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Abstract. This article provides a detailed analysis of Henry Luce's influential 1941 essay, "The 
American Century." Based on an intensive scrutiny of the text and its historical context, this article 
contends that "The American Century" is not one monolithic text, but two. On one hand, it calls for a 
multilateral world order based on American principles, with values such as democracy, human rights, 
and international cooperation. On the other hand, it sketches a path for American global dominance, 
based on cultural, economic, and political suasion, and hence an "empire by invitation." This paper 
will first examine the dominant isolationist attitude of American society before the essay’s publication. 
It will then analyze with particular scrutiny the dualism of multilateralism and hegemony in the text 
itself. Lastly, it will look at the essay’s formidable political influence in the post-World War II period 
and its enduring legacy in political conversation. It is this inherent ambivalence, the paper argues, 
that has allowed the concept of the “American Century” to be deployed by succeeding U.S. 
policymakers and to continuously shape the nation’s sense of itself relative to the world. 
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1. Introduction 

On the 17th of February, 1941, Henry R. Luce published an editorial in Life Magazine titled “The 

American Century.” Luce was an American magazine magnate who founded Time, Life and many 

influential magazines; he has been called “the most influential private citizen in the America of his 

day.” In his “The American Century,” he proposed that the 20th Century should be dominated by the 

United States through the spreading of the democratic ideals and involving itself on the global stage. 

He believed that the US held a moral obligation to step up and become “the Good Samaritan for the 

entire world,” going so far as to envision an “army” of US peacekeepers in every corner of the globe 

[1]. Central to his essay was a deep distaste for the isolationist sentiment that had controlled the US 

for decades prior, and a call to action. His vision proved prophetic; since World War II ended and the 

21st century began, it can be argued that the world has been living under an American Century. 

However, Luce’s vision was not without its complexities. America has always created an anti-

imperialist image for itself, even as it engaged in imperialist conquest, albeit practicing a non-standard 

cultural form of imperialism. It is this very question of whether the American Century was a 

proponent of multilateralism or if it allowed the US to become a global hegemon that this essay aims 

to address. This paper will argue that The American Century of Luce can be interpreted as putting 

America in a dual position as both a contributor to worldwide multilateralism and as a global hegemon. 

This inherent tension between benevolent leadership and imperial ambition forms the core of Luce's 

influential, yet controversial, blueprint for America's role in the world. 

To investigate this pivotal thesis, this article will be organized as follows. First, it will consider the 

background of the American isolationism that Luce’s essay was attempting to dispel. Then it will 

dismantle the essay’s twin vision, its case for a multilateral world order together with its blueprint for 

an American-led hegemony. The paper will conclude with an analysis of the reception and lasting 

influence of “The American Century,” demonstrating how its key concepts have come to define post-

war U.S. foreign policy and remain relevant in today’s political discourse. In so doing, the paper will 

shed light on the paradoxical character of America's self-conceptualized global mission. 
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2. The Historical Crossroads: A "Century's Call" Amidst Isolationism 

2.1. The Interwar Mood of Isolationism 

Luce’s essay was published as American Isolationism started to decline. The United States, of 

course, had pursued a policy of isolationism throughout the interwar years of 1919-1939. A large 

portion of Americans were unhappy with the massive economic and human costs of the First World 

War, which disillusioned the nation from involvement in foreign affairs. The country also enacted 

protectionist policies like the Hawley-Smoot Tariff in 1930, which was a series of tariffs on 

agricultural imports designed to protect American farmers. Even as the second World War broke out, 

prominent advocates of isolationism in the United States, such as Republican Senator Robert Taft and 

the America First Committee, fought fiercely for the US to stay out of international conflicts. They 

advocated for a focus on domestic prosperity and security, influenced by the devastating toll of World 

War I and the ensuing economic challenges of the Great Depression. It was this sentiment, which 

prevailed in America at the time, that The American Century set out to undermine. 

2.2. A Call to Action Rooted in Exceptionalism 

Luce's critique of “the moral and practical bankruptcy of any and all forms of isolationism” was 

rooted in his belief that America's refraining from global engagement was a forfeiture of its moral 

obligation and potential strategic opportunities [1]. In the aftermath of World War I, Luce witnessed 

America pass up an opportunity to claim the mantle of global leader, and wanted to make sure that 

the country didn’t make the same mistake again. He argued that the world’s problems were America’s 

problems, and skirting responsibility would only lead to its downfall. In his essay, he writes, “We 

fight no wars except our own wars. ‘Arsenal of Democracy?’ We may prove to be that. But today we 

must be the arsenal of America and of the friends and allies of America” [1]. The US was already the 

strongest country in the world, but Luce believed they would never be able to access this power if 

they didn’t step away from the isolationist sentiment that had controlled the country for the past two 

decades. He wanted the spread of American ideals, such as democracy and free-market capitalism all 

across the world so that America could fulfill itself and make the world a better place. 

Luce’s summons originated in American Exceptionalism, the notion that the U.S. is uniquely 

endowed with a mission to advance liberty and democracy. This idea dates back to the Puritan leader 

John Winthrop’s “City upon a Hill,” inspired 19th-century “Manifest Destiny” and was secularized 

in Woodrow Wilson’s mission to “make the world safe for democracy.” Luce wasn't inventing a new 

doctrine so much as transposing an old sense of self into a global key, making American intervention 

destiny, and then articulating his case against isolationism in moral terms. 

3. The Dual Interpretation of "The American Century": Multilateralism and 

Hegemony 

3.1. The Vision of a Multilateral World Order 

At a surface level analysis of his text, Henry Luce's idea of an "American Century," envisioned 

the United States taking a leading role in shaping the post-World War II world. This vision was not 

merely about taking a leading role in the world but about fostering a multilateral world order rooted 

in democratic principles, economic cooperation, and collective security. Elizabeth Borgwardt's book 

[2], A New Deal for the World, supports this interpretation, highlighting how American policymakers 

sought to create institutions and norms that would promote international collaboration and stability. 

Borgwardt [2] argues that the architects of the postwar order, inspired by New Deal principles, 

embedded American values of democracy and human rights into the system of international relations. 

Luce saw this American system, with its emphasis on individual liberties and democracy, as the 

perfect model for the world to adopt. In his editorial, he stated, "We must undertake now to be the 

Good Samaritan of the entire world" [1]. The establishments of these American values also aligned 
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with his belief that America should lead the world by example. This vision was exemplified by the 

creation of the United Nations, which sought to provide a platform for dialogue and cooperation 

among nations. 

Luce's vision, as interpreted by Borgwardt [2], also emphasized the importance of international 

economic integration as a means of ensuring peace and prosperity. Central to this economic vision 

was the establishment of the Bretton Woods institutions in 1944: the International Monetary Fund 

(IMF) and the World Bank. These institutions were designed to promote international monetary 

cooperation, facilitate growth of international trade, and provide financial stability. The IMF aimed 

to stabilize exchange rates and provide short-term financial assistance to countries facing balance of 

payments problems, aiming to prevent economic crises from escalating into political instability. 

Moreover, the World Bank focused on long-term economic development by providing loans and 

grants for reconstruction and development projects, particularly in war-torn and developing countries, 

aligning with Luce’s vision of America spearheading movements to bring other nations out of poverty. 

This multi-accommodative dream we are in while smelling roses requires to be taken off and smell 

smoke. Institutions designed to establish a new world order were constructed in a way that maintained 

American hegemony. America won a veto-wielding permanent seat on the United Nations Security 

Council, which would help define global security. The Bretton Woods institutions, established by 

American planners, had voting structures in the IMF and World Bank that favored the U.S.: 

Contributions were correlated to influence. That multilateralism was simply an instrument to project 

American power disguised as cooperation, not a club of equals but a system led by a hegemonic 

authority. This is to suggest that this distinction between multilateralism and hegemony is not absolute 

and that it breaks down much more easily than generally assumed. 

3.2. "Empire by Invitation": The Blueprint for American Hegemony 

However, a deeper reading reveals a parallel narrative that frames the American Century not as a 

partnership, but as a form of benevolent hegemony. The United States is, without a doubt, the ruler 

of the world, establishing an empire belonging to America. Such an empire is actually characterized 

by cultural imperialism and imposition. It is not an empire like Rome or Britain, but it possesses 

similar attributes. In other words, it’s an “empire by invitation.” Luce referred to this form of 

imperialism as "American internationalism." As Luce wrote: "American jazz, Hollywood movies, 

American slang, American machines and patented products, are in fact the only things that every 

community in the world, from Zanzibar to Hamburg, recognizes in common" [1]. The world's music, 

films, technology, industry, and even food are dominated by the United States. In other words, "What 

is American is also global." 

This vision extended beyond culture to encompass a comprehensive mission. Specifically, 

America needs to promote a comprehensive set of economic, technological, cultural, and aid actions 

in line with democratic principles. This includes: implementing a free-market enterprise system; 

exporting technology and arts, with American engineers, scientists, doctors, and educators guiding 

the technological and cultural development of other countries; and fulfilling America's "moral 

obligation" for foreign aid. “For every dollar we spend on armaments, we should spend at least a dime 

in a gigantic effort to feed the world” [1]. While the United States dominates all these aspects, it also 

bears responsibilities for the world. Finally, America has its proud values and ideals: "a love of 

freedom, a feeling for the equality of opportunity, a tradition of self-reliance and independence, and 

also of cooperation" [1]. These are not only great American ideals but also the principles and essence 

of Western civilization. They should become universal values for the 20th century, and America has 

the responsibility to spread and defend them. 
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4. Resonance and Legacy: The Profound Impact of "The American Century" 

4.1. Contemporary Reception and Political Mobilization 

Luce's article, upon publication, sparked widespread reactions in the United States and profoundly 

influenced American politics and diplomacy. For internationalists in particular, "The American 

Century" was a treasure trove, providing them with powerful rhetoric to further advocate for 

American leadership. Inspired by "The American Century," Democratic Congressman Martin J. 

Kennedy from New York proposed a resolution in Congress on February 27, 1941. He suggested the 

establishment of a congressional affiliate...named the Committee to Preserve and Propagate 

Democracy, with the mission to "do everything possible to...present the world with a proper model 

of democracy... to assume the world leadership responsibility of defending democracy" [3]. Not only 

politicians but also many intellectual elites and ordinary citizens were inspired by Luce's article. Many 

readers wrote letters to Life magazine expressing their support for Luce. For example, Edward Y. 

Horder, a 79-year-old Republican...was moved by the article's internationalist spirit: "'The American 

Century' is like Joshua's trumpet, responding to the call: 'Command the Israelites to move forward... 

Yes, we shall move forward'" [4]. 

Of course, while "The American Century" garnered praise, it also sparked criticism from 

isolationists, conservatives, and left-wing internationalists. For example, some questioned the 

hypocrisy of equating America's national interests with the common interests of all humanity and 

criticized the imperialistic tendencies presented in Luce's article. Socialist leader Norman Thomas 

criticized: “If you follow closely radio and other public speakers you will find a note altogether 

lacking until last four months—an emphasis upon an American imperialism. …It is the ‘American 

Century’ of Henry Luce...but the words merely clothe in language the nakedness of imperial ambition” 

[5]. Despite facing numerous controversies, Luce's call for America to actively intervene in 

international affairs and assume global leadership still encouraged public support for entering the war, 

providing President Roosevelt with the public backing needed to implement new foreign policies. 

4.2. "The American Century" as a Political Discourse 

In the decades that followed, Luce's "American Century" was an extension and development of 

the liberal internationalist ideas represented by Wilson. As the most concise articulation of America's 

national identity, international status, and role, the meaning of the "American Century" was widely 

accepted after World War II. It became the fundamental framework for American elites to think about 

the relationship between the U.S. and the world. The term "American Century" also became an 

important rhetorical tool, repeatedly used by American policymakers. President George H. W. Bush 

referenced the idea of making the 21st century the next "American Century" in his speech announcing 

the end of the Cold War [6]. President Clinton also echoed this sentiment in his inaugural address, 

stating: “At the dawn of the 21st century, a free people must now choose to shape the forces of the 

information age and the global society...and yes, to form a more perfect Union” [7]. Both presidents' 

speeches highlighted a crucial aspect of Luce's "American Century": the need for the United States 

to actively engage in international affairs and become a global leader. This desire and practice of 

leading the world also significantly reflect America's global hegemony. 

The term's elasticity has helped it survive well into the 21st century, but its definition has been the 

subject of passionate debate. After the 9/11 attacks, for example, neoconservative thinkers revived 

the notion, calling for a more muscular, unilateral application of American power to advance 

democracy — a vision that directly shaped the 2003 invasion of Iraq. By contrast, the Obama 

presidency was an intentionally muted one, focused on partnership and a doctrine of “leading from 

behind,” which some (but not all) observers felt served only to cede a superpower’s responsibility for 

the American Century. More recently, the "America First" approach of the Trump administration 

constituted a frontal assault on the internationalist core of Luce's vision, acting in favor of national 

interest and raising doubts about the alliances that had underpinned the order established after the 

war. These current debates make clear that, as much as the decade of unchallenged American 
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hegemony is rapidly coming to an end, the core issues that Luce identified with its role and 

responsibilities toward and in the world continue to shape America’s sense of itself. 

5. Conclusion 

As one of the most powerful foreign policy discourses in the latter half of the 20th century, the 

"American Century" became the fundamental conceptual framework for American policymakers and 

elites to understand the relationship between the United States and the world. It profoundly shaped 

Americans' views on national identity and international role. At the same time, the "American 

Century" also became an inspiring slogan and a rhetorical tool for policymakers to mobilize public 

support for U.S. intervention abroad and maintain its hegemonic position. The widespread acceptance 

and use of this concept...stem not only from its concise and accurate depiction of America's 

international status in the 20th century but also from its deep roots in American historical and cultural 

traditions, its alignment with the notion of American exceptionalism, and its reflection of the nation's 

ideals. Although there is much debate about whether the 21st century will still be an "American 

Century," and the imperialism embedded in the "American Century" has brought great disasters to 

the world, the United States may not abandon its goal of global hegemony. Therefore, the "American 

Century" concept will likely continue to serve as a rhetorical tool for American policymakers. 
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