
Su 1 
 

Interposing Quarrels: Factors Influencing Neutrality Policy Formation, 1860-2016 

 

 

by 

Andrew Philip Su 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A THESIS 

 

 

submitted to 

 

Oregon State University 

 

University Honors College 

 

 

 

 

 

 

in partial fulfillment of 

the requirements for the  

degree of 

 

 

Honors Baccalaureate of Arts in History 

(Honors Scholar) 

 

 

 

 

 

Presented May 23, 2016 

Commencement June 2016 

  



Su 2 
 

  



Su 3 
 

AN ABSTRACT OF THE THESIS OF 

 
Andrew Philip Su for the degree of Honors Baccalaureate of Arts in History presented on May 

23, 2016.  Title: Interposing Quarrels: Factors Influencing Neutrality Policy Formation, 1860-

2016  

 

 

Abstract approved: ______________________________________________________ 

Christopher McKnight Nichols 

 

When analyzing foreign policy, a significant question arises. How do nations make decisions 

about foreign engagement and neutrality? Understanding what factors and influences 

shape foreign policy decisions is often a difficult task as the motivation for action is never 

clear or absolute. This work will analyze whether or not the factors that influenced these 

policy changes have been consistent from the 19th century to the modern era. To 

investigate these questions, this work will analyze the factors that influenced neutrality 

policy decision making during the 19th and 20th centuries. The first case study will examine 

British policy debates over British involvement in building ships for the Confederacy during 

the Civil War. This Civil War era study investigates how the British created policy in a 

position of naval and economic hegemonic power. The second case study will analyze the 

United States in the years leading up to World War II. As the world has become 

progressively globalized and interconnected, there are continuous themes that effect 

neutrality policy formation across the 19th and 20th centuries. Current and future economic 

interests, and physical and political security continue to be the most important 

considerations that shape a nation’s foreign policy. 

Key Words: Neutrality, Foreign Policy, Belligerence, Civil War, World War II 

 

Corresponding e-mail address: cobblesboy@gmail.com  



Su 4 
 

 

 

 

 

 

©Copyright by Andrew Philip Su 

May 23, 2016 

All Rights Reserved  



Su 5 
 

Interposing Quarrels: Factors Influencing Neutrality Policy Formation, 1860-2016 

 

 

by 

Andrew Philip Su 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A THESIS 

 

 

submitted to 

 

Oregon State University 

 

University Honors College 

 

 

 

 

 

 

in partial fulfillment of 

the requirements for the  

degree of 

 

 

Honors Baccalaureate of Arts in History 

(Honors Scholar) 

 

 

 

 

 

Presented May 23, 2016 

Commencement June 2016 



Su 6 
 

Honors Baccalaureate of Arts in History project of Andrew Philip Su presented on May 23, 

2016. 

 

 

 

 

 

APPROVED: 

 

 

 

 

Christopher McKnight Nichols, Mentor, representing History 

 

 

 

Stacey Smith Committee Member, representing History 

 

 

 

Thomas Bahde., Committee Member, representing History 

 

 

 

 

 

Toni Doolen, Dean, University Honors College 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I understand that my project will become part of the permanent collection of Oregon State 

University, University Honors College.  My signature below authorizes release of my project 

to any reader upon request. 

 

 

 

Andrew Philip Su, Author 

 

 



Su 7 
 

Acknowledgements 

 I would like to thank many people for all of their wonderful support throughout this 

thesis process. First, I would like to thank my thesis and life mentor Professor Christopher 

McKnight Nichols for all of his support throughout this many year process. His guidance and 

mentorship has been invaluable to my thesis, as well as my development as a scholar and 

person. His many comments and suggestions helped to shape this thesis to its final form 

and his many hours of work are greatly appreciated. His mentorship in general over the past 

three years has made my college experience better than I could have ever imagined. I would 

also like to thank Professor Stacey Smith for her support over my college career. It was 

under her guidance that the initial ideas of this work were developed and it was in her 

classes that this work got its start. Her support and belief in me over the years truly allowed 

me to be the person and scholar I am today. Many thanks also go out to Professor Thomas 

Bahde for being the final member of my thesis committee and for influencing my views on 

activism and social movements in his enjoyable classes. Finally I would like to thank my 

father Ambrose, mother Mary, and sister Emma, as their support throughout this process 

has been invaluable. More importantly their support and love for the past twenty two years 

has given me the confidence and opportunity to be the man that I am today. To all of you, 

and those who I did not mention, this short thank you cannot possibly acknowledge all that 

you have done for me, but I hope that you all know how much you have impacted my life. 

Thank you all. 

 

 



Su 8 
 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

INTRODUCTION…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..  9 

CIVIL WAR CASE STUDY……………………………………………………………………………………………………… 13 
Influence of Diplomacy                                                                                                                           23 
Influence of Economics                                                                                                                        25 
Influence of Political Interests and Public Opinion                                                                          29 
Conclusion                                                                                                                                                 33 
 
WORLD WAR II CASE STUDY………………………………………………………………………………………………. 37 
1930s U.S. Neutrality Policy                                                                                                                 39 
First Neutrality Policy Shift: Summer of 1939                                                                                   44 
Second Neutrality Policy Shift: Post Election 1940-Lend Lease Spring 1941                              46 
Conclusion                                                                                                                                                60     
 
CONCLUSION……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..64 

DIGITAL ARCHIVES…………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 72 

PRIMARY WORKS CITED…………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 73 

SECONDARY WORKS CITED…………………………………………………………………………………………………75 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Su 9 
 

INTRODUCTION 

Analyzing the United States’ foreign policy, Walter Lippmann concluded that “in 

foreign relations… a policy has been formed only when commitments and power have been 

brought into balance…The nation must maintain its objectives and its power in 

equilibrium.”1 When analyzing foreign policy, a significant question arises. How do nations 

make decisions about foreign engagement and neutrality? And more specifically, what 

factors affect a nation’s decision on following or breaking neutral policy? Understanding 

what influences shape foreign policy decisions is often a difficult task as the motivation for 

action is never clear or absolute. This work will analyze whether or not the factors that 

influenced these policy changes have been consistent from the 19th century to the modern 

era. It will examine if the large changes in technology, politics, and economics over the past 

two hundred years have fundamentally shifted the definition of neutrality and belligerence 

between countries.  

To investigate these questions, this work will analyze the factors that influenced 

neutrality policy decision making during the 19th and 20th centuries. The first case study will 

examine British policy debates over British involvement in building ships for the 

Confederacy during the Civil War. This Civil War era study investigates how the British 

created policy in a position of naval and economic hegemonic power. The second case study 

will analyze the United States’ entry into World War II, a time when the United States was 

contemplating the nation’s proper role as a world power. Both cases illuminate an era when 

technological innovations had reshaped world interaction and connection both politically 

                                                           
1 Walter Lippmann, U S. Foreign Policy: Shield of the Republic, Boston: Little, Brown & Co. 1943, 7. 
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and economically. Throughout the Civil War, technological innovations allowed for faster, 

stronger and more lethal ships. Ironclad rams were ships that did not just hold weapons, 

but were weapons themselves. In the 1930s, advances in air warfare revolutionized the 

mobility and reach of military power. In both centuries, these innovations forced the 

nations to rethink their neutrality policies, as the technology created new threats that 

challenged existing understandings of war and trade. Taken together, these two case 

studies reveal why two strong world powers from the 19th and 20th centuries decided to 

redefine their neutrality policies.  

The nature of warfare and international relations has changed as the world has 

become more globalized and technology has flourished. However, nations still have to make 

policy choices regarding their actions in war, choosing to take a more neutral position or 

engage in possible belligerent activity. During the Civil War, the British government allowed 

British citizens to build ships for the Confederacy. The Union protested that this was non 

neutral behavior and that these actions could potentially lead to conflict between the Union 

and Britain. Eventually, from 1863-1864, British leaders stopped the shipbuilding activities. 

In the years before the U.S. entry into World War II, 1937-1941, President Franklin 

Roosevelt and interventionists slowly took steps that brought the U.S. onto the Allied side, 

despite the American public being more hesitant to take such action. During the half 

century after the war, 1945-2016, the U.S. has continued to rethink neutral policy, now in 

terms of new threats, diverse as insurgency, terrorism, and nuclear proliferation. Neutrality 

questions have been a reoccurring theme throughout U.S. history, that continue to be seen 

in modern foreign relations.  
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During the Civil War, Britain was a world power, while the United States was still a 

smaller player on the world stage. Initially, Britain pushed for less defined neutrality, while 

U.S. Secretary of State William Seward pushed for strict neutrality, pressuring the British to 

stop building ships for the Confederacy. At the end of the 19th century the United States 

began to rise in global standing and the nation began to address the United States’ proper 

role in the world. At the beginning of World War II, the United States was a large economic 

power, similar to the British position during the 1860s, and the nation was forced to debate 

political and military involvement into the war. The United States ultimately abandoned 

their strict neutrality of outlawing trade with belligerents, and instead began to lend aid to 

the Allies. Echoing Lippmann’s ideals, world powers in both the 19th and 20th centuries 

changed their neutrality policies in order to maintain and protect their commitments and 

interests. When comparing the two case studies, both Britain during the Civil War and 

United States at the start of World War II changed their neutrality policies as shifting 

economic and security interests made it necessary to modify their previous policy positions.  

When making neutrality decisions, both nations weighed their future economic 

interests and worked to make policy that reduced future economic threats. In the Civil War, 

the British reversed loose neutrality policy as cotton economics improved in Britain and the 

nation became less dependent on Confederate cotton. Additionally, the British foresaw the 

future economic threat of paying damages for ships sunk by British built Confederate 

vessels, and the potential loss of British shipping in a future war if they set the precedent of 

neutrals building ships for belligerents. During the U.S. entry into World War II, the 

Roosevelt administration and interventionist leaders saw that an Axis victory could lead to 
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future economic harm, as Hitler expanded economic and political influence into Latin 

America. They argued that the United States’ trade and hemispheric economic hegemony 

were threatened by potential Axis intrusion, and that in order to protect these economic 

interests the nation must provide support to the Allied cause in Europe.  

Additionally, both cases reveal that the future political and physical security of a 

nation influences neutrality policy. In the Civil War, the British stopped their shipbuilding 

activities as they saw the potential threat that neutrals arming belligerents could have on 

their future national security and wellbeing. As the world’s leading naval power and 

maritime nation, the British had more to lose than any other nation, if neutrals continued to 

build ships for belligerents. During World War II, the United States moved to aid the Allies 

as they saw the potential security threat that the Axis posed on the U.S. and the Western 

Hemisphere. The long enjoyed U.S. geographic isolation was threatened by modern 

warfare’s speed and range, and the continental United States was threatened for the first 

time since the war of 1812. Thus, Roosevelt and interventionists advocated that the U.S. 

take a more active role in the European war and provide aid to the Allies. 

As the world has become progressively globalized and interconnected, there are 

continuous themes that effect neutrality policy formation across the 19th and 20th centuries. 

Current and future economic interests, and physical and political security continue to be the 

most important considerations that shape a nation’s foreign policy. Economics, politics, and 

national security all played a role in influencing both the British decision to stop shipbuilding 

activities for the Confederacy, as well as the United States’ slow entry into World War II.  
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CIVIL WAR CASE STUDY 

Contemplating the British position at the outbreak of the American Civil War, British 

Prime Minister Lord Palmerston recalled a proverb that he had learned as a child.  He wrote 

to Foreign Secretary Lord Russell admonishing him that “they who in quarrels interpose, will 

often get a bloody nose.”2 The British leader realized that a nation must be careful not to 

intervene in others’ affairs, as the consequences could be dangerous. Thus, early in the war 

the British were determined to maintain their neutrality. However, Confederate efforts to 

build a navy in British ports challenged the government’s attempts at neutral policy. As the 

British allowed these vessels to be built, the U.S. felt that the British were blatantly 

becoming involved in U.S. affairs. Secretary of State William Seward warned the British that 

intervention could lead to future conflict or even war. The dangers that Palmerston feared 

became a reality as conflict over Confederate shipbuilding in Britain, created volatile 

tensions between the two nations. 

At the outbreak of the war, the Confederacy had a severe disadvantage in naval 

power. The Union blockade of southern ports made it imperative for the Confederacy to 

build a naval force that could destroy, elude, and break the blockade to allow vital foreign 

trade. However, the Confederacy lacked the industrial infrastructure to build a naval fleet 

and thus it sent agents to Europe to construct vessels. James Bulloch, the Confederate 

agent in Britain, had to find a way to build these ships without breaking the British Foreign 

Enlistment Act of 1819.  

                                                           
2 Howard Jones, Blue & Gray Diplomacy: A History of Union and Confederate Foreign Relations 

(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2010), 57. 



Su 14 
 

During the Civil War, the British used a definition of neutrality that limited a state 

from aiding a belligerent state, but allowed for free neutral trade for merchants with 

belligerents.  The Foreign Enlistment Act further defined neutral trade by forbidding the 

“equipping, furnishing fitting out or arming, of any ship or vessel with intent… that such ship 

or vessel shall be employed in the service of any Foreign prince.”3 Under this definition, the 

British could remain neutral, while at the same time British citizens could trade with the 

Confederacy. This definition allowed Bulloch to legally build ships in Great Britain as long as 

he armed them outside of British waters. As Bulloch began to commission ships, Charles 

Francis Adams, the U.S. ambassador to Great Britain, demanded that Lord Russell seize the 

vessels. When Russell refused, arguing that Bulloch had not broken the law, Adams asserted 

that the British were violating their vowed neutrality. In early 1862, Britain refused to seize 

the newly built cruiser Florida and later that year they failed to confiscate the Alabama. 

Strict interpretation of the Foreign Enlistment Act allowed British citizens to build these 

ships and the Union cases against them to be overruled. Realizing the potential dangers of 

continued shipbuilding, Russell tried to test the law by confiscating the Alexandra in 1863. 

However, the court ruled against confiscation and thereby enforced the legality of 

Confederate shipbuilding as long as the vessels were not armed in Britain. Matters finally 

came to a head in September 1863, when Adams demanded that Russell seize two rams 

                                                           
3 Wilbur Devereux Jones, The Confederate Rams at Birkenhead; A Chapter in Anglo-American 

Relations 
(Tuscaloosa, Alabama: Confederate Pub. Co. 1961), 18-19. 
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that were being built for the Confederacy by John Laird, Sons and Company of Liverpool. 

After many tense discussions, Russell finally took the ships. 

The ships that the British were building represented a new technology that created 

new problems in terms of neutrality. The steam powered cruisers allowed the Confederate 

navy to have greater range, wreaking havoc on trans-Atlantic trade. The large economic toll 

that the cruisers could inflict, caused even more outcry than in previous decades, from 

those who the ships were being used against. The ironclad rams even further challenged 

British neutrality, as the ships themselves were now a weapon. Previously, British built ships 

could be passed off as merchant ships, and then later armed offshore, to avoid breaking the 

Foreign Enlistment Act. However, the invention of the ironclad rams produced ships that 

were clearly a weapon as the ships’ design itself was meant for belligerent actions. The 

ironclads forced the British to reconsider their neutrality policy as the purpose of the vessel 

was more clearly military oriented.  

 Previous scholarship has focused on how Confederate shipbuilding took place, by 

analyzing the actions of diplomatic officials and describing the legal cases that led up to the 

seizures. Less attention has been given to why the British government initially allowed 

Confederate shipbuilding, only to than abruptly start seizing these vessels. This study will 

explore why Great Britain seized the two Laird rams in September 1863, when the 

Palmerston government had refused to stop the Florida, Alabama, and other Confederate 

vessels in the past. This case will try to understand what conditions and factors changed to 

shift the British toward confiscation and changing neutrality policy. This section will 

investigate whether there was more evidence than prior cases that the two vessels were 
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illegal under the Foreign Enlistment Act, which could lead to stricter interpretation of the 

law. Additionally, this study will focus on the impact of shifting economic interests as the 

business community began to view Confederate shipbuilding in a negative light. This study 

will analyze the changing public and political opinion in Britain to understand how these 

shifts helped lead to the seizure of the Laird rams. Past scholars have overlooked the impact 

that the political debate over British intervention in the U.S. Civil War had on the British 

decision to stop Confederate shipbuilding. Comparing early shipbuilding to the construction 

of the rams, reveals that British policy changed because shifting economic and political 

interests made it possible and necessary for the government to act. Moreover, the legal 

case against the rams did not have as large an impact because the case was not 

substantially different than the previous cases.  

Throughout the 20th and 21st centuries, diplomats and political leaders have debated 

the question of neutral action. The Alabama claims against Britain following the war 

brought attention to the need for an international tribunal that could settle international 

disagreements. Over 150 years after the debates over British neutrality in the Civil War, the 

issue of a formal method of solving international disputes has yet to be solved. International 

organizations, like the United Nations and the Tribunal at the Hague, still fail to resolve 

diplomatic disputes peacefully. Conflict over Confederate shipbuilding in Britain remains 

relevant today as it highlights the interconnected relationship between diplomatic relations, 

economics, neutrality, law, public opinion and politics. 

 Diplomatic historians of the Civil War have investigated how the British decided to 

stop Confederate shipbuilding, but less focus has been given to explaining why the change 



Su 17 
 

in British policy took place. Historians view E.D Adams’s Great Britain and the Civil War as 

the classic work on U.S. diplomacy with Britain during the war. However, his work has also 

been the target of much critique from later scholars. Adams sets out to understand the 

“intention of the British government” regarding Confederate shipbuilding, and not whether 

or not its actions were correct.4  He argues that Russell closely watched the rams and when 

the ships were in danger of leaving he “seized them even though the desired evidence was 

still lacking.”5 Adams attributes this change to a variety of factors, including public opinion 

against the rams, with the largest factor being “Seward’s ‘privateering bill.’”6 The bill 

allowed the President to give letters of marquee and privateering to track down British built 

Confederate ships, like the Alabama, and maintain the blockade.7 He argues that Russell 

feared the privateers would “commit all sorts of indignities” against British merchant ships, 

with them giving no distinction between blockade runners and regular trade.8 

Wilbur Devereux Jones’s The Confederate Rams at Birkenhead: A Chapter in Anglo-

American Relations is one of the only works that focuses specifically on the Laird rams and 

questions how and why they were seized. Jones asserts that E.D Adams’s argument that the 

Seward’s privateering bill pressured the British to restrict or stop Confederate shipbuilding 

fails to consider other significant factors. He argues that other factors included the potential 

conflict in Poland, the economic damage inflicted by the Alabama, and the future impacts 

                                                           
4Ephraim D Adams, Great Britain and the American Civil War (London: Longmans,  

Green and Co., 1925), 2:116.  
5 Ibid., 151 
6 Ibid. 
7 Ibid, 121.  
8 Ibid. 138. 
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such loose neutrality could have on the British. 9 Although Jones offers one of the most in 

depth analyses into why the British decided to seize the rams, he still mainly focuses on how 

British officials seized the ships and how they built the legal case against Confederate 

shipbuilders. He devotes a large portion of his work to the legal cases prior to the rams, and 

the legal case against the rams themselves. Jones uses British government documents to 

analyze the policy of British officials, and he was one of the first scholars to use British legal 

officers’ papers. His exclusive focus on the Laird rams leads to the most specific study of 

their seizure. 

 In Great Britain and the Confederate Navy, Frank Merli sets out to analyze the British 

government’s response to Confederate shipbuilding, while also relating his book to other 

scholarship about the international aspects of the Civil War. He focuses on the leading 

problems as “they must have appeared” to British statesmen.10 Merli argues that Britain 

“had no good definition of neutrality: she had instead a series of neutralities-each one…. 

designed for the moment.”11 He also questions the classical account of E.D Adams. He 

asserts that “a multitude of pressures forced” the British to change their policy and seize 

the Laird rams. He argues that these pressures included the Alabama’s destructive 

activities, European politics, the Confederate’s negative military fortunes, and economic 

dissatisfaction among business leaders and insurance companies.12 However, he does not 

prove these assertions, instead opting to focus on the details of British actions and decisions 

                                                           
9 Wilbur Devereux Jones, 54-57. 
10 Frank J. Merli, Great Britain and the Confederate Navy: 1861-1865 (Bloomington: Indiana University 

Press. 1970), xv. 
11 Ibid., 257. 
12 Ibid., 195. 
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without discussing the reasoning behind them.  Merli uses published and unpublished 

government correspondence as well as British and United States archival sources. Using the 

papers of Charles Francis Adams and the U.S. consul in Liverpool, Thomas Dudley, Merli 

looks into U.S. diplomatic efforts to stop the Confederate ships. 

In The Confederate Navy in Europe, Warren Spencer seeks to create a 

“comprehensive study of the Confederate navy in Europe” that synthesizes the existing 

literature, especially Merli and Jones, while also adding his own interpretations. He focuses 

on how Confederate agents built a navy overseas and why, after some early successes, they 

ultimately failed. Spencer takes a broader approach than Merli by focusing on Confederate 

shipbuilding in both Great Britain and France. He argues that British neutrality was 

consistent throughout the war and that it was finally enforced so as to be in “accordance 

with…international law.”13 Spencer relies on Confederate, U.S., British, and French 

diplomatic correspondence to interpret the actions and intentions of these officials “as a 

continuous and interrelated historical event.”14 He uses many of the same sources as Merli 

and Jones, and he uses these two secondary works for several obscure sources that he did 

not have access to himself. He adds much of his original contribution by using the journals 

of James North, William Conway Whittle, and Matthew Fontaine Maury. 

Raimondo Luraghi’s A History of the Confederate Navy questions how the 

Confederacy, with limited resources and an agricultural economy, confronted “the 

                                                           
13  Warren F. Spencer, The Confederate Navy in Europe (University, Ala: University of Alabama Press, 

1983), xi. 
14 Ibid.  
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formidable navy of the Northern states.”15 He argues that the Confederate strategy was to 

defeat the Union using new technologies and innovations, which included ironclad vessels, 

torpedoes and mines. However, he concludes that they ultimately failed because of the 

limits of the agricultural society.16 His approach is much broader than the other literature 

and the work is more of a naval history with less focus on diplomatic and economic 

questions. He asserts that the British reconsidered their neutrality policy because of 

“common economic interests” with the North and Union diplomatic pressures, especially 

after the Battles of Gettysburg and Vicksburg.17 He devotes only two pages to the seizure of 

the Laird rams and relies upon diplomatic correspondence and the arguments of Merli, 

Spencer, and Jones.  

In Lincoln’s Man in Liverpool, Coy Cross discusses how U.S. consul Thomas Dudley 

played a large role in stopping Confederate shipbuilding by creating legal cases against each 

ship.18 He focuses on telling the “larger story” of Dudley’s efforts to gather evidence and 

present cases to British officials.19 He highlights Dudley’s diligent legal efforts as important 

in the British decision to intervene and seize the rams. Cross does acknowledge that other 

factors influenced British leaders to act in “England’s best interests,” but only briefly 

explains the reasons that action was in the nation’s interests.20  Cross uses Dudley’s papers 

to understand how he obtained evidence and how he built the legal cases. He supplements 

                                                           
15 Raimondo Luraghi, A History of the Confederate Navy (Annapolis, Md: Naval Institute Press, 1996), 

xi. 
16 Ibid. 346. 
17 Ibid., 270. 
18 Coy F. Cross, Lincoln's Man in Liverpool: Consul Dudley and the Legal Battle to Stop     

Confederate Warships (DeKalb: Northern Illinois University Press, 2007), ix. 
19 Ibid., x.  
20 Ibid., 79. 
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the Dudley papers with U.S., British and Confederate records. Cross’s biographic and legal 

approach overemphasizes the actions of Dudley and Adams and does not allow for a 

complete analysis. Similar to other works, Cross focuses on how the battle over Confederate 

shipbuilding occurred and not on why the British seized the rams.  

Howard Jones’s Blue and Gray Diplomacy: A History of Union and Confederate 

Foreign Relations is the most recent major contribution to Civil War diplomatic studies. The 

work explores the intricacies of “Union-Confederate foreign relations with Britain and 

France.”21 He argues that convincing the British and French that intervention was crucial to 

their interests was the key to Confederate foreign policy goals. He adds that once the two 

foreign powers determined that the danger to their vital interests was not enough to 

warrant action, the threat of foreign intervention was over. Jones employs a broad 

diplomatic lens, concentrating on both Union and Confederate diplomacy because he felt 

that the two were so intertwined. He also focuses on the American and European 

prospective, and how public opinion on both sides of the Atlantic impacted policy.22  

In order to portray the period accurately, Jones uses a “narrative style aimed at 

relating the story as its participants saw it play out around them.”23 This narrative style 

requires Jones to rely on letters and diplomatic papers from the leading participants. He 

uses newspapers from both Europe and America to illustrate the public opinion on 

intervention throughout the war. He also analyzes and discusses secondary arguments that 

have contributed to his interpretation. With a broad diplomatic focus, Jones only devotes a 

                                                           
21 Howard Jones, Blue & Gray Diplomacy, 7. 
22 Ibid., 3. 
23 Ibid., 7. 
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few pages to the question of shipbuilding. When addressing the ships, Jones largely defers 

to past scholarship and he does not analyze why Britain seized the rams. He does state that 

only when it appeared the Union would win the war “could [Russell] seize the war vessels 

and stifle the shipbuilding program.”24 However, he does not discuss this assertion in 

further detail or provide evidence to support this statement. 

This study will build upon these previous interpretations by focusing on why British 

policy changed as the U.S. Civil War progressed, a topic that most scholarship has not 

addressed. Although Wilbur Jones’s Confederate Rams gives the most attention to why 

British policy shifted to seize the Laird Rams, his work still lacks a thorough investigation. 

Previous works have largely focused on how the Confederates tried to build a navy in 

Europe and how they were eventually stopped by the British, but they have put less 

emphasis on the question of why the seizures occurred. Several factors that led to the 

British seizure of the rams have been mentioned in existing scholarship, but these factors 

have not been thoroughly analyzed. This study will focus on these factors that caused 

British policy to shift and why these shifts occurred. It will tie together the specific histories 

over Confederate shipbuilding in Britain with the general diplomatic debate over British 

intervention in the war. Investigating the conflicts over British neutrality in regard to 

Confederate shipbuilding allows us to better understand the historical limits of neutral 

action and apply these interpretations to the 20th century and modern day neutrality. 

Analyzing why Britain decided to redefine its neutrality policy also gives insight into how 

shifts in economic interests and public opinions can influence governmental actions. The 

                                                           
24 Ibid., 199. 
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factors that influenced neutral policy in the Civil War can then be compared and contrasted 

with a 20th century case, the United States entry into World War II. 

Influence of Diplomacy 

 In order to understand the factors that influenced the shifts in British policy, we 

must investigate U.S.-British diplomacy regarding shipbuilding activities in 1862 and 1863.  

Attempting to stop Confederate shipbuilding in Britain, Charles Francis Adams and Thomas 

Dudley gathered evidence that the ships being built for Confederate agents violated the 

Foreign Enlistment Act. Comparing how the British handled the case against the Florida in 

1862 to how they reacted to the case against the two Laird rams in 1863, we can investigate 

whether a difference in the legal case and diplomacy caused the British to seize the rams.  

As the firm of William C. Miller and sons built the Florida for the Confederates, 

Thomas Dudley and his agents carefully watched and gathered evidence that the ship 

violated the Foreign Enlistment Act. On February 18, 1863 Charles Francis Adams sent 

Dudley’s evidence to Lord Russell, declaring that there was a steamer being built in 

Liverpool that had the intent of “carrying on war against the United States.”25 Russell 

replied that British customs agents had determined that the ship, the Oreto, was destined 

for the “Italian government,” and that therefore no violation was taking place.26 Adams 

continued to stress the importance of the evidence against the ship; however, the British 

customs agents ultimately concluded that the vessel had “no gunpowder, nor even a single 

                                                           
25 Adams to Russell, February 18, 1862, in Great Britain, House of Commons, Parliamentary Papers, 

Irish University Press Areas Studies Series, The United States of America, Vol. 17, The American Civil War, 
(Shannon Ireland: Irish University press, 1971), 200.  

26 Report of British Commissioners of Customs in Russell to Adams, February 26, 1862, in Ibid., 201. 
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gun,” and thus could freely sail to its destination Nassau, Jamaica.27 Upon sailing, the Oreto 

was armed and renamed the C.S.S Florida, and upon landing in Nassau the British colonial 

government seized the ship hoping to prove that a violation of the law had occurred.28 

However, the judge found that the evidence did not prove that the builders had “attempted 

to equip, furnish, and fit” out the vessel for war, or that the ship was intended for 

Confederate navy.29 The attempts to stop the Florida failed as the evidence was not 

sufficient to justify seizure according to the law. 

In the wake of the Florida case, Adams and Dudley began gathering evidence against 

two rams that were being built in Liverpool during 1863. Beginning in July 1863, Adams sent 

Lord Russell four letters containing depositions and evidence that there were rams that 

were being “fitt[ed] out against the United States at the port of Liverpool.”30 The 

depositions included those of workmen and sailors who testified that the ship was being 

built for the Confederacy and James Bulloch. Lord Russell responded on September 1st, 

telling Adams that after looking into the claims, the government had found that much was 

“mere hearsay evidence… [that does not] show the intent or purpose necessary” to 

constitute seizure under the Foreign Enlistment Act.31  Adams responded with his infamous 

strong words, claiming that “this is war,” and that when a country aided a belligerent like 

Britain had done, that country “ceases to be neutral.”32 However, as Merli argues, when 
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read carefully it is clear Adams did not actually “intend his remarks as a threat,” of a war 

upon Britain.33 British law officers continued to deem the case too weak to hold up in court 

and Prime Minister Palmerston admitted that the British had “no lawful ground for 

meddling with the ironclad rams.”34 Even Henry Adams, Charles Francis Adams’s son and 

assistant, agreed that “although there was perhaps a case strong enough to justify the 

arrest of the vessels, it was certainly not strong enough to condemn them.”35 Similar to the 

previous cases in which the British did not stop the vessels, the legal case against the rams 

did not have enough evidence to justify British seizure.  Although the case did not largely 

differ from the other cases, Lord Russell decided to seize the rams. Other factors must have 

changed Russell’s opinion. 

Influence of Economics  

One factor that changed from 1862 to 1863 was British economic interests that 

shifted from being supportive of the Confederacy to questioning shipbuilding’s economic 

consequences. During the first year of the war, many British citizens supported the 

Confederacy economically and the British economy, struggling from cotton shortages and 

mill closures, welcomed Confederate shipbuilding projects. But in 1863, economic interests 

began to shift. The outbreak of war greatly reduced the supply of cotton being exported 

from the South and Britain experienced a large scale cotton shortage. Although cotton 

surpluses in the years preceding the war alleviated some of the shortages, the mill economy 
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in Britain was in great distress. In April 1862, the London Times reported that out of the 

“1,678 mills in the Manchester district,” only 497 were working full time.36 During the final 

months of 1862, cotton production reached a low, with only “18,000 bales per week” being 

produced compared to 50,000 per week at the same time in 1860.37 With the cotton 

economy greatly reduced, Confederate shipbuilding offered jobs and money to struggling 

port cities like Liverpool. Confederate jobs, like the $225,000 Florida, gave employment and 

needed stimulus to the economy, and with Bulloch often giving cotton credits as payment, 

Britain received needed cotton.38 

 As 1863 progressed, the economy improved as colonial expansion into India and 

Egypt brought in new sources of cotton that helped to reduce the shortages. The 

“1,146,000” bales of cotton in 1862 had increased to “1,304,000” bales by 1863.39 Mills 

began to reopen and increase production and workers were able to return to work. The 

485,434 people that were relieved with charity because of unemployment in December 

1862, declined to 184,136 people by September 1863.40 As the British economy recovered 

and became less dependent on southern cotton, the British began to rethink Confederate 

shipbuilding. Damages from Confederate attacks on shipping, concern over the precedent 

that was being set for future wars, and worries about claims for repayment of lost shipping 

all shifted British economic interests away from Confederate shipbuilding. 
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The Confederate raiding of merchant ships damaged British economic interests and 

made the British public and politicians rethink Confederate shipbuilding. Speaking to the 

British parliament on March 27, 1863, Mr. T. Barring lamented that “there had been a vast 

destruction of property, and great injury had been entailed upon British commerce.”41 He 

added that “the high insurance” that had become necessary had dealt a “heavy damage to 

British trade.”42 British investors also had ties to ships that were lost. In March 1863, the 

Panama Railroad Company sent a claim for the repayment of a ship and cargo that the 

Alabama had destroyed, and reminded the government that the cargo was “owned to a 

great extent by neutral parties…among whom are British subjects.”43 

British statesmen also considered the threat that Confederate shipbuilding posed to 

the nation’s future economic interests. In a speech to Parliament on April 24, 1863, MP 

Richard Cobden argued that Britain was setting a dangerous precedent for neutral nations 

being able to build ships for belligerents. He added that this precedent would have the 

greatest economic effect on Britain, stating that with “an average [of] £100,000,000 to 

£120,000,000 sterling worth of the property… [British citizens] have as much property at 

stake upon the ocean as all the rest of the world put together.”44 In 1863, the previously 

pro-Confederate London Times began to change its position, realizing that it was not in 

Britain’s best “interest to allow such a precedent to be established” that could mean other 

neutral nations producing ships that might be used against Britain in future conflicts.45 
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Sending a memorial to the government in June 1863, Liverpool ship-owners expressed their 

worries about how the “present policy” of neutrality would endanger future commerce by 

allowing neutrals to build ships for an enemy to destroy British commerce.46 

Additionally, the British feared the claims that called for the repayment of damages 

inflicted by British built Confederate vessels. In July 1862, before Russell’s seizure order 

could be enforced, the Alabama slipped out of Liverpool and after being armed, the vessel 

set out to destroy U.S. commerce.47 The British government soon began to receive demands 

from U.S. merchants, companies, and insurance agencies that had property that the 

Alabama had burned and sunk. In February 1863, Charles Francis Adams forwarded Lord 

Russell claims filed by the New York Mutual Insurance Company asking from the 

“government of Great Britain the repayment to them,” for the ships Brilliant and 

Manchester, which were burned by the Alabama.48 Similarly, the owners of the Nora, 

another one of the Alabama’s victims, filed claims in July 1863, requesting the repayment of 

“80,000 dollars” for the value of the ship and cargo that was lost.49 Addressing Parliament 

on July 23, 1863, Richard Cobden pushed members to “recollect that every vessel 

captured…is debited to the account of England,” and that each claim would have to be 

addressed at some point in the future.50 Lord Russell also acknowledged the threat of later 
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repayment and wrote Lord Lyons that the claims may result in “the question of indemnity 

[going] to an impartial arbiter.”51 

As the economic crisis diminished in 1863, the British began to reconsider the 

economic benefits of Confederate shipbuilding. The losses that the Confederate ships had 

inflicted alienated many business leaders and politicians. Moreover, the British feared that 

neutral shipbuilding in a future conflict could threaten British commerce and that they 

might be forced to provide repayment for U.S. merchant losses. As economic interests 

drifted away from the shipbuilding, the British government felt empowered to change its 

policy and seize the Laird rams. 

Influence of Political Interests and Public Opinion 

In addition to the economic shift, a change in public opinion occurred that made 

British leaders reconsider their policy on Confederate shipbuilding. Early in the war, many 

British leaders supported and sympathized with the Confederacy. Many felt that the Union 

was forcing its will upon a southern population that wanted to be independent. In early 

1861, Russell wrote that reconciliation was highly unlikely and that the best thing would be 

for the Union to acknowledge the South’s “right to secede.”52 Many British leaders also 

believed that Confederate independence was inevitable because of its military successes 

and strong desire to be separate. After the First Battle of Bull Run, Palmerston observed 

that “the North are fighting for an Idea chiefly entertained by professional politicians, while 
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the South are fighting for what they consider rightly or wrongly vital interests.”53 Many felt 

that the Union did not have the public support to wage the war that was necessary to 

subdue these strong Confederate interests. In an article published in 1862, the London 

Times stressed that it was very likely that “the time will at last come when the South may 

claim its own recognition, and British leaders need to anticipate this conclusion.54 During 

the early years of the war, many British leaders and citizens felt that the Confederate 

victory was inevitable, and discussed a European intervention that could bring a more 

expedient end to the war. 

In October 1862, British leaders debated a proposed joint mediation with France and 

possibly Russia. The Confederate retreat at the Battle of Antietam reduced British opinion 

that Confederate victory was clear and inevitable, but the battle’s enormous body count 

reinforced the idea that mediation was necessary to end the atrocities. Russell gave a 

memorandum arguing for an armistice on the grounds that it was Europe’s duty to ask both 

sides to weigh “the advantages of peace against the contingent gain of further 

bloodshed.”55 Palmerston wrote Russell that while he supported mediation when the 

“Confederates seemed to be carrying all before them,” he now believed that Britain “must 

continue to be lookers-on till the war shall have taken a more decided turn.”56 On 

November 11 the Cabinet met and voted to refuse the French proposal to jointly ask the 

North and the South for a six month armistice. Although the debate over mediation 
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continued into 1863, the rejection of the French proposal marked the height of 

interventionist support.57 Continued Union victories throughout 1863 added to ending the 

prospect of British intervention. The decline of interventionist discussion also meant a 

general shift to a more neutral policy in the war, which led British leaders to rethink British 

shipbuilding policy.  

The British government began to feel compelled to respond to the increasing 

pressure from many in the British population, especially working class people, to stop 

shipbuilding actions. In September 1863, Charles Francis Adams observed a positive shift in 

public opinion noting that “we [the U.S.] have the sympathy of the majority of the inferior 

class, whose strength consists merely in opinion.”58 Much of this working class support for 

the Union was a result of Abraham Lincoln’s framing of the Civil War as a conflict about 

slavery at the end of 1862 and into 1863. When the conflict became seen as a battle over 

slavery, much of the working class public voiced their support for the Union cause. After 

attending a political meeting, John Bright explained to Parliament that “three thousand of 

the most intelligent of the artisan classes in London,” cheered their sympathy for the Union 

and that “the more just the conduct of the Government to the United States, the more it 

would recommend itself to the magnanimous feelings of the people of this country.”59 

Russell explained that by seizing the rams the British would satisfy “the opinion which 
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revails here [in Britain], as well as in America, that this kind of neutral hostility should not be 

allowed to go on without some attempt to stop it.”60  

As public outcry against Confederate shipbuilding mounted, U.S. officials pressured 

the British government to reconsider their neutrality policy. In April 1863, Russell wrote 

Lyons that in order to “allay the strong feelings which have been raised in North American 

by the escape of the Oreto and Alabama,” the British government should now seize any 

“vessel apparently intended for the Confederate service.” 61 This policy was a major shift 

from the previous strategy which required proof of legal violation before the government 

took action. Seward and Adams’s diligent legal challenges and outrage against British 

shipbuilding helped make British leaders reconsider the government’s actions.  

Although U.S. diplomatic pressure helped to change British policy, it also created 

resistance because British leaders did not want to appear to be giving in to U.S. pressure 

and demands. Lyons wrote Russell that the British government needed to “prevent the 

ships from sailing, without leading the people here [in the U.S.] to think that they had 

gained their point by threats.”62 Palmerston agreed, telling Russell that when he responded 

to Adams’s protests, he should use strong assertive language to combat any “appearance of 

humble submission to Yankee Bullying.”63 Although the British agreed that the rams should 

be stopped, they did not want to appear weak to foreign powers. U.S. pressure ultimately 
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helped change British policy, but the British had to make the decision in a way that 

maintained their strength and diplomatic standing.  

In addition, British leaders worried about possible impacts that the precedent being 

created--of a neutral building ships for a belligerent--might have in future confrontations 

and wars. Richard Cobden explained that “according to the theory of the lion [Britain],” any 

country in a future war would “be entitled not only to build ships for us [Britain], but might 

fit out vessels” for another nation to cruise against the British.64 By allowing shipbuilding 

activities, the British government was setting a precedent that could be used against its 

interests in the future. Russell understood these future risks arguing that if one “ram may 

go from Liverpool to break the blockade…why not ten or twenty? And what is that but 

war?”65 He concluded that doing “’unto others as you wish that others should do unto you,’ 

is a good rule among nations as well as among men.”66 British leaders realized that if Britain 

did not want neutrals to build vessels against her Majesty’s government in the future, then 

Britain must stop allowing their citizens to build ships that were being used against the 

United States.  

Conclusion 

Ultimately, analyzing government correspondence and discussion reveals that 

shifting British economic interests and political attitudes changed policy, while the legal 

cases remained similar and had less influence on British policy. 
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The British economic struggles during the early years of war initially aligned 

economic interests in favor of the Confederates and made shipbuilding more of an 

economic need. However, cotton from India and Egypt began to reduce the cotton shortage 

and in 1863 the economy began to improve, therefore reducing dependence on the 

Confederacy. British political and business leaders began to see that the British built 

Confederate vessels were damaging British trade and commerce. The possibility of neutrals 

building ships for belligerents in the future also threatened future British commerce. 

Additionally, the British feared that the country would have to make future economic 

repayments of property lost to the British built Confederate vessels. 

 During the first two years of the war, British politicians discussed intervening to 

bring about an armistice. Initially believing that Confederate independence was inevitable, 

they discussed intervention. Mediation discussion peaked in 1862 and the British moved 

toward more neutral policy. British leaders also began to feel the pressure of British public 

opinion and U.S. leaders that felt that shipbuilding was not a neutral policy. In addition, the 

British worried about the possibility that neutral shipbuilding could be used against the 

British in a future conflict. These changes in opinion helped influence their policy.  

Discussion of the limits of neutral action and neutral involvement in another nation’s 

affairs in the shipbuilding case reveals how these problems were handled and how policy 

was created in the Civil War. The British government, occupying a position as a world 

power, advocated for a less constrained neutrality policy in which British citizens were free 

to trade with belligerents. The United States, a smaller power, advocated the British follow 

very strict neutrality, stopping all trade with the belligerent Confederacy. Understanding 
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how factors such as public opinion, economic hardships, and the outcomes of wars can 

influence policy, we can compare that analysis with the 20th century and the U.S. entry into 

World War II. The discussion over neutral rights and limits regarding shipbuilding 

investigates many problems that continued to be debated for the next two centuries.  

The questions the British faced about neutrality and proper involvement in other 

countries’ affairs soon became an issue that the United States had to face, as the nation’s 

world power increased at the turn of the 20th century. From the Civil War until the U.S. 

entry into World War II, the U.S. went through a transformation as the nation tried to 

discover its proper place in the world. As the United States became an economic power, the 

pressure increased to play a larger role on the world stage. However, the U.S. did not fully 

embrace this world role until the outbreak of World War II.  

During the 1890s, U.S. leaders took the first step in expanding the U.S. role in the 

world by asserting the Monroe Doctrine and defining the U.S. sphere of influence over the 

Western Hemisphere. The decade represents what Christopher McKnight Nichols calls the 

“initial convulsions of war and empire.”67 Debate over imperialism and expansion continued 

as the nation became involved in the Spanish-American War. The anti-imperialist arguments 

set forth by the likes of William James, W.E.B Du Bois, and Randolph Bourne formed the 

foundation of the anti-intervention and isolationist sentiments of the 1920s and 1930s.  

The U.S. entry into World War I and President Wilson’s world order visions briefly 

ushered in a larger U.S. role in global affairs. However, the subsequent post war backlash 
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against the League of Nations and Wilsonian Internationalism resulted in the 1920s’ peace 

movements and a United States that, while keeping international economic relations, shied 

away from political and military commitments abroad. Much like the impact that new navel 

technology had on neutrality during the Civil War, the 1930s also ushered in a time where 

new innovations created problems that challenged the understanding of neutrality. The 

speed of transportation and warfare created new problems in understanding the U.S.’ 

proper role in the world as the U.S.’ long enjoyed geographic isolation was diminished. This 

was the foreign relations atmosphere of the United States as the nation entered the 1930s, 

yet in a little over a decade the United States was entering global affairs and leading the 

world into a new era of multinational collective security. What changed in United States’ 

politics to institute this transformative shift in foreign policy? 68 
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WORLD WAR II CASE STUDY 

At the start of the Lend Lease hearings Secretary of State Cordell Hull asserted that 

“mankind is today face to face, not with regional wars or isolated conflicts… [but] forces 

which are not restrained by considerations of law or principles of morality.”69 World War II 

challenged American notions of neutrality, the U.S. role in the world and U.S. security. 

Modern technological innovations created new security threats, as the speed of warfare 

and transportation increased. The geographic isolation that the U.S. had long enjoyed was 

now being questioned. The resulting slow U.S. entry into World War II shifted the U.S. into 

playing a larger role in the world, a role that shaped U.S. foreign policy in the post war 

years. Robert Endicott Osgood labels the period the “Great Transformation” in the 

American concept of national security.”70 

At the outbreak of European war, President Franklin D. Roosevelt lobbied Congress 

to pass the Neutrality Act of 1939 which allowed for trade with belligerents on cash and 

carry basis, thus reversing the previous Neutrality Acts which had restricted trade to 

belligerents. In the fall of 1940 Roosevelt further reversed U.S. neutrality with the 

Destroyers for Bases Agreement, giving Britain 50 U.S. destroyers in return for land rights to 

British bases. The Lend Lease Act of 1941 essentially ended U.S. neutrality policy giving the 

Allied nations arms, food and other essential supplies. Roosevelt and interventionists 

changed U.S. neutrality policy as they came to see the aggressor nations as a threat to 
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international morality and law, as well as a danger to the United States’ physical and 

economic security. They worked to educate the American people about the dangers posed 

by Germany, Japan and Italy and for the public to recognize that the United States’ 

neutrality policy need to be adapted to allow for a more direct U.S. involvement. Roosevelt 

believed that U.S. national security extended across the Atlantic and that the U.S.’ interests 

and safety were aligned with an Allied victory. However, publically he did not advocate for 

the United States’ entry into the war, only the need for U.S. aid to be provided to the Allies. 

This study will examine why the U.S. changed its neutrality polices from restrictive 

neutrality in the early and mid-1930s, to fully supplying arms, ships and munitions to the 

Allied nations prior to Pearl Harbor and U.S. entry into World War II. Analysis of the factors 

that caused this policy shift can then be compared to the 19th century Civil War study to 

demonstrate the influences that are continuous over time. During the mid-1930s, the U.S. 

attempted to protect itself from becoming involved in another European war and 

implemented strong neutrality laws that limited trade with any belligerents. When faced 

with the Spanish Civil War, the U.S. public and government had little willingness to become 

involved, and continued to follow the Neutrality Acts. Congress even reaffirmed non 

belligerent trade laws with the Neutrality Act of 1937. However, from 1939-1941 the U.S. 

government gradually changed its neutrality policies to allow for trade, ships, and munitions 

to be sold and leased to the Allied nations. The Neutrality Act of 1939 allowed for trade with 

belligerents on a cash and carry basis and the Destroyers for Bases Agreement in the fall of 

1940 gave Britain needed supplies as well as moral support. The passage of the Lend Lease 

Act in 1941 gave the Allies war materials and signaled an end to 1930s’ neutrality. 
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This work will first look at the U.S.’ neutrality policy in the 1930s, outlining the 

policies before the war. The work will then discuss the two major shifts that occurred from 

1939 to 1941 that facilitated the change in U.S. policy. The first shift occurred during the 

summer of 1939, as President Roosevelt came to see European conflict as highly likely and 

he and interventionists began to define the role that they felt that the U.S. should play in 

the world. Prior to the outbreak of European war, public opinion began to shift in favor of 

Britain and France, however the public, as well as Congress, were still very reluctant to 

become involved in a war. The second shift occurred after the election of 1940, culminating 

in the passage of Lend Lease in the spring of 1941. The election demonstrated that the 

public supported Roosevelt and his leadership, giving Roosevelt the confidence to become 

bolder in his attempts to aid the Allied cause and support Lend Lease. Congress’s passage of 

Lend Lease signaled a move away from isolationism in both the public opinion and 

congressional leadership and the leasing of materials effectively ended 1930s’ style U.S. 

neutrality.  

1930s US Neutrality Policy 

The U.S. government and public response to the Spanish Civil War, Italian aggression 

in Ethiopia, and Japanese aggression in China was representative of prewar U.S. neutrality 

policy. Throughout these conflicts the Roosevelt administration, Congress, and the 

American people were all reluctant to become involved in a foreign conflict. Many 

Americans had some empathy for those fighting aggression, but they were unwilling to 

extend that feeling toward actual intervention or support. Following the First World War, 

the American public was disillusioned by what they saw as an American nation that had 
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been pulled into a dynastic European conflict by business and arms interests. Congress 

refused to ratify the Treaty of Versailles or join the League of Nations, and many U.S. 

leaders advocated a more isolationist foreign policy. Peace advocates, as diverse as William 

Borah and Emily Balch, pushed for peace initiates such as the Kellogg-Briand Act, in which 

the world’s leading nations declared that they would “condemn recourse to war... and 

renounce it, as an instrument of national policy.”71 

Faced with the economic disaster of the Great Depression, Americans wanted to 

focus on domestic affairs and turn away from global conflicts. David Kennedy argues that 

“the Depression had helped to reinforce an isolationism of the spirit, a kind of moral 

numbness” that reduced Americans humanitarianism and willingness to be involved 

abroad.”72 Although the public had sympathy for victims of 1930s’ aggression, when faced 

with accepting refugees into the United States support was limited. The government and 

the public refused to accept thousands of refugees, often turning away those trying to 

escape persecution. George Herring concurs with Kennedy, stressing that during the early 

1930s “Americans preferred to concentrate on domestic issues, shun international 

cooperation, retain complete freedom of action, and avoid war at virtually all cost.”73 

Roosevelt was also reluctant to offer support or become involved in these conflicts as he 

was preoccupied with domestic issues that took larger priority. In 1937, Roosevelt was 

involved in fighting to expand the Supreme Court and he continued to face congressional 
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opposition to many of his New Deal policies, and thus he did not have the political capital to 

wage a debate on foreign policy.  

In 1934, the Senate convened a committee to investigate the effect that big business 

played in causing war. The committee, led by Senator Gerald Nye, concluded that munitions 

and arms companies had helped draw the nation into war for their own profits.74 The 

committee reported that munitions companies had intensified “the fears of people for their 

neighbors and [had] used them to their own profit,” as well as scaring “nations into a 

continued frantic expenditure for the latest improvements in devices of warfare.”75 

Attempting to prevent the U.S. from being drawn into another European war, Congress 

passed a series of neutrality laws that limited and defined the actions that the U.S. could 

have with belligerent nations. Speaking in favor of a neutrality bill, Senator Nye commented 

on “how childish this permissive flip-flop neutrality policy of ours and our belief that we 

could go on and on supplying the sinews of war to one or even both sides and avoid 

ourselves being ultimately drawn into the engagement with our lives and our fortunes at 

stake.”76 The 1930s push for stricter neutrality was a result of the belief that trade with 

belligerents tied United States economic interests to the success of the war, ultimately 

drawing the nation into the conflicts. The Neutrality Acts hoped to prevent the United 

States being pulled into war.  
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The Neutrality Act of 1937 defined a belligerent as any nation that the President 

proclaimed was in a “state of war” or a “state of civil strife….[that] is of a magnitude or is 

being conducted under such conditions that the export of arms, ammunition, or 

implements of war from the United States to such foreign state would threaten or endanger 

the peace of the United States.”77 The 1930s’ definition of neutrality meant not only 

political neutrality, like that of Britain’s Civil War era definition, but also economic 

neutrality, giving up the right to neutral trade. The Hague Convention in 1907 had 

previously outlined the international legal definition of neutrality. From it neutral nations 

could not aid belligerents through building, training and transporting troops, however 

neutral merchants had the right to neutral free trade, and could trade with belligerents.78 

The Neutrality Acts gave up these neutral rights by banning trade with belligerent nations. 

This interpretation of neutrality severely restricted the United States’ ability to be involved 

in the European conflict. 

Brooke Blower contends that the Neutrality Acts were not a “drift away from 

internationalism, but a change in the way Americans understood the causes and conduct of 

modern combat.”79 Blower argues that Americans saw that “modern technology” had 

created a “new frontier” of global relations that required a ‘radical departure” from the 

previous policies of “passive neutrality.”80 Blower also reframes the mid-1930s’ policy 

debates as less of a question of isolation or intervention, but instead a discussion of "what 
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role” should the U.S. play and “what kind of neutral” should the U.S. be in a world in which 

“the old rules of warfare…no longer applied?”81 Blower argues that the Neutrality Acts did 

not protect neutrality, but instead “relinquished neutral rights” by banning trade and 

business with belligerents that was legal under international law.82 She asserts that the 

Neutrality Acts were an attempt to prevent the “scenarios that had led the nation to the 

brink of conflict” in previous wars.83 Blower concludes that the Neutrality Acts began a 

“new era when Americans would make liberal use of sanctions and other short-of-war 

forms of coercion.”84  

However, Blower’s argument fails to give enough weight to the roots of these anti 

interventionist ideals. Christopher McKnight Nichols asserts that the 1930s’ neutrality policy 

“harkened back to the parameters established in the anti-imperialist debates of the 

1890s.”85 The central theme of channeling national focus away from foreign engagements 

and toward the domestic sphere was built upon the ideals of William James, Eugene B. Debs 

and Progressive era anti imperialists. Although the Neutrality Acts did reject the ideas of 

traditional neutral free trade, by banning arms trade with belligerents, the goal of the acts 

were still to avoid being swept into an engagement abroad due to “bigness” and 

imperialism. The Neutrality Acts also had a basis in the U.S. legacy of isolationism that 

started with George Washington’s Farewell Address, was built upon by Jefferson and 

Monroe, and reshaped during the Progressive era. As President Cleveland summarized in 
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1885, it is the policy of “Peace, commerce, and honest friendship with all nations, 

entangling alliance with none.”86 Following the destruction of World War I, U.S. leaders 

wished to retreat away from European entanglements. 

First Neutrality Policy Shift: Summer of 1939 

In From Munich to Pearl to Harbor, David Reynolds argues that the Munich 

Conference was a major shifting point for Roosevelt. 87 Reynolds asserts that Roosevelt, 

with advice from Ambassador to Poland William Bullitt, determined that “meaningful 

negotiation with Hitler” was not possible, as Hitler seemed determined to be aggressive and 

a “nut.”88 Additionally, Reynolds contends that Munich “shook FDR’s assumption” that 

Europe’s traditional powers would take the lead against such aggression and that Roosevelt 

began to believe that the U.S. would need to play a larger role in the world.89   

Although Reynolds is correct in arguing that Munich greatly impacted Roosevelt’s 

views on European conflict, he neglects to take into consideration that Roosevelt and 

William Phillips, the U.S. Ambassador to Italy, hoped that Mussolini would be an agent for 

peace. When taking these hopes into account, it was not until the summer of 1939 that 

Roosevelt and his advisors fully began to think that conflict was highly likely. After the 

Munich Conference Roosevelt did conclude that Hitler was not to be negotiated with, but 

Roosevelt continued to hold out hope that Mussolini would prove to be a peacemaker in 

avoiding war. It was not until attempts to reach out to Mussolini failed during the summer 
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of 1939, and militarization of both Italy and Germany continued, that Roosevelt began to 

think that conflict was inevitable. It was at this point that Roosevelt and interventionists 

began to try and reverse the Neutrality Acts to allow for trade with belligerents. When war 

broke out in September, it became an even more urgent concern. 

Roosevelt fully recognized the threat that the Axis powers posed after his hopes of 

peace deteriorated in 1939, when Mussolini failed to placate Hitler’s aggression and both 

nations failed to respond to Roosevelt’s peace offerings. When outlining notes for his 

meeting with Italian Ambassador Prince Colonna, four days after Hitler invaded 

Czechoslovakia, Roosevelt stressed that “Muss.[olini] Holds [the] key to peace.”90 William 

Phillips confirmed Roosevelt’s hopes, writing to Roosevelt that “I believe that Mussolini is so 

anxious to avoid war that we may hope for his calming influence on Hitler.”91 Roosevelt 

agreed with this sentiment, stating to Phillips that “I hope and pray, every day, that the 

influence of Mussolini will be definitely against war.92 However, as Mussolini failed to 

become a mediator for peace and instead joined in Hitler’s aggressive antics, Roosevelt 

became more convinced of impending conflict. 

In April 1939, Roosevelt wrote a letter to both Mussolini and Hitler in which he felt 

he gave “them an out to try to work out a new international economic accord peacefully.”93 

However, by June 1939 he felt that neither had given him even “10% of an opening to 
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pursue it further,” and that instead they had “closed the door straight in my face and… 

increased the number of men they have had under arms militarily.”94 Because Germany and 

Italy continued to increase military spending throughout the spring and summer of 1939, in 

spite of economic hardship, Roosevelt concluded that the two countries did not want to 

make peace. Addressing the Press Corps in June, Roosevelt hypothesized that the two 

nations had decided that the improvement of their “economic situation lies in conquest.”95 

As all attempts at finding a peaceful resolution failed, Roosevelt realized that a conflict was 

going to occur. Roosevelt asserted that “there is going to be a world conflict, in which there 

are aligned on one side Japan, Germany and Italy, and on the other side China, Great Britain 

and the United States.”96 Although he still hoped that the United States could avoid 

entering into the “hostilities,” he acknowledged that the nation’s sympathies were against 

Germany and Italy, explaining that “there is no doubt where we stand as regards the 

issues.” 97  

Second Neutrality Policy Shift: Post Election 1940-Lend Lease Spring 1941 

The final shift that occurred in United States neutrality policy in the years before 

Pearl Harbor was the 1940 election and the passing of the Lend Lease Act in the spring of 

1941. From the outbreak of the European war in September 1939 to the passing of Lend 

Lease in spring 1941, the nation’s public opinion shifted. President Roosevelt pushed for 

more support to the Allies and isolationist support in Congress decreased. However, 
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Roosevelt’s electoral victory in 1940 represented the final movement toward the end of 

U.S. anti-belligerent neutrality. In the months leading up to the election, Roosevelt used an 

executive order to implement the Destroyers for Bases Agreement giving Britain U.S. 

destroyers in exchange for land for military bases. The deal provided Britain with hope that 

the United States would aid their war effort. Roosevelt’s reelection a few months later was 

a mandate from the people that they trusted his lead and that they were accepting of some 

of his more interventionist rhetoric and action. Following his reelection Roosevelt became 

bolder in his calls for aid to the Allies.   

David Kennedy argues that Roosevelt’s victory was because voters had “made their 

reckoning with the dread prospect of war,” and thus wanted a president in Roosevelt who 

had experience leading them through the Depression.98 Steven Casey asserts that after the 

“fresh mandate” from the electorate that they were confident in his leadership, Roosevelt 

turned “his attention toward offering more concrete aid to Britain.”99 The election of 1940 

had forced Roosevelt to be less overt in his calls for aiding Britain and the Allies. Toward the 

end of the election season Roosevelt’s opponent Wendell Willkie began to frame Roosevelt 

as leading the nation toward war, exclaiming that “We do not want to send our boys over 

there again… [but] if you elect the third term candidate, I believe they will be sent.”100 

Roosevelt responded to Willkie’s attempts to label him as a warmonger by assuring the 

public that he had no intention to drag the nation into the war.  Speaking in Boston days 
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before the election, Roosevelt exclaimed that “I have said this before, but I shall say it again 

and again and again: Your boys are not going to be sent into any foreign wars.”101 In this 

speech Roosevelt omitted his usual “except in the case of attack” qualifier, instead opting to 

reassure the public that he was against involving the United States in the war. After winning 

the election Roosevelt could more confidently engage in rhetoric that promoted aid to the 

Allies. Only several weeks after his victory, Roosevelt and his administration began to 

promote the need to pass legislation lending aid to the Allied cause. A few months later the 

Lend Lease Act was passed. 

One of Roosevelt’s arguments for providing aid to the Allied nations was to combat 

the moral threat that Roosevelt and his advisors believed the Axis powers posed. Roosevelt 

had long recognized the moral threat that aggressor nations had on world security, however 

as the Axis rose to power he began to see the threat looming larger. From early in his 

administration Roosevelt had adopted a foreign policy that stressed a moral and legal 

foundation. In his First Inaugural Address President Roosevelt put forth his “good neighbor” 

foreign policy vision, in which the United States would be a neighbor who “respects the 

rights of others… and respects the sanctity of his agreements in and with a world of 

neighbors.”102 Roosevelt held the idea that peace could be maintained if world order and 

laws were respected and followed by all nations. In 1936, Roosevelt warned the Democratic 

National Convention that the U.S. must fight a “war for the survival of democracy,” led by 
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the “greatest guide of all…moral principle.”103 A year later he outlined how aggressor 

nations posed a grave threat to his views of world order and “international morality.”104   

In what was dubbed his Quarantine Speech Roosevelt warned that “the peace, the 

freedom and the security of ninety percent of the population of the world is being 

jeopardized by the remaining ten percent who are threatening a breakdown of all 

international order and law.”105 The President was very concerned of the threat that 

“aggressor” nations posed on what he saw as the “principles of humanity,” comprised of 

laws, treaties and mutual respect for national sovereignty.106 He stressed that the “moral 

consciousness of the world must recognize…the cardinal necessity” of respecting national 

laws and rights, and the need to put an “end to acts of international aggression.”107 

Roosevelt implied that it was up to the peaceful nations of the world to join together to 

stop these militant nations.  

As conflict loomed in 1939, Roosevelt began to apply this moral foreign policy 

argument that he had been outlining throughout his presidency. Speaking to the American 

people at the outbreak of European War, Roosevelt argued that the nation must work to 

maintain the “fundamental moralities” and efforts to “restore the peace.” 108 He portrayed 

the conflict as a battle between “right and wrong,” and that smug inaction on our part is in 
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effect an aid to those in the wrong. Writing to Harold Vanderbilt, Roosevelt stressed that if 

the Nazis prevailed “I should hate to live the rest of my days in a world dominated by the 

Hitler philosophy.”109 Roosevelt continued to frame the conflict in moral and ideological 

terms as the war progressed. In his January 1941 State of the Union Address he outlined the 

“four essential human freedoms,” for which the Allies were fighting.110 Having throughout 

his presidency stressed the moral aspect of foreign relations, Roosevelt then applied and 

expanded these ideals to the European conflict. 

Along with the threat to international law and morality, Roosevelt saw the physical 

and economic threat that the Axis powers posed on U.S. security. George Herring argues 

that during the first years of European conflict Roosevelt used stealthy moves to make a 

“sharp extension of traditional U.S. concepts of national defense” to now include the 

Atlantic Ocean.111 In his Quarantine Speech, Roosevelt warned that “let no one imagine that 

America will escape… [and] that this Western Hemisphere will not be attacked” if the 

aggressor nations are allowed to continue to their violence on their neighbors.112 The 

president struggled to change the popular opinion that the Atlantic Ocean would protect 

the United States from foreign aggressors. He theorized that if Hitler was victorious in the 

European war, he would then take control of “the British navy and the French Army,” and 

thus he would control most of the world’s naval powers.113 Roosevelt argued that if the 
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Allies lost the war that “all the population and all the resources of Europe, Asia, Africa, and 

Australasia will be dominated by the conquerors.”114 He added that these combined 

resources “greatly exceeds” that of the entire Western Hemisphere.115 Outnumbered in 

both population and resources, he argued it would be “immature” to think that the U.S. 

could “hold off the whole world” by herself.116  

Roosevelt and interventionists also saw the speed of the blitzkrieg and air warfare as 

challenging America’s natural geographic protections. David Reynolds claims that Roosevelt 

was influenced by the geostrategic belief that “the bomber had made America’s oceanic 

barriers obsolete” and that the traditional view of defense of the Western Hemisphere was 

not viable.117 Adressing Congress in May 1940 Roosevelt warned that the age of the 

“modern offensive war” meant that the Pacific and Atlantic Oceans no longer provided 

“adequate defensive barriers.”118 In October 1940, Cordell Hull added that “Oceans give the 

nations of this hemisphere no guaranty against the possibility of economic, political, or 

military attack from abroad. Oceans are barriers, but they are also highways.”119 Roosevelt 

also stressed that the “fiords of Greenland” are six hours from New England, Bermuda three 

hours, and Alaska “4 or 5 hours” from the Northwest.120 Thus Roosevelt asserted we must 

defend the Atlantic and create “outposts of American protection” in places such as “Iceland, 
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in Greenland, in Labrador and in Newfoundland.”121 Stressing the dangers that modern 

warfare presented, Roosevelt and interventionists set to extend the United States’ security 

perimeter to include the entire Western Hemisphere. The interventionists then expanded 

that sphere to include Britain as they argued that a British defeat would threaten the United 

States.  

In addition to the combined military force of Europe being put against that U.S., 

Roosevelt and interventionist leaders feared that United States would face an economic 

threat if the Axis defeated the Allies. Writing to leading interventionist William Allen White, 

Roosevelt expressed fear that on the occasion of Axis victory, “world trade would be at the 

mercy of the combine,” and that American good will with South America “would end-unless 

we were willing to go to war on their behalf.”122 Discussing the potential war with the press, 

Roosevelt outlined how Hitler could gain access to the Western Hemisphere. Roosevelt 

realized that even if the Germans did not have the initial means to militarily access the 

hemisphere, that they could “do it by indirection very nicely…, without violating the 

Monroe Doctrine.”123 He described that Hitler could gain influence and control in a South 

American country, such as Argentina, by threatening to take away that nation’s vital trade 

with Europe.  

Roosevelt pondered “What would you do if you were the President of 

Argentine(sic)? You know your country would starve if they couldn’t sell all of their 
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agricultural products abroad.”124 Thus Roosevelt argued, Hitler would have a foothold in the 

Western Hemisphere from which he could gain even more control and close proximity to 

the United States.  This foothold could be used by Germany for future military attacks, in 

addition to trade conflicts. In 1941 Roosevelt outlined that if the Germans gained control in 

Latin America, Hitler would introduce an economic system of “slave labor,” no minimum 

wages, and maximum working hours.125 He stressed that under this economic system the 

entire American “business and manufacturing, mining and agriculture” sectors of the 

economy would “be mangled and crippled.”126 In order to resist the extensions of “Nazi 

domination to the Western Hemisphere,” Roosevelt argued that the United States must aid 

Britain and others who are currently “resisting Hitlerism.”127 Speaking in favor of Lend Lease 

in January 1941, Senator James Byrnes argued that if the United States aided Britain and 

kept the war in Europe, then “our own cities will stand intact… Our citizens will sleep amid 

the serenity that comes from the realization that no bombs will crash through the roof. Our 

industrial workers will not find it necessary to abandon their machines and take refuge in 

bomb-proof shelters.”128 Both Roosevelt and Interventionists tried to convince citizens that 

aiding Britain would help keep the war from the Western Hemisphere and protect the U.S. 

economy from Axis menace. By framing aid to the Allies as necessary for the protection of 

the Western Hemisphere, interventionists tried to expand the Monroe Doctrine.   
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Convinced that the Axis posed a moral, physical, and economic threat to the United 

States and world order, Roosevelt, Hull, and leading interventionists attempted to explain 

these fears to the public and Congress. Writing William Allen White, Roosevelt expressed 

his worry that the “public opinion over here [in America] is patting itself on the back every 

morning and thanking God for the Atlantic Ocean (and the Pacific Ocean).”129 He 

emphasized his concern that the American public “greatly underestimate[s] the serious 

implications to our own future.”130 While Roosevelt and interventionist leaders slowly 

enacted laws and measures to repeal American neutrality and expand the U.S. role in 

European affairs from 1937-1941, they also worked to educate the public about the 

dangerous effects that the Axis could have on the U.S. In 1938, Roosevelt mentioned that 

he was in “the midst of a long process of educat[ing]” the American people about how the 

aggression in Europe would not leave the U.S. untouched. 131 Roosevelt recognized that the 

public was wary of being drawn into another war, and he made sure to clarify that he did 

not want another war. Roosevelt acknowledged to William Allen White that he had to act 

carefully so as to “get the American people to think of conceivable consequences [of 

German aggression] without scaring the American people into thinking that they are going 

to be dragged into this war.”132 When privately discussing aid to Britain with interventionist 

Lewis Douglas, Roosevelt revealed that he was “not talking very much about it because a 
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certain element of the Press… would undoubtedly pervert it, attack it and confuse the 

public mind.”133 It was not until later in 1940, after his reelection and public opinion was 

less opposed to some intervention, that Roosevelt felt able to speak more openly about 

aiding the Allies. 

The end of 1940 and the beginning of 1941 marked a turning point in which 

isolationist sentiment in Congress was no longer a majority, thus allowing Roosevelt and 

interventionists to overcome isolationist factions of Congress to pass the Lend Lease Act to 

provide aid to the Allies. This shift in isolationist sentiment was a slow process that had 

been reversing since the outbreak of European War, but Lend Lease signaled that the shift 

was really complete. Manfred Jonas argues that the isolationists depended on two tenants 

of belief. First, he argues they stressed that there was not a clear moral issue in the conflict, 

instead shaping it as just another European power struggle.134 Opponents of intervention, 

led by the American First Committee and anti-interventionist leaders, such as Arthur H. 

Vandenberg and Robert Taft,  argued Great Britain was an unfit ally who was not fighting for 

morally justified reasons, but instead for maintaining colonial power. In Hell-Bent for War, 

General Hugh S. Johnson argued that Britain was fighting for “continued imperial 

domination over weaker and exploited, subdued and subject people.”135 Speaking at an 

America First rally, Charles Lindbergh once cried that “it would be a tragedy for the entire 

world if the British Empire collapses.”136 As the war continued and some of the Axis’s 
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cruelties became apparent, Americans began to believe that Britain was fighting for a just 

cause, undermining the isolationist argument. The second principle that Jonas asserts that 

the isolationists built their tenants on, was that no conflict in Europe or Asia could threaten 

the United States’ interests because of the “impregnability of the Western Hemisphere.”137  

As the Axis’s military powers were proven after the invasion of France, and as the airpower 

reduced geographic barriers, the sense of impregnability began to break down, decreasing 

isolationist sympathies among the public. 

Justus Doenecke offers a different interpretation than Jonas, arguing that it is 

difficult to speak of one unified “anti-interventionist position.”138 He outlines that the vast 

variety of groups that made up interventionist opposition, created a group that was non 

cohesive and lacked a central message. Doenecke asserts that this lack of a central message 

resulted in the opposition not effectively countering Roosevelt and interventionists. 

Doenecke adds that the “noninterventionists were far too diverse to offer any unified 

alternatives [to FDR] of their own, even too divided to offer any alternative vision of a 

positive international order.”139 The lack of a central alternative meant that it was difficult 

to counter Roosevelt in the public sphere.        

Doenecke purports that throughout the first years of the war “Roosevelt set the 

agenda, defined the issues, and chose his timing. His critics were forced to respond to the 

president’s initiatives.”140 As the isolationist message began to be seen as not addressing 
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the current state of the war, isolationist sentiment in the public and congress declined. 

Additionally, Doenecke maintains that as the public’s focus shifted from questions of 

“directly entering the war to such more concrete proposals as cash and carry… the 

president’s opponents drew only minority support.”141 Doenecke also stresses that the anti-

interventionists did not understand the “potential threat to a wider world balance.”142 As 

this world balance seemed to come under threat, the support for isolationist leaders 

declined.  

The passage of Lend Lease signaled that there was an overall shift away from 

isolationism. Although isolationist rhetoric continued in both the public and in congress 

throughout 1941, the nation’s policies became more interventionist.  Brooke Blower argues 

that Lend Lease signaled that a “line had been crossed…and that the United States had 

relinquished traditional neutrality in favor of a ‘common-law alliance’ with Great Britain.”143 

Even though the actual aid to the Allies did not reach significant amounts in 1941, Lend 

Lease did definitively demonstrate to both the Allies and the Axis, which side the United 

States supported. Much like the Destroyers for Bases Agreement, the significance, at least 

in 1941, was not the actual physical arms and aid that the United States was pledging. 

Instead the Act demonstrated that the nation was willing to support the Allied cause, even 

if that involvement meant risking being pulled into the war. Lend Lease established that the 

United States was now becoming not only non-neutral in thought, but non neutral in 

“deeds” as well.  
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According to public opinion polls, by 1941 the American people began to believe the 

U.S. was going to enter the war at some point.  At the outbreak of war in 1939, 46% of 

those polled by Gallup and Fortune, thought that the U.S. would enter the war, but by May 

1941 that number had risen to 85%.144 From 1936 to 1941 the American public, when asked 

about the U.S. “going into the war” or sending “an army and navy abroad,” remained fairly 

consistent, voting “No” over 70% every time. 145 However, the popular support for helping 

the British even at the risk of war did increase. The percentage of those who thought it was 

most important to “help England win, even at the risk of getting into the war” rose from 

36% in May 1940 to 61% in May 1941.146 Additionally the perception that it had been wrong 

for the U.S. to enter the First World War declined, from 64% agreeing it was wrong in April 

1937, to only 39% by April 1941.147   

However, the accuracy and usefulness of these polls in representing the American 

public opinion has been debated. Brooke Blower argues that if one looks beyond the polls, 

“Americans were confused, angry, and indeed hesitant to take up arms on behalf of the 

Allies.”148 Looking into private letters, Blower finds that these private avenues of thought 
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reveal that the public held “less socially acceptable beliefs” then the polls would indicate 

because people would often hide these thoughts from pollsters and more public venues.”149 

She contends that while “the public face of popular sentiment” was a shift in favor of the 

Allies, privately citizens held “more sympathy for Germany” than the polls showed.150 

Blower disagrees with the interpretation that “Americans’ desire to keep the United States 

isolated from international politics” was the reason many wanted to initially keep out of the 

war.”151 Instead, she argues that the public’s initial lack of support for the Allies was “a 

profound ambivalence about their quite well-developed sense of engagement with foreign 

affairs.”152 Additionally, Blower asserts that as the war continued, public opinion shifted 

toward a more interventionist policy as Americans “succumbed to new conceptions of war 

and neutrality.”153 Blower cites the President of the American Society of Law who asked 

“Who is our neighbor?” and answered “Everybody.”154 Blower argues that as the war 

changed the world, Americans’ understanding of neutrality and intervention also shifted.  

George Herring adds that Americans shifted their views on intervention as they “concluded 

that their values and interests were threatened by events abroad and that their security 

required them to assist nations…even at the risk of war.”155 As Germany successfully 

conquered France and Japan the South Pacific, Americans began to see the speed and 

military ability that modern war technologies allowed. Additionally, geographic isolation 
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and distance became less of a protective barrier, forcing citizens to rethink prior 

understandings of the United States’ security perimeter.  

 Steven Casey has a contrasting opinion, arguing that the problem is less the 

“reliability of the data” from the polls, but instead it is the “extent to which the president” 

relied on and accepted the polls.156 Steven Casey argues that although public opinion did 

influence Roosevelt’s timing of actions, the public “exerted little influence on FDR’s basic 

image of the German enemy.”157 Casey states that Roosevelt was “invariably one step 

ahead of public opinion” in recognizing the Nazi threat and thus had the job of getting the 

public to also understand the danger.158 Throughout this education process, Casey claims 

that “the Roosevelt administration’s publicity efforts were always highly cautious,” and that 

the rhetoric did not involve “overselling the danger.”159 Casey argues that public opinion did 

effect when Roosevelt took actions as he often waited for “popular opposition to die down 

before he forged ahead with his desired policy.”160 Casey also contends that Roosevelt 

would occasionally choose to enact “certain measures in an attempt to shift public 

opinion,” by influencing opinion by actions instead of words.161  

Conclusion 

From 1939-1941, the United States underwent a transition in neutrality policy as the 

nation went from a strict policy of not trading with belligerents to providing the Allies with 

vital war materials through Lend Lease. The neutrality transition that occurred reshaped the 
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United States’ role in world, ushering in a half a century of strong U.S. involvement. 

President Roosevelt and interventionists tied U.S. economic, political, and national security 

interests to world affairs. The European conflict and the rise of the Axis powers forced the 

United States’ leadership and citizens to rethink the U.S.’ proper world role. The 

interventionists argued that the Axis threatened the United States’ future security and as 

the European war continued, citizens too began to realize this threat. 

As the war progressed, the Allies began to discuss and construct a vision for the 

postwar world. The moral world vision that Roosevelt had previously outlined as threatened 

by the aggressor nations, played a role in shaping what kind of world the Allies wanted to 

construct. In August 1941, Roosevelt and Churchill met to discuss some of these postwar 

ideas. The two produced a proclamation of agreed upon principles-the Atlantic Charter- 

that they based their “hopes for a better future for the world.”162 They declared that they 

“desire to see no territorial changes” that are not the wishes of the “people concerned,” 

and that all peoples have the right to “choose the form of government under which they 

will live.”163 Drawing from the principles of Roosevelt’s Four Freedoms Speech, the 

proclamation also added that upon the “destruction of the Nazi tyranny,” that all people 

may live their “lives in freedom from fear and want.”164 Finally, they asserted that there 

would need to be a “permanent system of general security,” and that disarmament “is 

essential.”165 Most significantly, the Atlantic Charter was an overt example of the clearly 
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non neutral position and rhetoric of Roosevelt and his advisors. By pledging to destroy “Nazi 

tyranny,” Roosevelt’s allegiance to the Allied cause was blatantly clear, almost six months 

before the United States entered into a formal war against the Axis.  

In A New Deal for the World, Elizabeth Borgwardt argues that the Atlantic Charter 

was an attempt by Roosevelt and his administration to “internationalize the New Deal.”166 

When speaking about the New Deal in his Second Inaugural Address, Roosevelt proclaimed 

that “we are fashioning an instrument of unimagined power for the establishment of a 

morally better world.”167 When conflict arose in the late 1930s, as Roosevelt expanded this 

domestic moral vision to a new world system based on the same principles as the economic 

New Deal. However, with the death of Roosevelt in 1944, the U.S. lost the leader behind the 

postwar vision and instead inherited a president in Harry Truman. Truman admitted that 

Roosevelt did not talk to him about “what he had in mind for the peace after the war,” and 

thus Truman did not have the same understanding of Roosevelt’s post war vision.168 

Truman did began to form his own foreign policy that was similar to Roosevelt’s vision, 

highlighting America’s need to be a champion of democracy and self-determination, the U.N 

and internationalism.  

Melvyn Leffler claims that the war taught two lessons: “no more surprise attacks, no 

more aggression.”169 He argues that the U.S. needed to be able to exert its power “far from 

                                                           
166 Elizabeth Borgwardt, A New Deal for the World: America's Vision for Human Rights, (Cambridge,  

Mass: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press: 2005), 3. 
167 Franklin Roosevelt, Second Inaugural Address (January 20, 1937), 

http://millercenter.org/president/fdroosevelt/speeches/speech-3308 
168 Melvyn Leffler, For the Soul of Mankind: The United States, the Soviet Union, and the Cold  

War, (New York: Hill and Wang: 2007), 38. 
169 Ibid., 45. 



Su 63 
 

American shores” and make sure that the balance of power in the “Old World” was never 

allowed to be disrupted, like it had at the start of the war.170 The largest threat to this 

balance in America’s eyes was the U.S.S.R. In postwar planning the Americans worked to 

rebuild Germany economically so as to combat an expansion of Soviet influence. Policies 

such as the 1947 Truman Doctrine and the 1948-1952 Marshall Plan worked to restore the 

European economy to stop the spread of communist ideas. Meanwhile in Moscow, Joseph 

Stalin wanted to create a buffer of friendly states to protect the Russian homeland from 

again becoming a front of war. U.S. actions threatened to put Russia in the vulnerable 

position of having another hostile neighbor. The postwar division of Germany into Western 

and Soviet spheres of influence created the potential for another war front. Both sides were 

leery of the others’ intentions and power, as all parties wanted to learn from the mistakes 

of the war in order to prevent another threat to their security. The United States devoted 

itself to becoming an active international power, realizing that U.S. security did indeed 

expand out of the Western Hemisphere. The Soviet Union sought a power balance and 

physical protection by seeking neighbors that would be buffers from another potential 

attack. These new security questions ushered in a new bipolar world and the Cold War that 

would redefine neutrality, belligerent status and the definition of the enemy.  
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CONCLUSION 

From 1945 to the end of the Cold War, the United States dealt with becoming a 

global power and the debate shifted from should the U.S. intervene in world affairs to how, 

where, and when should the U.S. get involved. The end of the Cold War removed the 

conflict that had driven U.S. foreign policy since World War II and U.S. leaders attempted to 

create a new direction for U.S. foreign relations.  

 Investigating why Great Britain stopped shipbuilding during the Civil War, and why 

the United States increased involvement in World War II, provides examples of how similar 

issues were handled in the past. Analyzing how world powers wrote neutrality policy in the 

19th and 20th centuries, reveals the central issues that shaped decision making. Looking at 

the British in the Civil War, one can discover how a 19th century European power decided to 

change the country’s neutrality policy to restrict belligerent trade. Comparing that to the 

debate during the 1930s over U.S. entry into World War II, one can investigate whether 

there are similar conditions that shape changes in neutrality policy across borders and time. 

The two case studies reveal continuity over time as neutrality policy shifts during both the 

19th and 20th centuries were shaped by economic and security interests.  

The two cases disclose that the definition of neutrality has changed over time and 

that in both cases the nation had to rethink and change their understanding of neutrality to 

adapt to this change. At the start of the Civil War, the British had a neutrality policy that 

restricted the government’s ability to become involved with a belligerent, but did allow for 

neutral trade with the belligerent. In contrast, the United States in the 1930s took a more 

restrictive interpretation of neutrality, limiting both the state’s ability to intervene with 
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belligerents and neutral free trade. During the Civil War, the British ultimately tightened 

their ideal of neutrality to limit neutral free trade, while in World War II the United States 

relaxed their restriction on neutral trade with belligerents. The cases illustrate that a 

nation’s initial definition of neutrality often has to be changed as their economic and 

national security interests shift in times of conflict. 

The two cases also reveal how technological innovations can create problems that 

challenge existing concepts and definitions of neutrality. Both shifts in policy occurred 

during eras when new technologies, such as ironclad rams in the Civil War and air warfare in 

World War II, made old definitions of neutrality potentially ineffective. These innovations 

created an environment in which neutral policy had to be reconsidered as each nation’s 

economic and security interests were no longer being met and protected. 

  Both the British in the 1860s and the United States in the 1930s were influenced by 

the current and future economic interests of the nation. If the current neutrality threatened 

the economic wellbeing of the nation, the government reshaped that policy. During the Civil 

War, the potential damage that neutral built ships could have on British trade in future 

conflicts, and the possibility of economic reparations for U.S. vessels sunk by British made 

Confederate ships, pushed British leaders to restrict trade with belligerents. Similarly, 

during the late 1930s U.S. leaders argued that the U.S. needed to take a more active role in 

the European War because Axis victory would gravely threaten U.S. trade with the world, 

especially Latin America.  

Both nation’s leaders were also influenced by political stability and national security. 

The British foresaw the potential damage that neutrals arming belligerents could have on 
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the nation’s future security and thus decided to implement stricter neutrality. During the 

1930s, Roosevelt and interventionists believed that the Axis threatened U.S. security and 

continued prosperity. Applying these lessons to modern conflicts, one can get a better 

understanding about the potential policy a country may create. If a nation’s current 

neutrality position threatens their economic, political, and/or security interests, then that 

nation may reshape their policies to better protect their wellbeing. 

At the end of the Cold War, President George H.W Bush called for a new world order 

“in which the nations of the world...can prosper and live in harmony," and "America and the 

world... support the rule of law."171 Supporting Kuwait against Iraq's invasion in 1990, 

demonstrated that the U.S. was willing to use force to support peace and justice around the 

world.  

Three years later, the Clinton administration’s enlargement policy rejected that "the 

United States was duty-bound to promote constitutional democracy and human rights 

everywhere,” and instead worked to protect “primary U.S. strategic and economic 

interests."172 Clinton advocated free trade and economic agreements as the best way to 

engage with the world and spread U.S. ideals. In addition, the Clinton administration was 

reluctant to intervene abroad in Rwanda and Bosnia because as Samantha Power argues, 

when "everyone within the government is motivated to avoid ‘another Somalia’ or ‘another 

Vietnam,’ few think twice about playing a role in allowing another Rwanda."173 Power also 
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blames the American public for not speaking out against genocide and argues that “the 

battle to stop genocide has been repeatedly lost in the realm of domestic politics.”174 

During the 1990s, Americans felt a sense of security that made them reluctant to intervene 

abroad in conflicts that did not threaten their security, and it would take an attack on 

domestic soil to awaken the U.S. to foreign problems.  

This period of U.S. security was shattered by the attacks on September 11, 2001, and 

many felt that the large domestic attack showed that the United States needed to be more 

involved in world affairs to protect domestic security. Speaking several days after the 

attacks, President Bush exclaimed that the “night [after the attacks] fell on a different 

world, a world where freedom itself is under attack,” and the nation must fight to “lift a 

dark threat of violence from our people and our future.”175 U.S. leaders argued that the 

American future was threatened and that a change in foreign policy must be made to 

reassert U.S. domestic security. In the National Security Strategy of the U.S., released in 

2002, the Bush administration ushered in a new type of U.S. foreign policy that stated in 

order to “prevent such hostile acts by our adversaries, the United States will… act 

preemptively.”176 In Bush’s opinion, the necessity to create a world safe for U.S. ideals of 

freedom allowed for preemptive action to prevent dangers from growing.  

By the mid 2000s, support for Bush’s war on terror declined, and an economic 

recession ushered in a period of less aggressive U.S. intervention abroad. During the war, 
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U.S. debt grew by more than $3 trillion dollars and the U.S. became the world’s greatest 

debtor nation. Meanwhile, the economic recession in 2008 led to U.S. domestic 

uncertainty.177 President Obama and his administration vowed to change the unilateralist 

past of U.S. policy and hopefully decrease worldwide resentment of the U.S. In reaction to 

the domestic opposition to the war on terror, Hillary Clinton proclaimed that the Obama 

administration would end the “war in Iraq and employ a broad strategy in Afghanistan that 

reduces threats to our safety and enhances the prospect of stability.”178 Speaking in Cairo in 

2009, Obama proclaimed that the U.S. and the Muslim world must “seek a new beginning… 

[with] a sustained effort to listen to each other, to learn from another, and to respect one 

another.”179 In response to U.S. intervention in Libya, Obama explained that “we are 

naturally reluctant to use force to solve the world’s many challenges. But when our 

interests and values are at stake, we have responsibility to act.”180 U.S. domestic opposition 

to foreign intervention was high because of recent costs, but Obama argued that does not 

mean that the U.S. can abandon humanity.  

The close relationship between domestic and external concerns has influenced U.S. 

foreign policy since the founding of the country. Although domestic influences have often 

taken priority, when external problems began to affect the U.S. domestically, action usually 
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is taken. However, in the modern world, domestic and foreign interests are often blurred as 

the interconnectedness of technology and trade has diminished the physical distance that 

the U.S. once had, and foreign problems now have a more direct impact on domestic 

interests. In a global world the U.S. may have to make external problems as important as 

domestic concerns, because as Fareed Zakaria argues, “for America to continue to lead the 

world, we will have to join it.”181 

In a time when the United States has not issued a formal declaration of war since 

World War II, questions of neutrality are as contested as ever. War has largely shifted from 

major power conflicts, to proxy wars and engagements against smaller states and non-state 

militant groups. As the definition of the enemy and even wartime have become less 

distinguishable, the limits of neutrality have become even more unclear. As legal historian 

Mary Dudziak asserts, “Americans have lapsed into a new kind of peacetime. It is not a time 

without war, but instead a time in which war does not bother everyday Americans.”182 With 

this state of “perpetual war,” traditional neutrality policies become less defined. The 

traditional debate over trading with belligerents that took place in Britain during the Civil 

War and in the United States at the beginning of World War II, is no longer present. 

Determining when is wartime and who are belligerents is often unclear.  

Is this post 9/11 geopolitical world ushering in a profound new era in international 

relations, or is the perpetual war on terror simply a new manifestation of the same 

questions that have been debated since World War II? Looking at the debate in United 
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States pre-World War II, the situation today has many similarities to the prewar 

environment that created a defining moment in U.S. neutrality policy.  Debating the U.S. 

role in the 1930s, many felt that modern technology had redefined political and security 

relations, and because of this change new neutrality polices had to be formed. The United 

States first retreated toward stricter anti belligerent trade laws, but the nation eventually 

moved to play a large role in the world. Today, conditions are replicated as the nation 

enters another period where technology is making us more globally connected and the 

country’s interests are becoming even more tied to the interests of other nations. The 

nature of warfare has also changed as “belligerent” groups can organize and plan attacks 

through social media and cell phones, and never physically meet.  

However, when one looks closely at the questions that are central to the debate 

today, they are simply a continuation of the path that the U.S. has been on since World War 

II. Although under new circumstances, the question remains what is the United States’ 

proper role in the world? World War II began the era of U.S. intervention abroad, but the 

proper level and type of involvement has remained the topic of debate since 1945. That 

discussion has continued today under new background conditions. The modern dialogue 

over proper levels of U.S. intervention is simply another chapter in the conversation that 

started during World War II and was the driving force in the Cold War. The U.S. has 

committed to becoming involved in world affairs, but the level of engagement remains the 

point of contention. There is often a fine balance between too much intervention, possibly 

forcing American values onto foreign citizens and governments, and protecting U.S. 

economic and security interests. The war on terror brings many new aspects in terms of the 
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definition of belligerents, the temporality of war and the balance between personal 

liberties, privacy, and security. However, the question today continues to be when and 

where should the U.S. get involved and to what extent. As this work has demonstrated 

there are no easy answers. 
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