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Elizabeth Cobbs Hoffman’s American Umpire
challenges the popular depiction of American for‐
eign policy as imperial in nature.[1] In her concise
but sweeping survey of the history of the United
States’ relationship with the wider world, she ar‐
gues that the term “empire” fails to accurately de‐
scribe the goals and outcomes of American ac‐
tions. Rather, she contends, through a narrative
overview of the nation’s history, that the United
States constitutes an umpirial power that steps in
to guide global affairs when it deems the behaviors
of the international community to challenge its
ideals or interests. While she admits this is not a
perfect metaphor, she presents several instances
where “umpire” better illustrates the uneven res‐
ults of pursing a foreign policy based on the often
conflicting models of self-interest and spreading
democratic ideals (p. 3). Along with the big ques‐
tion of America’s place in the global arena, Cobbs
Hoffman brings her study through the modern era
and questions the future of America’s impact on
foreign affairs in the post-9/11 era, which is sure to
attract both scholarly and popular audiences, as

well as considerable debate, to this timely and cap‐
tivating book.
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ration of disputes, and transparency in govern‐

Cobbs Hoffman presents her argument in a

ment and business. She highlights these elements

rough chronological format that aims to place

throughout as defining factors of American for‐

policy decisions in their historical context. She ar‐

eign policy due to their potential to serve a na‐

gues that the founding principle of no entangling
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this trend to democratic capitalism, the United
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States set out to forge a new means of acting as a
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superpower in the eighteenth century. The desire to

Washington to make a decision regarding the na‐

act within a set of idealized principles while main‐
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merce with France. Rather than involve itself mil‐

ous position often placed the country in a peculiar

itarily, Cobbs Hoffman argues, the United States ac‐

and contradictory position. By connecting these
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practices to the founders and events such as their
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She does not, however, always glamorize the
American position or assume exceptionalism in
the face of not being a permanent “empire.” Their
experiments with access, arbitration, and trans‐
parency occasionally failed, as in the case of 1812
mentioned above. She does not argue that the
United States solely established the new world or‐
der, but does place it as a leader in shaping and dir‐
ecting the world toward a more democratic-capit‐
alist model. Its role, as it unfolds in the post-9/11
era, she argues, will likely change. Whether it will
continue to act as the arbitrator of global conflicts
or others will step in, she leaves up to the reader at
this time when the debate over America’s respons‐
ibilities in the international community is promin‐
ent in the news. Cobbs Hoffman points out that it is
not the role of the historian to speculate about the
future, but suggests that the United States has
“compromised its ideals” in its pursuit of self-in‐
terest over the past century and its hopes to
“transfer some of the burden of umpiring ha[ve]
not materialized” (pp. 339, 349). Thus the struggle
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Williams’s classic argument of American imperial‐
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Overall, Cobbs Hoffman presents a compel‐
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original intentions as she encourages a move
away from the imperial paradigm.[2] The last
chapters move quickly, with 1947-91 covered in one
forty-page chapter, and the brief conclusion ex‐
ploring the period from 1991 to the time of publica‐
tion. As Cobbs Hoffman negotiates modern con‐
flicts, the book loses a bit of the cohesion from the
earlier chapters, with American intervention in
Bosnia coming after a discussion of 9/11 and the
subsequent wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. Cover‐
ing the scope of American history in a relatively
short 353 pages, the work relies largely on reevalu‐
ating secondary or published primary sources,
leaving readers plenty of room to explore her thes‐
is in more detail. In the years to come, this book
will benefit from expanded editions that will allow
for more discussion of the events of the last halfcentury and their meaning for America’s role on
the world stage, in particular with increased de‐
bate over expanded intervention in the Middle
East. With sharp writing and such a clear challenge
to the “America as empire” paradigm, this book is
sure to attract the attention it deserves.
Notes
[1]. Cobbs Hoffman points to William Apple‐
man Williams’s The Tragedy of American Dip‐
lomacy, followed by American involvement in the
Vietnam War, as a turning point when several
scholars began to refer to U.S. foreign policy as a
form of empire.
[2]. Cobbs Hoffman presents several pages il‐
lustrating the use of the term “umpire” by the
American founders. When they used the term “em‐
pire,” she argues, they clearly meant it as some‐
thing “different in kind from all preceding em‐
pires” (p. 43).
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