus
sia, and the Cold War offer almost as many questions as answers, inserting hints 
of  ambivalence even in moments of  apparent US triumph. “[George H. W.] 
Bush’s inability to take advantage of  the Soviet opportunities” as the Cold War 
waned “was not because of  America’s public opinion,” he wrote of  the transi-
tion period between Gorbachev’s inadvertent dissolution of  the Soviet Union 
and Boris Yeltsin’s bold creation of  its Russian successor.51

More than a decade after the events he described, LaFeber wrote, “Perhaps 
the President’s great caution was caused by the inability of  himself  and his 
top advisers, all of  whom had grown up in the Cold War, to imagine a world 
without the Soviets or a Cold War.” The tone differed sharply from the bold 
assertiveness of  earlier editions. “Perhaps it was because Bush, Cheney, Baker, 
and Scowcroft had all been involved with Gerald Ford in 1976 when détente 
turned sour and Ford went down to defeat in the presidential election,” he sur-
mised. “Perhaps it was due to the administration’s fear that if  Yeltsin won, the 
Soviet Union could become so chaotic as to present new dangers.”52

“Perhaps” indeed. The word signifies caution, an antidote to the hubris that 
both Niebuhr and LaFeber feared. As the final editions of  the book detailed, 
Presidents George H. W. Bush, Bill Clinton, and George W. Bush each tried to 
impose order on Russian-US relations after the Soviet Union’s collapse. In part 
because of  external factors, but also in part due to their own overappreciation 
of  their own power, none developed a lasting solution. Clinton, for instance, 
ranked as “the first US President in more than a half  century to serve his entire 
tenure in a world without the Cold War,” LaFeber wrote. Yet “even without a 
Cold War, Clinton raised his military budgets from $260 billion to over $300 
billion. Meanwhile, he and Bush sent US troops into more conflicts during the 
1990–2000 era than had been sent during any other post-1950 decade.”53 Both 
presidents proved willing to deploy force, yet neither produced a defining vi-
sion for US foreign policy, with bold initiatives such as the Marshall Plan and 
NATO, that strategists in Truman’s age had so effectively developed.

By the mid-1990s LaFeber was gaining a new appreciation for that early 
Cold War period, especially in comparison with what he saw as the overreach 
and sloppiness of  Clinton’s foreign policy. Privately, he appraised National Se-
curity Adviser Tony Lake as “more screwed up than even I thought or 
imagined,” and resolved, half-seriously, to get “away from all this and back to 
the good old days when Men were Men, Women were Women, and Presidents 
were Harry Truman.” He was, literally, returning to the Truman Library to 
look anew at material on the Truman Doctrine, “which I think raises funda-
mental questions about whether the United States can ever create a foreign 
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policy if  the public has its way.”54 LaFeber seemed understandably uncertain 
what was worse: democratic paralysis or imperial overreach.

Unable to tap extensive archival sources for more recent years, LaFeber 
proved adept at logging into the digital age, while information also flowed in 
from an impressive network of  contacts. After decades of  teaching courses 
packed with Cornell students already fascinated by world affairs, or drawn in by 
the force of  his teaching, LaFeber operated at the nexus of  his own web of  ex-
perts at the top ranks of  academia, business, finance, law, and, not least, govern-
ment. In January 2003 during the lead-up to the US invasion of  Iraq, for example, 
LaFeber corresponded with Daniel Fried, a career diplomat then on the staff of  
the National Security Council. He concluded from this conversation that “oil is 
of  course front and center in the whole thing, although one would never know 
it from the NY Times, Washington Post, or the Bush administration.”55

More than memories of  Bailey Hall lectures sustained such valued relation-
ships. A dedicated correspondent, LaFeber wrote long, single-spaced letters, 
and later emails, to a wide variety of  acquaintances and friends. Former un-
dergraduate David Maisel (class of  1968) regularly sent brief  notices of  this 
or that story in a newspaper or magazine. LaFeber composed detailed replies. 
Here was the dedicated professor giving substance to the often-hollow chest-
nut that teaching complemented scholarship.

LaFeber’s success in inspiring students to rise to the highest levels of  the 
US government fostered its own dilemmas. In the years immediately preced-
ing the publication of  the tenth edition in 2008, LaFeber could boast (had he 
been so inclined) of  a dazzling array of  former students making or carrying 
out US foreign policy. These stars included not only career diplomats like Fried 
but also national security advisers, vice presidential aides, and ambassadors. 
LaFeber took pride in their accomplishments, yet like any citizen or mentor, 
invariably expressed skepticism and even alarm whenever he thought their pol-
icies contravened lessons he’d tried to impart in class.

True to form, he did this quietly. In March 1999, for example, with Bill Clin-
ton’s air war against the Serbs in Kosovo seemingly open-ended, LaFeber 
worried that “the Clinton rhetoric . . . ​almost exactly repeats that of  LBJ and 
Nixon in Vietnam—‘stay the course,’ the domino theory underlying it all.” He 
worried that “some people,” including Clinton’s NSC advisor Sandy Berger 
(class of  1967), “did not pay adequate attention in their History classes in the 
1960s.”56 Skepticism over his former student’s role in forging national policy, 
however, soon morphed into pride. By the time of  the 2002 edition of  Amer
ica, Russia, and the Cold War, Kosovars were free from Serbian domination, 
and LaFeber in turn praised Berger for having spurred Clinton’s pledge not to 
deploy ground troops to bolster the air war.57 Ever cautious about the use of  
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force in foreign relations, LaFeber was relieved that his student had, after all, 
imbibed the virtue of  restraint. “Stories circulated that Clinton, who had an 
explosive temper, had privately berated Berger for his advice,” LaFeber wrote. 
“The President should have thanked him.”58

Clinton’s international problems paled in comparison to the world his suc-
cessor confronted after the terrorist attack of  September 11, 2001. George W. 
Bush launched a global war on terror in response, which ultimately included 
an invasion and occupation of  Iraq in 2003, something policymakers a decade 
before had assiduously avoided during their own conflict in the volatile Per-
sian Gulf. This new generation of  leaders believed that their nation’s excep-
tional power could overcome historic ethnic and religious divisions within the 
conquered country, and furthermore believed it would be possible in the Cold 
War’s wake to export US-style democracy at gunpoint. LaFeber wasn’t sur-
prised. Niebuhr had warned of  the hubris that stems from power, especially 
when multiplied by fear and uncertainty. “As world affairs became less predict-
able after 1989–1991,” LaFeber concluded, “Americans continued to rely on 
their military superiority to deal with much of  the unpredictability.”59

Washington’s post-9/11 policies eventually buckled under their own con-
tradictions, dissipating US power and international prestige in the process, leav-
ing LaFeber distressed, albeit largely in private. After President Bush on 
March 19, 2003, announced the forceful overthrow of  Iraq’s Saddam Hussein, 
veteran newsman Jim Lehrer invited LaFeber to discuss the war on PBS New-
shour, yet he refused this and other such requests. “I do not want publicly to 
say how I really feel about current policy,” he confided to a friend on March 23, 
“[but] the more I see of  what is going on the angrier I’m becoming. Some-
thing has gone really wrong.”60 His tenth and final edition of  America, Russia, 
and the Cold War carried the story through 2006, albeit with a tie back to a 
significant moment in US internationalism. “[Woodrow] Wilson had failed to 
‘make the world safe for democracy’ (as he famously phrased it)” and “had 
died broken and embittered.” Bush was no less a Wilsonian, equally convinced 
principles could repair a broken world while building a better one in its place. 
Bush also “emphasized an American mission to create new democracies,” 
LaFeber ultimately concluded, and in doing so “appeared to be a reincarna-
tion of  the Woodrow Wilson from nearly a century earlier.”61

Although LaFeber never grew nostalgic for the Cold War, he ultimately 
came to appreciate aspects of  its certainty. He mused, “It well might be [that] 
the only way the US can exercise its power in complicated global situations is 
by telling Americans they have to join a ‘crusade,’ as Harry Truman did in the 
Truman Doctrine and Marshall Plan. . . . ​Otherwise, Americans are great, as 
someone recently noted, at both globalizing business and navel-gazing at the 



100 	 Frank Costigliola and Jeffrey A .  Engel

same time.”62 The irony was that crusades easily mutated into disasters, espe-
cially if  US leaders tried to spread democracy in countries ill-prepared for it, 
such as Vietnam, Iraq, or Afghanistan. In the final edition of  America, Russia, 
and the Cold War, LaFeber added a long chapter titled “The World Turned Up-
side Down, 2001–2006.” His tone was coolly analytical as he laid out all the 
mistakes made by US leaders after 9/11. Privately, however, he flashed anger. 
In Iraq, Bush and Rice “don’t have a clue as to what is happening”; at the same 
time “Czar Vlad I in Russia [is] systematically eliminating all opposition while 
we continue to support him.” Meanwhile, “the Democrats carry out their plans 
to execute Bush by firing while standing in their own circle. What a bunch of  
losers.”63 Foolishness, like tyranny, “is rooted in a human nature that cannot 
be changed, only contained,” LaFeber believed.64 Hence the importance of  
Niebuhr’s emphasis on limiting both concentrated power and confidence in 
such might.

Such limits were missing in the curriculum at some key universities, LaFe-
ber remarked in a mostly serious tone. “There really is an arrogance that Yale 
instills that condemns its students to intellectual unreality—even much more 
so than Harvard—and as I’ve told Harvard students in my office, Harvard’s 
most important gifts to the world have been the Vietnam War and the Uni-
bomber. Yale’s are the Iraqi/Afghanistan catastrophes and John Kerry.”65

An emphasis on the importance of  limits infused both LaFeber’s decades 
of  teaching at Cornell and his dedication to updating America, Russia, and the 
Cold War. The single most telling fact about LaFeber’s forty-year odyssey with 
that book is that he concluded every edition the same way: with Niebuhr. 
Moreover, from the second edition to the last, he couched the warning against 
overweening power and unceasing conflict in terms of  a somewhat obscure 
formulation that evidently appealed to him. Niebuhr had unearthed from Ro-
mans 7 the passage “I see another law in my members, warring against the 
law of  my mind, and making me captive to the law of  sin being in my mem-
bers.” Both Niebuhr and LaFeber interpreted this dichotomy in terms of  the 
Cold War. They viewed the “sin” of  the “law in my members”—that is, the 
weakness and inclination toward evil of  the body—as referring to the milita-
rized rivalry that characterized the Cold War, as well as the hard-line, “real-
ist” policies of  Washington and Moscow in waging the struggle. In this polarity, 
the law of  the mind and of  God figured as negotiation and compromise.

Although a cold war between the United States and Russia was flaring up 
again in the early 2000s, LaFeber in the last paragraph of  the final edition of  
America, Russia, and the Cold War sought to inject restraint into that rivalry by 
enlisting the last leader of  the Soviet Union as a Niebuhrian. He quoted Mikhail 
Gorbachev, who in 1992 had spoken in Fulton, Missouri, where forty-six years 
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earlier Winston Churchill had made his Iron Curtain speech, as counseling 
Americans not to take a “monocentric” view and try to dominate the post–
Cold War world. Gorbachev sounded, LaFeber affirmed, “much like Niebuhr.” 
He then invoked “the spirit of  James Madison warning about the dangers of  
fragmenting empires.” Finally, cruising to the end of  this four-decade journey, 
LaFeber cautioned that growing disorder could lead people around the world 
to “resort to what Niebuhr called ‘the law in our members.’ ”66 Little that has 
happened since, either in the United States or in Russia, suggests that anyone 
has learned this lesson.
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Chapter 6

Thinking about Democracy
Inevitable Revolutions

Lorena Oropeza and James F. Siekmeier

In June 1982 Walter LaFeber wrote a piece for 
the Atlantic titled “Inevitable Revolutions,” arguing that US policies in Central 
America had “encouraged what they are supposed to prevent.” The article in-
dicted Ronald Reagan’s policies toward Nicaragua, El Salvador, and Guatemala 
for fomenting revolution. Blighted by an “ignorance of  history,” Reagan and his 
closest advisors were clinging to the same premises that had undermined 
John F. Kennedy’s Alliance for Progress twenty years before: first, that free mar-
kets automatically led to free and democratic governments; and second, that 
economic progress and political stability depended upon eliminating leftist dis-
sent. Meant to stymie the appeal of  a Castro-like revolution, the Alliance for 
Progress had offered Latin American countries massive economic and military 
aid and the promise of  a brighter future. Instead, LaFeber argued, the Alliance 
had raised expectations only to crush them, widening the chasm between the 
rich and the poor in country after country while training national militaries 
that tortured and killed their own people. Such circumstances inevitably fueled 
support for leftist revolution, the opposite of  the original intention of  the Alli-
ance for Progress. Historically, nowhere was US power more pervasive than in 
Central America. And nowhere were the ravages of  political upheaval and eco-
nomic chaos triggered by US interference more apparent.1

With the Atlantic article, LaFeber entered contemporary policy debates by 
deliberately intervening in the nation’s understanding of  US–Central Ameri-
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can relations. He intervened in three ways. First, he provided much needed 
and accessible historical context to the current crisis. The “Inevitable Revolu-
tions” article appeared when the Reagan administration was seeking to top-
ple triumphant Sandinista revolutionaries in Nicaragua, quash left-wing 
guerrillas in El Salvador, and keep arms flowing to generals in Guatemala who 
were confronting unprecedented indigenous protest. Second, as in his analy
sis of  the gap between the purported aims of  the Alliance for Progress and its 
negative effects, LaFeber carefully exposed an inherent contradiction in US 
policies toward Central America: the United States actually bred the revolu-
tions it hoped to avert. Third, with the memories of  the Vietnam War still raw, 
the article served as a call to action, encouraging an end to contemporary 
interventions in Central America by exposing how Reagan and his advisors 
were repeating the mistakes of  their predecessors. “With luck and an under-
standing of  the past,” LaFeber concluded, the United States could end its long-
standing complicity in regional upheaval and exploitation.2

The three interventions found in the 1982 Atlantic article permeated LaFe-
ber’s work regarding Central America. The article served as the genesis for a 
book with the same title published the following year. Inevitable Revolutions: 
The United States in Central America expanded the scope of  the original article 
both temporally and geographically. Starting with the late eighteenth century 
and extending to the moment of  publication, the book examined US interac-
tions with Costa Rica and Honduras as well as with Nicaragua, El Salvador, 
and Guatemala. All these nations, LaFeber contended, were trapped in a sys-
tem that he called “neodependency,” through which the United States exerted 
tremendous economic, military, and political influence and control while 
Central Americans suffered.3 LaFeber’s involvement with current policy, 
moreover, began before Inevitable Revolutions. Another work, The Panama Ca-
nal: The Crisis in Historical Perspective, provided readers with much-needed 
context for the contemporary debate over whether to return the waterway to 
the Panamanians. Taking a long view again—the first chapter opened with 
the Spanish explorer Balboa—LaFeber offered a persuasive case for ratifying 
the 1978 Panama Canal Treaties to assuage Panamanian nationalism. For good 
measure, he blasted anti-treaty arguments in the book’s conclusion.4

A sign of  their continued relevance, both books merited second editions. A 
1989 edition of  The Panama Canal dissected the rise of  Manuel Noriega, the 
Panamanian dictator who was both a US ally in the war against the Sandinistas 
and a US foe in the “war against drugs.”5 Likewise containing a decade’s worth 
of  new material, the second edition of  Inevitable Revolutions in 1993 covered the 
blood-soaked 1980s as the contra war raged in Nicaragua and civil war contin-
ued to engulf  El Salvador.6 It confirmed, in fact, what the Atlantic article had 
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predicted yet sought to avoid: decades of  US policy culminating in yet more 
chaos, violence, and poverty throughout the Central American isthmus.

These works exemplified LaFeber’s role as a scholar aiming to inform 
political debates and shift policy. Although he no doubt would have rejected 
the moniker “scholar-activist” as overtly political and too rooted in the pre
sent for a historian, the term accurately captures the broader impact of  his 
work. In introducing an unfamiliar history to US readers, he dispelled igno-
rance. By providing a critical reading of  US foreign policy objectives and out-
comes, he challenged American citizens—including members of  the Reagan 
administration—to grapple with the power their nation wielded in the world 
for good and, all too often, for ill. By engaging in ongoing policy debates, he 
cultivated the hope that an informed, educated citizenry might effect change. 
Together these scholarly interventions revealed how he defined his role as a 
historian of  US foreign relations.

LaFeber’s writings on Central America also captured his own complex views 
of  US-style democracy. On the one hand, the sense of  urgency with which he 
wrote signaled a fundamental belief  in the American system of  government. 
On the other hand, he clearly saw democracy as a fragile enterprise at home 
and abroad. In his books on Central America, as in his other works, LaFeber 
warned of  the erosion of  individual liberties, given the tendency of  power to 
concentrate in the hands of  the executive, especially when conducting foreign 
affairs. Privately, he also worried about the erosion of  democratic norms in 
general within the United States. In terms of  inter-American relations, the im-
plication was clear. With US democracy still a work in progress at home, 
what business did the United States have trying to export it abroad? Skeptical 
of  the American habit of  demanding free elections in other nations, as if  elec-
tions by themselves had the power to function as a societal panacea or offered 
certain proof  of  a just society, LaFeber maintained that in Central America 
only “fundamental structural change” could address “gross inequities” and 
stop those inevitable revolutions.7

An Unfamiliar history
In Inevitable Revolutions, LaFeber juggled the tumultuous histories of  five coun-
tries with the jagged contours of  US foreign relations since 1776. On the US 
side, the book traced the multiple motivations underlying US actions against 
an international backdrop that shifted from British dominance in the nine-
teenth century to Cold War concerns in the twentieth. LaFeber also drew at-
tention to an array of  actors within each Central American country across 
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time, including military officers, oligarchs, students, unionists, campesinos, In-
digenous people, religious folks, and armed rebels.8 At the same time, LaFe-
ber carefully distinguished among the five countries in terms of  racial 
composition, class stratification, geography, and economic resources. He 
organized all this information not only around a powerful thesis critical of  the 
role of  the United States in Central America but also with a clear sense of  pur-
pose, to inform as many people as possible about “the impact of  US policies 
on the peoples and institutions of  Central America.”9 Potential readers for In-
evitable Revolutions included policymakers, students and their instructors, ac-
tivists, and everyday US citizens who might have been vaguely aware that their 
country was deeply engaged in several countries south of  Mexico but had little 
understanding as to why.

Orienting US readers was a chief  concern. The book started with a “cap-
sule view” circa 1980 of  each Central American country: a brief  paragraph 
that highlighted turning points and tragedies in each nation’s history, accom-
panied by a handful of  data points that underscored the tremendous societal 
differences between the Colossus of  the North and the nations of  Central 
America. The data points included rates of  illiteracy (50 percent to 70 percent 
everywhere but Costa Rica, where it hovered around 10 percent), per capita 
annual income (ranging from $640 to $1,520), and landmass (these were small 
nations roughly comparable in size to various US states).10 Together, these cap-
sule views introduced readers to the heartbreaking violence and poverty that 
had plagued Central America historically and that continued to the present 
day. They also suggested the massive role the United States had played in Cen-
tral American affairs for the past hundred years.

Maps amplified the message about US power while also exposing readers 
to an unfamiliar geography. “Throughout the twentieth century,” LaFeber 
noted, “the overwhelming number of  North Americans could not have iden-
tified each of  the five Central American nations on a map, let alone ticked off 
the region’s sins that called for an application of  US force.”11 Conveying the 
proximity of  Central America to the United States, a map of  the Caribbean 
Basin, spread across two entire pages, greeted readers almost as soon as they 
opened the book. Each chapter began with a similarly sized map, which served 
as a visual summary of  that chapter’s contents by noting the location and date 
of  key events. Individually, the maps conveyed just how busy the United States 
had been in Central America at any given time. Seen successively, they con-
firmed a disturbing and presumably interlocking pattern of  US intervention 
and regional upheaval stretching across a century.

LaFeber, nevertheless, chose to begin his history further back in time, 
in 1776. Besides 1776 being a familiar reference point for US readers, this 
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periodization allowed LaFeber to distinguish between two types of  revolu-
tions: the American Revolution versus the radical leftist revolutions then oc-
curring in Central America. In 1776, he explained, Americans broke away 
from Britain in the name of  individual liberty. Without an aristocracy, they 
had launched an unprecedented experiment in democracy. Americans, “es-
pecially if  they were white and male,” he wrote, enjoyed a “rough equality.” 
For those who enjoyed the freedom to move, moreover, a landed frontier 
rich with possibility beckoned. In contrast, Central America had been an 
economic backwater throughout the colonial period. A tiny population of  
wealthy landowners profiting from the work of  others made for highly strat-
ified societies. Tellingly, Central Americans finally broke from Spain in 1821, 
not in the name of  individual freedom but as a backlash of  economic and 
political elites to liberal reforms emanating from the mother country.

From these different starting points, the histories of  the United States and 
Central America continued to diverge over the course of  the nineteenth 
century. While the Central American isthmus remained poor and vulnerable, 
the United States emerged as a continental empire, a leading industrial power, 
and after 1898, an overseas empire by acquiring Spain’s last colonies, the Phil-
ippines and Puerto Rico and by exerting, as sanctioned by the Platt Amend-
ment, routine interference in Cuba. In Central America, the United States had 
the luxury of  exerting tremendous power without formal acquisition or any 
Platt Amendment. Working closely with each nation’s elites, US investors start-
ing putting their money into Central American coffee and bananas in the 
1890s.12 To protect those investments and to keep the Caribbean an “Ameri-
can lake,” the United States in the decades that followed secured economic 
concessions, backed politicians who did what Washington wanted, wrangled 
the Canal, and, when all else failed to protect US interests, sent in the Marines.

Military intervention completed a massive switch in US history, according 
to LaFeber. A revolution fought in the name of  individual liberty had made 
the United States “the world’s leading revolutionary nation” at its birth, he 
wrote. By the twentieth century, however, the United States had “turned away 
from revolution toward the defense of  oligarchs” in Central America and else-
where.13 The partners of  US investors, these oligarchs needed defending 
because the benefits of  capitalism were so unequally distributed in their re-
spective countries. In the United States, relative prosperity had enshrined the 
free market as the economic counterpart to political liberty and credited capi-
talism with helping create a large and politically stabilizing middle class. In Cen-
tral America, capitalism reaped the reverse. The rise of  export economies 
ensured that what little wealth remained in each country was concentrated in 
the hands of  a small elite who stayed in power through brutal repression if  
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necessary. Consequently, LaFeber explained, revolution became one way, and 
at times seemingly the only way, to force political change in Central America. 
Not surprisingly, given the vast class divisions, contemporary revolutionary 
movements on the isthmus—far removed in time and place from 1776—also 
tended to be anticapitalist.

To drive home this analysis, the introduction offered one more crucial learn-
ing aid: LaFeber coined the term “neodependency” to describe the relation-
ship between the United States and Central American nations. Here he 
borrowed from Latin American dependency theorists who in previous decades 
had argued that development and underdevelopment were “two sides of  the 
same coin”—that is, the same capitalist system that created wealth for some 
nations generated poverty for others primarily because wealthy, more power
ful nations determined the prices paid for export crops, such as the bananas 
and coffee that Central American nations produced.14 Yet as LaFeber noted, 
Central Americans experienced plenty of  US military intervention and political 
pressure too. He employed the term “neodependency” to describe a multifac-
eted system of  US informal control. For LaFeber, an emphasis on economic 
relations alone did not suffice to capture the many manifestations of  US power 
in Central America.

As an additional boon to readers, the notion of  neodependency operating 
as a system of  informal control arranged the book’s many moving parts into 
a neatly structured narrative arc. The system needed to be set up (chapter 1), 
maintained (chapter 2), and updated (chapter 3) before finally collapsing in the 
wake of  the 1979 Nicaraguan revolution (chapter 4) and leaving the Reagan 
administration to confront the fallout (chapter 5, “The Remains of  the Sys-
tem”). What came next? In the revised and expanded second edition, what 
came next was a new chapter, chapter 6, titled, somewhat awkwardly, “Rear-
ranging the Remains of  the System.” As an organizing principle for the book, 
the idea of  “neodependency” enabled LaFeber to expertly guide his readers 
through the rise and relative decline of  US power in the region.

Yet this idea also generated significant criticism.

A Controversial Analy sis
LaFeber had first grappled with explaining unequal power relations between 
the United States and Central America in The Panama Canal, published five 
years earlier. At the time, no other book written in English or Spanish detailed 
the history of  US relations with Panama. Yet a lack of  knowledge, or what 
LaFeber flatly termed “vast ignorance,” hardly precluded norteamericanos from 
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forming strong feelings about the canal. LaFeber approvingly quoted a US Ca-
nal Zone officer in the preface: “We believe that 80  percent of  Americans 
agree with us that we must keep the Canal under our control. Unfortunately, 
half  of  those Americans are not sure where the Panama Canal is located.” 
Eager to contribute to the ongoing debate about the fate of  the canal, La
Feber rapidly produced what he modestly termed “only a survey,” organized 
around a few key themes, among them that Panama did not owe its existence 
to Theodore Roosevelt and that, “contrary to Reagan’s statements,” the United 
States did not buy the canal in 1903 or ever own it.15

Describing the US-Panamanian relationship in the affirmative, however, 
proved tougher. As LaFeber noted elsewhere, Panama’s history set it apart 
from the other five Central American nations that he later focused on in In-
evitable Revolutions. In 1903 Panama broke away from Columbia, not Spain. 
Afterward the new nation was even more tightly integrated into the Ameri-
can empire than its Central American neighbors were. A 1903 treaty permit-
ted the United States to act “as if  it were the sovereign” in the ten-mile-wide 
Canal Zone “in perpetuity” and charged the United States with protecting Pan-
amanian independence (in effect sanctioning a US right of  intervention).16 In 
short order, the United States also gained military bases, ownership of  Pana-
ma’s communication and transportation networks, and control over the Pan-
amanian economy. In Panama, the US dollar was (and still is) legal tender. 
Control of  the canal also granted the United States access to the country’s pri-
mary revenue-generating stream. Despite subsequent treaties and memoran-
dums of  understanding, moreover, US control of  the canal remained 
nonnegotiable for most US citizens for most of  the twentieth century. Among 
those most resistant to change were US canal workers and their families, who 
lived happily segregated lives in the Canal Zone, a place where they enjoyed 
vastly better homes, schools, and pay than most Panamanians.17

With some hesitation, LaFeber settled on describing the relationship be-
tween the two countries as “informal colonialism.” In the text, he cited Ru-
pert Emerson’s definition of  colonialism as an apt characterization of  
“Washington’s ties with Panama.” A scholar of  international relations and 
political science, Emerson defined colonialism as “the establishment and main-
tenance, for an extended time, of  rule over an alien people that is separate 
from and subordinate to the ruling power.” In further noting that colonialism 
was “white rule” over nonwhites, moreover, Emerson paid attention to rac-
ism. So did LaFeber.18 Still, in the absence of  any formal recognition by the 
United States of  Panama as a colony, LaFeber favored the term “informal co-
lonialism.” Yet he did not stop there.
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Contrary to his own advice to avoid long citations, at this point in the text 
a footnote nearly a page long appeared. In it, LaFeber took the time to explain 
why he favored “informal colonialism” over “dependency”; the former, he 
wrote, “seems [italics added] a more accurate description.” To explain his rea-
soning, LaFeber inserted a popular definition of  dependency by Theotonio 
Dos Santos, a Brazilian economist and one of  the founders of  dependency the-
ory. Dos Santos stressed the interdependence of  development and underde-
velopment and the subjugation of  poorer nations by richer ones.19 In contrast, 
not only did LaFeber see US power operating beyond the economic realm, but 
he also argued that dependency failed to account for the range of  interactions 
between developed and less developed countries.20 LaFeber’s concept of  
“neodependency,” which played such a prominent role in Inevitable Revolutions, 
emerged from this key insight.

The footnote contained another reason why LaFeber rejected “dependency.” 
Simply put, the United States treated Panama in a way it would never dare 
treat the powerful Southern Cone nations of  Argentina, Brazil, or Chile. LaFe-
ber revisited this idea in Inevitable Revolutions when he stated that the fre-
quency with which the United States resorted to military intervention in the 
region distinguished US relations with Central American countries, and with 
Caribbean ones too, from its relations with the rest of  Latin America.21 Still, 
an air of  uncharacteristic tentativeness accompanied his initial grappling with 
dependency theory. As a non–Latin Americanist, LaFeber admitted, he was still 
a learner. He concluded the footnote by thanking his “most helpful” Cornell 
colleague, Thomas Holloway, for his “continued and often unavailing ef-
forts . . . ​to initiate me into the mysteries of  dependency theory.”22

That LaFeber felt the need to explain his rejection of  dependency theory 
speaks to the popularity of  this set of  ideas at the time when he wrote. 
Dependency theory originated in Latin America as an alternative to 1960s 
modernization theory. As articulated by Walt Rostow, an economist who 
worked in the Kennedy and Johnson administrations, modernization theory 
proposed that capitalist development occurred along a series of  stages. While 
Western countries had reached the highest stage of  development, or what Ros-
tow called the era of  “high mass consumption,” other, poorer, countries, like 
those in Latin America, had yet to reach “take-off.”23 The built-in biases were 
hard to ignore. By viewing capitalism as a phenomenon that occurred strictly 
within nations, modernization theory conveniently suggested that some 
countries—and implicitly some people—were more backward than others. 
Latin American scholars (some of  whom, like Dos Santos, were Marxists) re-
jected that premise. They countered by coming up with a set of  insights, 
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eventually known as “dependency theory,” that prioritized the economic re-
lationship between countries. To quote LaFeber quoting the theorists, they pro-
posed that “development and underdevelopment were two components ‘of  
one unified system.’ ”24 They disagreed as to what came next. More radical de-
pendentistas advocated leftist revolution as the only means of  escaping capital
ist exploitation.25

LaFeber did not. Still, the term “neodependency” was close enough to 
“dependency,” according to the critics who attacked him for daring to use an 
idea so closely associated with a leftist intellectual tradition. In a particularly 
harsh assessment that appeared in Reviews in American History, Robert Free-
man Smith accused LaFeber of  offering a “totally deterministic interpretation 
of  history by following the neo-Leninist, ‘dependency’ theory to explain every
thing about Central American history.” Although Smith had been LaFeber’s 
graduate classmate at Wisconsin, his politics had subsequently swerved aggres-
sively to the right. To Smith, Inevitable Revolutions offered a simple “story of  
domination and exploitation” in which the United States was motivated solely 
by the drive to “advance and protect capitalist interests in the region.”26

Arthur Schlesinger Jr., in a review that appeared in the Washington Post, like-
wise found fault with LaFeber’s work. Schlesinger had been a special assistant 
to the president on Latin American affairs during the Kennedy administration, 
the same administration that, in LaFeber’s view, was responsible for the mas-
sively ineffectual Alliance for Progress.27 In a defensive ploy, Schlesinger chided 
LaFeber by posing a rhetorical question. “Does anyone suppose that, if  the 
United States had been a communist state from the start, it would not still have 
insisted on dominating Central America,” he asked, “and have done so even 
more crudely and brutally?” Ignoring what the actual United States had done 
in Central America, the question strongly suggested that LaFeber was overly 
critical of  US actions. In contrast, Schlesinger described LaFeber’s “invocation 
of  dependency theory” as entirely “uncritical.”28 LaFeber’s careful distinction 
between “neodependency” and “dependency” was lost to both reviewers.

Despite their criticism, LaFeber never marched along a determined path dic-
tated by any theory. Certainly LaFeber took pride in elevating economics within 
the study of  US diplomatic history. As he once wrote, adopting that approach 
at the beginning of  his career made him and his like-minded colleagues “heretics 
in a field that always seems in need of  a few more.”29 Comfortable being a “revi-
sionist”—he once said that all good historians were—LaFeber nonetheless 
tended to shy away from the word “theory” (and any accompanying myster-
ies).30 The smallest details matter here. Only once in his work on Central Amer
ica did he even mention “a theory called ‘dependency,’ ” a turn of  phrase that still 
contained a bit of  distancing.31 Otherwise, he referred to “dependency” alone 
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versus “dependency theory.” Equally telling in this context was his choice to 
define neodependency more vaguely as a “system” versus a “theory.” Termi-
nology aside, neither idea provided a “testable hypothesis” with any predictive 
value. Instead, LaFeber took what James Mahoney and Diana Rodríguez-Franco 
characterized as a “theory frame” approach to the Latin American scholarship 
that informed his work. He gained a “series of  orienting concepts” and “general 
questions for analysis,” not a rigid set of  assumptions.32 In sum, LaFeber bor-
rowed from Latin American theorists, but he never aspired to join their ranks. As 
a historian of  US foreign relations, he sought to deliver a blistering critique and 
analysis of  US interventions in Central America based upon the demonstrated 
evidence of  their impact. Neodependency was his means to that end.

All hesitation gone, LaFeber’s forthright use of  the idea of  neodependency 
in Inevitable Revolutions allowed him to expand the Atlantic thesis backward in 
time. In the book, the Alliance for Progress still acted as a key pivot point, a last-
ditch attempt to save a system about to collapse under the weight of  its own 
contradictions. But LaFeber now introduced another contradiction, or tension, 
that dated back to the nation’s Founders. Thomas Jefferson liked to talk about 
an “an empire of  liberty,” but championing self-determination soon fell to the 
wayside as the United States expanded across a continent and then projected its 
power overseas.33 The long view illuminated enduring themes in US foreign 
relations as they pertained to Central America. John Quincy Adams’s doubts 
about the likelihood that newly independent Latin American nations would 
ever follow the democratic example of  the United States—“arbitrary power, 
both military and ecclesiastical, was stamped on their education, upon all their 
habits, and upon their institutions,” he once wrote—foreshadowed the reluc-
tance of  Washington, D.C., to view Latin Americans as the cultural equals of  
Anglo-Americans. Similarly, James Polk’s aggressive war against Mexico in 1848 
portended the unequal power relationship between the United States and Cen-
tral American nations.34

As LaFeber noted, the United States intervened militarily in Central Amer
ica no fewer than twenty times between 1898 and 1920.35 In chapter 1, “Set-
ting Up the System,” he explained why: Washington came to see political 
volatility in Central America as a threat to its own regional dominance. Ex-
trahemispheric powers might see regional unrest as an opportunity to expand 
their influence by, for example, by forcibly taking over the customhouses of  a 
nation that was not paying back its debts. To prevent this scenario, Theodore 
Roosevelt claimed international police power and sent in the Marines.36 Criti-
cal of  such a rough approach, Woodrow Wilson advocated self-determination 
but eventually sent in even more Marines.37 For both Progressive Era presi-
dents, LaFeber wrote, the desire for order over chaos translated into favoring 
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order over self-determination. Order was good for US investments, good for 
US strategic control, and, the thinking went, good for Central Americans, who 
might at some later date be ready to participate in a US-style democracy.

By the 1920s, US policymakers grew increasingly concerned about their na-
tion’s reputation on the world stage. In wielding a big stick, it had appeared to be 
a big bully. The Good Neighbor Policy of  Franklin Roosevelt, LaFeber asserted, 
resolved in the most cynical way possible the contradiction between champion-
ing self-determination and exerting control. New police forces like the Na-
tional Guard in Nicaragua were now charged with the job of  maintaining 
order. If  they killed or tortured their own people, no matter. Under the banner 
of  the “good neighbor,” the United States suddenly began championing self-
determination once again and proclaiming the virtues of  nonintervention.38

For LaFeber, the final step in setting up the system of  neodependency, and 
the chief  accomplishment of  the Good Neighbor policy, was the rise of  mili-
tary dictatorships that stood ready to quiet domestic unrest. By the close of  the 
1930s, he noted, military men ruled four out of  five Central American na-
tions, not coincidentally the same ones where “2% of  the population con-
trolled the land and hence the lives of  the other 98%.” Costa Rica, with a 
greater tradition of  representative government and more equitable land re
distribution, was the only exception. But there too, the United States exerted 
tremendous power. Throughout the isthmus, the US priority was to keep 
neodependency operating.39 On the eve of  World War II, the future looked 
bright from the perspective of  Washington. As a system of  informal economic 
and military control, LaFeber wrote, neodependency “looked like it could go 
on forever.”40

Instead, the second contradiction inherent in the system of  neodependency 
dominated the postwar period. As LaFeber had argued in the Atlantic, US for-
eign policies bred precisely the type of  revolution that US policymakers 
hoped to avert. A close call occurred in Guatemala in 1954. During the 1930s, 
LaFeber wrote, Guatemala was a “case study” of  how neodependency ensured 
US objectives without the burden of  formal colonialism.41 It was also a mili-
tary dictatorship. The Guatemalan Revolution of  1944, however, launched an 
unprecedented era of  democracy that lasted for ten years. In 1950 “the freest 
elections in the country’s history” put Jacobo Arbenz, a champion of  land re-
form, in the presidential palace. At the time, roughly half  the country’s agri-
cultural population eked out a living on about 4 percent of  the land. In contrast, 
the United Fruit Company owned approximately 42 percent. The poorest of  
Guatemala’s poor, overwhelmingly of  Indigenous descent and landless, mean-
while endured working conditions that kept them all but enslaved. A 1952 
law that Arbenz backed sought to redistribute wealth through land reform. A 
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middle-of-the-road proposition, given the country’s vast inequities, the law 
called for the expropriation only of  uncultivated lands and contained provi-
sions to compensate landowners.42 Such details hardly mattered to US policy-
makers who were determined to maintain a system of  neodependency.

Convinced that Arbenz’s agenda smacked of  communism, and in a deci-
sion as far removed from self-determination as possible, the Eisenhower ad-
ministration authorized a coup. With the covert help of  the Central Intelligence 
Agency, a Guatemalan general swiftly replaced Arbenz. Afterward John Fos-
ter Dulles, Eisenhower’s secretary of  state, went on national television to “con-
gratulate the Guatemalan people” for thwarting “the evil purpose of  the 
Kremlin to destroy the inter-American system.”43 Yet, contrary to Dulles’s post 
facto spin, the Kremlin did not pose a threat. Nor did a onetime shipment of  
arms from Czechoslovakia. On this point, LaFeber and Eisenhower’s military 
strategists were in accord.44 The real threat to US interests, LaFeber argued, 
were Guatemalan reforms that, in his words, “pecked at” private property 
ownership.45

Five years later, the Cuban revolution directly inspired the Alliance for Pro
gress. Designed to thwart the appeal of  communism as a model of  change, 
the Alliance for Progress promised to invest roughly $20 billion of  US fund-
ing in Latin America to spur peaceful development and socioeconomic reform 
along capitalist-friendly lines. Unfortunately, it failed to deliver on its prom-
ises several times over, LaFeber wrote. First, truly impressive statistics of  per 
capita growth rate during the 1960s in Central American countries masked 
growing economic inequality, as US aid went overwhelmingly to US firms or 
familiar oligarchs, ensuring the continued concentration of  wealth. Second, the 
Alliance for Progress spurred the movement of  people from the countryside to 
the city. Some moved expecting the Alliance to produce new industrial jobs (it 
failed to do so), while others were pushed off the land as export crop produc-
tion expanded. An impoverished, disappointed population concentrated in ur-
ban areas, LaFeber points out, was ripe for radicalization. Third, the Alliance 
for Progress as a program of  economic aid lasted only for the Kennedy admin-
istration. Lyndon Johnson, distracted by Vietnam, soon tipped the scales al-
most exclusively toward military aid. Conveniently, since 1946 the Pentagon’s 
School of  the Americas in the Panama Canal Zone had been churning out hun-
dreds of  US-trained Latin American army officers, groomed to protect Central 
American elites and advance US interests.46 The upshot? A decade after the 
launch of  the Alliance for Progress, Central American societies were still gro-
tesquely stratified, and the populations of  each country, again with the sole ex-
ception of  Costa Rica, were more at the mercy of  their own brutal militaries 
than ever before. In Guatemala by the 1970s, violent uprisings of  Indigenous 
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peoples could also be traced to decades of  repression conducted by post-
coup military governments.

The United States could not find an alternative way forward even as the 
system veered toward collapse. To the surprise of  some reviewers, LaFeber’s 
neodependency thesis prompted him to condemn the policies of  Jimmy Car
ter just as vigorously as those of  Ronald Reagan.47 The problem with Carter’s 
human rights emphasis, LaFeber argued, was that it was mostly talk. In a damn-
ing assessment, considering his prior analysis, he wrote that it was “the moral 
equivalent of  Kennedy’s Alliance for Progress.”48 Because another quality that 
LaFeber brought to the task of  telling the multifaceted story of  US–Central 
American relations was the clarity of  his writing, his comparison of  how both 
Kennedy and Carter futilely sought a nonexistent middle ground in Central 
America warrants quoting at length:

Both men talked about revolution when they meant painfully slow evo-
lution. Both men desired more demo cratic socie ties in Central Ameri  ca 
as rapidly as pos si ble but without the radical changes that those desir es 
entailed. Both wanted the military-olig arch elites, long nourished by and 
dependent on the United States, to share power and distribute the wealth 
more equitably, but neither wanted to lose US power and influence that 
had always worked though  those elites. Both men wanted change in 
Central Amer i ca, but they dreaded revolution. In the end, when they re-
alized that one was not possi  ble without the other, both presidents 
backed away from the consequences [of  their calls for change].49

As was the case with Wilson half  a century earlier, Kennedy and Carter said 
one thing but did another, a combination that always earned some of  LaFe-
ber’s sharpest criticism. Not that Reagan was spared. While Reagan claimed 
that the Soviet Union “lay behind all the unrest in the world,” LaFeber, look-
ing at the evidence, dismissed that proposition as misguided, as much so dur-
ing the 1980s as it had been during the 1950s. But that was not the only mistake 
that Reagan seemed doomed to repeat. The reification of  the free market and 
reliance on military power ensured that the United States was still committed 
to a system of  neodependency that made Central American revolutions 
inevitable.

Ironically, LaFeber’s expert analysis of  the devastating role the United States 
historically had played in Central America left him open to a second set of  criti-
cisms. Some reviewers charged that LaFeber focused too much on the US 
side of  the story. They noted, for example, the relative absence of  Spanish-
language sources. In fact, nowadays writing a book on the history of  US–
Central America relations without accessing Latin American archives would 
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be a tough sell to a publisher. More broadly, however, the criticism mimicked 
one that was soon directed at dependency theory itself. By emphasizing how 
economic relations trapped Latin Americans in a system of  exploitation, the 
argument went, the concept failed to leave them much agency.50 Similarly, 
other reviewers contended that in demonstrating the overwhelming nature of  
US power, LaFeber had diminished the role that Latin Americans played in 
their own history and presented them mainly as victims.51

LaFeber’s books were more complex than that. On the one hand, he did 
show Latin Americans vigorously acting to advance their own interests. Tell-
ingly, each chapter in The Panama Canal was organized around the intersecting 
narratives of  three men. As a result, Panamanian leaders centered the narrative 
as much as American presidents did. Elsewhere in Central America, those 
“military-oligarchy elites” who had long partnered with the United States also 
provided a constant source of  consternation. Determined to protect their own 
privilege, they threw up roadblocks to halt even the most modest socioeco-
nomic reforms proposed by the United States. Moreover, although the United 
States designed the Organization of  American States to keep hemispheric 
matters under US control (and beyond United Nations oversight), Latin Ameri-
can member nations were quick to use the forum in ways that ran counter to 
US priorities, by investigating human rights abuses by Nicaragua’s Anastasio 
Somoza in 1978, for example.52 By the 1970s, moreover, Mexico and Venezuela 
had stepped up as two Latin American countries that, by pursuing their own 
foreign policy objectives, were offering an “alternative” to the US system in 
Central America.53 By the 1980s tiny Costa Rica was spearheading a regional 
peace process, much to the displeasure of  the Reagan administration.54

On the other hand, LaFeber may not have portrayed Central Americans as 
passive, but he most assuredly presented many who lived in the regions as vic-
tims targeted by the hemisphere’s one and only superpower working in coop-
eration (most of  the time) with each country’s elites. Here LaFeber’s attentiveness 
to how US-style racism shaped and misshaped the relationship between the 
United States and Central American nations merits mention. Demonstrating 
that his concept of  neodependency was expansive, he traced how, despite differ
ent ideas about race and race-mixing, the power elite in the United States often 
found common ground with similarly hued economic and political elites in Cen-
tral America, to the detriment of  darker-skinned folks. In Panama, for example, 
where the local population resented the importation of  West Indian workers 
to the Canal Zone, antiblackness became an occasion for bonding between 
two presidents.55 At other times, LaFeber noted, the United States abandoned 
nuance in favor of  assuming the racial inferiority of  Latin Americans, elites in-
cluded. Theodore Roosevelt’s 1904 corollary emerged from a conviction that 
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Latin American governments throughout the Caribbean Basin were “small ban-
dit nests of  the wicked and inefficient type” incapable of  self-rule.56 Again as-
suming blanket inferiority, and augmenting anti-American sentiment, the Canal 
Zone’s two-tiered salary system paid all Panamanians less than “white” workers 
until the 1950s.57

Most tragically, LaFeber linked racism to widespread death and destruction. 
Put aside debates about agency: dead people have none. All too often, he re-
minded readers, US priorities, by supporting right-wing repression and fuel-
ing left-wing upheaval, cost Central Americans their lives. Repeatedly pointing 
out instances of  torture and death inflicted by US-supported military forces, 
LaFeber lamented the bloodshed. He called out suffering. And he assigned 
blame. In the second edition of  Inevitable Revolutions, a single understated sen-
tence summarized LaFeber’s disgust with eight years of  the Reagan adminis-
tration’s failed attempts to topple the Sandinistas in Nicaragua and the 
destabilizing consequences that reverberated elsewhere in Central America as 
a result. “As North Americans debated and escalated,” he wrote, “Central 
Americans grew poorer and died.”58

In short, LaFeber paid attention to the historic cheapness of  brown lives.

A scholar-Activist
In a 1984 review of  Tom Buckley’s Violent Neighbors: El Salvador, Central Amer
ica, and the United States in the Washington Post, LaFeber praised the journalist 
for providing “some of  the most powerful writing yet published on the char-
nel houses of  El Salvador and Guatemala that pass as Central American gov-
ernments.” LaFeber counterpoised the Reagan administration’s sanitized 
reference to the “unlawful and arbitrary deprivation of  life” to Buckley’s 
graphic description of  a “disposal site” in a country where 40,000 people had 
already lost their lives to right-wing repression. There, Buckley wrote, the 
countless victims, male and female, young and old, carried on their bodies evi-
dence of  rape, torture, and mutilation. “For death squads [in El Salvador],” 
LaFeber wrote, “death is not enough.”59

This level of  seemingly endless violence, and US complicity in it, inspired 
LaFeber to write and revise Inevitable Revolutions. In a closely related proposi-
tion, he sought to end US military interference in the region. LaFeber wrote the 
bulk of  Inevitable Revolutions between 1981 and 1983 in direct response to 
the ratcheting up of  tensions that had accompanied Ronald Reagan’s election 
in 1980. Direct US military involvement in Central America suddenly seemed 
much more possible given Reagan’s hard-line anticommunist stance. The ques-
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tion was whether events in Central America proved such a threat to US na-
tional security that a military response was required. To LaFeber, the answer 
was no. Daniel Ortega, the Sandinista leader, to paraphrase a LaFeberian in-
sight, was no Adolf  Hitler.60 LaFeber knew all too well, moreover, that mili-
tary intervention risked turning into an unjustifiable slog. After William 
Howard Taft sent US troops to Nicaragua in 1911, they stayed until 1925, only 
to return the following year and remain until 1933. In 1975, just a few years 
before LaFeber began writing Inevitable Revolutions, a decade of  massive US 
military intervention in Vietnam had finally and ingloriously ended.

Such was the backdrop to LaFeber’s activist scholarship. A response to con
temporary debates, his work on Central America stood out for its urgency 
and drive; in these texts LaFeber met a critical need. Just as The Panama Canal 
helped educate the US public about the waterway’s history at a time when no 
other similar book, or book on Panamanian history for that matter, existed, 
when LaFeber wrote Inevitable Revolutions, historical monographs regarding 
US relations with any Central American nation except Guatemala were scant.61 
One of  the few historians who had published on the Caribbean region as a 
whole, including Central America, was Dana G. Munro, who earlier in his 
career had worked at the State Department implementing some of  the same 
early twentieth-century policies that he later wrote about. Suffice it to say that 
his perspective, particularly in eschewing the role of  economics, was much 
less critical than LaFeber’s.62

To LaFeber, however, recording events in line with Washington’s interpre-
tations and priorities, absent any critical analysis, betrayed the responsibility 
of  a professional historian. For that reason, a rush of  popular self-congratulatory 
histories about US foreign policy and policymakers that accompanied the end 
of  the Cold War failed to impress him. “Triumphalism always sells better than 
negativism,” he dismissively commented.63 Like Fred Harvey Harrington, his 
mentor at Wisconsin, and like Carl Becker, Harrington’s mentor at Cornell, 
LaFeber was predisposed “to think otherwise” regarding US foreign policy.

Harrington, Becker, and other “progressive historians” insisted that change 
was possible, particularly if  a more educated public could counter the power 
of  economic elites. Yet despite foregrounding class conflict in their work, they 
did not advocate it. Instead they confined their scholarly activism to improv-
ing existing democracy. What logically flowed from these priorities and as-
sumptions was a strong belief  that historians ought to write books in the 
service of  democracy, books that addressed critical issues, offered insightful 
analysis, yet were still accessible to a broad audience. In other words, they 
ought to write the type of  books that LaFeber did, as exemplified by his work 
on Central America.
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The “progressive legacy” was apparent in LaFeber’s work in another way. 
As critical as he could be of  US foreign policy, LaFeber had zero interest in 
chucking the US system of  government. He made that clear in a 1985 tribute 
to Harrington, in which LaFeber wrote approvingly of  how fellow historian 
Jerald Combs had characterized Harrington’s students.64 Borrowing from 
Combs, and indirectly responding to critics of  neodependency theory along 
the way, LaFeber wrote:

While some Harrington students have been outspokenly critical of  cap-
i tal ist development, and have used Marxist categories to explain that de-
velopment, they—unlike leading W estern intellectuals who have used 
the same categories— have not called for change through vio lence. They 
instead believe in the system’s ability to recognize its prob lems, debate 
the alternatives, peacefully construct other and better institutions, and 
thus rationally carry out much needed reforms.65

LaFeber was one of  those students. He may have assigned Lenin’s “Imperial-
ism, the Highest Stage of  Capitalism,” to his own students in the second half  
of  his survey of  US foreign relations, but LaFeber’s political pole star was demo
cratic reform, not leftist revolution.

To critics who implied otherwise, LaFeber typically responded publicly, if  
he responded at all, with grace and wit. In 1999 he admitted that for the past 
fifteen years or so he had usually chosen not to respond to, or even read, re-
views, because, whether positive or negative, they tended to be a distraction 
from the current project at hand.66 An exception occurred in 1989 when the 
New Republic faulted The American Age for failing to mention certain themes 
and concepts that the reviewer argued were essential. Considering the review 
“so bad I had to answer,” LaFeber in his response simply—but devastatingly—
tallied how often he mentioned these themes and concepts according to the 
book’s index.67 In 1985 LaFeber responded with humor after a conservative 
think tank scholar lazily described him as an “American Marxist historian” in 
the pages of  the Wall Street Journal.68 As LaFeber pointed out, actual Marxist 
scholars had criticized his Central American and Cold War studies for their 
failure to concentrate on economic factors alone. “Perhaps I should be flat-
tered. By describing my writings as Marxist, Mr. [Mark] Falcoff  does ascribe a 
consistency and coherence to them that are, unfortunately, not there,” LaFe-
ber teased.69 Privately, LaFeber explained that he had responded in part because 
he knew that the Journal was indexed, thereby ensuring that his was the last 
word. (Future researchers, using the Journal’s index to find reviews of  Inevi-
table Revolutions, would discover not only Falcoff ’s review, but also LaFeber’s 
rebuttal of  it.)70 LaFeber took an even softer approach toward fellow Wisconsin 
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alumnus Robert Freeman Smith. In the tribute that he wrote about Har-
rington, LaFeber obliquely acknowledged, but did not bother to dismantle, 
Smith’s criticism of  Inevitable Revolutions. To disabuse the idea that Wisconsin 
graduate students were a left-leaning monolith, LaFeber wrote, one only had 
to look at the reviews that Smith recently had started writing about other 
members of  the so-called “Wisconsin School.”71

Although he never bothered to respond to Arthur Schlesinger’s damning as-
sessment of  Inevitable Revolutions, LaFeber did reveal much about his priorities 
as a scholar-activist in an exchange about the review with a former student:

I think Schlesinger probab ly killed the book in Washington. He re-
ally wrote a savage and from my view unfair review. Arthur has always 
worked over people from W isconsin whom he suspects of  “revisionism”— 
whatever that is. No doubt he also did not like my fundamental criticism 
of  Kennedy’s Alliance for Pro gress, on which the entire book turns— 
especially since Arthur was working on the Alliance in the White House.  
But he never mentions that in the review. In ter esting  thing is that the As -
sociate Editor of  the POST wrote a letter of  apology to me for the 
review— but published it anyway. The book is selling well in New York 
City, Boston, and other places, but clearly not having much efect on the 
crazy people in the R eagan Administration.72

Clearly blunter in his private correspondence than in his public pronounce-
ments, LaFeber in public held to a standard of  polite discourse that encour-
aged reasonable debate, a position consistent with his high opinion of  
democracy’s capacity for improvement. Therefore, he deeply regretted that 
Schlesinger’s review may have kept his work from reaching its main target: 
Reagan administration policymakers.

In Inevitable Revolutions, he noted with concern the damage this same group 
was also doing at home. When lecturing, LaFeber often spoke with admira-
tion of  “small ‘d’ democrats”—that is, US citizens who valued democratic gov-
ernment and recognized its fragility. Not many were to be found in the 
Reagan White House, he feared. Although unlikely to join a protest himself, 
LaFeber reserved some of  his most scathing comments for the damage done 
by that administration to individual liberties during the late 1980s. He detailed 
the illegal spying and harassment endured by those who opposed official US 
policy, such as the members of  CISPES, the Committee in Solidarity with the 
People of  El Salvador.73 His summation of  the damage wrought by the Iran-
Contra affair, in which US agents sold arms to Iran to fund the contras, was 
scorching: “The Iran-Contra scandal posed a dangerous threat to the United 
States. Unelected and unaccountable military officers in the N.S.C. [National 
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Security Council] worked with key State Department personnel to defy US 
laws. They did so for the sole reason that they thought their case was right 
and that all opposition, even from Congress and [Secretary of  State George] 
Schulz, was wrong. They dragged the Constitution, US policies in Central 
America, [and] Americans’ reputation and credibility around the world through 
the mud.” These unelected zealots abandoned the rule of  law, LaFeber con-
tinued, for a policy that was doomed to fail.74 As LaFeber showed in the sec-
ond edition of  Inevitable Revolutions, US attempts to isolate and undermine the 
Sandinista government succeeded only in pushing it further to the left. Once 
again, US policy had reaped the opposite of  what it attempted to sow.

As he revisited that point, LaFeber made clear the extent to which histori-
cal scholarship was his chosen mode of  activism. His career was devoted to 
unmasking and analyzing the hard “realities of  power” as manifested by the 
United States across the globe.75 Thus, just as LaFeber considered the transi-
tion of  the United States from a nation that inspired revolution to one that 
opposed it as “one of  the central questions in US diplomatic history,” he viewed 
the rapid transformation of  the United States from a collection of  former col-
onies to a global superpower in less than two centuries as a crucial topic of  
inquiry, arguably the most crucial, in US history overall.76 Endlessly pursuing 
this line of  scholarly inquiry, LaFeber maintained a sharp focus on power in 
all his books.

When combined with his extraordinary writing skills and painstaking re-
search, this unrelenting focus helps explain LaFeber’s remarkable ability to 
pivot from topic to topic in his books. Not by chance did LaFeber’s work on 
Central America showcase themes that appeared in his other works, includ-
ing the close connection between domestic welfare and foreign policy, the US 
penchant for unilateralism, the nation’s constant hunt for economic opportu-
nity, and, consequently, an inability to blame Cold War tensions solely on So-
viet aggression. Another common theme particularly relevant to Central 
America, and indicative of  LaFeber’s views on democracy, was his question-
ing of  the on again/off  again habit among US policymakers of  championing 
self-determination and democracy in the form of  holding elections. Elections 
simply could not bear the weight of  upholding democracy, he wrote, in the 
absence of  “independent and fair judiciary systems, consensus on political and 
secular norms, responsible governing institutions that can check as well as ex-
tend power, and a functioning economy providing the needs of  life.”77 Nota-
bly, in Central America most of  these pieces were missing. But they were 
missing in other parts of  the world, too.

LaFeber’s unshakable conviction that the rise of  US power across the globe 
was an essential topic in US history also shaped his measured response to the 
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constant criticism directed at the field over the course of  his career. Chief  
among them was that the field of  US diplomatic history, to use an old-fashioned 
term, was too focused on white men and too US-centric. Consequently, crit-
ics labeled US diplomatic history as hopelessly out-of-date, irrelevant, and 
worst of  all, boring.78 Although he did not buy the criticism, LaFeber saw room 
for some improvement. As he once pointed out in seminar, US presidents and 
secretaries of  state were, at least until recently, all white men, a circumstance 
that skewed the field away from easy incorporation of  the dominant themes 
of  race, class, and gender that had captivated US historians in the wake of  1960s 
social movements.79 Nevertheless, LaFeber showcased racism as a function of  
US power in his work on Central America, as part of  his endeavor to “move 
beyond the usual diplomatic history—that is, what we said to them, they to 
us, and we to ourselves.”80

Recognizing gender as a category of  analysis took LaFeber more time. Ini-
tially resistant to including women and family history within a US history text-
book that he cowrote, LaFeber and his coauthor “finally caved in” on that 
point, deciding to add a third author to do what they literally considered 
women’s work.81 In 1998, however, LaFeber contributed a blurb to Kristin L. 
Hoganson’s Fighting for American Manhood, a gendered look at 1890s expansion-
ism, in which he praised her “pioneering, imaginative and provocative analy
sis.” The book could not be ignored, he explained, “in part because of  the 
spirited debate about its innovative approach.”82

Nonetheless, to LaFeber the tragedy of  9/11 settled the debate about what 
were relevant research priorities and approaches within the field of  the his-
tory of  US foreign relations. In the aftermath of  that tragedy, LaFeber detected 
with satisfaction a renewed interest in what some considered old-fashioned dip-
lomatic history. “All those jazzy cross-cultural, ethnic, gender descriptions 
seem to have given way to more traditional categories since 9/11,” LaFeber 
noted in 2002. He had a theory as to why: “Those traditional ways of  study-
ing the field have rebounded, not least in my view, because the less tradition-
ally trained scholars have done a lousy job of  trying to explain what happened 
on 9/11.”83 Not surprisingly, both before 9/11 and afterward, LaFeber dem-
onstrated little patience with any approach that decentered the United States 
as a hegemonic power. “A major problem with transnational history or, as 
many job descriptions now call a variation, international history, is that, in the 
effort to be inclusive, the realities of  power are too often avoided,” he insisted 
in an article in Diplomatic History in 2007. Not all players on the international 
stage were created equal, he insisted. As for cultural studies of  “soft power,” 
they might be fun to read but lacked analytical heft. If  the history of  US for-
eign relations was a traditional field, at least it was directed at understanding 
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important matters. By default, the fields that LaFeber labeled “minor” were 
not. “Some day scholars will look back at this era and wonder why so many 
researchers and teachers were pushing minor (if  different) perspectives when 
the guts of  the issue, American foreign policies in key countries, were failing—
and too few in the United States either cared or analyzed the problem,” he 
wrote to a friend in 2010, seven years into the Iraq War.84

Ironically for a student of  power as it operated among nations, LaFeber cul-
tivated a narrow view of  it elsewhere. As much attention as he paid to the 
prevalence of  racism in the history of  US foreign relations, LaFeber never was 
captivated by the notion of  structural racism, despite its growing popularity 
among his academic peers. Nor did patriarchy ever truly interest him. To be 
sure, LaFeber deplored injustice at a personal level. That five of  his last six PhD 
students were women was more than a coincidence. When he himself  was a 
graduate student, he was surprised by the pervasiveness of  segregation in 
Washington, D.C.85 Yet in a well-visited episode, he strongly condemned the 
forcible occupation of  Willard Straight Hall, Cornell’s student union, in 
April 1969 by African American students outraged by a cross-burning and other 
incidents on campus. After white fraternity members attempted to evict them, 
the students smuggled in guns.86 LaFeber was appalled at the time by the take-
over and angered by the Cornell administration’s promise of  no reprisals for 
those involved. Long afterward he continued to insist that the armed display 
of  Black power in 1969 was “essentially raping the major principle of  the 
university”—namely, the free and peaceful interchange of  ideas.87

LaFeber likewise opposed the Latinx gun-free four-day sit-in at Cornell’s 
Day Hall in November 1993. Angry over a vandalized art exhibition on cam-
pus, students, who were already frustrated about the lack of  progress in hir-
ing “Hispanic” faculty and staff, entered the building and refused to leave.88 
While Professor Tom Holloway, the history department’s Latin Americanist, 
considered the demonstration “a semi-spontaneous act . . . ​of  civil disobedi-
ence,” in the style of  Gandhi, Martin Luther King Jr., and César Chávez, LaFe-
ber’s reaction was less sanguine. According to Holloway, LaFeber looked as 
close to angry as Holloway ever recalled seeing him in twenty-five years of  
being colleagues: “I think Walt saw the Latino students’ actions in 1993 through 
the lens of  1969 and he didn’t like what he saw one bit.”89 Notably, despite his 
disapproval, LaFeber also modeled the behavior that he preferred by writing 
directly to the student leader of  the Day Hall protest, a history major whom 
he had taught. The note outlined his disagreement with the protest, accord-
ing to that leader, “but not in a way that ruptured our relationship.”90

Ultimately LaFeber’s idealized view of  the university as a place that shed 
light, not heat, as a hallowed ground for reasoned debate, directly paralleled 
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his appreciation of  democracy as, in its best incarnation, a forum to advance 
reform. Unfortunately, however, neither optimistic perspective had much to 
do with the founding of  ethnic studies programs across the United States. 
Again and again, universities have been convinced to found ethnic studies and 
other similar programs not because of  rational arguments but almost always 
in the wake of  student takeovers, hunger strikes, and other forceful demands.91 
A proud Cornellian, LaFeber failed to recognize that power infused the insti-
tution that he loved.

Still, we can all be grateful that LaFeber’s commitment to understanding, 
teaching, and writing about the history of  US foreign relations was unwaver-
ing. He, too, was a small “d” democrat whose endeavors regarding Central 
America were written to sway the course of  US foreign policy in an area of  the 
world that most people in the United States knew little about. Determined 
to change that, in Inevitable Revolutions he advanced the proposition that, for 
the United States the Central American isthmus was the most important area 
in the world, based on its geographic proximity, deep historical ties, and 
Reagan-era fearmongering. Although that claim might be disputed from the 
perspective of  the 2020s versus the 1980s, few could dispute that LaFeber el-
evated the region’s importance to academics, policymakers, and the reading 
public by weighing in on the topic of  US–Central American relations in a time 
of  crisis. Today the term “neodependency” has found more of  a home among 
theorists interested in the fate of  poorer people of  the Global South than 
among historians of  US foreign relations.92 Nevertheless, by introducing the 
idea of  neodependency into the lexicon of  diplomatic history, LaFeber clev-
erly positioned himself  as both an ardent critic of  US actions and—distinct 
from Marxists of  either the academic or the guerrilla variety—a strong oppo-
nent of  revolutionary violence.93 Arguably, his careful analysis set the terms 
of  debates for the hundreds of  publications on this topic that followed in his 
wake during the 1990s and beyond.94

Moreover, LaFeber set the stage for understanding “blowback” in the Cen-
tral American case, meaning the unintended consequences of  US actions 
abroad. Coined in the 1950s by the CIA, the term was popularized by Chal
mers Johnson, a political scientist who in 2000 published a book with that title 
and theme.95 Since 1993, crises in Central America have continued and often 
have been entangled with US foreign policy. Not by coincidence did immigra-
tion from Central America remain paltry until the 1980s, when Central Amer-
icans started fleeing massive political violence and economic chaos. Many of  
these new arrivals moved to urban areas, where, as the new Latinos on the 
block, some young people joined gangs to survive. Meanwhile the United 
States made it easier to deport immigrants who were arrested or convicted of  
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crimes, even if  they were in the country legally. That tougher policy ensured 
the exportation of  a US-grown criminal element to poor and politically un-
stable nations. One result was that the gang MS-13 became an international 
criminal organization. Another was more suffering for the people of  El Salva-
dor, who in 2022 were caught between gang-related criminal violence and, 
under the rubric of  a national anti-gang campaign, brutal government-backed 
human rights violations.96 In 2021, more Central Americans than Mexicans 
congregated along the US-Mexico border hoping to cross.97 What might LaFe-
ber have said about this chain of  events? We miss his wisdom.

We also miss his courage and his general demeanor of  polite unflappability. 
As often as he earned extraordinary praise for his career and publications, he was 
also targeted with sharp, often unfair, criticism for daring to take a hard, analyti-
cal look at the course of  US foreign policy. One attempt at a “gotcha” moment 
was particularly telling. A scholar reviewing eight foreign policy courses for bias 
(the proposition itself  was indicative of  the writer’s own conservative leanings) 
slammed LaFeber for describing the war in Vietnam as “the most pointless, 
costly, and bloody war in our nation’s history.” Casualty rates in the Civil War 
and both World Wars exceeded the number of  dead in Vietnam, the reviewer 
pointed out. That is true, but only if  one looks only at US combat deaths and 
ignores the estimated three million Vietnamese who died in the war.98 Not in-
clined to describe the other wars as “pointless,” LaFeber also did not ignore the 
Vietnamese when writing that sentence. He studied the impact of  US foreign 
relations at home and abroad, upon the people of  the United States and upon 
other peoples. He did so, moreover, by maintaining the highest historical stan-
dards. Even that seeker of  bias had to admit that he detected, in Inevitable Revo-
lutions no less, “a genuine professional scruple . . . ​on LaFeber’s part to respect 
the facts.”99 Similarly, the scolding Schlesinger conceded that “Inevitable Revolu-
tions deserves to be read by everyone concerned with saving the United States 
from further folly in Central America.”100 By marrying the highest standards of  
scholarly excellence with an unwavering commitment to make a difference 
across decades, Walter LaFeber epitomized the best type of  scholar-activist—
even though he most likely would have objected to the description!
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Chapter 7

Turning to Asia
The Clash

Anne L. Foster and Andrew Rotter

Walkerton, Indiana, was named for James H. 
Walker, a banker who in the middle of  the nineteenth century helped build 
the Cincinnati, Peru, and Chicago Railroad. The CP&C ran through Walker-
ton. The town was planned by surveyors for the railroad; its track went straight 
north and south, and as in hundreds of  midwestern towns, the streets were 
laid out in a strict grid, every turn a right angle. Walter LaFeber was raised in 
Walkerton. Its population, three years before he was born, in 1933, was 1,137. 
His father ran a grocery and dry-goods store. Walt worked in the store from 
a very young age, stocking shelves and eventually managing the cash register. 
His close friend and colleague Thomas McCormick once said: “If  you want 
to understand Walter LaFeber, you have to visit Walkerton, Indiana”; Mc
Cormick told one of  the authors of  this chapter (Rotter) he himself  had once 
done this.

LaFeber was not the only prominent US diplomatic historian to come from 
a small town. Lloyd Gardner grew up in Delaware, Ohio. William Appleman 
Williams, who helped train LaFeber, McCormick, and Gardner at the Univer-
sity of  Wisconsin, hailed from Atlantic, Iowa—an aspirational place name if  
there ever was one. Wayne Cole, another Wisconsin PhD from the same pe-
riod, came from Manning, Iowa, a town of  1,800 people during his youth. And 
it was not only foreign relations revisionists who hailed from small towns. 
Thomas A. Bailey, LaFeber’s MA supervisor at Stanford, was born on a prune 
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orchard near San Jose, California. John Lewis Gaddis was born in 1941 in 
Cotulla, Texas, which in 1940 had a population of  3,600.

It may seem counterintuitive that historians interested in the place of  the 
United States in the world would grow up in towns like Walkerton, Delaware, 
and Atlantic. Yet there are several possible reasons this might not be a coinci-
dence. To begin with, it might be because, as Gardner has suggested, “there 
were not enough problems in small towns, so historians-to-be sought out the 
wider world—if  even in historical imagination.”1 Bright, curious youngsters 
might chafe against the limitations of  small towns. They read and dream of  
far-off  lands, creating for themselves a vicarious cosmopolitanism that offered 
intellectual and emotional release from their perceived isolation. This is a com-
mon enough theme in fiction and memoir—Jay Gatsby? Ronald Reagan?—
and one that makes sense to Gardner from his own experience. Its lessons may 
apply most fully to historians with international interests, and perhaps with 
particular strength to those whose feet remain planted in the United States, 
unwilling or unable to detach from the home place entirely, but eager to look 
outward from it in the search for encounter, interaction, or comparison.

It is also worth noting that LaFeber, Williams, Gardner, and McCormick 
all grew up in the Midwest. David S. Brown has argued that historians “be-
yond the frontier” developed a uniquely regional perspective on US history 
and the nation’s place in the world. Starting with Frederick Jackson Turner 
and continuing through Charles Beard, then to the Wisconsin historians John 
Hicks, Merle Curti, William Hesseltine, Fred Harvey Harrington (LaFeber’s 
graduate mentor, who was raised in upstate New York but moved to Wiscon-
sin, and stayed), and Williams, these thoughtful midwesterners developed a 
worldview that embraced popular dissent in the service of  grassroots democ-
racy, a populism generally shorn of  its sour impulses for racism and antisemi-
tism, and a faith in community that far more closely resembled Portage, 
Wisconsin (where Turner grew up), or Papillion, Nebraska (Curti’s birthplace), 
than it did Manhattan, New Haven, or Cambridge. To paraphrase John Quincy 
Adams, they went not abroad in search of  monsters to destroy. There were 
monsters enough at home, in the form of  unbounded laissez-faire capitalism, 
East Coast elitist hubris (usually found in liberal internationalists), and politi-
cians whose commitment to democracy was no better than skin deep. The 
Indiana-born Beard and his midwestern successors at Wisconsin crafted a cri-
tique of  US foreign policy that, as Brown has written, “appealed to both a neo-
isolationist right and an anti-imperialist left.” Their populism did not diminish 
their curiosity about the wider world.2

Yet the isolation of  small towns and the cosmopolitan dreams they might 
have inspired can be overstated. The Walkertons of  the world were not nearly 
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as distant from international networks or knowledge as the mythology of  the 
frontier would predict. Having moved from the East Coast to the midwestern 
college town of  Urbana-Champaign, Illinois, in 1999, the historian Kristin Ho-
ganson set out to examine her new, smallish city, in search of  the heart of  the 
heartland. Seeking the local, she found instead the global, “the histories of  for-
eign relations” and “a mesh of  global entanglements stemming from searches 
for security and power.” She learned that it had long been thus; even in the 
nineteenth century, Urbana-Champaign and its surrounding county had been 
closely connected to world markets and affairs that appeared to be far distant 
but in truth were as present each day as the prairie wind.3 The twin-cities of  
Urbana-Champaign was considerably more populous than Walkerton in 1930, 
but Champaign County was a good deal smaller than St. Joseph’s County, In-
diana, which held not only tiny Walkerton but vigorous South Bend, a short 
drive away.

Common to both counties and towns was the railroad. In the late nine-
teenth century the Illinois Central, underwritten by British capital, carried 
pork in its refrigerated cars from West Urbana (now Champaign) to Chicago 
and ports beyond, then ships conveyed it to markets in Europe, where prices 
for meat were fully a midwestern concern.4 In Walkerton, during the same 
era, C. W. N. Stephens’ General Store stood near the CP&C station. At its 
height, it employed twenty-two men, sold general merchandise, livestock, and 
grain, and occupied two stories of  a storefront measuring forty-four feet by 
one hundred feet. Streets of  the town were named “Michigan,” “Virginia,” and 
“Georgia.” They were flanked by large grain elevators—the Midwest’s version 
of  skyscrapers. By the 1890s, telephones were in use in most businesses and 
in some residences, and at least several could be used for calling long distance.5 
Walter LaFeber & Son, Grocery and Dry Goods, was not as big as Stephens’s 
store. But it sold a wide variety of  products from many places, and it served 
as a gathering spot for the Walkerton community, a place where people met 
to shop and gossip.

The CP&C ran to Chicago, and it carried not just goods but passengers. 
Walter LaFeber often took the train to the Windy City to go to Chicago Cubs 
baseball games at Wrigley Field. His father had served in the Navy in France 
during the First World War, and he had evidently brought home with him a 
sense of  the wider world, as most soldiers and sailors did. His family recalls 
that Walt visited New York when he was in high school, and that in his sopho-
more year at Indiana’s Hanover College he spent a semester in the United King-
dom, which according to family members left a lasting impression. Hanover 
offered a wide-ranging liberal arts education delivered by dynamic classroom 
teachers like LaFeber’s mentor, Robert E. Bowers, who urged him to pursue 
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graduate work in history, first at Stanford and then at the University of  Wis-
consin. Whatever the mythology of  the midwestern small-town boy, it is clear 
that Walt LaFeber had a curiosity about the world “built in,” as his son puts 
it.6 He was no provincial. Like his father, he knew about the wider world.

LaFeber & Son may not have carried any Japanese items during the 1930s. 
The Smoot-Hawley Tariff  of  1930, as intended, put financial roadblocks in the 
path of  US imports of  many products from around the world, among them 
the silk that made up almost two-thirds in the value of  Japanese products that 
earned US dollars. Still, the Midwest was attached to Japan in other ways. Hun-
dreds of  graduates of  midwestern colleges and universities traveled to Japan 
as missionaries. University of  Illinois agronomist O.  H. Peabody learned 
Japanese farming methods during a three-year stint in Japan, then returned to 
teach them to Champaign County farmers.7 St. Joseph’s County had a visita-
tion of  a different sort: the arrival from Japan in 1830 of  the invasive plant spe-
cies autumn olive, which overwhelmed some native varieties by blocking the 
sunlight they needed to thrive.8

It is unlikely, of  course, that young Walter LaFeber was aware of  these many 
connections between Japan and his native Midwest. Asia as a whole played a 
limited role in LaFeber’s teaching and scholarly interests, at least prior to 1975. 
The exception to this was China, about which the “Wisconsin School” showed 
a great deal of  curiosity, and about which McCormick wrote his dissertation 
and first book, China Market.9 LaFeber himself  brushed against East Asia in 
his first book, The New Empire, which considered the run-up to war with 
Spain and the burst of  overseas imperialism that accompanied it, including 
the annexation of  the Philippines in 1898.10

Readers of  that book, or of  chapter 4 in this book, will know that its focus 
is on domestic economics and politics in the United States, and that its sec-
ondary concerns are the European imperial powers and Spain and Cuba, not 
the Philippines itself. LaFeber’s subsequent publications included edited books 
on the diplomacy of  John Quincy Adams and the Cold War—each of  which 
includes some material on US relations with Asia—and monographs on the 
Cold War (largely in Europe), the US response to revolutions in Central Amer
ica, and the Panama Canal.11 In a series of  short articles published during 
1968–70, three in Current History and one in The Nation, LaFeber considered 
the US exercise of  power in Asia, with a focus on the triangular relationship 
among the United States, Japan, and China. In 1975 LaFeber published “Roo
sevelt, Churchill, and Indochina: 1942–1945” in the American Historical Review. 
The article’s title suggests its emphasis, which was on high policymaking in 
the United States and Britain, not so much on Indochina—a portmanteau 
place-name conferred by imperial France. Excellent and much-cited, the piece 
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nevertheless appeared to be a one-off, for after its publication LaFeber turned 
his attention to Central and South America.12

As was often the case, part of  what spurred LaFeber to turn to Asia was 
current events. There was, of  course, the war in Vietnam. And then, starting 
in the late 1970s and reaching fever pitch in the 1980s, much of  the US public 
feared that Japan, the United States’ erstwhile protégé after World War II, was 
bent on overtaking the United States and poised to do so, at least economically. 
Harvard professor Ezra F. Vogel’s Japan as Number One: Lessons for America, was 
one of  the most provocatively titled and carefully argued (and therefore prob
ably least read) of  a series of  articles and books trumpeting Japan’s rise.13 More 
popular was Michael Crichton’s novel Rising Sun.14 The Kirkus Review caught 
the essence of  the book and of  the moment in US-Japan relations: “The Yel-
low Menace returns in Crichton’s shocking, didactic, enormously clever new 
mystery-thriller—only now he wears a three-piece suit and aims to dominate 
America through force of  finance, not arms. ‘The Japanese can be tough,’ says 
one character here. ‘They say “business is war,” and they mean it.’ ”15 Sayuri 
Guthrie-Shimizu, who worked on The Clash with LaFeber while she was fin-
ishing her PhD at Cornell, recalled that the publisher approached LaFeber 
about the possibility of  providing more robust historical context to the US-
Japan relationship than journalists and other political commentators were 
writing.16

There are some hints that LaFeber’s interest in Japan was growing even be-
fore that ask. In 1993 he published The American Search for Opportunity, 1865–
1913, the second volume in the four-volume Cambridge History of  American 
Foreign Relations.17 The book required a broad ambit, given its function in the 
series and its chronological scope. Its index cites Japan on thirty-seven differ
ent pages. That compares with eight citations for France and twenty-one for 
Germany. It may be that these years—involving the advent of  the Meiji Em-
peror, Japan’s economic growth, and its military victories over China and Rus
sia, the latter mediated by Theodore Roosevelt—simply demanded this 
emphasis. Or maybe the chance (or the need) to learn more about Japanese 
policy during these years piqued LaFeber’s interest in the longer-term US re-
lationship with Japan, the patterns that shaped the years covered in his book, 
and those that emerged from it. In any case, The Clash would become his next 
book.

The book has twelve chapters along with a preface and conclusion. LaFe-
ber begins the story in 1850 and concludes it in the 1990s. He explains in his 
preface that the title refers to the fact that although the US-Japan relationship 
over the nearly 150 years covered in the book seemed mostly cooperative, with 
the obvious exception of  1931–45, in truth the relationship was full of  “some-
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times highly dangerous clashes,” since the two nations had “two different forms 
of  capitalism.”18 The two nations clashed most frequently in or over China. 
Chapters 1–7 cover the years 1850–1941, and chapters 8–9 treat World War II 
and the Occupation. LaFeber dispatches the years from 1951 into the 1990s in 
just three chapters, chapters 10–12. This simple observation reveals much 
about one of  the main arguments of  the book: since their formal inception in 
the middle of  the nineteenth century, US-Japanese relations have been char-
acterized more by continuity than by change. LaFeber makes the continuity 
of  clash clear in the preface, but other continuities reveal themselves in the 
narrative.

Chapters 1–2, covering the years 1850 to 1900, introduce the theme of  cul-
tural misunderstanding. This theme characterizes the relationship through-
out the book, although the nature of  misunderstanding changes, and it is 
complicated by the fact that some people from each country wish to learn 
about the other. US citizens and the Japanese, although the former more force-
fully and with more harmful consequences, have racial views shaping their 
interactions with each other and with other Asians. Chapter 1 tells the “open-
ing of  Japan” story a bit differently from what high school history typically 
teaches, demonstrating that by the mid-nineteenth century, Japanese officials 
were seeking the most sensible way to engage with the rest of  the world. US 
actions did force their hand, but the Japanese also saw the US effort as their 
best opportunity to structure their broader engagement on their own terms. 
In chapter 2, LaFeber argues that the relatively low level of  actual contacts dur-
ing 1868–1900, as each nation worked more on internal matters than on ex-
panding their power in Asia, resulted in “never better” relations.19 LaFeber has 
written about these late nineteenth-century years many times from the US per-
spective. His interpretation of  US actions does not change much from that in 
The New Empire or The American Search for Opportunity. Japan and the United 
States are presented in these chapters as having a competitive affinity.

Already in chapter 3, covering 1900–1912, and then even more in chapter 4 
(1912–20), the affinity is fading in the face of  the competition. Both nations ex-
panded their territorial holdings in Asia during these years. The United States 
claimed to be expanding to support its Open Door policy, serving its ever-
increasing demand for markets for its goods. Japan more frequently closed 
doors where it expanded, wanting to ensure its access to both raw materials 
and markets in the hard-won colonized spaces. During these years competition 
was particularly fierce over investment in Manchuria, a region rich in resources 
that Japan needed, and a location of  significant development. Expansion in 
Manchuria was likely to prompt competition in any case, but the overt racism 
of  US immigration policy, and in the ways Japanese immigrants to the United 
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States were treated, caused friction. After California attempted to require segre-
gated “Oriental” schools for Japanese, Chinese, and Korean immigrants in 
1906, President Theodore Roosevelt negotiated a compromise to prevent that, 
but the Gentlemen’s Agreement required Japan to limit further immigration 
to the United States. Japanese officials agreed, but they understood what the 
agreement signaled. Relations became so contentious that both countries 
drafted war plans aimed at the other.20

Officials in both Japan and the United States worked on ways to demon-
strate both power and peaceful intentions, and through World War I, man-
aged peacefully. Potential problems arose again in the aftermath of  that war, 
when Japanese officials sought what they believed was their due as an Allied 
power and a great nation: land and rights in China, Germany’s former posses-
sions in Asia, and a racial equality clause. President Woodrow Wilson, con-
strained by both his racism and his concern for traditional US policies toward 
China, tried to thwart Japanese ambition. He only halfway prevailed, but that 
was sufficient to alert Japanese officials that the United States was more a stum-
bling block than an equal.

In chapter 5 (1921–31), chapter 6 (1931–37), and chapter 7 (1937–41), the 
conflicts grow. During the 1920s the United States had the upper hand and 
used its power to continue to restrict Japanese ambitions. LaFeber allotted 
twelve pages, one of  the longest subsections in the book, to discussing the 
Washington Conference of  1921. This conference represents well the US vi-
sion for world order after World War I. The United States got nearly every
thing it wanted out of  the conference. The Anglo-Japanese alliance ended. 
Japan agreed to build fewer battleships and heavy cruisers than Britain or the 
United States, in return for access to US capital markets. All participating na-
tions agreed to respect the Open Door in China. So long as US capital flowed, 
each nation prioritized financial development over political or military power—
and both Britain and Japan subordinated their interests to what the United 
States found acceptable—peace reigned.

The US vision for the world would not prevail for long. It abruptly collapsed 
with the onset of  the Depression. During the early 1930s, US capital ceased to 
flow. The Japanese responded by prioritizing their political and military ambi-
tions, although whether they did so in service of  or instead of  financial ambi-
tions depends on one’s point of  view. Much of  chapter 6 reveals the inadequacy 
of  US policy tools for confronting a nation, in this case Japan, which had 
stopped subscribing to the US view of  the world order. Expansion into China 
and a closed economy initially seemed to help Japan, which had lower unem-
ployment and faster growth than the United States. But as LaFeber writes, the 
Japanese decision to join Germany and Italy in the Anti-Comintern Pact of  
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1936 “began a five-year era in which Japan moved from weakness to weakness 
and the United States moved from weakness to strength.”21

Japan’s direct clashes with US interests in China revealed that Japan was 
more dependent on the United States, its market, its capital, and its technol-
ogy, than it had recognized. In 1937 the United States was not yet prepared to 
capitalize on this Japanese weakness. President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s disas-
trous attempt to balance the federal budget caused more economic distress, 
the depression deepened, and dissension erupted among policymakers and 
politicians about the exercise of  US power. Chapter 7, covering only 1937–41, 
reads like that section of  a tragedy when all the actors know they are walking 
toward their doom, yet they cannot take steps in any other direction. LaFeber 
takes the reader through the painstaking transformation that both policymak-
ers and the public went through in these years as they came to grips with the 
realization that FDR’s preferred method for ordering the world—US economic 
power backed up by exhortation and diplomacy—had completely failed.

The other critical part of  this story is Japan’s dependence on imported raw 
materials, and what Japanese policymakers believed they needed to do to pre-
serve their access to these. As LaFeber notes, in Japan the militarists’ solution, 
“to cordon off  large parts of  Asia to obtain economic self-sufficiency,” increas-
ingly won out during the late 1930s. In the United States, disputes between 
officials with more experience in China and those with more experience in Ja-
pan meant that the United States continued to pursue both negotiations with 
Japan and military support for China after 1937. Negotiations revolved, as al-
ways, around China. Japanese officials insisted that their troops must stay in 
China. US officials insisted that they must leave. At stake: Who would get to 
trade with and invest freely in China? It turned out that only war could settle 
that question.

The war years 1941–45, covered in chapter 8, are a familiar story well told. 
LaFeber emphasizes the disparity in resources—how scarcity drove Japan, and 
abundance enabled the United States, to pursue military strategies and choose 
diplomatic policies leading to defeat for one and victory for the other. Even 
while emphasizing that the United States fought to destroy closed economic 
blocs and to promote “free markets globalized,” LaFeber also highlights the 
pernicious effects of  race on the war in Asia, noting that many US officials be-
lieved that unless Japan was “destroyed to the point of  unconditional surren-
der,” it would rise again to lead the rest of  Asia to oppose all white people. 
The anti-Japanese sentiment prompting the US government to send Japanese 
Americans, but not German Americans or Italian Americans, to concentration 
camps the US government called relocation camps, is also part of  the war story 
in The Clash.
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The bulk of  this long chapter focuses on the interplay between military 
strategy, which after mid-1942 was shaped by the knowledge that the United 
States was in position to win the war even if  it might take some time, and by 
plans for the postwar world, which still looked to be a contentious one. China, 
Britain, and the United States had different visions for world order in postwar 
Asia, and US officials even quarreled among themselves. All the US officials 
agreed, however, that this time the US vision would be backed by more than 
diplomacy and economic power. As the war in Europe wound down in the 
spring of  1945, and Josef  Stalin began to make plans to honor the Soviet pledge 
to enter the war against Japan, hints of  the full scale of  postwar conflict be-
gan to emerge. The new US president, Harry Truman, scrambling to make 
sure that the war ended on US terms and with the United States prepared to 
be the sole occupier of  Japan, authorized the dropping of  atomic bombs on 
Hiroshima and Nagasaki.

The US effort to transform Japan into the shepherd of  the US order in Asia 
during the postwar Occupation is the story of  chapter 9, which covers just 
1945–51. LaFeber evokes the seesaw emotions of  1945, with jubilation at vic-
tory and elation at the massive amounts of  US economic, military, and political 
power vying with fear about Soviet intentions and the levels of  poverty and 
destruction in Japan, China, and Europe needing to be addressed immediately, 
as well as latent worry about a resurging depression. In Japan, US officials 
moved to completely remake politics and the economy during the immediate 
postwar years; but continued economic turmoil, concerns about disorder 
worldwide, and growing Soviet power prompted a more conservative turn 
after 1947. As LaFeber argued, Japan was “less an end in itself  than the 
means . . . ​for achieving the larger regional and global purposes of  US foreign 
policy.”22 Japanese views and voices are muted in this chapter compared to 
others, although reading carefully reveals that Japanese officials were biding 
their time and influencing what they could. The outbreak of  war on the Ko-
rean peninsula made Japan’s task easier, so much so that LaFeber quotes 
Japanese prime minister Yoshida Shigeru as calling the conflict “a gift from 
the gods.”23 The United States needed a stable, prosperous Japan more than it 
needed a democratic Japan; it also needed lots of  supplies for the US effort in 
Korea. Both US needs helped Japan’s economy recover and its politicians re-
assert their authority.

Chapters 10–12, the last quarter of  the book, cover the years 1951 through 
the mid-1990s. Another historian tasked as LaFeber was with providing con-
text and correctives to anti-Japanese commentary in the 1980s might well have 
written primarily about World War II and the years after. LaFeber devoted 
only a small portion of  his book to these years, demonstrating in the first 
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nine chapters that the misunderstandings had a much longer history. But 
chapters 10–12 are as lively as the rest of  the book. LaFeber calls the 1950s “the 
pivotal decade.”24 Japanese officials carefully maneuvered to run especially their 
economy but also their foreign relations to suit Japanese rather than US inter-
ests. Having learned the lessons of  the 1920s very well, they made sure that do-
mestic companies could get sufficient Japanese capital and would not have to 
rely on foreigners. Japan also began as early as 1952 to pursue trade relations 
with the People’s Republic of  China, a move the United States did not relish. US 
policymakers still held many cards, including the fact that the United States pro-
vided military protection, raw materials, and a market for Japan.

In many ways, chapter 10 (on the 1950s) and chapter 11 (covering 1960–73) 
recall the economic contention between the two countries in the early twen-
tieth century, as each had a different vision for how to interact with and de-
velop China. The stage was bigger now, since Japan and the United States now 
also had important interests in Southeast Asia. Neither country sought political 
control over places supplying raw materials or markets, but both sought to 
promote their own ways of  doing business in order to profit both their com-
panies and their nations. In some ways it was a return to the competitive af-
finity of  the very early twentieth century, tipping again into pure competition 
after the mid-1960s when Japan began consistently to run a positive trade bal-
ance against the United States. Chapter  12, the final chapter, covering the 
years 1973 until the time the book went to press, explores those years when 
Japan’s economic successes coincided with US weakness in the aftermath of  
the war in Vietnam, resulting in US fears that Japan would surpass the United 
States in global power. Japan’s factories were producing high-quality, desirable 
consumer products, from televisions to video recorders to cars, at a good price, 
but Japan was facing its own growing pains from corruption at home to con-
flict abroad over the best way to deal with a resurgent China or protests in 
Southeast Asia. LaFeber uses the mutually beloved sport of  baseball to explore 
cultural affinities and conflicts in the mature US-Japan relationship of  the 1980s 
and 1990s. The United States and Japan no longer competed to see who could 
control China, and instead traded ideas about how best to handle the rise of  
Chinese economic power in the early 1990s, a fitting end to this particular story.

The Clash was one of  three winners of  the Bancroft Prize in 1998. Reviewers 
praised the book for its range and comprehensiveness. Writing a “Featured Re-
view” in Diplomatic History, Charles E. Neu lauded The Clash as “the fullest ac-
count of  American-Japanese relations ever written” and called it a “thoughtful, 
richly detailed analysis.”25 Nicholas Kristof, who (like several others) reviewed 
The Clash alongside Michael Schaller’s Altered States, told readers of  Foreign Af-
fairs that LaFeber had brought “a fresh eye and a wonderful historical sweep to 
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his work,” while Mark Beeson called the book “a masterly survey of  the histori-
cal interaction between Japan and the United States.”26 That LaFeber was a US 
foreign relations historian, rather than a Japan expert, offered the advantage 
(according to Carol Gluck, herself  a Japan expert) “of  distance from the afflic-
tive claustrophobia of  many Japan specialists,” presumably such as herself.27

Yet the reviews were hardly uncritical. The reviewer for the New York Times 
found the book, at over 400 pages of  text, heavy going.28 Edward Drea pointed 
to weaknesses in LaFeber’s treatment of  military history—vital, he said, to an 
understanding of  the US-Japan relationship over time.29 Gluck and other re-
viewers recognized that LaFeber was not a Japan expert, and while that was 
not in their view altogether a drawback, it did lead, according to E. Bruce Reyn-
olds, to some errors in LaFeber’s account of  pre-Meiji Japan. Neu pointed out 
that The Clash neglected “important themes, such as the role of  American mis-
sionaries in Japan, the interaction of  popular culture, the images held by elite 
groups, or the misconceptions and misunderstandings bred by the great chasms 
between the two cultures.” Kristof  detected a category error that led to an ex-
cessive focus on politics and diplomacy to the detriment of  sociological and 
anthropological perspectives; in a backhanded compliment, he praised LaFe-
ber for writing “so knowledgeably without the benefit of  the Japanese language 
that I wondered why any of  us ever bothered to slave away over it.”30 China, 
which in LaFeber’s telling was the main object of  the clash between the United 
States and Japan, was treated as a passive country, what Gluck called “a more 
or less inert object of  competing imperial attentions,” an especially serious 
shortcoming in light of  events at the end of  the twentieth century and a poor 
predictor of  diplomacy in the new millennium.31 Eileen Scully’s long review 
in Reviews in American History picked a variety of  bones with The Clash, most 
significantly with its title (and thesis), which flirted with “teleology” in its in-
sistence that “every interaction between the two [nations]—even if  ostensibly 
cooperative—embodies, portends, and accelerates their inevitable collision.”32 
The American Historical Review and the Journal of  American History evidently 
did not commission reviews of  The Clash, probably because it was published 
by a trade press.

LaFeber surely anticipated some of  these criticisms. He knew that his lack 
of  Japanese language limited his understanding of  half  the relationship. He 
thus relied entirely on Sayuri Guthrie-Shimizu to choose Japanese documents 
appropriate to the study and to translate them. Guthrie-Shimizu remembers, 
fondly, that LaFeber trusted her to do this work, but adds that he called her 
frequently to press her on the nuances of  her translations. It was, she recalls, 
an impressively rigorous process.33 LaFeber conceded that his perspective was, 
as William Appleman Williams had once admitted (and celebrated) about his 
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own, “a view from the provinces.” For that he would not apologize. As always, 
he was unwilling to depart from the conviction that the analysis of  power in 
the twentieth century must begin with the United States.

Nevertheless, LaFeber was at pains to avoid provincialism, to channel not 
just Walkerton but South Bend, Chicago, New York, and London. He also 
knew the book was dauntingly long. While it was still in draft form, he wrote 
to one of  the contributors to this book: “Few people will read the book. It is 
now about 600 pages (instead of  the original 800), so I doubt if  I’ll want to 
read it again myself,” LaFeber quipped. “Too bad—there is a good story and 
some instructive morals buried in the relationship, and I might have gotten 
them out in the open if  I had not lost control of  the thing. Never had this kind 
of  problem with a book before.”34

LaFeber’s interest in getting the translations right, in telling the story fully 
from the Japanese side, followed his process from his previous work. He sought 
expert help from friends, colleagues, and students, immersed himself  in the 
literature, spoke with experts, and visited Japan several times. Inevitable Revo-
lutions, first published in 1983 but with a greatly expanded edition in 1993, also 
dove deeply into Central American history, resulting from the same kinds of  
reading, consultations, and visits. In that book LaFeber’s goal was to under-
stand “the impact of  U.S. policies on the peoples and institutions of  Central 
America.”35 In The Clash the story is more reciprocal, showing impact in both 
directions. In this sense it demonstrates the promise of  international history. 
It might be a cautionary tale for international historians that the book took 
LaFeber took twice as long to write as he had expected.36

The contrasting biographies of  US and Japanese leaders featured in several 
chapters of  The Clash reflect both the still-traditional approach in this book, 
focused as they are on the individual leaders and their potential to effect change, 
and the effort to explain historical developments from both sides. Chapter 4, 
covering the pivotal years 1912–20, opens with vivid descriptions of  Japanese 
leader Yamagata Aritomo and US president Woodrow Wilson. Both men had 
been shaped by political upheaval taking place in their youth, which both saw 
in part as stemming from racial contention, although they perceived that con-
tention in different ways, naturally. For each, ensuring political stability at 
home depended in part on exerting sufficient power overseas.37

Between 1912 and 1920, Japan and the United States clashed in significant 
ways—over immigration, the racial equality clause Japan championed at the 
Paris Peace Conference, and in their different visions for China. The back-
grounds of  Yamagata and Wilson helped shape the nature of  those disputes and 
their resolutions. Rarely did history see a pair of  leaders so instructively matched 
in background and outlook. In later chapters, too, compelling biographies help 
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illuminate the history, as in the chapter 10 discussion of  Kishi Nobusuke, the 
Japanese prime minister, and his efforts to help navigate a particularly tense time 
in US-Japanese relations in the mid-1950s.38 LaFeber drew attention to Kishi’s 
ardent nationalism, his love of  aspects of  US culture, and his shrewd ability to 
maneuver through a variety of  difficult situations throughout his career.

LaFeber’s efforts to understand both sides stretch beyond biography. Given 
that at least part of  the impetus for writing the book was US pundits’ crude 
criticisms of  Japan in the 1980s, it is not surprising that the chapters on 1960 
through 1973 (when Japan first began consistently to run a positive trade bal-
ance with the United States after 1966) and 1973 into the 1990s (when the US 
public began to believe Japan had potential to overtake the United States eco
nomically) pay particular attention to the Japanese rationale for following eco-
nomic as well as political and strategic policies that ended up benefiting Japan 
significantly more than the United States.

In the midst of  the US war in Vietnam, for instance, Japan carefully began 
looking for ways to distance itself  from the United States. It joined ASEAN, 
the Association of  Southeast Asian Nations, even providing one-fifth of  the 
initial funding. As LaFeber wrote, US officials, “absorbed in Vietnam,” com-
pletely “missed the importance” of  ASEAN.39 Conflict only grew from that 
point. Japanese officials were “confused” by statements from President Rich-
ard M. Nixon and Secretary of  State Henry Kissinger that seemed to suggest 
that Japan should perhaps acquire nuclear weapons.40 The Clash still has as its 
primary purpose explaining how and why the United States acted as it did in 
relationship with Japan, but more than his other works, it also represents the 
views and goals of  Japanese officials for that relationship.

Because The Clash concerns US-Japan relations, it is in one sense as tradi-
tional a study as they come in the foreign relations subfield—the revisionist 
branch, of  course, in which subtitles tended to offer some small variation on 
“The United States and [Your Choice of  Other Country Here].” It is, in many 
respects, vintage LaFeber. Despite having the breadth and feel of  a textbook, 
its sources include, as most of  his books do, archival documents, in this case 
from Washington, New York, Princeton, Cambridge (Massachusetts), and New 
Haven, and every presidential library from West Branch, Iowa (Hoover), to 
Austin, Texas ( Johnson). Its emphases are economics and diplomacy. Make no 
mistake: The Clash follows the revisionist playbook, in which problems are 
mostly caused by the United States’ material overreach and a Japanese reply 
in kind, call and response, and strategic crises follow especially from the US-
Japan rivalry in China, where both nations pursued their own visions of  an 
Open Door for trade. The entries in the book’s index are mainly names, places, 
and periods. The images it contains are mostly cartographic, or photographic 
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reproductions of  Great Men, Americans and Japanese: “maps and chaps.” The 
prose style of  The Clash is, in the judgment of  the authors of  this chapter, some 
of  the best LaFeber ever wrote. It is direct, conversational without being 
loose or chatty, evocative, clear, and witty. There are notes of  Thomas Bailey in 
LaFeber’s storytelling, though not in his analysis. One can assume accuracy 
in rendering source materials; no one needs to fact-check Walter LaFeber.

But look closer. The book also demonstrates the ways in which LaFeber 
was grappling with changes in the profession, particularly the effects of  the 
end of  the Cold War, the development of  what was then called international 
history, and the nascent cultural turn. In some ways, though, the most unusual 
quality of  The Clash is that it is his only book focusing solely on the full chron-
ological sweep of  a bilateral relationship.41 This particular canvas, geographi
cally focused and chronologically broad, allowed LaFeber to paint the full scene 
as he envisioned it. Economic motives provided the broad brushstrokes, but 
culture, race, and strategy filled in the colors. LaFeber was skeptical of  the 
newer developments, the purported end of  the Cold War, international his-
tory, and the cultural turn, but as always, curious about them. He argued in 
1992 that thinking of  the Cold War only in terms of  a post-1945 US-Soviet 
struggle was too limited, and he drew attention to continuities in US foreign 
relations since the 1890s.42

We can perhaps infer his sentiments about international history, as it was 
then called, from the many probing questions he asked one coauthor of  this 
chapter in the early 1990s, as she pursued an international history approach 
in her dissertation. His obvious skepticism seems to have stemmed from two 
suspicions. First, he represented the best of  a traditional kind of  scholar, some-
one who returned again and again to similar themes and topics, investigating 
them ever more deeply and from a variety of  angles, to try to answer puzzling 
questions about a place. That place, for him, was chiefly the United States. 
How did the United States, with all its many contradictions, become what it 
is, and particularly how did it come to exercise power in the world as it did, 
and with what consequences for the polity? He seemed to think that an inter-
national history focus might lead easily to divorcing the study of  foreign rela-
tions from deep investigation of  the societies creating those relations. He was 
prescient, in some ways. Many scholars today deploy technology and reason-
ably good funding to conduct research in more archives and countries and lan-
guages than they can possibly deeply study.

His second suspicion centered on the ways that international history devel-
oped in the 1980s and 1990s, focused more on politics and strategy than 
economics. International history, as more recent scholarship demonstrates, is 
eminently compatible with a focus on economic motives, but that was not the 
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trend in the 1990s. What is perhaps most impressive, though, is that LaFeber was 
grappling with these developments at all. He had no real need to, as an eminent 
senior scholar. But his own curiosity and his relationships with a wide range of  
scholars prompted his openness to at least considering new approaches.

In his acknowledgments, LaFeber thanks many scholars—he was always 
generous—including a number of  Japanese, and we know that he and his wife, 
Sandy, went to Japan several times. His son, Scott, recalls LaFeber conversing 
about Japan with the eminent foreign relations historian and US-Japan special-
ist Akira Iriye.43 The book begins by contrasting US and Japanese cultures—
the people, not their nations. Americans were, as Alexis de Tocqueville 
saw them: restless, striving, acquisitive, noisily democratic, and bent on mari-
time trade. The Japanese valued “consensus and harmony.”44 LaFeber makes 
numerous references to culture, broadly defined, in the text. He discusses 
films—Patria, Thirty Seconds over Tokyo, Godzilla, and Akira Kurosawa’s peculiar 
Rhapsody in August—and cites Walt Whitman and Lafcadio Hearn.45 He quotes 
at some length Townsend Harris, the first US consul to Japan, who described 
what he considered the peculiarities of  Japanese life, including the bats, rats, 
and spiders with whom he cohabited, and the pervasive, and to him distress-
ing, nudity of  the people at toilet.46 When a Japanese delegation first came to 
the United States in 1873, its leader, Iwakura Tomoni, made sure to avoid the 
cultural faux pas of  bringing along his preferred clothing and condiments, and 
the Japanese noted with dismay the “boldness and coquetry of  American 
women.” LaFeber mentions baseball, the excited reception in Tokyo of  Theo-
dore Roosevelt’s Great White Fleet, and the summer Olympics in 1964. The US 
public believed the Japanese were conformist and often inscrutable. The 
Japanese deplored what they saw as the casualness of  US violence.47

The index of  The Clash contains fifty discrete page references to race, a cat-
egory of  analysis not generally associated with revisionism during most of  
LaFeber’s career. He clearly takes seriously the racial aspects of  US-Japan re-
lations. He describes US and Japanese struggles to place each other along the 
ladder of  civilization, a racialized concept that both societies believed in deeply. 
There were moments in the relationship particularly susceptible to mutual 
misperceptions based on racism. During the first visit by a Japanese delega
tion to the United States, in 1860, the Japanese were subject to racist taunts, 
as when one Philadelphian asked a US naval officer accompanying a Japanese 
delegate, “Is that your monkey you have got with you?”48 The racialized misper-
ceptions were pervasive and could be subtler than references to monkeys. 
Japanese observers often commented on the lewdness and lack of  discipline 
among Americans, while Americans expressed surprise when Japanese dem-
onstrated knowledge and initiative.
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The heart of  the dilemma was Japan’s ambition to join the ranks of  great 
powers as an equal, which included an ambition to be an Asian imperial power. 
As they steadily achieved that ambition, they attracted both grudging admi-
ration and racialized scorn. LaFeber reported the words of  Finley Peter Dunne’s 
character Mr. Dooley: “A subjick race is on’y funny whin it’s raaly subjick. 
About three years ago [1904] I stopped laughin’ at Japanese jokes.”49 Mr. Dooley 
evoked Japan’s growing power in the Pacific, but in the United States, Japanese 
faced school segregation in California, a Gentlemen’s Agreement to end that 
segregation leading to de facto exclusion of  Japanese immigration, with that 
exclusion codified in the 1924 Exclusion Act, as well as anti-Asian riots. Race 
was deployed to restrict Japanese global ambitions. Woodrow Wilson feared 
threats to the “white race” as he considered committing the United States to 
war in 1917, and at the Paris Peace Conference, he took extraordinary steps 
to defeat Japan’s proposed racial equality principle for the Covenant of  the 
League of  Nations.50

Such measures demonstrated to Japan that the great power club would 
never be open to them. They set about achieving their ambitions on their own, 
an effort ending in World War II, a struggle shaped by race and racism. Japan 
claimed that the purity of  the Japanese race meant Japanese were uniquely 
qualified to rule Asia, and regarded Americans as dirty. Americans were equally 
racist. LaFeber quotes the famous war correspondent Ernie Pyle as saying, 
“The Japanese were looked upon as something subhuman or repulsive.” This 
sentiment was reinforced by President Roosevelt’s executive order creating the 
so-called relocation camps for Japanese and Japanese Americans on the West 
Coast.51 Even after the US victory in the war, racism persisted. LaFeber notes 
that as late as 1989 in Rhode Island, an effort to end the celebration of  Victory 
Day (colloquially called Victory over Japan Day) drew people wearing “Ameri-
can Legion and Veterans of  Foreign Wars paraphernalia” and using racist epi-
thets.52 The pervasiveness of  racism and racial imagery shaped relations 
between Japanese and Americans, although in The Clash, anecdotes and exam-
ples tend to speak for themselves. LaFeber does not explore their meaning and 
effect at length; race is perhaps not quite a discrete category of  analysis for him.

The Clash was published just as an influential group of  historians were turn-
ing to culture—again, broadly conceived—as a way of  explaining US foreign 
relations. Cultural history itself  was having an extended moment. Borrowing 
from anthropology, most notably the Weberian cultural anthropologist Clif-
ford Geertz, who defined culture (both productively and confoundingly) as 
“webs of  significance,” historians increasingly told stories about common folks, 
finding meaning in their everyday practices, religious rituals, language, and 
gestures.53



148 	 Anne L.  Foster and Andrew Rot ter

Foreign relations historians found ways to apply cultural history to their 
own practices. They were open to using sources then alien to those in the field, 
among them fiction, visual images, notes in the margins of  texts, and accounts 
concerning diplomatic etiquette or the expression of  emotion. To some this 
meant investigating nonstate actors and their organizations. Others saw cul-
ture inscribed in the actions of  the state itself. Michael Hunt’s influential book 
Ideology and U.S. Foreign Policy, published a decade before The Clash, borrowed 
from Williams the analytical category “ideology,” which Hunt couched in cul-
tural terms, praising Geertz but shying away from substituting “culture” for 
“ideology,” evidently because the former lacked sufficient parsimony or rigor.54 
Others proved less hesitant. Some argued that categories of  analysis such as 
race, gender, and religion were part of  the larger construct of  culture, being 
ways of  weaving webs of  significance or creating “structures of  meaning,” an-
other Geertzian definition.55 The interdisciplinary field of  cultural studies 
had a role here too, insisting on interrogating the United States as an empire, 
not unlike other empires—an argument congenial to the revisionists, though 
the ponderous use of  theory and often abstruse language of  cultural studies 
scholars limited their influence on foreign relations historians.56

Walter LaFeber was not a foreign relations culturalist. His references to cul-
ture were broad, subject to binary descriptions that an unfriendly critic might 
today scorn as “essentialist.” Again and again, The Clash advanced revisionist 
arguments, such that there was no mistaking the centrality of  economic factors 
in its analysis. Convinced that power mattered most and that it inhered only 
in the state, aware of  the cultural turn in the field, and doubtless aware that 
some of  his students and former students were at minimum curious about it, 
LaFeber seems to acknowledge it without endorsing it. At one point, discuss-
ing the early John F. Kennedy administration’s policy toward Japan, he writes: 
“The two cultures might have appeared to be converging, but foreign policies 
do not always follow culture.”57 Summing things up at the end of  the book, 
he adds: “That much of  the conflict is due to centuries-old cultural differences 
is apparent. Other causes, however, are too often lost. There is little culturally 
based about US free trade, ‘one-world’ policies after 1945.”58 The final sentence 
of  The Clash declares that “the primary cause” of  conflict between the two 
nations—“the centuries-old rivalry to decide which system was to lead in de-
veloping Asian and especially Chinese markets”—would remain the chief  in-
fluence on US-Japan relations.59 It could hardly be clearer: economics mattered 
most.

For LaFeber, culture was a feature of  US-Japan relations, but it did not de-
termine them, nor did it shape them significantly. Race, independent in his 
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view of  a larger cultural framework, helped to explain mutual misperceptions 
and likely affected behavior, as was the case after US immigration restriction 
and in battle during the Pacific War. It is tempting to ascribe to LaFeber’s analy
sis a belief  in the culture of  capitalism, the view that faith in private property 
and free enterprise and the relentless pursuit of  foreign markets brought with 
it a way of  thinking about the world. Or perhaps it was the other way around—
that is, that capitalism, US-style, was predicated on an uncommon geography, 
certain habits of  thought about democracy and individualism, and a particular 
sort of  history that made for a peculiarly, if  not uniquely, US culture.

As readers of  chapter 9 in Thinking Otherwise will discover, LaFeber’s fasci-
nation with Tocqueville suggests something deeper than a belief  in the crass 
desire for profit as the root of  all foreign policy decisions.60 Revisionism was 
never solely about economics. Students, in their own ways, of  Beard, Har-
rington, Williams, and LaFeber were interested in how US domestic policy 
shaped the nation’s foreign relations. Much of  this had to do with economics. 
But not all. The revisionists took ideas seriously, placing economics within the 
more spacious category of  ideology—Weltanschauung, as Williams called it. 
Harrington was interested in religion—his book was titled God, Mammon, and 
the Japanese—and Williams, too, understood the importance of  religious think-
ing among US policymakers, writing that the first forty years of  the twenti-
eth century saw “the rise of  a new crusading spirit in American diplomacy,” 
which emphasized “the virtues (and necessities) of  Protestant Christianity.”61 
For his part, LaFeber would place the theologian Reinhold Niebuhr front and 
center in American, Russia, and the Cold War.

Walter LaFeber was a revisionist to the end—emphatically a small “r” revi-
sionist, given his insistence on challenging accepted wisdom, whatever that 
might be. These traits are likely familiar to many small-town midwesterners. 
LaFeber never abandoned his conviction that US foreign relations had their 
basis in material factors, that the pursuit of  an economic Open Door abroad 
was the predicate for a US empire that put aside the pursuits of  liberty and 
modesty, as empires do, and that tragically eclipsed the quest for justice at 
home. But his mind, and his sensibility, were capacious enough to entertain 
more than one big idea at once. It has been remarked that, in his brilliant class-
room lectures, Walter LaFeber dispensed a powerful radicalism while wear-
ing a suit or coat and tie, an ideological wolf  in the traditional sheep’s clothing 
of  the male academic.62 Culture, and especially race, appeared in a similar way 
in The Clash: another way of  thinking about foreign relations, another way of  
thinking otherwise, another part of  what made Walter LaFeber so astonish-
ingly appealing and influential.
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Chapter 8

Demystifying Globalization and US Power
Michael Jordan and the New Global Capitalism

Sayuri Guthrie-S himizu and Jessica Wang

Walter LaFeber loved sports. He played varsity 
basketball in high school and was on the freshman team at Hanover College, 
but he ultimately decided it took too much time away from his studies. When 
recruited to the Cornell faculty, he made the mistake of  thinking that Cor-
nell’s football team being the best in the Ivy League meant that the team ac-
tually played well. The poor quality of  Cornell football did not prevent him 
from crowing over the team’s victories, however, as his long-time friend Lloyd 
Gardner can attest.

He reveled in baseball most of  all, especially his beloved Chicago Cubs. 
Walt’s wife, Sandy LaFeber, recalls that on the first morning of  her first visit 
to Walkerton, Indiana, LaFeber’s hometown, Walt roused her out of  bed early. 
He had tickets to an afternoon Cubs game and they needed to catch the train 
to Chicago. Gardner and Richard Immerman also recall an infamous outing to 
a Cubs–Reds game during a meeting of  the Organization of  American Histo-
rians in the early 1980s. Cold, rainy weather at a time when the two teams 
were absolutely abysmal did not deter LaFeber, which speaks volumes about 
his diehard loyalty to the Cubs, not to mention his preference to avoid aca-
demic conferences. His daughter Suzanne fondly recalls a father-daughter trip 
to a playoff  game at Wrigley Field in 2015, where after the game her father 
came away with a baseball signed by Billy Williams, a favorite former player 
from the 1960s and 1970s who later joined the coaching staff, and whom 
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LaFeber admired for his basic decency, humility, and devotion to the Cubs. 
A year later, LaFeber finally enjoyed the ultimate reward for decades of  belea-
guered fandom, when his cherished team finally won the World Series.1

LaFeber preferred college basketball and football to their professional 
counterparts, however, so his 1999 book, Michael Jordan and the New Global Cap-
italism, was not an exercise in self-indulgent fandom. Instead, Jordan’s iconic 
global stature, combined with Nike’s ability to sell sneakers and sports imag-
ery all over the world, grabbed his scholarly attention.2 In the same year that 
the Michael Jordan book came out, LaFeber also delivered his presidential ad-
dress to the Society for the History of  American Foreign Relations (SHAFR) 
on “Technology and American Foreign Relations.” Together the two works 
provided occasions to grapple with the evolution of  global capitalism, the mo-
bilization of  knowledge, culture, mediated imaginaries, and their implica-
tions for US power.

Of  course, such issues had always featured prominently in LaFeber’s work. 
Already in The New Empire, for example, culture and ideational spheres pro-
vided a driving force of  US foreign relations with the “intellectual formation” 
of  economic and racial anxieties that gave rise to the new US empire of  the 
late nineteenth century. But by the 1990s, Emily Rosenberg’s pathbreaking 
work on business, popular culture, and US global relations, combined with his-
tories of  science and technology increasingly attentive to the social, political, 
and institutional dimensions of  knowledge production and dissemination, pro-
vided more robust foundations for LaFeber’s ever-fertile historical imagina-
tion.3 In an immediate post–Cold War era that seemed to guarantee US 
hegemony for the foreseeable future, LaFeber focused more intently on how 
soft power, in the form of  mass consumerism, mass communications, scien-
tific knowledge, and technological systems, constituted the key means for the 
United States to amass and deploy global political capital. In his 1999 SHAFR 
address, secretaries of  state William H. Seward, Elihu Root, and George P. 
Shultz emerged as movers, shakers, and visionaries who understood and ex-
ploited modern technology as means of  power, whereas in the Michael Jor-
dan book, “His Airness” provided a vehicle for interrogating the blend of  
corporate power, mass media, mass consumerism, and the cult of  celebrity 
that undergirded US cultural hegemony in the 1990s. In both accounts, knowl-
edge and culture, by being embedded within and mobilized by well-organized 
and powerful corporate and political institutions, defined and perpetuated US 
power well beyond what the more limited accouterments of  formal diplomacy 
and military dominance could offer.

These works on global capitalism, culture, and corporate power strongly 
reflected their early post–Cold War moment, in which LaFeber described the 
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historical past as a gradual unfolding of  accumulated US power that ultimately 
consolidated US hegemony.

LaFeber loved baseball and was an avid fan of the Chicago Cubs, but he actually played college 
basketball for the Hanover Panthers. Courtesy of Sandra LaFeber.

 By contrast, the present-da y era of  a hollowed-out  
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dramatic decentering of  US power and recognition of  a more fluid set of  pro
cesses and diffuse centers of  gravity at work, defined by the co-creation of  US 
and global orders through the reciprocal give-and-take of  exchange.

LaFeber himself  had reservations about the international turn in the his-
tory of  US foreign relations and rightly objected to a historiographical level-
ing that downplayed vast asymmetries of  power between different countries 
and societies. Yet the revisionists’ own emphasis on the limitations of  US power 
invited interpretations that emphasized the agency of  parties beyond US bor-
ders and the exercise of  power from below. Although the United States en-
joyed and capitalized upon massive advantages within the international system, 
thanks to the endowment of  a settler colonial empire and its wealth of  natu
ral resources, the parochialism of  US history and its particular strain of  US 
exceptionalism ultimately overestimated US hegemony.4 From that standpoint, 
the globalization of  US history does not obscure or whitewash the role of  the 
United States within the international system so much as it explains the intri-
cacies of  power within a world of  uneven, yet interdependent, development. 
At the end of  the day, however, LaFeber was not trying to write global his-
tory. Throughout much of  his career, he sought to understand the United 
States and explain how its foreign policy exposed and exacerbated the partic
ular vulnerabilities of  the US political system. He sought nothing less than to 
warn his readers about the ever-contradictory and often tenuous state of  US 
democracy and its aspirations, and on those terms, he eminently succeeded.

L

Capitalism as an object of  historical study has experienced a remarkable re-
surgence over the past decade. The 2008 financial crisis gave new urgency to 
discussions of  capitalism’s ability to unleash chaos, ruin, and widespread 
human miseries. Meanwhile, the ever more apparent and alarming effects of  
global climate change and environmental degradation have raised profound 
questions about capitalism as a way of  life and the impossibility of  continu-
ing to ignore as exogenous the massive physical mobilization and cycling of  
energy and materials that the present-day global economy requires.5

In the midst of  these developments, Sven Beckert’s Empire of  Cotton: A Global 
History (2014) and a self-proclaimed movement for a “new history of  Ameri-
can capitalism” revived interest in the history of  US economic life and made 
the history of  capitalism a flourishing area of  research. Exponents of  the new 
history of  US capitalism acknowledged that their research program rested 
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upon ample precedents. Beckert and Christine Desan observed in a 2018 es-
say that “disciplinary trends in history, economics, political science, and law”—
particularly earlier scholarship in economic history, the revelations of  the 
new social history of  the 1960s and 1970s, the movement launched in the late 
1970s to bring the state back into historical analysis, and more-recent investi-
gations of  political economy—had all paved the way for a reinvigorated his-
tory of  capitalism. Surprisingly, however, despite an emphasis on the global 
as one of  the hallmarks of  the new literature, Beckert and Desan omitted US 
foreign relations from their overview.6 Seth Rockman, in an earlier overview, 
also identified multiple historiographic lineages as candidates for the field’s pro-
genitors. In a long list that included New Left labor history, the scholarship 
on US political development in the 1980s and 1990s, and William Cronon’s 
stunning meld of  economic and environmental history in Nature’s Metropolis, 
the Wisconsin School once again went without mention.7

Such lacunae did not pass unnoticed. In a lively roundtable in the Journal 
of  American History, Peter James Hudson identified internationalism as critical 
analytical terrain and took historians of  US capitalism to task for their blinkered 
and truncated vision. “Despite the recent turns to diaspora, empire, and trans-
nationalism,” he observed, “U.S. history remains provincial.”8 Writing in an-
other forum, Paul A. Kramer similarly welcomed the promise of  the field’s 
breadth and ambition, although he expressed skepticism about “the hype” in 
which “the ‘new history of  capitalism’ label proved an effective brand.” In an 
incisive, rigorous, and theoretically informed analysis, Kramer went on to high-
light the legacy of  the Wisconsin School and underscore the need to continue 
to move historical investigations of  capitalism beyond the national frame.9

The Wisconsin School itself, Kramer pointed out, emerged from a powerful 
pre–World War II tradition that had aimed an unsparing critique at US financial 
imperialism in the Caribbean and at a collusion between corporate interests and 
government that it held responsible for a disastrous US entry into World War I. 
In a Cold War era that rendered critiques of  capitalism unwelcome and even po
litically risky, William Appleman Williams and the Wisconsin School unapolo-
getically placed capitalism at the center of  historical analysis.10 For observers in a 
late nineteenth-century era of  sensational economic swings between boom and 
bust, foreign markets promised the magical solution to surplus production at 
home and all of  its attendant social ills, particularly the economic immiseration 
and labor unrest that threatened the basic stability of  an increasingly urban and 
industrial society. To those who charged him with indulging leftist ideological 
dogma, Williams had a ready retort that the desperate allure of  markets abroad 
sprang not from any wild imaginings on his part but from the preoccupations of  
tradesmen, businessmen, journalists, labor leaders, politicians, religious leaders, 
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and other writers in the pages of  trade journals, popular magazines, personal 
correspondence, and policy documents throughout the 1890s. One simply could 
not read basic sources from the time period without being hit over the head by 
repeated calls for US goods to resolve domestic political problems by finding 
foreign markets.11

At the same time, Williams did not merely follow and report upon his 
sources. In an era dominated by narrative approaches to US political history, 
his writings displayed an unusual command of  political economy, social the-
ory, and comparative analysis. Critics who accused Williams of  economic de-
terminism and Marxist assumptions about the inherent instabilities of  
capitalism and its inevitable crisis missed the centrality of  ideology as the driv-
ing force in his conception of  US foreign relations. Williams, along with other 
like-minded historians, sought to challenge a neoclassical overconfidence that 
naturalized liberal economics as the unfolding of  its own internal, inexorable 
logic.12 As a corrective, Williams appealed not to a rigid Marxian framework 
but to the power of  ideology and its imaginaries to show how political and 
cultural orders constructed and maintained economic systems and their folk-
ways. At the root of  the American dilemma, Williams argued, lay a nineteenth-
century liberalism that believed that a harmony of  interests could emerge 
from the individual pursuit of  economic self-interest.13 From the Weltanschau-
ung of  liberal economics came the Open Door as the imagined and hoped-for 
solution to US problems that would simultaneously enrich the world. Trag-
edy then ensued from the US refusal to accept others’ qualms about the lib-
eral economic order, particularly Americans’ inability to countenance the 
legitimacy of  the alternative ideas and grievances that led to revolutions.14

Williams’s historiographical roadmap paved the way for a generation of  
scholarship at the University of  Wisconsin. As discussed elsewhere in this book, 
LaFeber’s writings throughout his career bore the imprint of  Williams’s influ-
ence. Williams’s strident invocation of  the Open Door ultimately proved too 
blunt an instrument for LaFeber’s more subtle and fluid analytical leanings, 
especially when it came to the Cold War, in which a Manichean ideology of  
geopolitical struggle decoupled itself  from late nineteenth-century economic 
anxieties and gained a life of  its own. But other topics—the economic devel-
opmental aspirations of  the United States from the American Revolution on-
ward, the economic, strategic, and ideological formulations of  US leaders and 
intellectuals in the late nineteenth century, American overconfidence in the 
virtues of  liberal order, and the counterproductive nature of  American antip-
athy toward other countries’ revolutionary political movements in the twen-
tieth century—built upon Williams’s ideas to become classic themes in 
LaFeber’s own writings throughout his career. LaFeber also reached beyond 
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political economy to incorporate questions of  culture, race, gender, and 
knowledge-making into his understanding of  US foreign policy. All of  these 
themes came together in his efforts in the late 1990s to reckon with what capi-
talism had become and how it had gotten there.

In late June 1999, days before the official release date of  Michael Jordan and 
the New Global Capitalism, LaFeber delivered his SHAFR presidential address, 
“Technology and American Foreign Relations.” At a time when the vast ma-
jority of  studies in the history of  US foreign relations focused on the post-1945 
period, the SHAFR lecture epitomized LaFeber’s ability to take the long view 
on both capitalism and US power. As he pointed out in his opening words, dra-
matically accelerated economic growth distinguished capitalism post-1750 
from the previous thousand years of  economic activity in Europe. Although 
LaFeber boldly declared that “technological evolution drove capitalism,” he 
was no technological determinist. In his telling, “technological change” was 
shorthand for the combined force of  innovation, novel forms of  social 
organization, and the human ambitions behind the political and cultural cur-
rents that made nineteenth- and twentieth-century capitalism possible. Visions 
of  US prowess and the world-historical destiny of  the American nation to serve 
as the model for all humanity in the age of  republicanism also drove US nation-
building from the beginning. The early leaders of  the United States—men 
such as George Washington, Alexander Hamilton, and James Madison, and in 
the next generation, LaFeber’s beloved John Quincy Adams—firmly believed 
in a glorious future for their country, even as the realities of  US weakness rela-
tive to European powers required a more modest and tenuous strategy of  
attempting to navigate a predatory geopolitical order as a neutral trading state. 
In the 1840s when William H. Seward, then senator and a future secretary of  
state, maneuvered to create a legal and political environment that could max-
imize the capacities of  steam power and rapid communications by wire to sup-
port US imperial prospects, he tapped into this already well-established 
exceptionalist tradition at the heart of  American nationhood.15

Seward, Root, and Shultz, as embodiments of  technologically savvy fore-
sight and nationalist ambition, provided LaFeber with a framing device to an-
alyze what he defined as three distinct periods of  economic and political 
development in the United States: the first and second industrial revolutions, 
followed by the information revolution of  the late twentieth century. Seward 
recognized early on the transformative possibilities opened by steam power 
and telegraphy. As he moved in his career from the governorship of  New York 
to the US Senate, he mobilized law and political capital to support railways, 
telegraphy, and other new technologies as drivers of  US commercial expan-
sion and enhanced global political status. Like many of  his contemporaries, 
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when he contemplated steam-powered ships, he foresaw an ever-burgeoning 
trade across the Pacific. As secretary of  state, Seward also aggressively pur-
sued US dominance in telegraphy, albeit with mixed success. Although Seward 
did not live to see the age of  US technological dominance and economic pre-
eminence, he grasped what LaFeber eloquently described as the “nationaliz-
ing, centralizing, and imperialistic” potential of  the first industrial revolution. 
It took a civil war to reconstitute the political edifice required for those na-
tionalizing possibilities, but with the transition from the first to the second in-
dustrial revolution came a new era of  US power.16

For LaFeber, Elihu Root personified the late nineteenth- and early twentieth-
century world of  the second industrial revolution, in which the age of  elec-
tricity and the combustion engine amplified to dizzying new heights the scope 
and scale of  globalized commerce and labor migration. According to LaFe-
ber’s rendering, Root—who held many notable positions, including serving 
as both secretary of  war and secretary of  state for Theodore Roosevelt—
understood that ever more powerful technologies of  communications, indus-
trial production, and warfare, made possible by increasingly purposive efforts 
to tie scientific research to direct commercial and industrial applications, re-
quired the vigorous deployment of  governmental authority. Only the federal 
government could assemble the organizational might to advance national 
agendas through control of  strategic waterways, communications, and access 
to global markets for US trade and finance. Root and his contemporaries felt 
keenly the vertiginous pace of  the twentieth century’s global entanglements, 
which embedded the United States in an intricate web of  connections that sig-
naled both opportunity and danger. A technological age of  modern capital-
ism promised progress and unprecedented prosperity. Dangers also loomed, 
though, owing to failures of  political imagination, the self-immolating tenden-
cies of  imperial power, and the revolutions spawned by the intense instability 
of  modern economic, political, and social life. For Root, the United States had 
no choice but to live in an ever-changing present in which, as LaFeber put it, 
“the train of  the second industrial revolution was already successfully roaring 
down the tracks.” The ongoing professionalization and bureaucratization of  
governmental institutions, as in the early twentieth-century reorganization of  
the US military and consular service, along with the strengthening of  the Re-
publican Party’s alliance with corporate America, were key means by which 
Root sought to meet the challenges of  a globalizing era.17

LaFeber then nimbly jumped ahead to George P. Shultz and the postindus-
trial information revolution of  the late twentieth century, in which the chal-
lenge of  political revolutions abroad that had already confounded Root’s 
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generation continued to defy US pretensions of  order. For Shultz in the 1980s—
and for LaFeber at the end of  the 1990s—the full implications of  digital tech-
nology and its informational possibilities were not yet apparent, and indeed, 
they remain elusive even today. Shultz had pursued a successful academic 
career for two decades as an economist before joining the Nixon administra-
tion in 1969 as secretary of  labor. He subsequently served as director of  the 
Office of  Management and the Budget and then secretary of  the treasury, be-
fore returning to private life as executive vice president of  the Bechtel Group, 
a prominent engineering and project management company. Shultz would 
eventually head the Bechtel Group as its director and president.18

Already in the 1950s Shultz had begun to sense the revolutionary possibilities 
of  computing for US business enterprises. As secretary of  state under Reagan, 
he continued to track developments in computing, satellite communications, 
and scientific and technological advancement more generally, and he hailed in-
formation technology as the basis of  states’ economic and political power. States 
would either learn to exploit new technological capabilities, like the rising Asian 
“tigers” did, or they could sink into obsolescence and decay, a trend that the So-
viet Union was hard put to reverse in the 1980s. Information technologies, 
Shultz quickly perceived, also portended new foreign policy challenges through 
their decentralizing potential, which would empower and embolden nonstate 
actors ranging from corporations to terrorists.19 Shultz sometimes overreached, 
as revealed by his irrational exuberance in the 2010s for a young entrepreneur 
named Elizabeth Holmes and what would ultimately turn out to be her fraudu-
lent claims to unprecedented advancements in blood-testing technology by her 
company, Theranos.20 Long before disruption became a twenty-first-century 
watchword in the heady, hyped-up world of  Silicon Valley startups, however, 
Shultz and other apostles of  digital technology in the 1980s believed a new age 
in capitalism and global affairs had already arrived.

In his SHAFR address LaFeber had discussed traditional political elites as a 
way to explore the coevolution of  technology, capitalism, and US power. In 
Michael Jordan and the New Global Capitalism he turned to basketball stardom, 
the Nike Corporation, and satellite television to foreground culture and US 
soft power within a novel stage of  corporate capitalism’s relentless evolution. 
Americans in the 1990s, LaFeber argued, found themselves living in a new era, 
not because of  the end of  the Cold War, but because of  “the information revo-
lution, the new power of  US capital and transnational corporations to drive 
that revolution, and the reaction—sometimes violent—in the United States and 
abroad to that revolution.”21 At the center of  these tectonic shifts stood the 
GOAT (Greatest of  All Time), the already legendary Michael Jordan.
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The transformation of  the National Basketball Association (NBA) from fad-
ing US sports league into global supercommodity in the 1980s and 1990s epito-
mized what LaFeber called “the new global capitalism.” Although basketball, a 
quintessential US invention, globalized early and began to travel with Christian 
missionaries from the United States to Asia and other parts of  the world in the 
1890s, the NBA throughout most of  its early history was an anemic business 
enterprise that, by the early 1980s, looked destined for bankruptcy. The NBA 
turned itself  around through shrewd business acumen, which tied professional 
basketball’s fortunes to the expanding horizons of  the multinational corpora-
tion and the new arena of  satellite communications. Nike, as an exemplar of  
multinationals’ increasingly agile organizational structures, blended techno-
logical innovation, marketing, and nimble, spatially defused modes of  cross-
border operation, particularly the exploitation of  cheap and well-regimented 
labor available in Asian factories. As globalization reshaped the geography of  
manufacturing, it also created new markets and consumerist fantasies. With 
satellite television, US media corporations developed global audiences and 
made the NBA into the stuff of  excitement, desire, and sociability worldwide.22 
In this dizzying, technologically driven opening of  economic possibility, Jor-
dan’s image of  show-stopping athleticism and on-court commanding presence 
provided the currency and cultural capital that generated ever-ballooning prof-
its for Nike and transformed US sports into a global commercial enterprise.

As NBA basketball drew in new viewers and the Swoosh garnered more 
and more consumer dollars, Jordan himself  carefully, albeit not without mis-
steps, tended to his public image and cultivated a strictly apolitical persona. 
Promoting his brand and maximizing his wealth appeared to be MJ’s priori-
ties. As LaFeber observed, Jordan remained conspicuously silent when it came 
to labor conditions in Chinese factories, a relative dearth of  opportunities for 
African Americans within Nike’s corporate structure and the NBA’s manage-
rial echelons, and stark episodes in which the consumerist allure of  Air Jor-
dan sneakers fomented inner-city violence among covetous teens. Jordan also 
carefully avoided comment on election campaigns that challenged entrenched 
racism, such as Harvey Gantt’s attempt to unseat Jesse Helms in North Caro-
lina’s US Senate race in 1990. Although critics might have wished for Jordan 
to emulate Jackie Robinson, Muhammad Ali, Arthur Ashe, or other African 
American athletes who transcended the entertainment value of  sport with 
their political commitments, perhaps it could be said that Jordan perfectly em-
bodied the economic values of  an evolving neoliberal era. LaFeber grimly 
noted that in a United States where a third of  African American children lived 
in poverty, Nike’s and Jordan’s signature advertising slogan, “Just Do It,” 
rang of  empty promise for young people who had to make their way in a 
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postindustrial US economy. Meanwhile, as Nike navigated the era of  Title IX 
by creating sneaker lines for US women, female workers on production lines 
in Asia suffered from low wages, gendered labor exploitation, and worse.23

LaFeber was not the first writer to cover these intertwined developments, 
but as a historian of  US foreign relations, he tied the dynamics of  late twentieth-
century capitalism, new technologies, and sports-based consumerism to US 
globalism in the form of  soft power and US cultural hegemony. As commodi-
ties, NBA basketball, Nike sneakers, and Jordan’s image of  transcendent ath-
letic prowess added up not merely to a multibillion-dollar industry. Combined 
they captivated foreign consumers across global ideological fault lines with US 
popular culture’s universalist messages of  energy, innovation, and abundance. 
Jazz and Hollywood films in the 1920s and the “Coca-colonization” of  the Cold 
War had already long served US interests, but “the power of  that popular 
culture,” LaFeber contended, “multiplied with the technological marvels” 
that appeared in the 1960s and 1970s. The globalized power of  media, com-
bined with ever more sophisticated marketing and advertising techniques, 
shaped “the language, eating habits, clothes and television watching of  peoples 
around the earth.”24 But even as critics in the 1980s and 1990s, like their prede-
cessors earlier in the twentieth century, indulged in endless handwringing 
about US cultural imperialism, LaFeber also identified the ease with which 
new communications technologies would defy centralized control and US 
dominance. In his postscript to the book’s post-9/11 edition, he pointed to 
the expanded reach of  global terrorism as evidence of  the limits of  US con-
sumer culture to win allegiances abroad. In addition, he highlighted the deft 
ability of  Osama bin Laden’s al-Qaeda network to exploit satellite phones, 
the internet, traditional Islamic financial systems that were largely invisible 
to big corporate banks and to governments, and a global media environment 
more diverse and less penetrable by US capital than most Americans acknowl-
edged.25 The promise of  US soft power ultimately gave way to the more 
open-ended, multivalent proclivities of  global capitalism itself.

Culture, knowledge, and the decentering  
of Us power
LaFeber’s approach to technology and foreign relations focused on a United 
States always ready to capitalize upon innovation as a means of  building and 
maintaining hegemony, while his account of  global sport assumed that eco-
nomic and cultural power radiated inexorably outward from an American core. 
In both cases he wrote within a US-centered tradition of  historical writing, in 
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which the global constituted an ecosystem in which US leaders strategized and 
US power flowed. Other societies either accepted or resisted the US jugger-
naut, but the extent to which these societies—or states—actively shaped the 
form and direction of  technological systems, knowledge production, popular 
culture, or global capitalism remained largely unexamined territory.

More recent scholarship on US foreign relations has challenged such US-
centric narratives and analytical framings. Historians have increasingly sought 
to decenter the United States in favor of  globalized conceptions of  power that 
emphasize local agency and the complex dynamics by which ideas, goods, eco-
nomic conditions, and political relationships evolve through reciprocal inter-
changes instead of  top-down, unidirectional impositions or diffusion from 
metropolitan centers. The new social history of  the 1960s and 1970s, with its 
concern for the rich texture of  everyday lived experience and agency from be-
low, did more than simply expand the range of  historical actors who attracted 
scholarly attention—it upended assumptions about the hegemonic nature of  
power. For example, where historians of  chattel slavery had once taken for 
granted the helplessness and powerlessness of  persons subjected to involuntary 
servitude and systematic violence, Eugene Genovese’s pathbreaking study, Roll, 
Jordan, Roll, lavishly described a social world of  the enslaved that was rife with 
deliberate obfuscation and other forms of  resistance. The enslaved subverted 
authority at every turn, whether by maintaining spiritual traditions, celebrating 
the virtues of  the trickster, denying remunerative labor to slaveholders, at-
tempting escape, or otherwise contesting the totalizing aspirations of  a brutal 
institution.26 A decade later, James C. Scott’s influential Weapons of  the Weak 
similarly emphasized peasants’ challenges to the self-proclaimed logics of  mar-
kets and modern state power, not just through formal political organization, 
but through everyday acts of  resistance.27 Such writings made it increasingly 
difficult to insist on either the top-down power of  the state or the overweening 
influence of  a global superpower within the international system, when 
resistance, creative adaptation, and the resilience of  local folkways shaped the 
nexus between state, society, and international relations even amid massive 
asymmetries of  power.

By the 1990s, right around the time that LaFeber was tackling Michael Jor-
dan and global capitalism, other scholars increasingly appealed to cultural 
encounter and cross-pollination as analytical alternatives to cultural imperial-
ism, in which symbiotic processes of  give-and-take made foreign and local par-
ties both actors and acted upon. For example, one important intervention in 
the field, the edited volume Close Encounters of  Empire: Writing the Cultural 
History of  U.S.-Latin American Relations (1998), stressed the blurred boundaries, 
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messy exchanges, and local remaking of  meanings that defined the US cultural 
presence in Latin America, even as the United States undeniably possessed and 
mobilized unmatched economic, political, and military resources. The chal-
lenge, as the volume’s editors put it, required recognizing “the unequal na-
ture of  Latin America’s encounter with the United States” while simultaneously 
offering “a history that is culturally sensitive, multivocal, and interactive.”28 
Rumors in the Dominican Republic about worm-infested “gringo chicken,” 
for example, suggested that US-style production methods had become domi-
nant in the Dominican poultry industry but also that Dominicans were resist-
ing agri-business and its globalizing, homogenizing threat to the locally raised 
patio chickens that betokened home, family, and Dominican identity.29

By the late 1990s, anthropological studies of  big-name US brands and their 
reception abroad also focused on how locals made their own meanings out of  
novel cultural experiences. The contributors to James L. Watson’s edited volume 
Golden Arches East: McDonald’s in East Asia (1997) uncovered a broad range of  re-
sponses to fast-food burger consumption that had little to do with corporate ex-
ecutives’ imagined marketplace or the ability of  US corporate capitalism to 
Americanize foreign consumers. In a 1990s Beijing still adjusting to the corrosive 
novelty of  global capitalism, McDonald’s encompassed diverse meanings: a 
worldly dining experience that created a fictive and vicarious sense of  travel to 
foreign capitals, an encounter with Western-style modernity for parents anxious 
to acquaint their children with a new economic future, or a clean, well-lit, and 
wholesome site for long dates by young people. Even local appetites responded 
differently to the same number of  calories. The xianbing-like burger, with a bun 
rather than rice, was a mere snack that left one hungry for a full meal afterward.30 
Such localized findings suggested that for people in East Asia, whatever it might 
mean for them to eat a McDonald’s hamburger, they are not simply falling victim 
to a homogenizing Coca-colonization. From this perspective, a cultural study of  
Nike sneakers, basketball, and NBA superstardom might look very different in 
a close ethnographic study of  consumption, adaptation, and localization than it 
did in LaFeber’s account of  US-driven market penetration and the unidirec-
tional emanation of  US cultural power. A soft power so malleable that it is end-
lessly transmutable and transmissible might, in the end, not be power at all.

Global histories and their decentering ethos have remade historical under-
standings of  knowledge production as well. In his SHAFR address, LaFeber 
presciently accorded knowledge production a central role in his account of  
technology and US power, and he did so at a time when historians of  science 
had only just begun to go beyond traditional intellectual history approaches 
to incorporate society, politics, and global power relations into their analyses. 
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History of  science originally imagined the field as studying the unfolding of  
an analytical architecture of  scientific ideas according to their own internal 
logic of  discovery, and with a premium placed on understanding the emer-
gence of  key concepts, such as Newtonian mechanics, Darwinian evolution, 
or Einsteinian relativity theory. The sciences of  state and empire—mapping, 
navigation, mineral and botanical surveying, and early ethnography—did not 
rate highly according to traditional tastes. When LaFeber pointed to the work 
of  Lucile Brockway and Lewis Pyenson on science, technology, and global im-
perialism, he was referencing important early contributions in what has be-
come a burgeoning field in the two decades since.31

Questions about expertise, scientific knowledge production, alternative 
ways of  knowing, and their interplay with systems of  power now occupy cen-
ter stage within the history of  science, and they are also commonplace in 
histories of  capitalism and of  US foreign relations. Moreover, the old notion 
that innovations in scientific knowledge simply spread outward from metro-
politan European centers in the early modern period and nineteenth century, 
or from the United States and other major powers in the twentieth century, 
has been replaced by decentering tendencies that emphasize the contact zones 
and cultural encounters in diverse parts of  the world that reshaped scientific 
understandings.32

Postcolonial analyses, for example, have stressed that the forms of  modern 
science associated with colonial rule did not emerge from self-proclaimed ad-
vanced societies introducing enlightened order to unruly nature and alien 
peoples; instead they grew from the cultural encounters in which novel mix-
tures of  peoples and places coalesced to generate new ideas.33 Historical studies 
of  natural history, taxonomy, and empire have also shown how projects of  clas-
sification inevitably relied upon local knowledge of  species, particularly the tra-
ditional names and cultural markers attached to them, even as the creation of  
universalized knowledge through taxonomical practice demanded the erasure 
of  vernacular understandings.34 The much-vaunted internationalism of  science 
itself, as one of  us has written, arguably has less to do with an intrinsic univer-
salism of  scientific knowledge than it does with global geopolitical conditions 
that either facilitate or obstruct flows of  knowledge.35 As with culture, scientific 
knowledge, too, moves through intricately dispersed entanglements and cross-
currents of  ideas, information, and constructions of  meaning.

From the standpoint of  more recent scholarship, LaFeber’s depiction of  a 
new global capitalism and US consumerist fantasies emanating outward from 
a US center of  Jordanesque prowess and US corporate clout overlooked mul-
tiple sources of  agency and myriad contestations at work. The rapidity with 
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which the edifice of  post–Cold War, US-driven capitalism and consumerism 
has crumbled perhaps suggests that its claims of  power were no more than a 
façade in the first place. In 2019, in response to pressure from the Chinese gov-
ernment and business counterparts in China, the NBA hastily disavowed the 
tweets of  the Houston Rockets’ general manager in support of  protests against 
a Chinese crackdown on political freedoms in Hong Kong.36 China’s twenty-
first-century capacity to actively shape professional basketball, and not merely 
buy into it, was nowhere on the horizon in LaFeber’s depiction of  a Jordan-
centered economic and cultural juggernaut twenty years earlier. The power 
to enter new markets, however, is also the power to be consumed by them.

T
Amid the decentering impulses of  1990s scholarship, LaFeber’s account of  capi-
talism and US cultural relations remained decidedly US-centric, as did almost 
all of  his work. The most prominent exception came with The Clash, in which 
LaFeber relied on translators, including one of  the coauthors here, in order to 
wrestle with Japanese-language sources and explore on level terms both coun-
tries’ intertwined histories of  engagement and imperial expansion within a 
complex, ever-shifting global order. As Anne L. Foster and Andrew Rotter have 
elaborated in chapter 7 in this book, the approach opened LaFeber to oppro-
brium from East Asia experts. His earlier studies of  Latin America, by contrast, 
focused more exclusively on US power and the human suffering it inflicted. 
Consequently, as Lorena Oropeza and James F. Siekmeier have noted in chap-
ter 6 in this book, Latin Americanists sometimes took issue with Inevitable Revo-
lutions and The Panama Canal for denying agency to the peoples, societies, and 
governments of  the region. One-way depictions of  cultural expansionism also 
risk neglecting all of  the ways in which individuals and societies do not act as 
passive recipients of  popular culture, but instead create new meanings out of  
everyday cultural encounters. As one of  us has shown in a study of  baseball, for 
example, Japanese people made “America’s game” into their own.37 More re-
cently, Japan’s championship roster in the 2023 World Baseball Classic, which 
sported five “Japanese” US Major Leaguers, including half-Dutch American 
Lars Nootbaar and half-Iranian Darvish Yu, illustrates how attempting to en-
grave “nationality” into cultural formations is fundamentally a fool’s errand.

One can therefore lament the limitations of  US-centered approaches and 
take issue with how they overestimate the level of  US power and control in 
shaping global structures, institutions, and processes. Yet as much as LaFeber 
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acknowledged and admired the enlarged scope of  US international history, its 
increasingly multi-archival, multilingual, globe-trotting source base, its will-
ingness to engage race, gender, and culture in novel ways, and its openness to 
contemplating power from below, he also remained, at heart, a US historian.38 
As he unabashedly declared in the tenth edition of  America, Russia and the Cold 
War, his work, “unlike part of  some recent, so-called trans-national historical 
approaches . . . ​examines the United States not as part of  larger trans-national 
movements. . . . ​[Instead] it sees the United States as the major world power 
which often unilaterally decides much else, including on a large scale, who lives 
and who dies.”39 LaFeber hewed to this line throughout his career because, at 
the end of  the day, he believed that understanding capitalism and its impera-
tives was not an end in itself  but instead a means for interrogating the basic 
viability of  the United States as a political project.

Questions about the state of  US democracy and society were never far from 
LaFeber’s thoughts. They formed the heart and soul of  his scholarly endeav-
ors. In The New Empire (1963), US expansionism in the late nineteenth century 
emerged precisely from the economic dilemmas of  an industrial society and 
the desperate hope that trade abroad could preserve political institutions at 
home. Four years later, the first edition of  America, Russia, and the Cold War 
flagged the disturbing trend toward concentrated executive authority and ex-
pansion of  presidential power.40 At a raw moment on May 12, 1970, when 
LaFeber spoke at Cornell’s Bailey Hall to advocate publicly on behalf  of  the 
Hatfield-McGovern Amendment just days after the Kent State killings, he led 
not with foreign policy disasters but with “the onrushing problems of  racism 
and poverty in American society.” Racism and poverty, he declared, were the 
first and foremost of  the “historical forces . . . ​bearing down upon us” that to-
gether endangered the cohesiveness of  US society and a better future in the 
United States. “Racism, poverty, inequality, and injustice,” he warned, “threaten 
over the long-run to wound this society more deeply than the Indo-China War 
itself.” Notably, when LaFeber updated the essay four days later, he referenced 
not Kent State, but the deaths of  two Black students shot by the National 
Guard at Jackson State College in Mississippi on May 15.41

The inseparability of  the nation’s foreign policy from its domestic political 
trajectory became increasingly explicit in LaFeber’s writings in the 1980s and 
1990s. In response to “Marking Time,” Charles Maier’s famously critical analy
sis of  the state of  diplomatic history as a research field, LaFeber in 1981, in-
stead of  embracing Maier’s call to internationalize the study of  US foreign 
relations, doubled down on the need to focus on the United States. He pointed 
first to the reality of  asymmetries of  power and cautioned, “What he [Maier] 
terms ‘international history’ . . . ​will be misleading if  all parts of  the ‘system’ 
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are considered to be roughly equal, or if  the influence of  that system on the 
United States is assumed to be as great as the American influence on the sys-
tem.”42 That observation, however, was mere prologue to LaFeber’s primary 
concern with understanding foreign relations in order to comprehend the US 
political system’s prospects at home. US diplomatic historians rightly kept the 
United States at the center, he argued, because “the United States is the only 
nation in the twentieth century that continually exercises power globally while 
maintaining a liberal system at home. The parts cannot be separated, and 
Americans have increasingly believed that the exercise of  their power overseas 
is necessary to keep their domestic system functioning.”43

The need to reckon with the imbrication of  foreign and domestic, moreover, 
constituted a political imperative and not a matter of  mere intellectual interest. 
LaFeber contended that amid an already visible decline in US power, scholars 
faced “an additional responsibility”—namely, the need “to examine how a liberal 
domestic system arose within, and became an integral part of, the global em-
pire, and how the liberalization and individual freedoms can be protected as na-
tional power suffers a relative, inevitable decline.” This central problem, LaFeber 
concluded, was mission enough: “To trace the rise and relative decline of  a 
three-century-old-empire, while relating its story to a unique political experi-
ment in self-government, is a sufficient agenda for any discipline.”44

This preoccupation with the meaning of  empire abroad for democracy at 
home, which LaFeber explained so eloquently in his response to Maier, became 
increasingly urgent for LaFeber as the years went by. It drove his indignation 
and anger, in Inevitable Revolutions, over US coercion and hideous violence in 
Central America, and it expressed itself  in more measured form in his text-
book, The American Age, with the expansion of  presidential power as one of  
the book’s key themes. Hence, his 1999 SHAFR address hinted at the chal-
lenges the information revolution posed for political systems, while Michael 
Jordan and the New Global Capitalism concluded with an acute sense of  uneasi-
ness about what late 1990s capitalism would mean for political life in the 
United States and its democratic experiment.

In his SHAFR presidential lecture, LaFeber previewed what he called “the 
Tocqueville problem.” As Eric Alterman and Richard H. Immerman discuss in 
chapter 9 of  this book, LaFeber would explicate this conundrum more fully sev-
eral years later in his final book, The Deadly Bet. In his preliminary examination, 
he concentrated on George Shultz’s perspective to convey the sense that al-
though the information revolution undermined states that sought tight control 
over the flow of  ideas, its decentralizing tendencies also exacerbated the un-
wieldy free-for-all that characterized democratic societies. As Tocqueville ob-
served, democracy’s fractious nature militated against the political consensus 
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necessary for a nation to pursue an effective foreign policy. But technology, 
LaFeber speculated, offered a potential end run around the restraints of  a fickle 
and unruly citizenry that could be goaded by the unifying forces of  warfare and 
national security crises but easily turn impatient in the longer term. “The Ray-
theon Doctrine”—that is, the ability to engage in asymmetric warfare by using 
air power rather than risking American lives on the ground—promised to “make 
fighting certain wars from thirty thousand feet sufficiently effective, and safe for 
the society deploying the weapons, that domestic politics are rendered less 
important.”45

Meanwhile, in Michael Jordan and the New Global Capitalism, LaFeber closed 
his account of  a first post–Cold War era that rode the giddy wave of  global, 
basketball-fueled capitalism and other frenzied manifestations of  US consum-
erism with a sober note about markets and politics. The end of  the Cold War 
had allowed free-market ideology to run riot, but skepticism about the inher-
ent symbiosis between liberal political institutions and market economies was 
already brewing in Russia and China. Americans, too, had qualms about the 
market as a basis of  a viable social order. LaFeber quoted financier and phi-
lanthropist George Soros on this point: “We can have a market economy, but 
we cannot have a market society.”46 The limits of  consumerism and the mar-
ket as a way of  life and a foundation for a cohesive, functional society would 
only become increasingly apparent over the next two decades. As LaFeber him-
self  observed in a 2007 email to James F. Siekmeier that if  he were to revise 
the book, he would “make the anti-globalization points sharper” and focus 
even more closely on the disruptive social and political effects of  late twenti-
eth- and early twenty-first-century globalization.47

Alongside profound and disturbing economic shifts, US militarism also 
loomed as an existential threat to US democracy. As LaFeber observed in the 
book’s expanded edition, the terrorist attacks of  9/11 replaced post–Cold War 
complacency with novel opportunities for US misadventurism in the world and 
its attendant risks for domestic political order. The George W. Bush adminis-
tration’s global war on terror demanded that Americans accept heightened se-
crecy, broader governmental latitude, and reduced state accountability. By 
whipping up the politics of  fear, LaFeber wrote, the White House “triggered 
a crisis for US democracy in the aftermath of  September 11.” He explained, 
“Having developed new technologies that had entranced much of  the world, 
Americans had to begin surrendering a right to know what their soldiers were 
doing on battlefields, and what their government was doing in its policies. The 
new global capitalism that Americans had taken for granted as their fast-food, 
sports-obsessed culture penetrated other nations, had turned to threaten some 
fundamentals of  American democracy itself.”48 Combined with the techno-
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logical and organizational capacities of  the new global capitalism, elevated 
state power now put democracy at further peril.

One can ask whether LaFeber overreached in trying to tie al-Qaeda’s version 
of  global terrorism to global capitalism and a struggle of  “capital versus cul-
ture.”49 His more fundamental concern with the antidemocratic tendencies of  
US foreign relations, however, requires consideration. Insofar as we, the coau-
thors of  this chapter, have chosen to decenter the United States in our own work, 
it is because we have sought to move away from US exceptionalism and explore 
the commonalities in states’ navigation of  globalized political, economic, and 
cultural relations. LaFeber, however, wanted to understand what was distinctive 
about the United States, particularly the struggles of  a nation that from the be-
ginning portrayed itself  as a new kind of  self-governing society, yet time and 
again pursued policies and ways of  being in the world that empowered authori-
tarianism abroad and placed liberal democracy at home in jeopardy.

At one level this tension may be innate to a settler colonial nation that aspired 
to be an “empire of  liberty” in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centu-
ries, or a United States that thought it could forestall political crisis at home by 
pursuing empire abroad in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, 
only to discover that it could not have a liberal economic order without illiberal 
interventionism. The steadily accumulating tendency toward expanded execu-
tive authority and its resistance to oversight, especially when it came to foreign 
policy, further eroded democratic possibility and stymied democratic practices 
throughout the twentieth century. Yet the suspicion of  centralized power at the 
heart of  LaFeber’s work is also characteristic of  US political culture, especially 
for someone who grew up with the instinctive populism of  the Midwest. He 
cautioned that despite the seductive manifestations of  US soft power courtesy of  
Microsoft, Nike, and Michael Jordan, and the perennial appeal of  economic and 
military hard power, Americans could not sustain a global empire without incur-
ring its costs, both for themselves and for others. That, in the end, is the dilemma 
not just of  Tocqueville but of  US exceptionalism.
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Chapter 9

Confronting the Tocqueville Prob lem
The Deadly Bet

Eric Alterman and Richard H. Immerman

Walter LaFeber’s final book, The Deadly Bet: LBJ, 
Vietnam and the 1968 Election, has received far less attention than The New Empire, 
Inevitable Revolutions, or his other monographs. He wrote it not to challenge 
historians and other scholars but to inform and stimulate undergraduates. This 
was appropriate. While LaFeber was an extraordinary scholar and mentor to 
many graduate students, his undergraduate teaching was legendary. For the two 
of  us, he is best remembered as the greatest college teacher from whom we 
were fortunate enough to learn.1 Yet anyone reading The Deadly Bet will quickly 
recognize that it is much more than a postmortem on a failed presidency or a 
tragic war. Instead it is a meditation on Alexis de Tocqueville’s 1835 classic De-
mocracy in America and a cautionary tale about the fate of  “the American experi-
ment” at the dawn of  the new millennium. In this sense The Deadly Bet is a fitting 
capstone to his career.

Approaching the end of  his more than forty-year tenure at Cornell Univer-
sity, LaFeber deployed his meticulous scholarly methods and captivating ex-
pository style to provide an insightful, provocative, and yet intelligible guide 
to the political events of  one of  the pivotal years in US history. With the ben-
efit of  more than a half  a century of  hindsight, it can now be seen that 1968 
exposed a nexus of  forces that today threaten the very survival of  the United 
States as a democratic nation. LaFeber could not have anticipated all the 
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dangers that bedevil our nation in the era of  the attempted coup against the 
US Constitution by Donald Trump and his supporters. LaFeber’s history, nev-
ertheless, gives us the tools to understand better how we in the United States 
came to this perilous juncture in our history.

In this chapter we assess LaFeber’s argument that the turmoil and tragedy 
that defined the United States in 1968 was a manifestation of  a deep-seated 
problem in US democracy that Alexis de Tocqueville identified 150 years earlier. 
The upheaval that the United States experienced in 1968, LaFeber writes per-
suasively, reflected the convergence of  internal and external forces that seri-
ously threatened US values and institutions. We identify those forces and 
examine how LaFeber historicizes and contextualizes them. In addition, we 
explain why reading The Deadly Bet enhances our understanding of  the pre-
carious conditions the United States confronts today.

Alexis de Tocqueville observed long ago that in the conduct of  foreign affairs, 
“democratic governments do appear decidedly inferior to others.” Foreign pol-
icy, he lamented, requires none of  the good qualities peculiar to democracy 
but instead demands the cultivation of  those sorely lacking. Democracies find 
it “difficult to coordinate the details of  a great undertaking and to fix on some 
plan and carry it through with determination,” and have “little capacity for 
combining measures in secret and waiting patiently for the result.”2 LaFeber 
calls this phenomenon “the Tocqueville problem in American history.” How, 
he wondered, can a “democratic republic, whose vitality rests on the pursuit 
of  individual interests with a minimum of  central governmental direction, cre-
ate the necessary national consensus for the conduct of  an effective, and nec-
essarily long-term, foreign policy?”3

The Deadly Bet explicates, illustrates, and analyzes the United States’ Toc-
queville problem. Quick to compliment those few public intellectuals who 
“[took] Tocqueville seriously,” most of  whom he called “intelligent conserva-
tives,” like the Cornell-educated Francis Fukuyama, LaFeber spent his entire 
career wrestling with, and encouraging all Americans to wrestle with, the 
incompatibility between the United States’ democratic ideals and the wars its 
elected leaders choose to fight.4 It is a small book with a big story, and at first 
glance, a departure from the pattern of  his publications during the previous 
two decades. Beginning with his history of  the Panama Canal treaty, written 
when the nation was debating its merits during Jimmy Carter’s presidency, 
LaFeber dedicated himself  to offering readers deeply researched historical 
analysis of  problems facing the nation at that moment in time.5 His histories 
were not “presentist” in the sense that the term is often used; that is, they 
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were not overly influenced and therefore distorted by “present” debates in 
the United States. Rather, his books provided pundits, policymakers, and the 
public alike opportunities to situate those debates in their appropriate histori-
cal context.

In The Deadly Bet this practice is there only by implication.6 LaFeber sticks 
to the story that took place nearly four decades earlier. Yet he succeeds in pro-
viding helpful historical context not only for 2005, when the book was pub-
lished and US soldiers were returning in body bags from Iraq, but also for 2023 
and beyond. By doing so, as is appropriate for a book aimed at undergraduate 
students, The Deadly Bet reflects the pedagogical style and techniques that at-
tracted thousands of  students—and often their friends, parents, and siblings—
to LaFeber’s lectures. LaFeber was a storyteller par excellence. Writing in his 
characteristic fluid, accessible, and unpretentious style, his narratives, punc-
tuated by deep dives into personalities and laced with anecdotes, irony, and 
humor, seize the readers’ (and audience’s) attention even as they inform, raise 
questions, and provoke thinking otherwise. The Deadly Bet makes learning, and 
critical analysis, both pleasurable and unavoidable.

Because of  LaFeber’s expertise in and devotion to pedagogy, the con
temporary relevance of  The Deadly Bet has increased over time. With racial 
unrest and violent crime, white supremacy, political polarization, and inequality 
on the rise; social and economic reform at a standstill; education and housing 
in crisis; the US public’s confidence in their institutions and respect for their 
government leaders dangerously low and falling; deceit and misinformation 
accepted as standard and the media widely distrusted; and democracy under 
siege—The Deadly Bet provides readers with a “usable past” by locating the 
antecedents to the current crises in President Lyndon Johnson’s failed response 
to the crises of  his time.

Throughout the book LaFeber identifies and explores the United States’ 
Tocqueville problem through the prism of  the Vietnam War and the 1968 
election. He uses the metaphor of  a “hurricane” to capture the power and 
consequences of  the war, with its protests and days of  rage, carnage, and 
disillusionment; the theatrical and tragic presidential campaigns and elec-
tion; and the explosive synergy of  their juxtaposition. The year 1968 began 
with the Tet Offensive in Vietnam, during which the enemy briefly breached 
the walls of  the US Embassy in Saigon and took over the South Vietnamese 
capital. As the year evolved, it was marked with riots, assassinations, two 
chaotic presidential conventions, and the death of  the hope that liberal re-
form could cure what ailed the nation. These forces bore down on the United 
States, LaFeber writes, “until, like an overloaded electrical circuit, the soci-
ety began to explode.”7 The denouement was the election of  Richard Nixon, 
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the notorious red-baiter and Dwight D. Eisenhower’s former attack-dog, as US 
president. That outcome spelled doom for the Great Society and 1960s-style 
liberalism.8 “Resembling other such storms, this hurricane had causes that can 
be analyzed and continue to be instructive in the twenty-first century,” reads 
the introduction.9

To frame the hurricane, LaFeber deploys the concept of  betting. “[During 
the] 1960s US presidents made a life-or-death bet that Americans could fight a 
long war against a determined foe and, at the same time, maintain order and 
protect constitutional rights in their own society,” The Deadly Bet begins. John-
son, albeit not alone in this, staked his future, and that of  the United States, 
on the un-Tocquevillian belief  that the people of  the United States “had the 
patience, foresight, and willingness to sacrifice—and the necessary money and 
power to fight a vague, undeclared, unending war abroad while carrying out 
reforms at home.” If  that belief  was wrong, US society “could be torn apart, 
and two hundred years of  U.S. democracy endangered, by the war they had 
to fight.”10 Johnson was wrong and lost the bet, wounding US society so deeply 
it has yet to recover. When it comes to the state of  US democracy, that wound 
has metastasized to potentially fatal proportions.

War, observed Tocqueville after traveling across the United States a century 
earlier, had been chosen by President Andrew Jackson as an instrument for 
promoting expansion, prosperity, and democracy. LaFeber repeatedly empha-
sizes that Johnson was following Jackson’s script, and at the same cost. The 
French aristocrat warned that “all those who seek to destroy the liberties of  a 
democratic nation ought to know that war is the surest and shortest means to 
accomplish it.” A nation, he cautioned, “couldn’t put its strength into a war 
and keep its head level: it had never been done.”11

“Expand or die” became what LaFeber described in his must-read The Ameri-
can Age as the “shadowy underside of  American thinking.”12 It was likewise a 
central theme of  his lectures to thousands of  Cornell undergraduates. And yet 
war also was the shortest and simplest way to continue the United States’ his-
torically unprecedented growth. This was possible—and especially tempting—
because, as Tocqueville wrote, it was “chiefly in foreign relations that the 
executive power of  the nation finds occasion to exert its skill and its strength.” 
In foreign policy, the president “possesses almost royal prerogatives.”13 And so 
Johnson had the tools at his disposal to make his “deadly bet.”

Any number of  Johnson’s predecessors understood the dangers this power 
represented. Few, nevertheless, managed to avoid the trap. James Madison con-
demned war as the root of  all evil—the precursor of  taxes and armies and all 
other “instruments for hiring the many under the domination of  the few.”14 
Still, he led the country into a potentially ruinous war in 1812.
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Abraham Lincoln did virtually everything he could to avoid civil war. LaFe-
ber quotes him in The American Age warning:

The provision of  the Constitution giving the war-mak ing power to Con-
gress was dictated, as I understand it, by the following reasons: Kings 
had always been involving and impoverishing their  people in wars, pre-
tending generally, if  not always, that the good of  the  people was the ob-
ject. This our [Constitutional] convention understood to be the most 
oppressive of  all Kingly oppressions; and they resolved to so frame the 
Constitution but that no one man should hold the power of  bringing 
this oppression upon us.

Yet Lincoln went to war to preserve the union, and in doing so shuttered 
newspapers, suspended habeas corpus, imprisoned dissidents, and otherwise 
wielded unprecedented executive power that challenged constitutional rule.15

Then there was Woodrow Wilson. LaFeber does not cite or quote Randolph 
Bourne in either The Deadly Bet or the American Age. Yet he was surely familiar 
with Bourne’s writings, particularly his essay “War Is the Health of  the State,” 
which prior to his succumbing to the Spanish flu pandemic in 1918, Bourne 
intended for inclusion in his unfinished The State. The essayist, social critic, and 
public intellectual lamented that Wilson’s decision to enter World War I pre-
dictably undermined US democracy. The “moment war is declared,” Bourne 
wrote, the “mass of  people” come to resemble a “herd.” Through “some spiri-
tual alchemy,” they allow themselves “to be regimented, coerced, deranged in 
all the environments of  their lives, and turned into a solid manufactory of  de-
struction toward whatever other people may have, in the appointed scheme of  
things, come within the range of  the Government’s disapprobation.” The 
“State” transforms into “a repository of  force, determiner of  law, arbiter of  
justice.”16

Wilson, a scholar of  the US Constitution and an avowed progressive, rec-
ognized the danger. He knew that by committing US forces and resources to 
a fight to make the world safe for democracy, he was putting US democracy 
at risk. “Once lead this people into war,” Wilson famously said only hours be-
fore requesting a declaration from Congress, “and they’ll forget there ever 
was such a thing as tolerance. To fight you must be brutal and ruthless, and 
the spirit of  ruthless brutality will enter into the very fi ber of  our national 
life.”17 He too, nevertheless, chose war.

LaFeber labeled the perception of  the separation between the foreign and do-
mestic realms in US politics as “artificial and perilous.”18 Lyndon Johnson 
agreed. He felt that if  he did not prove himself  a strong leader in Vietnam and 
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face down the communists there, he could not expect to pass his ambitious 
domestic agenda on behalf  of  the poor whites and people of  color, for whom 
he saw himself  as savior. He knew full well before committing himself  to war 
that his decision could jeopardize his grandiose hopes and dreams for his pres-
idency. Fighting a land war 8,000 miles away in a country few people in the 
United States could locate on a map against an elusive enemy who never re-
mained in one place and blended into the same civilian population US forces 
allegedly sought to protect was, almost by definition, a loser’s bet. LBJ none-
theless felt powerless to avoid the commitment. Terrified of  the future that 
lay before him, he confessed to his frequent confidant and future biographer, 
Doris Kearns Goodwin:

All my programs. All my hopes to feed the hungry and shelter the home-
less. All my dreams to provide education and medical care to the browns 
and the blacks and the lame and the poor. . . .  History provided too 
many cases where the sound of  the bugle put an immediate end to the 
hopes and dreams of  the best reformers: the Spanish- American War 
drowned the populist spirit; W.W.I. ended WW’s New Freedom; WWII 
brought the New Deal to a close. Once the war began, then all  those con-
servatives in Congress would use it as a weapon against the Gr eat Society. 
You see, they never wanted to help the poor or the Negroes in the first 
place. But they w ere having a hard time figuring out how to make their 
opposition sound noble in a time of   great prosperity. But the war. Oh, 
 they’d use it to say that they  were against my programs not  because they 
 were against the poor—w hy, they w ere as generous and as charitable as 
the best of  Americans—b ut  because we had to beat those Godless Com -
munists and then we could worry about the homeless Americans.19

Johnson felt boxed in. He had convinced himself  that his most deeply felt 
yearnings for the country and for his own role in the history books would come 
to nothing if  he showed weakness in Vietnam. “If  I don’t go in now,” he ad-
mitted early on in the war, “they won’t be talking about my civil rights bill, or 
education or beautification. No sir, they’ll push Vietnam right up my ass every 
time. Vietnam. Vietnam. Vietnam. Right up my ass.”20

Johnson predictably bet wrong and eventually found himself  forced to 
forego running for a second full-term as president. LaFeber dissects the drivers 
of  Johnson’s decision to withdraw from the 1968 presidential campaign and 
seek an exit from Vietnam in a way that not only exposes the Tocqueville prob
lem but also highlights the role of  people, ideas, and the domestic under
pinnings of  US foreign policy. As with the lectures that the coauthors of  this 
chapter recall so vividly, LaFeber organizes his narrative around portraits of  
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bigger-than-life individuals, each of  whom receives a full chapter. They are, 
in order, William Westmoreland, Eugene McCarthy, Lyndon Johnson, Martin 
Luther King Jr., Robert Kennedy, Richard Nixon, Hubert Humphrey, George 
Wallace, and the Vietnamese leader Nguyen Van Thieu. LaFeber could have 
chosen different subjects. Alternatives range from antiwar leaders such as Tom 
Hayden and Abby Hoffman to Black Panthers such as Huey Newton and 
Bobby Seale to feminists such as Carol Hanisch and Robin Morgan, who 
organized an iconic protest in 1968 against the Miss America pageant in At-
lantic City. But he “read his room.” LaFeber did not seek to resurrect Great 
Man history; he exploited biography as a strategy for making the history of  
US foreign relations appealing and intelligible to undergraduates.

What is more, just as he did in his celebrated New Empire and standing-room 
only lectures, LaFeber uses individuals to highlight and analyze the themes and 
dynamics he judges most vital to influencing the course of  events that make 
up the historical moment that he sought to illuminate.21 One of  the most 
important of  LaFeber’s themes is the role those individual personalities play 
in shaping historical outcomes. He appreciated the constraints and opportu-
nities generated by broad societal and international forces. Notwithstanding 
the evolution of  the historiography on the history of  US foreign relations dur-
ing LaFeber’s career, and his support of  its many innovations, he remained 
comfortable featuring individuals in his narratives. The word “bet” in his title 
signals that individuals make choices, and the choices one individual makes 
are never identical to the choices another person would make in the same po-
sition or circumstance. Individuals, therefore, matter. Would John Kennedy 
have handled Vietnam as his successor did? Almost certainly not!22

LaFeber positions Johnson’s choice of  war at the center of  his narrative.23 
The choices of  the other eight individuals featured in the book were to vary-
ing degrees reactions to or products of  Johnson’s choice. LaFeber’s primary 
concern, however, as was Tocqueville’s, is less with the choices themselves than 
with the consequences of  those choices for US liberty, democracy, and cohe-
sion. In different ways each of  the individuals LaFeber writes about either re-
flected or contributed to the consequences of  Johnson’s choosing war, and 
those consequences were uniformly detrimental.

LaFeber’s most constant and pervasive theme is the war’s impact on the United 
States’ historic problem with race. The issue was rarely absent in his scholar-
ship; how could it be? The pursuit of  white supremacy has never been far from 
the United States’ simultaneous pursuit of  empire. The theme emerges most 
prominently in his chapter on Martin Luther King Jr. Yet it suffuses the book 
as LaFeber shows the many ways that Johnson’s losing bet in Vietnam exacer-
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bated US racial fissures despite Johnson’s sincere desire to improve the lives 
of  Black and Hispanic populations in the United States.

The Tocqueville problem worked in reverse as well: the failure to conduct 
a foreign policy openly and honestly and thereby retain the democratic sup-
port of  US citizens resulted in its subversion from within. Riots, counter-riots, 
police brutality, and a commitment to nihilist violence on almost every side 
of  the political divide frustrated Johnson’s grand dreams of  a Great Society. 
Cities went up in flames. Across the world demonstrators burned American 
flags and declared their support for our enemies. The very people to whom 
Americans believed they were proving their “credibility” viewed the endeavor 
with a mixture of  horror and disgust, while their adversaries found strength 
and opportunity in the United States’ weakened, divided condition. By the time 
it was over, the war had caused many of  the unhappy events it was designed 
to prevent, and then some. What’s more, the period of  unchallenged US eco-
nomic supremacy—the astounding engine of  prosperity upon which all 
dreams of  social progress rested—was sputtering to the point of  near collapse. 
Manufacturers were packing up and shipping jobs to places with plentiful sup-
plies of  cheap labor and few, if  any, laws against creating pollution. These 
losses put additional pressure on the lives of  those who saw their own dreams 
for their futures going up (literally) in smoke.

Johnson had recognized that as a southerner, appearing as a moderate on 
civil rights was crucial to his national aspirations. John F. Kennedy could never 
have selected a segregationist as his running mate. Having grown up and risen 
to power in a political culture that many historians call American apartheid, 
Johnson had to tread carefully in his support for the political rights of  Black 
voters. As senate majority leader, he used all of  his legendary political acumen 
to pass a civil rights bill that, despite its extreme modesty, few observers at the 
time thought possible. Johnson’s commitment to civil rights grew over time, 
however, and soon became central to what he understood would be his leg-
acy. Delivering his first State of  the Union address on January 8, 1964, John-
son boldly declared, “This Administration today, here and now, declares 
unconditional war on poverty in America.”24

With these words, the president became his own man, no longer merely 
carrying out his predecessor’s agenda. Five months later, speaking to students 
at the University of  Michigan, Johnson gave one of  the landmark speeches in 
the history of  US liberalism. “For in your time,” he said to the young students 
gathered around him, “we have the opportunity to move not only towards the 
rich society and the powerful society, but upward to the Great Society.”25

Here LBJ articulated a fundamental faith of  1960s liberalism: the United 
States had entered a potentially perpetual cycle of  economic abundance, and 
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that abundance could be deployed to ensure the creation of  a fairer and more 
equal society without any segment of  it being asked to endure significant sac-
rifice.26 (This was yet another “bet” that was to go south on LBJ.) “Will you 
join in the battle to give every citizen the full equality which God enjoins and 
the law requires?,” Johnson asked the nation. “Will you join in the battle to 
build the Great Society, to prove that our material progress is only the foun-
dation on which we will build a richer life of  mind and spirit?”27

This was liberalism as a Sunday sermon, and it perfectly captured Johnson’s 
limitless aspirations for his presidency. His decisiveness was the expression of  a 
boldness rare in liberalism, but at the same time the hubris of  his ambition 
begged for trouble. Amid the soaring ideals and inspirational rhetoric, LBJ and 
his advisors paid little attention to the potential unintended consequences of  
what Johnson and his administration assumed to be noble purposes. Johnson 
believed that the United States’ bounty, and his now nearly limitless power, 
gave him not just the opportunity but also the responsibility to try to right al-
most all of  society’s wrongs. He planned to do all this while fighting a land war 
in far-off Southeast Asia in a country alien to most people in the United States.

As Tocqueville had foreseen, however, war drained and then strangled the 
momentum for reform and social justice. Increased unrest and violence marked 
the interval between the 1957 and 1964 Civil Right Acts. LaFeber recounts that 
in 1963 white supremacist Byron De La Beckwith gunned down NAACP field 
officer Medgar Evers in his driveway outside Jackson, Mississippi. The same year 
Police Chief  Theophilus Eugene “Bull” Connor turned fire hoses and snarling 
dogs on children marching for civil rights in Birmingham, Alabama, the same 
city where members of  the Ku Klux Klan had bombed a Black church, murder-
ing four young girls. Enacted in the wake of  such violent and virulent racism, 
Johnson’s Great Society civil rights legislation appeared to many Black activists 
as a mere band-aid, one that was further undermined by the fact that the federal 
government drafted a disproportionate number of  young Black men to fight in 
Vietnam, even as wealthy and well-connected white parents sent their sons, 
armed with student deferments, off to college and graduate school.

On March 15, 1965, Johnson addressed the nation in language that shocked 
and delighted even his most liberal supporters. “Their cause must be our cause, 
too,” he said of  the marchers being beaten in Alabama, Mississippi, and else-
where, “because it is not just Negroes, but really all of  us who must overcome 
the crippling legacy of  bigotry and injustice. And we shall overcome.”28 Yet just 
five days after the August 6 signing ceremony for the 1965 Voting Rights Act, 
massive riots broke out in Watts, an area of  Los Angeles, when a Black driver 
was pulled over by a policeman for drunk driving. Violence there, televised 
across the land, continued for five more days, signaling that the United States 
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was not about to “overcome” just yet. Liberalism was finding itself  embattled 
on all sides—from angry Black Americans, leftists who thought not enough 
was being done (and who thought liberals were too often condescending 
toward those they wanted to “help”), and conservatives who resisted the 
growth of  the federal government and who wanted a firmer and tougher reac-
tion to the lawlessness and lack of  respect for legitimate authority that they 
believed liberals had unleashed.

The president’s contrite 1967 State of  the Union address offered little to 
please liberals. Steven M. Gillon points out that “only once in his 1967 State of  
the Union Message, a thirteen-page single-spaced text, did he refer to the Great 
Society.” James Reston in the New York Times called it a speech of  “guns and 
margarine,” a play on “guns and butter” that referred to the cost of  the ever-
expanding war in Vietnam and the reduced spending for domestic priorities 
that appeared to accompany it. ( Johnson had committed nearly half  a million 
US troops to the conflict by this time.) In LBJ’s own language, that “bitch of  a 
war” in Vietnam destroyed “the woman I really loved—the Great Society.” It 
was Vietnam, not his support for civil rights or the Great Society, that ultimately 
did in Johnson. The historian Allen Matusow writes: “Vietnam cut short the 
rush to the Great Society, smashed his consensus, widened the credibility gap, 
and made him one of  the most hated chief  executives in a hundred years.”29

Martin Luther King Jr., to whom LaFeber devotes chapter 4, had emerged 
from the 1955 Montgomery bus boycott as the leader and voice of  an increas-
ingly powerful nonviolent civil rights movement. Addressing a crowd of  thou-
sands at Montgomery’s Holt Street Baptist Church as both the pastor of  a 
neighboring church and president of  the Montgomery Improvement Associ-
ation, King, in his soon-to-be celebrated oratorical style, had put the United 
States on notice that African Americans had lost patience with the pace of  re-
form. “[There] comes a time when people get tired of  being trampled over by 
the iron feet of  oppression,” King had warned. “There comes a time . . . ​when 
people get tired of  being plunged across the abyss of  humiliation, where they 
experience the bleakness of  nagging despair. . . . ​There comes a time.”30

King struggled long and hard before finally speaking up against the war; 
Johnson had championed the cause of  civil rights beyond anything King had 
imagined possible. Moreover, King, like Johnson, had more than enough to 
worry about at home. He hoped to bring his movement to the North with his 
Poor People’s Campaign, but it was making little progress. Radical and 
violence-promoting challengers were growing in power and influence, and J. 
Edgar Hoover’s FBI was serving him a daily diet of  harassment and torment. 
By 1966, though, King decided that he could keep silent no longer. He directed 
the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC), established in 1957 
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with King as the first president, to draft a statement protesting that the “prom-
ises of  the Great Society top the casualty list of  the conflict [in Vietnam].”31

On April 4, 1967, exactly one year before the day of  his assassination, King 
announced from the pulpit of  Riverside Church in New York City that the war 
had left the US commitment to civil rights and social justice “broken and evis-
cerated as if  it were some idle political plaything of  a society gone mad on 
war.” Johnson’s policies were “taking the black young men who had been crip-
pled by our society” and sending them “eight thousand miles away to guaran-
tee liberties in Southeast Asia which they had not found in Southwest Georgia 
and East Harlem.” The United States, he concluded, had become “the great-
est purveyor of  violence in the world today.”32

LaFeber notes that even as King gravitated toward a more radical critique 
of  US society, embracing not only an antiracist agenda but also an “explosive” 
one based on class, young African Americans in ever-greater numbers were 
forsaking the reverend’s commitment to nonviolence. Frustrated by broken 
promises and trapped in a cycle of  poverty, they switched their allegiance to 
the proponents of  Black Power. LaFeber highlights Stokely Carmichael, who 
as national chairperson of  the Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee 
(SNCC) in 1966 transformed the organization and made its name into a mis-
nomer (in 1967 Carmichael quit SNCC and joined the Black Panthers, embrac-
ing antiwhite violence and antisemitism as well). Riots erupted in cities across 
the nation. Throughout The Deadly Bet LaFeber draws on insights provided by 
British ambassador Sir Patrick Dean in reports to London that chronicle the 
growing fissures in the African American community and US society as the 
Tocqueville problem festered and intensified. “Moderate Negro leaders such 
as King [have] lost control [of  the young],” Dean reported. Then, after King’s 
assassination, Dean quoted Carmichael’s description of  the assassination “as 
the biggest mistake white America had made, and as killing all reasonable hope 
for the future.” Carmichael went on to warn, Dean continued, that the time 
had arrived “for the Negro to retaliate by getting guns and carrying out exe-
cutions in the street.”33

LaFeber argues that the disaffection of  so many African Americans with John-
son and his Great Society program of  reform, for which the Vietnam War 
was pivotal, was fundamental to the unravelling of  US society and democratic 
order in the 1960s. Still, another major theme of  The Deadly Bet is that the white 
backlash, political polarization, and attendant violence produced by this re-
jection was most decisive in giving rise to Tocqueville’s nightmarish scenario. 
LaFeber assigns a chapter to George Wallace, who, he makes clear, must be 
remembered by today’s Americans as more than a historical footnote. By 
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campaigning for the presidency in 1968, Wallace became the national standard 
bearer not just for segregationists and white supremacists but also for those 
who attributed their own struggles and insecurities to perceived advances by 
people of  color and who identified the erosion of  law and order as a greater 
concern than either civil rights or the Vietnam War. Wallace seized on “white 
anger to form a political base that made him a presidential contender in 1968.”34

While few of  Wallace’s supporters appreciated the relationship between the 
war in Vietnam and the social upheaval that they judged so threatening, LaFe-
ber maintains that Wallace did. To be sure, he does not claim that the Ala-
bama governor, in contrast to the bookish Eugene McCarthy, read Tocqueville. 
Wallace was confident that faced with Black Power advocates and antiwar pro-
testors, the people of  the United States would sacrifice their civil liberties in 
exchange for security. Previewing Donald Trump’s first presidential campaign 
almost a half  century later, Wallace, according to LaFeber, posited that com-
bining a populist program with police power was the most effective response 
to the Tocqueville problem. As Wallace saw it, “African Americans would prob
ably have to surrender most of  their recent gains and antiwar protesters 
would have to be quieted,” but that was an “acceptable price to pay.”35

That millions of  Americans agreed is essential to LaFeber’s narrative. Espe-
cially but not exclusively in the southern states, exacerbating Wallace voters’ 
frustrated search for security was a concomitant belief  in a zero-sum outcome 
that defined Black advances as white defeats. For this they blamed Johnson, 
LaFeber maintains. “[Many] whites, especially those who had less education 
and made low wages, believed Johnson’s administration was unfairly trying to 
help people of  color, often at the expense of  whites,” he writes. The perception 
grew progressively more pervasive, he continues, that “the riots, black national-
ist demands, and growing violence in the cities had been shaped by Johnson’s 
attempts to protect the civil rights of  minorities, especially African Americans.” 
The politically astute Johnson recognized the power and danger of  this grow-
ing “white backlash.” Fueled and fanned by Wallace’s campaign in 1968, white 
fear and anger were “splitting the nation at a very critical time.”36

In Wallace’s success LaFeber located a dystopian thread in US history pre-
saged by the 1968 presidential campaign. Richard Nixon and his advisers, most 
prominently the young conservatives Kevin Phillips and Patrick Buchanan, saw 
in Wallace’s campaign the seeds of  a “Southern strategy” that exploited racial 
animosity on both sides to turn the South Republican. After losing the 1958 
governor’s race to a more rabid segregationist, Wallace vowed to put his rac-
ist and white supremacist credentials on full public display. He told an aide that 
he would never to be “out-n[——]” again.37 But the Republican political 
consultant Lee Atwater would later argue that to be effective, rhetoric needed 
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to change with the times. “You start out in 1954 by saying, ‘N[——], n[——], 
n[——].’ By 1968 you can’t say ‘n[——]’—that hurts you, backfires. So you say 
stuff like, uh, forced busing, states’ rights, and all that stuff, and you’re getting 
so abstract.”38

Richard Nixon understood the need to use code words to provoke racism, 
so he stuck mostly to the language of  “law and order.” Ronald Reagan, Newt 
Gingrich, Mitch McConnell, and almost all nationally ambitious Republican 
politicians adopted this language in coded appeals to racist and racially moti-
vated voters. Over time, the sheet dropped from their faces, and they spoke 
their truths. Surely Donald Trump never read The Deadly Bet. Still, he built on 
Wallace’s racist rhetoric and preyed on white grievance; the Alabama segre-
gationist and his 1968 campaign can now be seen as a prophecy of  his presi-
dency. Trump praised a murderous mob made up of  neo-Nazis and Klan 
members and other proto-fascist “alt-right” leaders marching in Charlottes-
ville as “very fine people,” helping to lay the groundwork for the most violent 
attacks on police and others during Trump’s coup attempt on January 6, 2021.

These themes are central to US history, albeit sometimes only as undercurrents 
to the more visible parts. The intense and destructive polarization, which Toc-
queville had anticipated in the nineteenth century, and which previewed the 
United States of  the twenty-first century, framed the 1968 election. There are no 
heroes in LaFeber’s account of  it; he is critical of  all the candidates. Yet he is 
sympathetic to the Democrats because of  the analytic framework he constructs. 
All were, to use LaFeber’s word, “trapped” by the forces unleashed by the war 
and exploited by their Republican opponents. Johnson had bet that he could 
manage the war at a cost sufficiently low for him to continue to build a Great 
Society. Losing the bet cost him Black and white support for both the Great So-
ciety and for the war—and what’s more, left no money in the budget for the 
enormously expensive domestic agenda he had in mind. Eventually he just gave 
up, defeated by his own hubris, and walked away from the presidency.39

Eugene McCarthy, the most consistent opponent of  the war among those 
covered in The Deadly Bet and conventionally portrayed as a loser, is to LaFe-
ber the most conscious of  and sensitive to the Tocqueville problem. “Like Toc-
queville a century before, McCarthy had come to the conclusion that a long 
conflict undermined the nation’s democratic principles—and . . . ​thus Ameri-
can freedom itself—by creating an all-powerful presidency,” LaFeber explains. 
To McCarthy, Vietnam had turned into an “endless war that would allow that 
president to have even more power, while student movements took out their 
frustration by turning either dangerously to the left or opting out through a 
drug-infested counterculture.” His overriding concern was Tocqueville’s (and 
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Bourne’s): Finding a way to avert a long war’s corruption of  US democracy. 
His emphasis was on saving democracy, not winning the war. A decade later 
McCarthy published a book comparing the state of  US democracy at that time 
to what Tocqueville observed.40

McCarthy perceived Vietnam as integral to the United States’ growing ra-
cial divide and inner-city rioting. The centralization of  power in the executive 
branch and the “militarization” of  US life—manifest in “rising vigilantism,” a 
“preoccupation” with “weapons of  destruction,” and the spread of  “rifle clubs 
urging all civilians to be armed”—were byproducts of  the war. So was the pro-
liferating drug culture. McCarthy judged “turn on, tune in, and drop out” as 
a threat to democracy equal to that of  the imperial presidency and the out-
sized influence of  the military-industrial complex. LaFeber quotes extensively 
from McCarthy’s 1968 campaign book: “For the first time since the Depres-
sion, Americans are asking whether our republic, as we know it, can survive 
its present course. We are not threatened with imminent attack, economic col-
lapse, or sectional dismemberment. There is no single danger that can be 
precisely pinpointed. Yet all around us are signs that something is wrong.” For 
this reason, the “peace candidate” went on, the “most important struggle for 
the future welfare of  America is not in the jungles of  Vietnam; it is in the streets 
and schools and tenements of  our cities.”41

McCarthy’s diagnosis resonated with Americans, especially young Ameri-
cans. The latter were fundamental to McCarthy’s surprising showing in the 
New Hampshire primary, where he came within a hair of  upsetting Johnson. 
McCarthy was better at diagnosing the Tocqueville problem than prescribing 
an antidote to it, however, and what he achieved in New Hampshire was not 
to drive Johnson from the race but to help convince Robert Kennedy to enter 
it. By this point Kennedy had converted to full-throated opposition to the war 
and defined the “root” of  the upheaval that it generated as a battle for the na-
tional soul.42

When he lost his older brother in November 1963, Robert Kennedy went 
on a personal journey unlike that of  any other known US politician. He stud-
ied Greek tragedy and existential philosophy. He opened his eyes to the inner-
city poor trapped in places like New York’s Bedford-Stuyvesant slum, the 
striking farmworkers organized by César Chávez, the poverty of  families in 
Appalachia. He became fascinated with the debates of  intellectuals regarding 
Vietnam, civil rights, and the urban crises, and began a series of  seminars in 
his home for himself  and his political allies.43

It was this openness—the raising of  the curtain of  his otherwise sheltered 
world to the voices of  the poor and downcast—combined with the flashes he 
showed of  his brother’s charisma that led many liberals to believe that Kennedy 
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alone had the potential to save the country from spinning off its axis into an 
abyss of  nihilistic violence, social anarchy, and political reaction. Antiwar activ-
ists had been desperate for him to challenge Johnson, but he dithered, certain 
he’d have a better chance of  winning in 1972 and concerned for his own safety. 
But as McCarthy was making his run for president known, RFK appeared on 
Face the Nation and ramped up his antiwar rhetoric: “Do we have the right here 
in the United States to say that we’re going to kill tens of  thousands, make mil-
lions of  people, as we have, refugees, [and] kill women and children, as we 
have? I very seriously question whether we have the right.”44

This period proved a kind of  custom-made torture for Lyndon Johnson. He 
had done his utmost to live up to the promises and potential of  John Kenne-
dy’s presidency, doing a better job than Kennedy himself  in bringing his leg-
islation to fruition. And now, here was Bobby Kennedy, returning not only to 
defeat him but also to destroy him personally and politically and taking the 
president’s most trusted advisers with him.

Ironically, the very presence of  Robert Kennedy had contributed to John-
son’s conviction that he had no choice but to go full force into Vietnam. He 
told Doris Kearns Goodwin of  his fear of  what would have happened had he 
chosen withdrawal back in 1964: he dreamed of  crowds coming at him cry-
ing, “Coward. Weakling. Traitor. . . . ​There would be Robert Kennedy out in 
front leading the fight against me, telling everyone that I had betrayed John 
Kennedy’s commitment to South Vietnam. That I had let a democracy fall into 
the hands of  the Communists. That I was a coward. An unmanly man. A man 
without a spine.”45

Bobby heaped piles of  scorn and abuse on Johnson, all to great applause. 
Who was responsible for the war, the riots, the dropouts, the drugs?, Kennedy 
asked. It was not “those who were calling for change,” he cried to thunderous 
applause, his fists in the air. “They are the ones, the President of  this United 
States, President Johnson, they are ones who divide us”46 Now came Johnson’s 
new nightmare, in which he was again being chased by “a giant stampede” 
and “forced over the edge by rioting blacks, demonstrating students, march-
ing welfare mothers, squawking professors and hysterical reporters.” Next 
came “[the] final straw: The thing I feared from the first day of  my presidency 
was actually coming true. Robert Kennedy had openly announced his inten-
tion to reclaim the throne in the memory of  his brother. And the American 
people, swayed by the magic of  his name, were dancing in the streets.”47

To an extent far beyond McCarthy, moreover, Kennedy appealed to Afri-
can Americans because of  what he said and who he was. For this reason, Ken-
nedy, although forced to play catch-up with McCarthy, understood that his 
primary rival for the nomination was Hubert H. Humphrey, who had amassed 
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a large lead in rounding up convention votes from individual state party bosses 
and organizations. Kennedy’s plan, LaFeber informs his undergraduate read-
ers, was to unite African Americans and white blue-collar workers, both of  
whom “knew their sons and daughters were dying in Vietnam in dispropor-
tionate numbers to the whole population,” into a reconstituted New Deal 
coalition.48

Nothing demonstrates the importance of  Bobby Kennedy’s campaign to 
US liberalism—and to the United States itself—more than his performance on 
the awful night of  the assassination of  Martin Luther King, when he gave the 
country perhaps its most hopeful glimpse of  his potential to heal the nation 
as its president. Speaking to a largely Black audience in Indianapolis that had 
not yet heard the horrible news, Kennedy gave it to them straight. Then, in a 
voice cracking from emotion, he spoke extemporaneously, not only from his 
own broken heart but also from what felt like the broken hearts of  much of  
humanity:

For  those of  you who are black and are tempted to be filled with hatred 
and mistrust of  the injustice of  such an act, against all white  people, I 
would only say that I can also feel in my own heart the same kind of  feel-
ing. I had a member of  my  family killed, but he was killed by a white man. 
But we have to make an efort in the United States, we have to make an 
efort to understand, to get beyond these r ather difficult times. My favor-
ite poet was Aeschylus. He once wrote: “Even in our sleep, pain which 
cannot forget falls drop by drop upon the heart, until, in our o wn despair, 
against our will, comes wisdom through the a wful grace of  God.”

What we need in the United States is not division; what we need in the 
United States is not hatred; what we need in the United States is not vio-
lence and lawlessness, but is love and wisdom, and compassion to ward 
one another, and a feeling of  justice to ward those w ho still sufer within 
our country, w hether they be white or w hether they be black.49

Indianapolis was peaceful that night; few American cities were.
Kennedy’s crusade could travel only so far. LaFeber writes that the “reasons 

why Kennedy failed to create such a coalition goes to the heart of  US politics 
and, indeed, the nation’s history.” The cost of  the war in Vietnam drained the 
resources from the populist social and economic programs that would be re-
quired to fulfill the needs and aspirations of  both Black and white Americans. 
In what middle- and working-class Americans perceived as a zero-sum society, 
Kennedy’s coalition fractured along racial lines. White Americans in urban ar-
eas also tended to associate Kennedy with the antiwar protests and rioting, 
which they saw as menacing. It is possible, of  course, that LaFeber’s verdict was 
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premature. Given enough time, Kennedy might have succeeded in “pull[ing] 
off a truly radical reform in both military and corporate policies.” His assassin, 
Sirhan Sirhan, deprived the United States and the world of  that chance and 
maybe its last, best hope.50

The candidate who did emerge victorious from the raucous 1968 Democratic 
Convention in Chicago and the subject of  The Deadly Bet’s chapter 7 was Hu-
bert Humphrey, the very embodiment of  a US post–World War II liberalism 
that promoted government as the corrective to corporate greed, a job creator, 
and a provider of  essential infrastructure. LaFeber labeled Humphrey a 
“national star.” As a Minneapolis mayor running for the Senate twenty years 
earlier, Humphrey had given one of  US liberalism’s most consequential 
speeches. Addressing the attendees of  that year’s Democratic Convention, he 
thundered, his voice pitched, his fist raised: “To those who say that we are rush-
ing this issue of  civil rights, I say to them, we are 172 years too late. To those 
who say that this civil rights program is an infringement of  states’ rights, the 
time has arrived in America for the Democratic Party to get out of  the shadow 
of  states’ rights and walk forthrightly into the sunshine of  human rights.”51 
At barely more than eight minutes, it was one of  the shortest speeches of  
Humphrey’s famously long-winded career—which eventually included twenty-
six years in the Senate and four unsuccessful runs at the presidency—but it 
would transform the politics of  civil rights in the Democratic Party forever. 
One would have to go as far back as William Jennings Bryan’s 1896 “Cross of  
Gold” oration to find a single speech in the party’s history that had galvanized 
so many people so powerfully on so central a political principle. And Hum-
phrey’s principle, unlike Bryan’s, was a winner. The Democrats included the 
civil rights plank in the party’s 1948 platform, leading to the departure of  Strom 
Thurmond and the “Dixiecrats” who remained committed to white suprem-
acy in the South and elsewhere.

But as Lyndon Johnson’s vice president, Humphrey in 1968 was caught in 
a vice grip of  his boss’s making. “I don’t want loyalty,” Johnson once told an 
aide. “I want him to kiss my ass in Macy’s window at high noon and tell me it 
smells like roses.”52 Humphrey understood this, and as vice president and pre-
sumed successor, he did his best to live up to Johnson’s impossible demands. 
A diehard Cold Warrior, Humphrey had resolutely stood by Johnson’s side in 
waging war in Vietnam. Not only had Humphrey’s anticommunism and loy-
alty to everything Johnson said and did wear thin by 1968, but the president’s 
refusal to go all in or all out on the war made Humphrey a target of  the political 
left and as well as the right. LaFeber explains, liberals “were not used to strong, 
organized opposition on the left. . . . ​Now, under the impact of  a growing 
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antiwar movement and its belief  that the Great Society program was inade-
quate, the left launched all-out attacks on Humphrey’s liberalism on the streets 
and in university teach-ins.” Caught in the throes of  the Tocqueville problem, 
“Humphrey’s lifelong political identity was under blistering attack.”53

Unable to count on a shrinking liberal constituency, anathema to conser-
vatives, and in almost all respects the odd man out in the Johnson administra-
tion, Humphrey had no choice but to suppress his doubts and support his 
president—as ardently on Vietnam as on the Great Society. The thousands of  
antiwar protestors who flooded the streets surrounding Grant Park across from 
the convention hall in Chicago therefore saw his first-ballot nomination as a 
bull sees a red flag. “All hell broke loose,” LaFeber writes with typical under-
statement. “In his hotel room,” he goes on, Humphrey watched the “Battle 
of  Chicago, as it has been called, . . . ​with horror, no doubt a premonition that 
he was watching his chances for the presidency disappear among the clouds 
of  tear gas.” Chicago caught Humphrey in the nexus between the protracted 
war in Vietnam and the breakdown of  US societal order. The Minnesotan has 
become “a symbol for antiwar riots on the streets.”54

Humphrey’s brand of  liberalism played no better after Chicago. He was 
hoisted on the petard of  an endless war that he had promoted. The belief  in 
equality and opportunity with which he identified seemed progressively more 
out of  reach, particularly to the African Americans and other minorities Hum-
phrey had championed. And a safe, secure, and prosperous future was under 
siege by core elements of  his own political party. The long odds Humphrey 
faced in the competition for the presidency became longer still because he 
faced off  against Richard Nixon.

Nixon, whom LaFeber examines in chapter 6, also benefited from Wallace’s 
candidacy. Wallace’s choice of  Curtis LeMay as a running mate allowed Nixon 
to portray himself  as the moderate alternative to Humphrey’s allegedly de-
featist policy. When asked at his first press conference as a candidate for vice 
president whether he would consider using nuclear weapons in Vietnam, Le-
May, as quoted by LaFeber, replied, “I would use anything we could dream 
up . . . ​including nuclear weapons if  it was necessary.” Once president Nixon 
cultivated the image of  a madman with his finger on the nuclear trigger as a 
negotiating tactic. During the campaign, however, it was Wallace and LeMay 
whom journalists dubbed the “bombsy twins.”55

Nixon, counterintuitively with an assist from Wallace, adroitly exploited 
Humphrey’s vulnerabilities. He did not need to disclose his “secret plan” to 
achieve a “peace with honor” in Vietnam because Humphrey could propose 
no plan that could avoid bringing down upon him the wrath of  Lyndon John-
son. LaFeber points out that Humphrey’s motivation for supporting the war 
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so enthusiastically in 1968 was to “return to Johnson’s good graces” after 
angering him earlier by “gently” suggesting the administration pursue a negoti-
ated settlement—which became Johnson’s policy only after he withdrew from 
the race himself. Making matters worse, Nixon was able to turn the tables on 
Humphrey’s effort to “smoke out” his secret plan. In September Humphrey 
pledged that once elected he would “move toward a systematic reduction in 
American forces” whether or not Nguyen Van Thieu’s South Vietnamese gov-
ernment consented to join the Paris peace negotiations. Nixon immediately 
scored political points by labeling Humphrey’s pledge a “turn and tail policy” 
that would preclude achieving the honorable peace that polls showed most 
Americans wanted. Johnson could have offered Humphrey cover; he did not.56

Despite all this, Humphrey had a strong chance to win at the end. Nixon 
had been polling comfortably ahead Humphrey, but the gap was closing, from 
fifteen points in September down to just two right before the election. The 
announcement of  a Vietnam peace deal would likely have sealed Humphrey’s 
election. Johnson had already announced a partial halt to the bombing of  
North Vietnam and was aggressively pursuing peace talks in Paris. Henry Kiss-
inger sabotaged his effort. Nixon’s future secretary of  state, whom the John-
son team had trusted as an adviser to the talks, secretly leaked their contents 
to the Nixon campaign. Seeking, in Nixon’s words, to “monkey wrench” any 
potential deal, the Nixon campaign enlisted Anna Chennault, a well-connected 
Republican socialite and fundraiser, to pass a message to Bui Diem, South Viet-
nam’s ambassador to the United States. Chennault told the South Vietnamese, 
“Hold on. We are gonna win.” When Johnson learned of  Chennault’s efforts 
via surveillance by the FBI and the National Security Agency, he called Sena-
tor Minority Leader Everett Dirksen in a fury: “It’s despicable,” he said. “We 
could stop the killing out there. . . . ​But they’ve got this . . . ​new formula put 
in there—namely, wait on Nixon. And they’re killing four or five hundred every 
day waiting on Nixon.” He then added, “I’m reading their hand, Everett. . . . ​
This is treason.” The Republican Dirksen agreed.57

The day before the election, Johnson called in the members of  his national 
security team to help him decide whether to go public with Nixon’s subterfuge. 
Just as Barack Obama would choose to keep quiet about Russian interference 
in the presidential election of  2016, LBJ and his advisers chose not to risk ap-
pearing to throw the election. What’s more, Johnson was hardly eager to reveal 
his own illegal domestic spying. Finally, it is far from clear that Johnson pre-
ferred a Humphrey victory, because, ironically, he thought Nixon, the “peace 
candidate,” would be less likely than his own vice president to give up on Viet-
nam. So the plot worked: South Vietnam boycotted the talks, which killed 
Humphrey’s momentum and ensured Nixon’s paper-thin electoral victory.58
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LaFeber, accordingly, makes it explicit that while Tocqueville may not 
have predicted Nixon’s victory, he would not have been surprised by it.59 
Nor would the French aristocrat have been shocked by the fallout from 
the 9/11 attacks thirty-three years later. Not long after al-Qaeda terrorists 
blasted the Pentagon and destroyed Manhattan’s Twin Towers, the master 
historian returned to his time-honored theme of  the US confrontation with 
the Tocqueville problem in order to make sense of  where the nation stood 
as its leaders chose a path for its military response. “The trade-off  of  military 
needs, if  this New War is to be successfully waged, against the requirement 
that Americans become associated with highly undemocratic, militaristic, 
even medieval, regimes,” LaFeber insisted, “will have to be explained and de-
bated.” Likewise, the “tradeoff of  internal security against the restriction of  
civil liberties (that panoply of  liberties for which the war is allegedly being 
fought) will have to be explained and debated.” And finally, the “simultane-
ous waging of  the war against terrorism while carefully considering how 
Americans should think about other foreign policy problems, such as a rap-
idly changing China and an increasingly unstable Latin America, has to be 
explained and debated.” LaFeber concluded with elegant simplicity: “Doing 
all this simultaneously challenges the Tocqueville problem with a dangerous 
overload.”60

Under George W. Bush’s presidency, the United States failed LaFeber’s Toc-
queville test no less spectacularly than it had under Lyndon Johnson and 
Richard Nixon in Vietnam—even more shamefully, perhaps, because it should 
have heeded the lessons of  its previous misadventure. Then again, learning 
from the mistakes of  the past, and applying appropriate lessons in the future, 
occurs with far greater frequency in the work of  scholars—particularly care-
ful, meticulous historians like Walter LaFeber—than in the policymaking of  
US politicians. For that reason, sadly, had he authored The Deadly Bet in the 
aftermath of  Donald Trump’s 2016 election, his update of  the original would 
have demanded only minor revisions. As he so aptly notes in the final sentence 
of  this short, masterful study: “The Ghosts survived.”61
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Coda
With a Bow to Walter LaFeber, “What Then  
Can We Say in Conclusion?”

Susan A. Brewer, Richard H. Immerman, and Douglas Little

The constancy of  America’s Tocqueville prob
lem described by Walter LaFeber continues to haunt the makers of  US for-
eign policy. The chapters dedicated to him in this volume illustrate the degree 
to which his teaching and scholarship provided both students and readers with 
the essential tools needed to historicize—and thereby better understand—the 
present. As his tough-minded, thoughtful, and accessible scholarship consis-
tently demonstrated, the present echoes the past even if  it does not repeat it. 
Moreover, the past informs the present even if  it does not predetermine it.

Central to LaFeber’s understanding of  the Tocqueville problem was the vi-
ability and sustainability of  the US experiment in what has proven to be an 
uneasy combination of  liberalism, democracy, republicanism, and of  course, 
capitalism. Writing early in the 1800s, Tocqueville was not pessimistic about 
the United States’ future, and neither was Walter LaFeber writing 150 years 
later. Both men, however, understood that reconciling the individualism and 
the decentralization that were foundational to the birth of  the United States 
posed a severe challenge to fashioning and conducting successful foreign 
policies.

As LaFeber would repeatedly note, James Madison’s Federalist No. 10 fore-
shadowed the degree to which effective and coherent foreign policies would 
be crucial to meeting the challenge of  America’s Tocqueville problem. By “ex-
tending the sphere,” the United States could best accommodate the multi-
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plicity of  individual interests and thereby bolster a pluralistic society even as 
it mitigated against the tyranny of  the majority and the excessive centraliza-
tion of  political, economic, and cultural power. “Extending the sphere” need 
not demand either continental or overseas expansion, but in the United States’ 
case, it could—and did—lead to both.

The chapters of  Thinking Otherwise fit together to produce a troubling rec
ord of  US involvement in world affairs. Wars with Britain and Mexico pushed 
the boundaries of  the continental United States to the Caribbean Sea, the Gulf  
of  Mexico, and the Pacific Ocean. This expansion provided opportunities for 
the incorporation of  large swaths of  territory in Central and South America 
and Mexico to the south and Asia and the Pacific to the west into the US sphere. 
By the end of  the nineteenth century, the United States had risen to global 
prominence. By the middle of  the twentieth, prominence had become pre-
dominance. At the dawn of  the new millennium, the United States had be-
come the liberal global order’s foremost advocate and greatest beneficiary. 
Once the United States emerged as a world power, US policymakers subordi-
nated territorial conquest to increasing trade and investment, securing access 
to natural resources, and cultivating acquiescent foreign leadership. To achieve 
their goals, they preferred diplomacy, economic pressure, or the threat of  
force to actual armed intervention.

Even so, US presidents found numerous occasions to deploy force to serve 
what they believed, often incorrectly, to be in America’s global interest. The 
war with Britain in 1812, the war with Mexico in 1848, and most notably 
the war with Spain in 1898 and its corollary in the Philippines, would prove 
pivotal to LaFeber’s conception of  the “New Empire.” His subsequent books 
encompassed World War I, World War II, the Korean War, and the Vietnam 
War. He is most renowned for writing about a different kind of  war, the Cold 
War, a fifty-year ideological conflict. Integral to that war were shadow wars, 
covert and paramilitary operations that the United States initiated across the 
globe; Iran, Guatemala, Cuba, Laos, Congo, Chile, El Salvador, Nicaragua, and 
most recently Afghanistan are among the best known, but the list continues 
well beyond these examples. Whether cold or hot, shadow or overt, these wars 
required ever increasing appropriations for defense that over time contributed 
to a bloated federal budget and an ever more powerful executive branch.

The root of  the Tocqueville problem was the undeniable connection be-
tween the high cost—whether measured in blood or treasure—of  US foreign 
adventures and the existential damage those adventures inflicted on Ameri
ca’s domestic institutions, its unity of  purpose, its impulses for reform, and, 
eventually, its democratic bona fides. This “cruel paradox” explains why the 
quest for security produced greater insecurity, and why Tocqueville’s dilemma 
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suffused LaFeber’s lectures and his scholarship.1 That is evident in the texts 
and the titles of  the chapters in Thinking Otherwise: “Extending the Sphere,” 
“Reconstructing the Backstory,” “Thinking about Democracy,” “Turning to 
Asia,” “Demystifying Global Capitalism and US Power,” and most explicitly, 
“Confronting the Tocqueville Problem.”

In his final book, LaFeber observed that 1968’s political protests, racial up-
heaval and violence, white backlash and polarization, political assassinations, 
and the demagoguery, disillusion, and despair that attended the escalation of  
the Vietnam War manifested not only the United States’ inability to resolve 
the Tocqueville problem but also its refusal to acknowledge it. When The 
Deadly Bet came out in 2005, it was not as common to refer to “endless war” 
as it would be a decade later, yet LaFeber used the phrase early in the book.2 
There can be little doubt that the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq were very much 
on his mind, because he wrote and spoke about both.3

LaFeber spelled out the catastrophic consequences of  the Iraq War in an 
email to Andrew Tisch in August 2008, four months before President George W. 
Bush announced his timetable for US withdrawal. “In my view, the invasion 
of  Iraq turned out to be the greatest disaster in U.S. diplomacy and warfare in 
the last half-century, at least. It was worse than Vietnam because when we went 
in and pulled out of  Vietnam, it made little difference in the balance of  power.” 
Regime change in Iraq, LaFeber concluded grimly, “has allowed the rise of  a 
nuclearized Iran” and “weakened the US military to the point that Putin can 
humiliate both Georgia and the United States with impunity” while making 
Bush and his national security team “significantly less effective in handling 
problems in Latin America, Central Asia,” and even with “our one-time allies 
in Western Europe.”4

By the time that President Joe Biden finally withdrew US forces from 
Afghanistan thirteen years later, Russia had gone to war with Georgia and con-
quered Crimea. Then, two years into Biden’s presidency, Russia launched a 
full-fledged invasion of  Ukraine. Ukraine’s reliance on the United States for 
support—for arms, munitions, missiles, tanks, aircraft, intelligence, lots and 
lots of  money, and more—is so extensive that its war with Russia threatens to 
turn into another endless war. Moreover, as Sino-US competition steadily in-
tensifies, the United States risks being drawn into a direct military conflict with 
China over Taiwan and the South China Sea. A similar and perhaps even greater 
risk is presented by Israel’s assault on Gaza in retaliation for Hamas’s attack 
on Israel in 2023. Even as the United States upholds its longstanding commit-
ment to safeguard Israel, regional states and non-state actors threaten to drag 
the United States into an expanded war. The nuclear arms race and nuclear 
blackmail have both resurfaced. Yet even these worrisome challenges pale in 
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comparison to that of  climate change. For this the “great powers,” none more 
so than the United States, are primarily responsible. They are, however, loathe 
to take more than palliative measures as we march, Zombie-like, toward 
climate-led catastrophe.

For the United States, the domestic repercussions of  these external shocks 
could eclipse those of  1968. With inequality having reached such historic pro-
portions that it now mirrors the “gilded age” that LaFeber exposed in The 
Search for Opportunity, avenues for social mobility—the backbone of  the so-
called American Dream—disappear into the ether. The US middle-class is 
shrinking. Meanwhile, white supremacist and neo-Nazi organizations with 
names such as the Proud Boys and Oath Keepers, supported and enabled by 
mainstream leaders of  a Republican Party refashioned in the image of  Don-
ald Trump, roam the land, threatening people of  color, LGBTQ folk, immi-
grants, Jews and Muslims—anyone, really, whom they deem insufficiently 
white, Christian, and conservative.

Lies and disinformation up to and including incitements to mass vio
lence  proliferate across countless media platforms as profitability and hyper-
partisanship define the so-called MAGA movement to the point where honest 
debate over means and ends becomes impossible and historic trade-offs go not 
merely unresolved but also undiscussed. The massive US defense budget—which 
surpasses the combined total of  the next ten largest countries in rank order—
remains sacrosanct. Meanwhile, opioid addiction at home has destroyed entire 
communities, Black and white. That Americans have understandably lost faith—
and patience—in once-hallowed institutions like the US Supreme Court as well 
as the other branches of  government demonstrates what may prove to be an ir-
reversible deterioration of  political culture. Transparency and openness have 
given way to purloining classified documents, book banning, censorship, and 
naked bribery. Military officers become paid lobbyists for US adversaries, elected 
officials fabricate their entire biographies, and Supreme Court justices accept 
extravagant vacations as gifts. Polarization and the venality of  US elected offi-
cials has consigned the adage “politics stops at the water’s edge” to the ash heap 
of  history.5

Defeated in his campaign for reelection in 2020, former president Donald J. 
Trump incited an insurrection aimed at subverting the US Constitution and 
denying the presidency to the victorious Joe Biden. As Trump—despite fac-
ing legal jeopardy, including federal indictments, far more severe than that of  
any previous president in US history—prepares to square off  against Biden 
again in 2024, believers in his “Big Lie” remain his core constituency and the 
media continue to fear holding him and his supporters accountable. If  elected, 
will Trump make an even deadlier bet than LBJ made in 1968 or than he 



204 	 BREWER, IMMERMAN, AND LITTLE

himself  made on January 6, 2021? Win or lose, the man in the red MAGA 
baseball cap and his tens of  millions of  devoted followers are a threat to US 
democracy more serious than any it has faced since the South started pound-
ing Fort Sumter.

LaFeber spent his entire  career as a teacher and scholar thinking other wise and challenging his 
students and colleagues to follow suit. Photo by Charles Harrington. Cornell University Library 
Division of Rare and Manuscript Collections.

In the immediate aftermath of  the 9/11 attacks, LaFeber had a premonition 
that the deadly bet that George W. Bush had made with his “global war on ter-
rorism” might eventually make Tocqueville’s ghost shudder. Always attentive 
to the irony of  American history and the tragedy of  American diplomacy yet 
appreciative of  the potential humor in the story, LaFeber was a lifelong theater-
goer. Following the Taliban’s defeat by US forces in late 2001, he recalled the 
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prophetic words of  one of  the greatest US playwrights: “Arthur Miller once 
reformulated the Tocqueville problem by remarking that Americans respond 
to a call for righteousness if  they mistake it for a call to lunch,” LaFeber quipped. 
“The New War will be an ultimate test of  Miller’s skepticism, and one hopes he 
is wrong. Meanwhile, it might also be remembered that in the hard power 
world of  international affairs and terrorism, there is no free lunch.”6

Walter LaFeber was a gentle soul and a mild-mannered teacher-scholar, but 
he possessed a contrarian streak. During his valedictory lecture at the Beacon 
Theatre in April 2006, he recalled a story about the nineteenth-century Brit-
ish philosopher Samuel Butler. At a London dinner party, a wealthy dowager 
asked Butler: “Why does God tolerate historians?” Butler thought for a mo-
ment and then replied: “Well, you see Madam, it is because since God him-
self  cannot change the past, he is obliged to tolerate historians who can.”7

Our mentor devoted his entire career to seeking, uncovering, and dissemi-
nating new insights into the past. Over and over again, he encouraged us to 
challenge conventional wisdom and to think otherwise. He taught us to rec-
ognize the signs of  the Tocqueville problem and to utilize our historical sen-
sibilities to address it. He showed us that scholarship is a powerful tool with 
the potential to contribute to the public good. Most important, he reminded 
us that while there is no free lunch, there is also no giving up. That is Walter 
LaFeber’s legacy to us, the contributors to this volume, and, we hope, to its 
readers as well.
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A bout the  Contributors

Tribute volumes like this one usually begin with an “About the Contributors” section in 
which the authors impress readers with their own scholarly accomplishments. Walter LaFeber 
was not a fan of  that sort of  thing, nor are we. What follows, with a bow to Walt, are our 
favorite stories about our friendship with a teacher, scholar, and mentor unlike any other. 
Some are funny and some are serious, but all of  them reveal what a remarkable human being 
he was.

Three Cheers for AP History
I’m sorry I don’t remember my first encounter with Walter LaFeber. What I do re-
member is that I had a terrific team-taught AP history class in high school. And the 
teacher who played the conservative—who was a bit conservative—Werner Feig—
had a real bee in his metaphorical bonnet about this Cornell professor named “Wal-
ter LaFeber,” whom he considered, for debating purposes, to be a Communist. The 
more I heard Mr. Feig attack him, the more I thought it made sense for me to search 
out the guy and maybe study with him.

I married the girl who was my girlfriend in that AP history class and she followed 
me to Cornell, transferring from Oberlin, but did so the semester I spent abroad at 
Tel Aviv University. It was the second semester of  my sophomore year, and so even 
though I had taken 313 in Bailey Hall, I would not be able to take 314 until the spring 
semester of  the year when I returned. This wonderful woman, now my ex-wife, 
went to every lecture that semester lugging a cassette tape recorder and saved them 
all for me to listen to upon my return, which of  course I did. I was that much of  a 
nerd.

I took an independent study with Walt upon my return about the arguments 
that the pundits Walter Lippmann and Joseph Alsop had about Vietnam. I chose this 
topic because my now ex-wife bought me Ronald Steel’s Walter Lippmann and the 
American Century for my birthday that year. The next year Walt wrote me a recom-
mendation to be Cornell’s nominee for the Carnegie Endowment internship in Wash-
ington, which I got, and I became friends with Ron, who was a fellow there (he passed 
away in early 2023). Walt and he were friends, and Walt had told him about my paper, 
but I refused to show it to Ron when I got to Carnegie because in the comments, Walt 
said he thought I leaned a little too heavily on Steel’s research and could have done 
more of  my own. I wrote my first book, a history of  punditry called Sound & Fury: 
The Making of  the Punditocracy published in 1992, based in part on that paper. I published 



224 	 About the Cont ributors

my twelfth book, We Are Not One: A History of  America’s Fight over Israel, thirty years later, 
using some of  the research I did for the senior honors thesis I did for Walt. I hope he 
would have felt by then I had learned how to do my own research, but I can’t say I’m 
confident that, at least in terms of  the example of  his scholarship, it would be true.

Eric Alterman
Professor of English  

CUNY–Brooklyn College
Cornell BA 1982

*    *    *    *    *

On Training
After completing a master’s degree in international history at the London School of  Eco-
nomics, I knew I wanted to learn more about how Americans saw themselves in the 
world and why, but not what to do about it. In London, I had been exposed to the atti-
tude that the British had done a decent job of  running the world and now the Americans 
were messing it up. Although I saw some justification for this point of  view, when I, as 
“the American,” was asked to explain the Reagan administration’s claim that the United 
States could fight and win a nuclear war, I felt I still had more questions than answers.

I returned without funds to Ithaca and because my mother worked at Cornell, I 
was eligible for tuition coverage. I got jobs at J. C. Penney and the YMCA and audited 
two classes, one on US cultural history and one on the history of  US foreign relations. 
When I heard Professor LaFeber discuss Walt Whitman and Reinhold Niebuhr as 
well as American clipper ships sailing the Pacific and Cold War strategies, I thought 
here was a place for me.

So, I presented myself  to Professor LaFeber after waiting in line on the fourth floor 
of  McGraw Hall during his office hours. He politely made it clear he did not want me. 
He was not taking graduate students, he said. Looking back, I realize I probably re-
sembled a stray puppy gazing hopefully at him. He bent a little. He said, “You will have 
to be retrained.” I nodded. It was worse than he knew because I had no idea what he 
was talking about. I did not know what it meant to be trained and certainly did not feel 
I had been. He put me on trial. I had to do a research paper for him, ace the GREs, and 
be accepted into the graduate school. I undertook these tasks, which was my way of  
refusing to go away. In the end, he gave me an academic home. It wasn’t always a good 
fit, because I was difficult to train, but he was kind as well as demanding.

When I was offered a job at the University of  Wisconsin–Stevens Point, Walt was 
pleased, pronounced it “a return to Wisconsin,” and then said, “You will defend your 
dissertation before you go.” Although my dissertation was far from finished, I scram-
bled to pull my research together and defend it, but it wasn’t pretty. In the years that 
followed, he remained a generous mentor who took his pencil to my manuscripts of  To 
Win the Peace and Why America Fights. In his correspondence, Walt often mentioned the 
activities and accomplishments of  his students, but rarely his own. Instead, a package 
would arrive with an inscribed copy of  his latest book. I see now how he was connecting 
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us, his strays and stars, into a community of  scholars, who, each in his or her own way, 
had joined the quest to discover what this American experiment is all about.

Susan A. Brewer
Professor of History Emerita  

University of Wisconsin–Stevens Point
Cornell PhD 1991

*    *    *    *    *

The Summer of ’68
Walt LaFeber rejected my application to graduate school—and with good reason. As 
a senior history major at nearby Hamilton College, I had ventured to Ithaca for an 
interview with Professor LaFeber on March  15, 1968. Coincidentally, that was a 
month to the day after Walt and Lloyd Gardner had bested Arthur M. Schlesinger Jr., 
George F. Kennan, and other skeptics of  revisionist Cold War history at a seminar 
held at the Institute for Advanced Study in Princeton. Understandably, I knew noth-
ing about Walt’s and Lloyd’s achievement. Nor would I necessarily have been im-
pressed, since I had only vague notions about who Schlesinger and Kennan were. And 
if  someone at that point had asked me what I thought of  “William Appleman Wil-
liams,” I might have replied that while I had no idea who he was, his name seemed 
rather redundant. Maybe Walt did ask me about Williams in that interview; I do not 
recall. In any case, he turned down my application.

There followed the bleak summer of  1968. Bobby Kennedy was assassinated. Fer-
vent hopes for political change yielded only the grim choice of  presidential candi-
dates Hubert Humphrey, Richard Nixon, and George Wallace. The meat grinder in 
Vietnam was chewing up GIs my age. Draft calls were rising. My local draft board 
had turned down my application for conscientious objector (CO) status. Though I 
had appealed to the state draft board, I had little reason for optimism. I was deter-
mined to refuse induction into the military even if  that meant going to prison. Amid 
these dire prospects, I ventured a Hail Mary pass. In late August I wrote to Walt, ask-
ing if  perhaps the draft had thinned the ranks of  the incoming graduate class and, if  
so, might there now be an opening. My life then changed. Walt wrote back to say I 
could come to Cornell, but without any funding. I would have to pay tuition and all 
living expenses. I grabbed this life line.

That first semester was intense. My seminar with Walt had just one other student 
and met at his house. Every two weeks we read five to eight books plus primary 
sources and wrote a paper. I began to grasp the magnitude of  what I did not know. 
Amid this discovery, Walt never made me feel stupid. I got an A in the seminar. He 
then used his pull so that I received full, indeed generous, funding for my remaining 
three and a half  years at Cornell. I finished my PhD with money in the bank. Mean-
while, the state draft board approved my CO application.

In the fifty-three years between that first year at Cornell and Walt’s death, Walt re-
mained a central figure in my life. He enabled my career as a scholar and teacher. He 
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remained an inspiration. Our relationship was symbolized by our periodic five- or six-
hour luncheons, fueled by coffee and wine, at which we would discuss people, history, 
and politics. I wish that he could have read my book on Kennan. Going forward, trying 
to understand what made Walt the person he was has become my intellectual focus.

Frank Costigliola
Professor of History  

University of Connecticut
Cornell PhD 1972

*    *    *    *    *

God Called
In the premodern days before voice mail, roommates took messages. Whenever Wal-
ter LaFeber phoned, mine would write: “God called.” Such was his campus-wide 
reputation. None of  the engineers and hotellies who also lived at 214 College Avenue 
in the summer of  1993 ever took his courses. But even those obsessed with formulas 
and recipes knew this professor was different, as was his role in my life, which ex-
tended beyond directing my honors thesis to selecting each semester’s courses. His-
tory wasn’t the only thing Walt thought worth studying, though his ecumenism had 
limits. I only won his grudging consent for taking the Hotel School’s wines course 
my senior year by giving him two American literature courses in exchange.

The Walt I knew was at the tail end of  his career, experienced enough to excel at 
what an adviser does most: he gave great advice. Thirty years after I first walked into his 
office as a Cornell freshman, his words echo throughout my own conversations with 
students. “If  you get 5% of  what you apply for, you’ll have a brilliant academic career,” 
he once consoled when an application failed. Similar advice kept me in graduate school, 
when temporary insanity prompted by frustration with American politics prompted a 
brief  enthusiasm for coupling my PhD in history with a concurrent law degree. I shud-
der at the thought today, but Walt rode to the rescue. “Doing multiple things at once 
rarely produces the best results,” he advised. “Go to law school if  you must, but only 
after finishing what you’ve started.” I imagine he already knew that years of  dissertation 
work would extinguish any short-term enthusiasm for the law.

So, I stayed. At the University of  Wisconsin, a school chosen in brazen hope of  join-
ing Madison’s long line of  distinguished historians and, frankly, because Walt said it 
was the place to go (and Tom McCormick the man to work with next). Graduation’s 
approach nonetheless prompted second thoughts. “Was Wisconsin good enough?” I 
asked. Cursory review of  prestigious departments, Cornell’s included, suggested most 
faculty came from prestigious private universities. Walt paused, the gleam in his eye 
signaling that he was about to enjoy the advice to come next. “Well,” he said. “It 
worked for me.”

I never regretted the choice, nor doubted that the most important decision of  
my academic career was that freshman visit to his office. In which, in retrospect, he 
showed not only how an adviser should be selected, but something of  equal impor-
tance yet far less frequently discussed: how a mentor should choose a mentee. 
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Because I was Cold War curious and wielded rudimentary French, he told me to 
read five or six books on Franco-American relations (including some guy with a 
weird Italian name: “Costigli”-something?), and return to discuss. Few overly zeal-
ous undergraduates ever returned for a second conversation, I later learned, but his 
method imparted another piece of  advice I try to follow to this day: give everyone 
a chance, and spend time with those who come back for more. I’m so glad he did 
both.

Jeffrey A. Engel
Professor of History  

Southern Methodist University
Cornell BA 1995

*    *    *    *    *

It’s the Little Things
As I think about all the Walt stories I could tell, I remember more the passing com-
ments, brief  bits of  advice, and habits he had rather than any single anecdote. At our 
very first meeting, after I had arrived at Cornell in the fall of  1988 to do my PhD under 
his direction, he asked me what I wanted to write my dissertation on! He said then (and 
many times subsequently), “You are only in graduate school to get out of  graduate 
school.” A healthy reminder that the PhD is training to allow you to be a historian, not 
an end in itself. Shortly after that first meeting, he also began asking me at nearly every 
meeting, to state my argument in one sentence. I tried to comply, initially using spoken 
semicolons in a desperate bid to include all my unruly thoughts. Today, I ask my gradu
ate students to do the same thing nearly every time we meet.

I remember that he (im)patiently edited every split infinitive and dangling participle. 
I learned better how to edit my own work in a bid to not see those circles on the page. 
Even though Walt taught hundreds of  students each semester in the US foreign relations 
survey, he taught the voluntary section meeting rather than assigning that to us, his 
graduate assistants. I remember that we were all amazed that only a couple dozen 
showed up to meet with him. As his graduate assistants, our main responsibility was to 
grade. Whenever a student had a complaint, if  the student wanted Walt to look over 
our work, Walt asked the student to write about what they thought we had gotten 
wrong. Then Walt typed, on a page from a yellow legal pad, an explanation for why 
that student was fortunate to have gotten as good a grade as they did. But at the end of  
the semester, when we met to assign final grades, Walt was often the one arguing to 
raise students’ grades.

As I prepared my first attempt at an article for submission, I included caveats 
about languages I didn’t speak, archives I hadn’t visited. Walt advised me to boldly 
claim the value of  what I had done rather than allow people to think about what I had 
not. I hear his voice in my head all the time when writing. When I finished my PhD, 
and was interviewing for jobs, Walt gave only as much advice as I asked for, which 
wasn’t much. I do remember that he was more consistently supportive than any other 
Cornell faculty of  my desire to find a job that fit with how I wanted to live my life 



228 	 About the Cont ributors

rather than the most prestigious job. Each of  these little comments, observations, 
bits of  advice lives on in how I teach, write, and navigate my career.

Anne L. Foster
Professor of History  

Indiana State University
Cornell PhD 1995

*    *    *    *    *

A Night to Remember
Walt LaFeber, Tom McCormick, and I became lifelong friends while in graduate 
school at the University of  Wisconsin, “Ground Zero” for Cold War revisionism dur-
ing the late 1950s. Our second year at Madison was the first year of  Bill Williams’s 
long tenure in the history department. It may have been Fred Harrington’s hand 
behind the scenes, I don’t know. But Walt and Tom and I were all assigned to be his 
teaching assistants. Tom was an assistant in his seminar course and Walt and I were 
assigned to the foreign policy survey. The principal textbook was The Shaping of  Amer-
ican Diplomacy. Very soon, attending these lectures with our own notepads open as we 
wrote furiously, we found students coming up after class to ask us to explain what they 
were hearing. It was pretty embarrassing to admit we did not know.

Talking together, we decided on a bold step: We would ask Bill and his wife, Corrine, 
to dinner at Walt and Sandy’s apartment in downtown Madison. It turned out to be, as 
they say, a night to remember. We talked about that experience for the rest of  our lives. 
Bill gave an evening seminar like none other. It drew on so many threads to put Ameri-
can foreign policy into a coherent picture. It was an exploration of  how policymakers 
made sense out of  the world, not determinism, and beyond the action–reaction interpre-
tations that had reigned supreme until those years. Over the course of  my talking with 
colleagues, I have never met anyone whose graduate school experience included such an 
event. But more important, we no longer felt unable to answer our students’ questions! 
We had a framework, what Bill always called a Weltanschauung!

Lloyd C. Gardner
Professor of History Emeritus  

Rutgers University
University of Wisconsin-Madison PhD 1960

*    *    *    *    *

Walt Takes the Long View
In June  1962, having successfully defended my honors thesis, which I wrote under 
Walt’s superb guidance, I went up to his West Sibley office to say goodbye. At his 
suggestion, and following in his footsteps, I was leaving to begin graduate work at 
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Stanford with Thomas A. Bailey. As always, Walt sat behind his desk while I sat across 
from him. We chatted, and suddenly I said, “I don’t know any history.” Walt smiled 
and said, “That’s okay. Wait until you get to graduate school; you’ll have lots of  time.”

Though not initially intending to, I again followed in his footsteps by leaving Stan-
ford (and Bailey) after my MA. After taking a year off  from graduate work, I happily 
accepted Walt’s invitation to return to Cornell to become his first PhD student.

Fast-forward to June 1967. Having successfully defended my dissertation, I again 
went up to West Sibley to say goodbye. Largely on the strength of  his letter of  refer-
ence, I was leaving to take up my first teaching position, at Ohio State. He sat behind 
the desk while I sat across from him. We chatted, and suddenly I said, “I don’t know 
any history.” Walt smiled and said, “That’s okay. Wait until you start teaching; you’ll 
have lots of  time.”

Fast-forward again to August 1969. At Walt’s initiative, I had been invited to teach 
summer session at Cornell prior to taking up my new position at the University of  
Saskatchewan. Since he was not teaching in the summer, he graciously invited me to 
use his West Sibley office while he used his Olin Library carrel. I had just finished en-
tering final grades and was packing my books when suddenly there he was. I got up to 
offer him his chair, but he waved me to sit down while he sat across from me. So now 
I was sitting where he usually sat, while he was sitting where I usually sat. We chat-
ted, and suddenly I said, “I don’t know any history.” Walt just smiled and said, “That’s 
okay. Wait until you retire; you’ll have all the time in the world.”

More than half  a century later, as I once again prepare (at age 81) to teach summer 
session at our beloved Cornell, I think to myself, “I don’t know any history.” And I can 
hear Walt laughing and saying, “What do you expect? You haven’t retired yet.”

David Green
Visiting Professor of History  

Cornell University
Cornell BA 1962, Cornell PhD 1967

*    *    *    *    *

Rock Star
I “met” Walt through reading America, Russia, and the Cold War as a college student in 
Tokyo in 1981 or 1982. His book was assigned in my “American Foreign Policy His-
tory” seminar, and I immediately became enthralled by his scholarship. As I began my 
graduate studies, I slowly began to fantasize about someday meeting him and telling 
him in person how much I admired his work. My thesis adviser in Japan, the late 
Dr. Tadashi Aruga, had worked with Walt through international collaborative pub-
lishing projects and conferences. He would tell us how nice and unassuming Walt 
was to everybody. By 1985, I could not suppress the urge to “go to America” and 
work with this legendary figure. Yes, I was adoring Walt almost like the way I was 
adoring my then-favorite American rock star, Billy Joel.

I was fortunate enough to receive a Fulbright scholarship to study in the US and was 
quickly admitted to all the graduate programs I applied to except Cornell. Come 
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April 1986, still no word from Cornell, but I had to tell the Japanese Fulbright Commis-
sion which school I had chosen to attend. I was so desperate that I placed an interna-
tional call (it was still very expensive) from my home in Tokyo at 2:00 a.m. My 
$20-per-minute call was first directed to the history department office. After speaking 
with Jackie Hubble (the department secretary) and then Dr. James John (the director of  
graduate studies at the time), I was informed that there had been some bureaucratic 
mixup, that I had been accepted into the program, and that a formal acceptance letter 
would be sent shortly. As I breathed a big sigh of  relief, Jim John mentioned that he had 
just seen Walt pass by in the hallway and he would go get him and put him on the 
phone. The next thirty seconds were the most heart-throbbing moment of  my life up to 
that moment. Walt said hello and kind words of  welcome to Cornell to this Japanese 
graduate student. I may never be able to speak with Billy Joel (which has turned out to 
be true), but I was now speaking with THAT Walter LaFeber!

Thirty-seven years, a PhD, and three academic jobs spanning Japan and the US later, 
Walt remains the brightly shining star in my universe. He was so patient with this inter-
national student whose previous academic training in a different culture had never pre-
pared her to engage in critical thinking and formulating her own questions. He was so 
generous with his time going through this former student’s book manuscripts and of-
fered detailed and insightful feedback. Come to think of  it, I am now older than Walt 
was when I arrived at Cornell. Never a day goes by without me asking myself  if  I am 
treating my students and colleagues the same way Walt always did his. I try to do my 
best, but he is truly a tough act to follow. Thank you, Professor LaFeber (that’s what I 
persisted in calling him until 2001 or 2002), for everything you’ve taught me through 
your own life and work.

Sayuri Guthrie-Shimizu
Professor of History  

Rice University
Cornell PhD 1991

*    *    *    *    *

Hey LaFeber!
It was 1971. I had just graduated and was staying in Ithaca for the summer before 
heading off  to grad school that fall. Before entering Olin Library one afternoon, I 
heard a female student hollering irately: “LaFeber! Hey LaFeber!” I was rather ap-
palled by this rudeness, but then a second later understood when I saw a small furry 
dog running hurriedly in her direction.

As this recollection suggests, Walter LaFeber had a big impact on Cornell in my 
day, as I know he did for many years thereafter. Hundreds of  students were taking his 
survey course on US foreign relations, desperately hoping it might help them make 
sense of  what the United States was doing in Vietnam. Never had the study of  history, 
taught by such masters as Walt, George McT. Kahin (of  the government department), 
and Dominick LaCapra, among many others, seemed more important.
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Speaking for myself, the results were life-changing. A pretty conservative young 
man, hailing from suburban Long Island, I entered college intending to prepare for 
law school and then, eventually, go into politics. (I recall describing myself  as a “Nixon 
Republican” in one of  my college interviews.)

Those goals came under serious review pretty quickly. The teaching assistant I had 
in the American survey course, Howard Kushner, one of  Walt’s grad students, made 
me wonder if  I really knew as much about the world as I’d thought. On his advice, I 
signed up for Walt’s US foreign relations survey for my sophomore year, and from 
then on took as many courses with him, and others in the history department, as I 
possibly could. I’d always loved the subject, but now I was also beginning to under-
stand the discipline’s immeasurable value as a “way of  learning.” I then followed a 
career of  teaching, research, and writing in the field that has lasted for more than fifty 
years.

In every way, Walt was key to this. He provided a model of  what a true teacher/
scholar should be. Respectful and generous toward all, he presented his ideas 
clearly and courageously, welcomed reasoned debate, asked challenging questions, 
and insisted on intellectual rigor and integrity. Above all, as I learned over many years, 
he cared greatly about his students.

Robert E. Hannigan
Suffolk University (retired)

Cornell BA 1971

*    *    *    *    *

Rain Delay
I arrived at Cornell in 1967. The Vietnam War had already reached a level of  intensity 
that generated a growing protest movement on campus, and by the end of  my first se-
mester that movement became the focal point of  virtually all my activities. I took Walt’s 
course because his lectures were already legendary and because of  its connection to my 
focal point. But I spent more time trying to end the war than on my studies.

Walt nevertheless wrote a letter recommending me for graduate school. And un-
like my PhD advisors, he urged me not to be discouraged by the challenge of  writing 
a dissertation on the 1954 intervention in Guatemala. Then, after completing my de-
gree, I organized a session on the CIA operations in Guatemala and Cuba for the 1980 
OAH meeting in California. Walt agreed to chair it. The session turned into chaos; 
many in the audience used the forum to denounce US imperialism in every corner of  
the globe. Walt told me afterward that he was done with academic meetings. I feared 
that he was also done with me.

It took baseball for our relationship to recover—and to blossom. Again, the stage 
was a meeting of  the OAH, this time in Cincinnati three years later. What prompted 
Walt to attend remains for me a mystery. I was there to receive an award for my re-
vised dissertation. Of  more significance, the Reds were at home playing the Cubs. Both 
teams were mediocre, and the weather was raw and damp. But it was the Cubs, and 
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hence for Walt, attending was a must. He put together a small group that included 
Tom Paterson, Lloyd Gardner, myself, and a few others.

The temperature dropped, the rain intensified, and the Cubs fell farther and farther 
behind. Lloyd especially complained about how miserable he was and kept asking out 
loud to whomever was listening why we were there. Yet Walt remained riveted to the 
game, and he recognized that I was a kindred spirit. While Lloyd grumbled, we dis-
sected and analyzed. Once again, I was Walt’s student, and this time I was all in.

I recalled that game when, as a chaired professor decades later, I received an invita-
tion to serve on the board of  Political Science Quarterly. PSQ’s editor, Jim Caraley, made 
explicit that I would replace Walter LaFeber. We really did share a history, I thought to 
myself  as I accepted, although knowing full well that Walt was irreplaceable.

Richard H. Immerman
Professor of History Emeritus  

Temple University
Cornell BA 1971

*    *    *    *    *

Call Me Walt
Walter LaFeber’s reputation preceded him. It was the time of  detente, Watergate, and 
the imperial presidency and I had grown interested in US foreign policy. A high school 
classmate had taken part in a summer program at Cornell and spoke very highly of  
LaFeber, so when I found out that LaFeber was teaching a freshman seminar, I wanted 
in. This led to our first encounter. It was during freshman registration on August 29, 
1975, at about 8:15 in the morning. I was in Uris Library signing up for that class and 
needed his signature on the registration form. In looking back, I can truly say that get-
ting Walt to sign my form at this brief  early-morning encounter was a life-altering mo-
ment. Much of  the direction of  my academic and professional careers stemmed from 
the relationship I had with him, and it all began in that meeting and in that class.

When I began corresponding with LaFeber after I graduated from Cornell in 1979, 
I addressed my letters to “Mr. LaFeber” and sometimes “Professor LaFeber.” He signed 
his “Walter LaFeber.” Over time, his signature morphed into “Walt LaFeber” and then 
to just plain “Walt.” I continued with “Mr. LaFeber” and “Professor LaFeber” until he 
finally ordered me to change my ways, writing “Note: Not ‘Mr. LaFeber’—Hell, Da-
vid, you’re nearly middle aged (like me!).” I wasn’t yet, but I certainly felt like I had hit 
the big time.

Walt was not all about history. After one memorable dinner in Washington, during 
which we discussed a wide variety of  topics, including music—another of  his loves—
and I extolled the attributes of  a new modern classical recording (Henryk Gorecki’s 
Symphony No. 3 with Dawn Upshaw), we walked past a local record store. He mo-
tioned that we should go in and for the next little while we shared our thoughts on a 
variety of  musical styles. Walt purchased the recording I had recommended and later 
indicated that he liked it.
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While the author’s professional affiliation is the National Archives and Records Ad-
ministration, his contribution to this volume is a personal statement written on his own 
time and reflecting his personal views and opinions.

David A. Langbart
Archivist  

National Archives and Records Administration
Cornell BA 1979

*    *    *    *    *

A Shaggy Dog Story
I first met Walt LaFeber in August 1972 upon my arrival in Ithaca to start graduate 
school after completing my BA at the University of  Wisconsin, where I had studied 
with Tom McCormick. It was awe at first sight. Walt was a fabulous lecturer and an 
extraordinary scholar, of  course, but it was his mentorship that made him truly 
unique. He slogged through my 500-page PhD thesis on the Spanish Civil War with-
out complaint, he ran interference with Cornell University Press so that my disserta-
tion could become a book, and he provided constant encouragement and cogent 
advice for my later work on US policy in the Middle East. I landed my job at Clark 
University thanks largely to Walt’s friendship with George Billias, who chaired the 
search committee.

There was not a kinder or wiser historian on the face of  the planet, but I think I 
miss Walt’s sense of  humor most. My absolute favorite memory was back in the late 
1970s when I was a TA in his survey of  US foreign relations. Walt was teaching in Ives 
120, a dual-level lecture hall that seated about 300 people on the ILR quad. There 
were two doors up front, one that exited outside onto Tower Road and the other that 
faced this weird interior courtyard.

It was a sunny morning in late April. Both doors were wide open, and in wandered 
two dogs. Not a problem. Walt liked dogs. And then the dogs started to become amo-
rous. We TAs were always supposed to ride shotgun, so I got up, shooed the dogs 
outside, and closed the door. Walt quipped, “That’s the open-door policy in action” 
and brought down the house. I took my seat, Walt resumed his lecture, and then we 
heard the sound of  barking dogs getting closer and closer. The next thing we knew, 
the same two dogs burst back into Ives 120 from the courtyard. Walt deadpanned: 
“And that’s just about how well the open-door policy usually works.” Even more up-
roarious laughter erupted.

Douglas Little
Professor of History Emeritus  

Clark University
Cornell PhD 1978
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Tiny  Bubbles and Prune Whip
Because Tom McCormick passed away on July 25, 2020, he could not participate in 
this project honoring Walt. Nevertheless, he co-authored with Lloyd Gardner chap-
ter 2, which was originally published in Diplomatic History, and dating to their gradu
ate school days together at the University of  Wisconsin, he, Walt, and Lloyd 
remained life-long friends. In the spirit of  this section “About the Contributors,” we 
therefore asked Lloyd to tell us a story about Tom, Walt and himself.

Lloyd told us two. The first took place early in their relationship when Tom made an 
important, if  disquieting, discovery about Walt: his favorite band leader was Lawrence 
Welk, whose “champagne music” was a staple on Saturday night television across the 
Midwest during the 1950s. “And a one-ah, and a two ah!”

The second story concerned tastes in food. Walt and Lloyd soon discovered Tom’s 
secret. He did not eat any food that was green: no salads, no peas, or anything of  the 
kind. Nor did he—or Walt—like prunes. That discovery came about the hard way, 
when Lloyd’s wife Nancy prepared prune whip for dessert at an early dinner. Neither 
Tom nor Walt would touch it.

Yet their relationship overcame Lawrence Welk, prunes, and all other similar di-
viding points.

Thomas J. McCormick
Professor of History Emeritus  

University of Wisconsin-Madison
University of Wisconsin-Madison PhD 1960

*    *    *    *    *

A Multifaceted Man
I first met Walt LaFeber through his scholarship. In the fall of  1987, I was an Orlando 
Sentinel journalist contemplating pursuing a graduate degree in history at Cornell Uni-
versity. I had only to read a few pages of  Inevitable Revolutions: The United States in 
Central America before I knew that I had found the person with whom I wished to 
work. The persuasive prose, the damning evidence, the sheer timeliness of  the book, 
captivated me.

The following spring, I met Professor LaFeber in person. All business, he immedi-
ately asked me what my dissertation was about. Although I had been accepted into the 
program, as a journalism major I was minimally prepared for graduate school. I barely 
understood what a dissertation was! Sensing that I had some catching up to do, Walt 
suggested that I move to Ithaca early. I spent the summer of  1988 taking two history 
courses (one taught by a visiting Doug Little) and plowing through a massive reading 
list that Walt provided.

I am just realizing now that I never paid for those courses. Walt arranged that. So 
along with maintaining impeccably high standards and high expectations, Walt acted 
on behalf  of  others. They were interconnected facets of  the same man. Over the next 
two years, “W.L.,” as he signed all his notes (“Walt” emerged only after graduation) 
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kept asking me about my dissertation topic until I had a viable answer. His constant 
encouragement toward the finish line was embedded in the asking.

If  Walt nonetheless appeared intimidating on occasion, he also paid careful atten-
tion to power relations between himself  and his students, as one of  my favorite mem-
ories of  him attests: One day I had dropped by his cubbyhole of  an office in Olin 
Library before heading to the history department in McGraw Hall. He had a letter he 
wished to mail from the department. Yet he appeared to squirm at the prospect of  
asking me to drop off the letter for him. I was a woman. I was a graduate student. 
This was an administrative task. His midwestern politeness no doubt added to his 
hesitation. I had to tell him to just give me the letter.

Powerful yet powerfully aware, demanding yet generous, Walt could be tender as 
well as tough. One final recollection: the genuine happiness he expressed when I told 
him that I was getting married. John Byrd, then a doctoral student in physics, was the 
reason I had started looking at graduate studies at Cornell in the first place. Instead of  
taking me less seriously (my worry all along), Walt was glad that I had found a life 
partner. Clearly speaking from experience, and a love of  Sandra, he considered mar-
riage a definitive advantage in life. Of  course, he told me that before I drifted to 
thoughts of  a December wedding, I had better turn in my final paper for him!

Lorena Oropeza
Professor of Ethnic Studies  

University of California, Berkeley
Cornell PhD, 1996

*    *    *    *    *

The Best Advice I Never Expected
I became a historian because of  Walt LaFeber, and I nearly didn’t because of  him. 
I never imagined myself  doing what LaFeber did. No one else—certainly not I—could 
be that intellectually powerful, that polished a stage performer, that brilliant a scholar, 
that committed politically (while nevertheless remaining subtle and unpredictable in his 
politics), that kind and generous and decent despite his justified fame. Since I couldn’t 
come close to him in any of  these things, I saw no point in entering his field.

I did like the idea of  teaching. In the fall of  my junior year at Cornell, I took an educa-
tion course, and in the spring I became a student teacher in a Western Civilization class 
at Ithaca High School. (One of  my students was Walt’s son, Scott, who perhaps unsur-
prisingly did very well.) It was a lot of  work, but I enjoyed it, and when my apprentice-
ship ended, I went to see Walt and tell him that I thought I might like to teach secondary 
school history. He heard me out, then said—I’ll never forget it—“An honorable profes-
sion. But you don’t want to do that. Go get a PhD in history and teach at a university. 
Here’s where you should apply.” He listed off six places, really good ones. I wrote them 
down, nodding mutely, and walked out of  his office feeling stunned and elated that he 
actually thought I could get into any of  them and go on to do what he did.

It would later seem to me that Walt’s advice, given to me during one of  the 
profession’s periodic job crises, was akin to one of  Steve Martin’s best bits. “You 
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[Martin declared] can be a millionaire! Here’s how. First: [rapid fire] get a million dol-
lars. Then . . . !” It turned out that Walt’s seemingly matter-of-fact advice was no 
guarantee of  my success. Graduate school wasn’t easy. But Walt’s confidence in me 
kept me at it, made me determined to fulfill whatever promise he had seen in me. 
I didn’t have to be him. No one could be. But I could be me, and still find something 
to say, to my students and my fellow historians.

Andrew Rotter
Professor of History Emeritus  

Colgate University
Cornell BA 1975

*    *    *    *    *

Letter of Recommendation
Others have said it; it’s in this volume in multiple places but bears repeating. Walt 
LaFeber was one of  the most intelligent, and decent, people any of  us have ever met. 
He also gave his time selflessly to his students. One example of  his giving of  his time 
was that when I applied for jobs, he would write a second letter of  recommendation 
(LOR), in addition to the letter that was sent with my job application. During one job 
interview, the chair of  the history department told me specifically that he was im-
pressed that LaFeber sent a second LOR (and I got the job).

And the content of  LORs? Of  course, they are anonymous. However, I did manage 
to see an LOR that he wrote for me. LaFeber’s gifts were on display in that letter of  rec-
ommendation. My last year of  graduate school, I applied for a fellowship. The applica-
tion required that he give me a sealed LOR, which I was to submit with my application 
to the granting agency. For some reason I cannot remember, I ended up not applying for 
the fellowship. So I opened the LOR. There I was, summed up perfectly, in that clear, 
crisp LaFeberian prose. I was flattered that he gave me such a positive evaluation. But in 
typical LaFeber fashion, he did not go overboard in his praise—and tactfully omitted 
criticisms he could have made. That LOR was the gift that kept on giving—because 
I used it as a model for the many LORs I’ve written for students over the years.

James F. Siekmeier
Professor of History  

West Virginia University
Cornell PhD 1993

*    *    *    *    *

Faceoff at the Statler
I enjoyed the tremendous good fortune of  not just one but two great undergraduate 
mentors. Richard Polenberg hired me as a research assistant when he was finishing 
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Fighting Faiths in the summer of  1986, and he supervised my research on an NEH-
funded summer project a year later. Dick (I of  course addressed him as Professor Po-
lenberg at the time) wisely insisted I gain wider exposure, so he sent me to Walt 
LaFeber. I then happily spent my senior year writing my honors thesis under Walt’s 
direction and reading page proofs of  The American Age with him as one of  his under-
graduate RAs.

My favorite Walt story comes much later, during an archival trip to Cornell in 
October 2003, when Walt took me out to lunch at the Statler Hotel. We chatted hap-
pily and easily about all manner of  topics, and then our salads arrived. I dredged up a 
dim memory from my Chinese immigrant upbringing that I should wait for the hon-
ored elder to start before digging in myself. Walt did not touch his plate, however. I 
knew he had had heart surgery recently and worried that he seemingly had no ap-
petite. I nattered merrily away to cover up my growing sense of  alarm, when finally, 
unable to stand it any longer, I picked up my fork and took the tiniest nibble.

Walt immediately tucked in, and I remembered: Walt was a gentleman. He had 
manners, he was raised right, and a gentleman never breaks bread before a lady. Walt 
was old school in the best sense of  the term, with an insistence on civility and respect 
as fundamental to personal and professional relationships. I like to think that had I 
only possessed a more rigid devotion to filial duty, Walt and I would still be seated and 
facing off  at the Statler to the present day.

Jessica Wang
Professor of History and Geography  

University of British Columbia
Cornell BA 1988
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