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Abstract:
Between World War One and World War Two, there was a robust exchange of items, including
letters, school correspondence portfolios, and material aid, between young people living in the
American Empire. These exchanges were part of the burgeoning commitment to cross-cultural
understanding and internationalism among liberal educators in the interwar years. While a
growing scholarship considers this education in order to draw attention to the interwar years as a
period of internationalism in U.S. history, few scholars give sustained attention to how the
United States’ colonial presence in places like Hawai'i, Puerto Rico, and the Philippines shaped
and were shaped by these efforts. 1 In considering the place of U.S. territories in interwar
educational exchanges, this paper recasts early intercultural and international education as not
only a reaction to domestic race relations and foreign policies, but also a growing anti-imperial
movement.
Using a rhetoric of global citizenship, this paper argues, educators invited children and youth to
see themselves as part of the same imperial family through these exchanges. Meant to remind
young people throughout the empire that they could—and should—be friends, in reality, these
exchanges were tools of Americanization in U.S. territories and encouraged young people
throughout the empire to see the United States’ presence abroad as benevolent. Turning to
young people’s voices in the letters and schoolwork they exchanged, however, indicates tensions
in the American imperial project. These exchanges were also avenues through which young
people living in U.S. territories challenged mainland misconceptions about their homes and
asserted themselves, their national identities, and their place in the world. In doing so, they
shaped discourses about race and citizenship in the interwar years. This paper thus draws
attention to education as a tool of empire building and children as international and imperial
actors who can both support—and resist—adults’ vision for the world.
I invite scholars to visit my Twitter feed @katcartw for more information about my talk and to
email me at kscartwright@email.wm.edu
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