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n this provocative article, Brooke Blower, a historian at Boston University and the 
author of a fascinating book on Americans in Paris between the world wars, offers a 
new look at the interwar U.S. debate over the nation’s role in the world.1 Combining 

sharp insight with imaginative analysis, Blower proceeds in two steps. She first offers a 
sweeping criticism of the notion of isolationism and its opposite term internationalism 
(and of related binaries, such as anti-interventionism vs. interventionism, or unilateralism 
vs. multilateralism) as a way of making sense of American foreign policy disputes in the 
1920s and 1930s. Americans, she concludes, had strong and complex views on foreign 
affairs; the key question they were engaging, often in a highly emotional (if not “shrill” 
and “hyperbolic”) manner, was not “will the United States play a role but what role will it 
play” (362, 363).  Blower then proposes a novel framework by identifying the “crisis of 
neutrality” as the “central foreign relations problem” that “consumed Americans across 
the political spectrum during the interwar years” and provided “the common ground and 
specific problems shared by interwar Americans as they debated their role in world 
affairs” (345, 375). In Blower’s telling, the promise of this new lens is enormous: it makes 
for a better history of American political culture and U.S. engagement with the world in 
the interwar period and at the same time marks this period as a transitional moment that 

1  Brooke L. Blower, Becoming Americans in Paris: Transatlantic Politics and Culture between the 
World Wars (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011). 
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eventually helped to usher in what she refers to as a “new era of open-ended ‘war-but-
not-war,’” using Mary Dudziak’s terminology (376).2 
 
Blower’s programmatic essay succeeds admirably at recasting our understanding of 
American political culture in the interwar period and beyond. Take her critical dissection 
of the notion of isolationism. Blower is not the first scholar to dismiss this concept and its 
associated terms, or to comment on its strange career, including the remarkable 
disjuncture between its tenacity in popular and academic writing and its abandonment by 
most historians in the field.3 But her plea for a shift in perspective is particularly powerful 
for two reasons. First, her emphasis on questions of neutrality, war, and peace takes 
seriously and analytically incorporates those “important currents in American life that 
have been traditionally subsumed under the heading isolationism” (345). In other words, 
her argument does not simply feed into a more familiar account of an ever-broadening 
American expansionist engagement with the world (economic, cultural, or imperial) 
beyond the high diplomacy of classic power politics.  And second, Blower’s plea plays 
close attention to political language itself. Thus, she dismisses the use of the term 
isolationism as “largely anachronistic” precisely because it was not a keyword in American 
political discourse, both elite and popular, until the 1940s, when it entered common usage 
primarily as a term with negative associations, employed by policy makers and 
commentators alike to denote a past and dangerous approach to foreign affairs (351). By 
contrast, in the interwar period, the notion of neutrality was central to the semantics of 
public talk about the place of the United States in a conflict-ridden world. 
 
Consider also her perceptive analysis of the crisis of neutrality in American thought, 
which led to the discrediting and eventual demise of the concept in the eyes of most 
Americans. Having concisely established the many assumptions that underwrote the 
“modern institution of neutrality,” Blower deftly sketches the institution’s fortunes as a 
“theory in foreign relations and international law and as it was actually practiced by the 
United States as well as other nations” (364, 345). In so doing, she demonstrates a keen 
sense of the many steps and turns by which Americans began to grow skeptical about 
neutrality’s promises and feasibility. Her exploration here ranges from President 
Woodrow Wilson’s stand in World War I and the debate over collective security and the 
League of Nations after the Armistice, to the making of the Neutrality Act of 1935 and its 
subsequent revisions (which, as Blower rightly insists, diminished U.S. neutral rights 

2 Mary Dudziak, War Time: An Idea, Its History, Its Consequences (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2012), 6. 

3 For example: Michael Hunt, “Isolationism: Behind the Myth, a Useable Past,” UNC Press Blog, 
June 29, 2011, http://uncpressblog.com/2011/06/29/michael-h-hunt-isolationism-behind-the-myth-a-usable-
past/ (accessed May 25, 2014); idem, The American Ascendancy: How the United States Gained and Wielded 
Global Dominance (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2007). A recent attempt to reclaim the 
term is Christopher McKnight Nichols, Promise and Peril: America at the Dawn of a Global Age (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 2011). 
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while also eventually creating a system of sanctions and embargoes directed at 
belligerents), to U.S. policy in the face of the war in Europe between 1939 and 1941. More 
importantly, Blower excels at identifying the broader cultural-intellectual currents that 
lent shape to the “emerging consensus” about the problematic nature of modern 
neutrality (369). It was both the critique of big power war as an illegitimate, lawless act 
(enshrined, on the diplomatic level, in the Kellogg-Briand Pact of 1928) and the 
recognition of modern warfare’s all-encompassing ‘total’ character that proved 
particularly detrimental for a continuing belief in the feasibility, or desirability, of 
neutrality, and not just the fear that neutrality could easily lead to war, a fear that came to 
be articulated within the context of the heated debate over American involvement in 
World War I. 
 
Blower’s plea for a new framework also derives its strength from its outward-looking, 
anti-exceptionalist perspective. Blower casts the Americans’ struggle over the changing 
meanings of neutrality and its perceived collapse as an integral part of a larger movement 
of politics, statecraft, and thought across the Atlantic world (and beyond), and she 
suggestively places American approaches alongside those of other nations on the 
periphery of Europe’s big power politics of war and peace. Her emphasis on the variety of 
European conducts of so-called neutrality after 1939 and her analysis of American 
experiments with “Swiss-style neutrality” and Italian-style “nonbelligerency” are eye-
opening (371, 372-373). Such parallels cast a new light on American foreign policy and its 
partialities before the formal entry of the U.S. into the war in December 1941. 
 
Blower’s programmatic essay recasts the frame and paves the ground for new and exciting 
inquiry into American political culture and foreign policy debate.  Scholars following her 
lead could easily flesh out her analysis in many productive ways. Expanding on Blower’s 
efforts to place U.S. approaches to neutrality in an international context, they would want 
to comprehensively explore the ways in which cross-national influences, exchanges, 
observations, and networks helped to lend shape to the debate in America. They might 
follow up on Blower’s presentation of neutrality as a keyword in the interwar American 
foreign policy vocabulary by offering a close analysis of the term itself and its definitions, 
that is, a conceptual history of its employments and meanings, and the kinds of 
associations and arguments it enabled, and the terms and languages it was in turn shaped 
by.  And following the essay’s interest in political culture and popular thought, they might 
elaborate on distinctions between different communities of discourse within and outside 
the U.S. intelligentsia and trace arguments about neutrality across various terrains, from 
academic discourse, to the national political public, popular culture, (public) letter 
writing, personal correspondence, and the realm of formal politics. 
 
Scholars treading the field Blower has charted would also do well to pay more attention 
than Blower does to the way in which exceptionalist rhetoric, which defined the United 
States as a universal nation aligned with humanity, helped to shape U.S. approaches to 
issues of war, peace, neutrality, and security, from Woodrow Wilson to Franklin D. 
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Roosevelt.4 They should move to center stage the larger crisis of classic international 
regimes (and languages) of war and peace occasioned by what Anders Stephanson has 
described as the “proliferation of intermediate ‘states’ between declared war and peace” 
during the 1930s, in themselves a “paradoxical effect” of the “intense legalism that had 
marked the 1920s.”5 This proliferation bounded the American debate about conceptions 
of war and the meanings of neutrality yet hardly plays a role in Blower’s analysis. Finally, 
future scholars may productively engage with other accounts, contemporary or otherwise, 
of the crisis of conventional regimes of war, peace, and neutrality in the 1920s and 1930s. 
Not least among them would be the perceptive yet problematic offerings of Carl Schmitt, 
who had a lot to say about the United States, international politics, and the important 
issues to which Blower so effectively directs our attention.6 
 
Dirk Bönker is an Associate Professor of History at Duke University.  His research 
interests focus on the history of militarism, warfare, and empire in the United States and 
Germany during the long twentieth century. He is the author of Militarism in a Global 
Age: Naval Ambitions in Germany and the United States before World War I (Ithaca: 
Cornell University Press, 2012), and one of the editors of the Oxford Handbook on War, 
Gender, and the Western World since 1650, which is in preparation. He is currently 
working on a study of the notion of militarism in modern America. 
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4 A starting point for such analysis could be Benjamin Coates, “‘Upon the Neutral Rests the 
Trusteeship of International Law’: Legal Advisers and American Unneutrality,” in Caught in the Middle: 
Neutrals, Neutrality, and the First World War, ed. Johan den Hertog and Samuël Kruizinga (Amsterdam: 
Amsterdam University Press, 2011), 35-51; idem, “Transatlantic Advocates: American International Law and 
U.S. Foreign Relations, 1898-1919,” Ph.D. Dissertation, Columbia University, 2010. 

5 Anders Stephanson, “Fourteen Notes on the Very Concept of the Cold War,” H-Diplo Essay, May 
1996, reissued in February 2007, 4, 15, http://www.h-diplo.org/essays/PDF/stephanson-14notes.pdf 
(accessed 15 October 2014). 

6 Carl Schmitt, The Nomos of the Earth in the International Law of the Jus Publicum Europaeum 
(New York: Telos Press Publishing, 2003); idem, Writings on War (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2011); idem, 
Positionen und Begriffe im Kampf mit Weimar-Genf-Versailles, 1923-1939, Third Edition (Berlin: Duncker & 
Humblot, 1994). 
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