
The chairmen of the delegations to the
Conference on Armaments Limitation pose in
the gardens of the Pan-American Building.
Left to right are: J.W. Garrett; H.A. Van
Karnebeck; Alfred Sze; Arthur J. Balfour;
Charles E. Hughes; Premier Aristide Briand;
Senator Carlo Schanzer; Baron Cartier de
Marchienne; Prince Iyesato Tokugawa; and
Viscount d’Alte.

The making of a superpower, 1919–45

Internationalism or isolationism — did the USA pursue an inconsistent
foreign policy, 1920–39?

Overview
The majority of Americans had never wanted to be involved in the First World War. Once it had
ended they were happy to return to immediate concerns. There were certainly plenty of real or
imagined dangers — the pandemic of flu in 1918–19; the apparent menace of communism
after the Russian Revolution of 1917; the supposed threat of black workers migrating north and
taking jobs from white men. Many Americans wanted a return to the certainties of 1914 and
especially to a foreign policy that entailed avoiding involvement in foreign wars. For the twenty
years to 1939 the USA therefore tried to remain internationally uninvolved, but failed because
trade continued to be a focus of both business and political ambition. These twenty years
would prove that in the unstable post-war world of Europe and Asia it was impossible to
separate making money from being a political player.

This section will look at foreign policy between the end of one war and the start of another and
ask whether it was really as inconsistent as it seemed. The policies were driven by the urge to
retain and extend economic global power, but also by a desire for peace, until the disastrous
Wall Street Crash of October 1929. This made economic recovery and stability the deciding
factors in foreign policy. The 1930s saw military aggression and political dictatorship used in
Europe and Asia as the tools for this recovery. Could the USA resist involvement?

Key questions
• Why was ‘never again’ the feeling in 1920–1?
• How did the policy of ‘independent internationalism’ support American global interests,

1920–32?
• To what extent was the USA a ‘good neighbour’ in Latin America?
• Did the USA retreat into isolationism in the 1930s?
• Did the USA pursue an inconsistent foreign policy, 1920–39?
• Why did the USA become involved in the Second World War?
• What role did the USA play in achieving Allied victory in the Second World War?
• Why had the USA become a superpower by 1945?
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The legacy of the Great War

ï THE INFLUENZA PANDEMIC
First reported at an army camp in Kansas,
in March 1918, the influenza virus spread
rapidly — into American cities, into the
American army in France, and then across
the world during 1918 and 1919. It was
estimated that 40 million people died,
including large numbers of the young and
old. In the USA there were 700,000 deaths,
from an illness that started like a cold but
then could kill swiftly, and had no cure. It
seemed as uncontrollable as the war in
Europe and as difficult to end.

í EQUAL RIGHTS AND BLACK MIGRATION
Whilst immigrants and women were
recognized for their war efforts, black
soldiers had had to serve in segregated
regiments usually doing menial tasks. Of
those who fought, many received awards
from the French government, but none
from their own. The War had raised
expectations of greater equality for Afro-
Americans. The flow of black workers from
the South to the North increased after
1915, many settling in Chicago. Wartime
demands for labour provided them with
jobs, better pay and raised expectations.
But by 1919 resentment amongst white
workers and competition for scarce
housing led to rioting in 25 cities across
the country. The Chicago riots, lasting five
days, were the most violent with shootings
and lynchings.

ì INDUSTRIAL GROWTH
War had taught government how to
mobilize workers and increase production
with union support, use the new labour
sources of women and Afro-Americans
and to link industrial production to
government needs. The requirements of
the War left the USA as the strongest
industrial producer in the world, thanks to
innovation and technical advancements.
The federal government now also had a
stronger bureaucracy to implement its
wishes.

î THE RED SCARE
The defeat of Germany did not end hate
and intolerance towards those with
different and potentially threatening beliefs.
The menace of the ‘Hun’ was replaced by
the supposed menace of communism.
The Bolshevik Revolution in 1917 (which
had overthrown the Tsar) and the Third
International in 1919 (which pledged its
members to revolution throughout the
world) revived fears of radical violence in
the USA. A series of bombings in the
summer of 1919 induced a reaction led by
the Attorney General to order wholesale
arrests and gaoling of both aliens and
citizens, without any legal process. Homes
were entered without search warrants and
property removed or destroyed. The
Department of Justice also sent
propaganda to newspapers, which excited
public opinion against radicals. After the
dramatic seizure of 6,000 suspected
radicals in New York in January 1920 and
an unproven threat of revolution in May,
lawyers and politicians began to realize
how the Attorney General was abusing his
power, and by the summer the hysteria
was over.

ð FAILURE TO JOIN THE LEAGUE OF NATIONS
Congress rejected President Wilson’s ideal
of a world free of war, when it refused to
sign the Treaty of Versailles and join the
League of Nations. Wilson’s illness and
lack of political skills played their part in his
failure to persuade Congress, but this
refusal was symbolic of the USA’s
unwillingness to realize that its post-war
power was needed within such an
international organization.

Why was ‘never again’ the feeling in 1920–1?

The legacy of the Great War
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THE SECRETARIES OF STATE
1921–25 Charles Hughes
1925–29 Frank Kellogg
1929–33 Henry Stimson
1933–44 Cordell Hull

How did the policy of ‘independent internationalism’ support American
global interests, 1920–32?

Which direction?

After 1919 the USA tried to follow a policy of ‘independent internationalism’, which meant
active involvement with other nations, but also an insistence on freedom of action to protect
national interests. The aim was to create a world order in which the USA could prosper.
Because of this desire to have the best of both worlds, foreign policy emphasized:
• preventing another war by controlling the arms race
• maintaining America’s economic supremacy.

To achieve this the USA would therefore have to be involved in three main areas: Europe, the
Far East and Latin America. The specific problems the USA faced were:

ì How to keep political and economic control in Latin America.
í How to contain Germany, but allow it to recover economic stability and be part of the world

financial system.
î How, as Germany recovered, to reassure France about its security.
ï How to cope with the Soviet Union and its revolutionary beliefs.
ð How to manage competition in the Far East, especially in China, and particularly how to

persuade Japan to respect European/American interests.
ñ How to recover war debts (mainly owed to America) from the Allies, and reparations from

Germany.

Who made foreign policy?
Policy was formally made by the president who appointed a
Secretary of State. Both men (there was no female
Secretary of State until 1997) had to take into account the
wishes and demands of Congress, and also of popular
opinion. After Wilson was defeated in 1920, all the
presidents until 1932 were Republicans. The Republican
Party believed in limited government, giving more
opportunities to state, local and individual interests. They believed in giving aid to corporations,
including via tax cuts, to encourage consideration of public interests.

Its economic investments through
trade, financing, overseas bases
and in foreign industries meant
that it had to be involved
overseas to protect them.

It did not want to see another
major war because of the
disruption it would cause to trade
and domestic stability.
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American Secretary of State Charles E.
Hughes (centre) and the French Foreign
Minister Ariste Briand (fifth left) at the
Washington Conference, 1921

The presidents, 1920–32

Warren Harding (left) elected in 1920, who died in office in
1923, with his Vice-President, Calvin Coolidge who went on
to become president, winning the election of 1924.

Herbert Hoover, president from
1929 to 1932

Did conferences and treaties resolve America’s worries about foreign involvement?
So the USA pursued a policy of ‘independent internationalism’, although the diagram on the
previous page shows you the contradictions. It avoided isolationism through trading
involvement, the spread of American culture (music, films, industrial methods) and through
initiating international action. These included:
• conferences on arms control in which the USA took the lead
• active support for an ‘open-door’ trading policy for China
• the refusal to recognize any anti-democratic, communist regime
• offers of humanitarian aid for the famines suffered in the Soviet Union in 1925
• the recovery of war debts, since the USA was owed the most.

â The Washington Conference, 1921–22
In 1921 nine major powers (America, Britain,
Japan, France, Italy, China, Portugal, Belgium and
the Netherlands) met to discuss the arms race,
particularly the build up of navies. They all realized
that arms production was wasteful to economies
needing to repay debts, and that arms competition
led to war — 1914 was too recent a reminder of
that. The USA was particularly anxious to control
Japan. So, in what has been described as one of
the most stunning speeches in diplomatic history,
Charles Hughes proposed deliberately destroying
ships. For the USA it meant the destruction of 30
ships, with equivalent numbers for other nations,
and, in total, more tonnage of shipping than all the
admirals of the world had sunk in centuries. The
conference then passed three treaties:
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• The Five Power Treaty
— limited the tonnage
of American, British,
Japanese, French and
Italian navies.

• The Four Power Treaty
— ended the
Anglo-Japanese alliance
and instead offered
consultation by America,
Britain, Japan and
France in the event of an
Asian crisis.

• The Nine Power Treaty
— the five major powers
plus China, Portugal, the
Belgium and the
Netherlands established
‘open-door’ principles as
international law, whilst
recognizing Japan’s
interest in Manchuria.

The Conference was generally regarded as a success. Although tensions between competing
countries remained, the rest of the decade stayed peaceful and the signatories abided by the
agreements. The Conference certainly recognized Japan as a major power and kept it within
international systems for the rest of the decade. 

ã The Dawes Plan, 1924
This American-created plan prodded other nations into dealing with the problem of
reparations. It proposed reducing Germany’s annual reparations payments (which totalled $33
billion) so that the payments were, in future, related to the level of Germany’s financial
recovery.

ä The Locarno Pact, 1925
In this pact Germany, France and Belgium guaranteed each other’s boundaries.

å The Kellogg-Briand Pact (also known as the Pact of Paris), 1928
French mistrust of Germany had not ended in 1918 or with the Locarno Pact. The signatories
of this international pact pledged to settle disputes peacefully. War should only be resorted to
for self-defence. However, without the power of sanctions the agreement was, in effect,
meaningless.

By 1929 the world seemed to be more stable and the USA was certainly flourishing
economically. The USA produced half the world’s industrial goods. It was the major creditor
nation, the major exporter and an investor across the globe. It had wealth and stability and
there had been no further war. But then came the worst financial crisis of the twentieth century,
the Wall Street Crash in New York in October 1929. The Crash led to the collapse of American
banks, made people less willing to invest and resulted in the mistrust of government economic
policy. The Crash was primarily responsible for increased tariffs against imports and the
resentment over unpaid foreign debts. Its effects spread throughout Europe, Asia and Latin
America. It was like the wash from a speedboat and no one knew how to deal with its wake.
Apart from its financial impact, it also had a major impact on confidence. This was not just the
confidence of investors, but also of peoples and politicians who wanted stability for themselves
and their countries.
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Why did Asia become a threat to peace?
By the 1930s Japan, which had been treated as one of the major world powers in the 1920s,
was anxious to assert its power more widely in Asia. Japan had few natural resources and
needed raw materials, mainland markets for its products and naval protection for its trading if it
was to feel secure. Japan had strong ties with America, being America’s third largest customer
but, at the same time, the Japanese government knew that China was a rival for American
support. Another complication was that many Japanese resented the racially motivated
restrictions on Japanese immigration to the USA.

In 1931 in an attempt to solve its geopolitical problems, Japan invaded Manchuria and
renamed it Manchuko. It was a first step to both more economic security and to satisfying a
militarist group in the government. Manchuria provided coal, iron, timber and farm produce. It
provided more space for Japanese settlement from the overcrowded islands, as well as acting
as a buffer against any possible Soviet invasion.

Map showing Manchuria and Japan’s interests in the region

The League of Nations condemned the invasion of Manchuria, but took no action. The USA
responded by issuing the Stimson Doctrine (Stimson was the Secretary of State), which refused
to recognize Japan’s control of Manchuria. Japan then attacked the important port of
Shanghai. The USA was alarmed at this continuing aggression and began to fear that Japan
might ally with the Soviet Union, a nation still mistrusted by America. Might Japan and the
USSR block and harm American interests in the Far East?

Stimson therefore threatened that if Japan did not keep the Nine Power Treaty (which allowed
an open-door trading policy with China), then the USA would not keep to the restrictions on
naval size agreed in the Five Power Treaty. War was becoming a possibility, but at this point
President Hoover and Stimson reached stalemate. The President refused to challenge Japan
further by threatening other retaliation. He hoped that leaving things as they were would deter
further aggression. He thought that Japan might be fearful of being crushed between the
Soviet Union’s ambitions for expansion and the resistance of China against further attacks.
However, there was a strengthening of nationalistic feeling and anti-Americanism in Japan.
Here, as elsewhere, the economic failures after 1929 had ended confidence in American
money and treaties.
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Give more support for
economic development so that
Latin America would become
less dependent on Germany,
Italy and Japan.

Respect international treaties
regarding non-intervention in
other states’ affairs.

Remove military occupations.

Support strong leaders, with
training if necessary.

End the Platt Amendment of
1901, which gave the USA the
right to intervene in Cuban
affairs.

Initiate a policy of Pan-
Americanization, i.e. a
community of North, Central
and South American states,
setting out policies of
non-intervention by one nation
in the affairs of another.

To what extent was the USA a ‘good neighbour’ in Latin America?
One effect of the Japanese invasion of Manchuria in 1931 was to revive criticism of the USA as
an imperial power in Latin America. The USA may have contributed social benefits to the area
(road-building, new schools, tariff reform, generous loans), but its involvement had also been
for American gain. The USA was too deeply involved economically in Latin America to withdraw
(with as much as $3.5 billion invested) and too conscious of the need to maintain geographical
security to let other countries become powerful in the area. The solution was President Franklin
D. Roosevelt’s ‘Good Neighbour’ policy with its idea of ‘give them a share’.

How to be a ‘good neighbour’ (when you’re big and powerful)

Such policies were aided by the influence of American culture, through music and films. In turn
Latin America, through immigrants and its more exotic culture, influenced American tastes.

But even good neighbours have arguments:
• America’s strong-arm tactics in supporting dictators went undiminished. Somoza in

Nicaragua, Trujillo in the Dominican Republic and Batista in Cuba were favoured as leaders
prepared to support American interests so long as the USA was not too concerned about
their often corrupt and brutal methods of acquiring and keeping power.

• Mexico was the nearest and probably richest of America’s neighbours. Its interest in
maintaining its unique culture and keeping control of natural resources had been
encouraged in 1934 by President Cardenas’ pledge of ‘Mexico for the Mexicans’. The
practical result of this was strikes against US corporations for higher wages by oil workers in
1937. When these demands were refused President Cardenas nationalized the oil companies’
properties. The American responses of economic retaliation and diplomatic pressure were
met by the threat of Mexico buying Japanese and German goods, and even of oil sales to
Hitler. By 1940 the international situation (war in Europe and discontent in the Pacific) forced
the Americans to make a compensation settlement and to give control of the Mexican oil
fields to a nationalized company, PEMEX.

Did the USA retreat into isolationism in the 1930s?
By 1932 American ‘independent internationalism’ was fading. There was a widespread desire
for isolationism. A sense of ‘let them get on with it’ prevailed and many ordinary Americans
were reluctant to face unpleasant realities abroad. This was the result of:
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• more aggressive methods being used by some nations, particularly Germany, Italy and
Japan, to realize their ambitions

• the sense of ‘never again’ still lingering from the First World War, making Americans
reluctant to consider re-arming

• the ending of mass immigration after 1924, reinforcing beliefs that Americans could be
successful on their own, without outside help, and without giving help to others

• the Crash of 1929 which, in weakening world economies, made economic and political
stability more desirable

• President Hoover focusing more on how to cope with the Depression in the USA, than with
foreign events.

However, isolationism was not as easy to achieve as many people had hoped. It was, after all,
tough for Americans to deny themselves overseas markets while they suffered from a crushing
economic depression. Needs at home dictated policies abroad.

War debts
Europe’s economic problems were made worse by the continuing need to make war debt
repayments to the USA. As the effects of the Depression spread, reducing production and
creating high levels of unemployment, European nations were unable to continue repayments.
President Hoover halted them in 1931, when only $2.6 billion had been repaid, out of the $9.9
billion that was owed. This caused anger within America and led to the passing of the Johnson
Act of 1934, which forbade the granting of government loans to foreign governments who were
in default on debts owed to the USA. This was to have serious implications for Britain and
France in 1939.

Aggression in Europe and Asia
The American reaction to the growing use of force in Europe and in Asia to settle disputes and
to acquire more land was muted. It used neither economic sanctions nor military nor moral
ones to control or diminish the actions of Hitler, Mussolini, Franco or General Tojo. Could the
USA have made a difference? There is no simple answer. The 1930s was a period fraught with
complex issues: ambitious and ruthless dictators; public fears about unemployment; and the
momentum of events unfolding. The President, Franklin D. Roosevelt (FDR), was anxious not
to jeopardize domestic recovery from the Depression, and was constrained by his perception
that the American public and politicians might be opposed to more interventionist policies.

The threat of war on two fronts
The USA barely reacted when the Japanese sank the Panay, an American gunboat on the
Yangtze in December 1937. The Japanese apologized, claiming that it was an accident. By
1938 Japan had declared a ‘New Order’ in Asia, with Japan as the dominant power. In
response the USA decided to increase the US navy, fortify its Pacific bases and end a trade
treaty with Japan, thus indicating its continuing support for China. Yet it was also anxious, as
the situation in Europe advanced towards war, to avoid military entanglements on both
western and eastern fronts.

Relations with the USSR
The desire to trade with the USSR, as the world’s largest nation, was made difficult by its
anti-democratic political stance. America’s theoretical and active concern for the principles of
freedom and democracy were very different from Soviet ideas about collective action and
production. Yet, recovery from the Depression required sales of industrial products, and the
USSR was a major purchaser of farm equipment. In 1933 the USA recognized the USSR as a
legal state. The first ambassador, William Bullitt., was an advisor to FDR and pro-Soviet.,
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but within two years he returned disillusioned and angry at what he saw as Moscow’s
continuing desire for world revolution. However, there were also geopolitical considerations.
The USA did not want the USSR to become an ally of Japan as the two nations might expand
their power in the Pacific at a great cost to American trade. So the relationship with the Soviet
Union continued, but it was one of caution, mistrust and a lack of concern for each other’s
welfare or for peace.

Problems at home
In March 1933, Franklin D. Roosevelt began his first presidency, pledging to deal with the
domestic crisis of the Depression. There was considerable opposition to involvement abroad.
Congress reflected ordinary American’s feelings, including the desire for isolation from others’
troubles. Paramount was the fear of the USA losing its freedom of action if it had to fight
abroad again. The Conservatives and the Republicans feared higher taxes and a more powerful
executive, whilst the Liberals feared that war would leave domestic problems unsolved.
Congress had refused to ratify joining the League of Nations or joining the World Court in
1935. It passed Neutrality Acts in 1935, 1936 and 1937.

The Neutrality Acts
1935 — If there was a war then the USA would not supply arms to either side.
1936 — No loans could be made to belligerents.
1937 — Warring countries could only purchase arms from the USA if they were paid for and
taken away by the purchaser (the ‘cash and carry’ principle). The USA would remain neutral
with regard to the Spanish Civil War (although Germany and Italy were supporting the fascist
challenge of Franco against the elected republican government). Americans were not to travel
on the ships of belligerent nations (to avoid a repeat of the Lusitania situation).

Moving away from isolationism
Despite the popular desire for isolation, Secretary of State Hull believed in the importance of
world trade as a force for both peace and reviving the USA’s economy. He realized the
damaging effects of high tariffs. In 1934 he introduced:
The Reciprocal Trade Act — reduced tariffs by 50 per cent by special agreements with ‘most
favoured’ nations.
The Export-Import Bank — a government agency set up to give loans to foreigners wanting to
buy American goods. Industrial leaders also tended to be sympathetic to Europe. Large
companies like General Electric, IBM and Standard Oil invested there, and refused FDR’s
requests in 1938 for a moral embargo on fascism. They prioritized low tariffs and world trade.

By 1939 the president could no longer ignore the worsening situation in the world. Although he
had supported the appeasement policies of Britain and France towards Germany and Italy, it
was clear from Germany’s increasing threats to occupy Czechoslovakia that the policy was
ineffectual and despised by Hitler. The USA had to move away from the limitations of the
Neutrality Acts, which could result in aid being denied to victims of German aggression; victims
with whom most Americans had sympathy.

FDR was supported by the Secretary of State, Cordell Hull, who declared that it was ‘just plain
chuckle-headed’ to keep the Neutrality Acts. Congress refused to cancel the arms embargo,
but it did not stop FDR secretly sending 500 bombers to France with the rationale that ‘our
frontier is now the Rhine’. In fact, in 1938 the President had acquired funds to build up the air
force. Congress did, however, refuse the proposal of Senator Ludlow that there should be a
national referendum before any declaration of war. This would seriously handicap presidential
power at a time of crisis. At the same time, Mussolini and Hitler were rejecting American
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diplomatic moves to restrain their aggression. The German invasion of Poland in September
1939 and the subsequent declarations of war by Britain and France against Germany, forced
more radical and overt action. By November, Congress had agreed to the ‘cash and carry’
principle for arms sales and FDR had the means to aid those who were America’s natural allies
in the defence of democratic values against fascism.

Did the USA pursue an inconsistent foreign policy, 1920–39?
Foreign policy decision-making required co-operation -the president made the policy and
Congress had the ultimate power to declare war. However, if the president belonged to one
political party and a different party held the majority in Congress then decision-making could
be confused and competitive. The American historian, Norman Graebner, writing in 1970,
summed up the situation as follows:

Isolationism and internationalism had more in common than the conflicting rhetoric
of the twenties would suggest. Americans — even the isolationists — had no desire to
escape the world of commerce and investment. Businessmen, isolationists and
internationalists alike, demanded that their government sustain their privileged
economic position everywhere on the globe. And because a stable world environment
would best serve the needs of Americans, many citizens insisted that the country
accept the moral responsibility for the peace, provided that the responsibility entail
no specific obligation for the defence of any foreign country or region. These limited,
and generally conflicting, objectives established the bounds of popular national
policy. The successive Republican administrations of the twenties, satisfied the
demands of nationalists who believed in ‘America First’. The repeated involvements of
the United States in the cause of peace delighted those internationalists who believed
that the nations should serve, not merely the needs of its own citizens, but the needs
of humanity everywhere. United States’ policies varied from narrow nationalism to
limited internationalism, all designed to serve the specific interests of trade and
investment as well as the general interest in peace.

Review: 
ì After the First World War there were powerful domestic forces and needs pushing America

towards isolationism.
í The USA refused to sign the Treaty of Versailles or join the League of Nations, symbolizing

its fear of entanglement in overseas conflicts.
î The USA attempted, by treaties and conferences in the 1920s, to create a peaceful and

prosperous world. These showed signs of success during this period.
ï The Wall Street Crash in 1929 and the resulting Depression encouraged inward-looking

policies and also created friction with Europe over debt repayments.
ð In the 1930s, American protests at aggression by Germany and Japan were not supported

by economic and industrial sanctions or penalties.
ñ A policy of neutrality became a passive response to aggression, but events in Europe made

maintaining this policy impossible.
ò The Second World War demonstrated the failure of American attempts to be isolationist or

neutral. Other nations, by their aggression or appeasement, contributed to this failure.
ó Relations with Latin America improved and were to be especially useful in World War Two.
ô Despite the popular appeal of isolationism, the USA was never likely to retreat entirely from

world affairs because of the growth of its industry and trade. These required the USA to
continue to play a part in world affairs.
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From neutrality to the bomb — was this America’s ‘good war’?

Overview
In 1939 the USA resisted any military involvement in the conflict in Europe. However, as Hitler’s
army overran continental Europe in 1940, there was a growing sense that the USA was
vulnerable, especially if Britain was invaded. By mid-1941 there were German challenges to
American shipping in the Atlantic. Was this war in all but name? The decision to enter the war
was made for America by Japan, with its attack on America’s Pacific fleet base at Pearl Harbor,
Hawaii, in December 1941.The USA immediately declared war on Japan. As Japan had a
defensive treaty with Germany, a declaration of war by Germany on the USA soon followed.

This section will look at how American neutrality was forced to an end by the pressure of
events, at the American contribution to the Allies’ victory in Europe and at whether this can be
considered to be America’s ‘good war’. In abandoning neutrality, the USA had to mobilize its
domestic resources as much as its military ones. It succeeded, achieving military victories on
two fronts and with its land undamaged. The war also revitalised industry and brought
beneficial technological change, increasing affluence and improvements in civil rights. Perhaps,
above all, there was a sense of fighting a war for a just cause. Cumulatively these developments
led many Americans to see the Second World War as a ‘good war’. Were they right?

Key questions
• How did the USA respond to fascist aggression?
• How significant was the American contribution to victory in Europe, 1941–5?
• Did the bomb win the war in the Pacific?
• What were the plans for international co-operation?
• Review: Was this America’s ‘good war’?

How did the USA respond to fascist aggression?
Like previous presidents, Roosevelt had no
intention of becoming involved in European
affairs. He wanted the USA to follow a policy of
friendship towards other countries and thought
the USA could act as a ‘moral force’ for good
in the world. The economic crisis facing the
USA was his foremost task. He encouraged
economic co-operation through the idea of the
‘Good Neighbour Policy’. Roosevelt’s views
began to change in the later 1930s and they
differed from those of Congress and, most
importantly, the majority of the American
people. Roosevelt despised the spread of
dictators and totalitarianism in Germany and Italy and by 1937 he began to see that the US
might need to become involved in European affairs. For some the idea of US involvement in
someone else’s problems was completely detestable and for others going to war would end the
reforms of the New Deal. Nevertheless, Roosevelt was able to expand the US navy and, in
1938, $1 billion was allocated for the continued development of this force. Yet the US army
had only 100,000 men and the air force about 1,600 planes. The USA was not prepared for
war.

Key words 

Dictator — a ruler who has sole and
total power because they are not
restricted by a constitution, laws or any
opposition.

Totalitarian — a one-party form of
government requiring complete obedience
to the State.
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When war broke out in Europe in September 1939, President Roosevelt stated on the radio
that the USA would not become involved. Ordinary Americans had differing views about the
war in Europe. On the one hand, there was the Committee to Defend America (CDA), set up in
1939, which supported Roosevelt in wanting to help Britain — short of going to war. The CDA
argued that the war meant that the USA was no safer than any other country. On the other
hand, the America First Committee (AFC), set up in 1940, opposed anything that might risk
American neutrality. The AFC felt that Britain continued to refuse to negotiate with Hitler
because they wanted to convince America to enter the war on their side.

By July 1940, German successes in Europe led Roosevelt to believe that Hitler might take over
French territory in the Caribbean. He organized a conference in Cuba that month and by the
Act of Havana, the countries of North and South America stated that in the interests of their
defence they could take over and administer any European possession in the New World which
faced aggression. By this it was hoped to prevent any European colony being captured by Nazi
Germany.

September 1940 was a most important month for the USA because it showed that the policy of
isolationism was not as clear-cut as Americans thought. In September:
• Congress increased the budget for defence spending.
• Roosevelt passed the first peacetime conscription draft, which required all men between the

ages of 21 and 35 to enlist. The men who were drafted had to serve in the armed forces for
one year. The peacetime draft of 1940 also meant that, if needed, the soldiers could fight for
the USA or its allies.

• An embargo was placed on the sale of scrap iron and steel to Japan.
• The USA gave Britain 50 ageing destroyers in return for strategic naval bases in the

Caribbean and Newfoundland.

Lend-Lease
During the presidential campaign of 1940, Roosevelt made a speech in October about the USA
and the war in Europe. He said:

‘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’.

After the presidential election campaign, it was clear that attitudes in America were changing.
The defeated Republican, Wendell Wilkie, called for all Americans to support Roosevelt’s policy
to aid Britain against the fascists. The British sought continued help from America and in
March 1941 Congress passed ‘The Act Further to Promote the Defence of the United States’. It
became known as the Lend-Lease agreement. This gave Roosevelt the power to ‘transfer or
lend’ arms and other goods to any country ‘whose defence was necessary to US defence’.
Britain was able to defer payment for the goods which in the course of the war totalled $31.4
billion.

Indirect involvement in the European war continued to grow in 1941 and Roosevelt was always
able to say that his actions were purely for the defence of the USA:
• Hitler’s invasion of the Soviet Union in June enabled Roosevelt to offer Stalin goods to the

value of $1 billion via the Lend-Lease scheme.
• In July, US forces were stationed in Iceland to prevent any German takeover.
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The Atlantic Charter
In August 1941, President Roosevelt and Winston Churchill met on a ship off Newfoundland
and issued what became known as the Atlantic Charter. The meeting lasted four days and the
two leaders established a set of goals for the post-war world:
• free trade in the world
• freedom of the seas
• freedom for people to choose their own government
• an end to the use of armed force
• the final destruction of Nazi tyranny.

By the end of September, fifteen other countries had signed the Charter and the idea was put
forward of an international organization to protect the security of all countries. (This was the
origin of the United Nations.)

Roosevelt and Churchill meet for the first time off the Canadian coast in August 1941.

During the summer of 1941, US assistance to Britain grew. Destroyers escorted convoys of
British merchant ships as far as Iceland and, in addition, some British ships were repaired in
US shipyards. In September, an American destroyer was attacked by a German submarine after
which Roosevelt ordered the US navy to shoot on sight at German or Italian warships. The
following month the American destroyer Reuben James was sunk off Iceland with the loss of
115 lives. Congress revised the neutrality acts to allow US merchant ships to arm and also
carry munitions directly to Britain. The change in attitude was very obvious. Isolation was at an
end. By the end of November 1941, few Americans supported the idea of isolationism. Indeed,
some 15,000 American had enlisted either in the Canadian or British armed forces.

Deteriorating relations with Japan, 1939–41
US relations with Japan in the 1930s were not friendly and after 1939 they deteriorated rapidly.
In July 1940 there was a change of government in Japan and the new, militaristic cabinet
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The battleship Arizona blazing in Pearl Harbor, 7 December
1941

announced the ‘Greater East Asia Co-prosperity Sphere’. This was nothing more than the
creation of a Japanese empire to provide living space for its growing population. Japan then
became a member of the Three Power Pact of September 1940 with Germany and Italy. Japan
hoped this would warn America against any future military action against Japanese expansion.

America’s reaction was to try to bring the Japanese under control by economic pressure. In
July 1940, certain US exports to Japan were forbidden. US trading agreements with Japanese
companies were cancelled and the sale of planes, chemicals and iron was stopped. Relations
came to a head in July 1941 when Japan invaded the French colonies in Indo-China. The
Americans responded by cutting off all supplies of oil to Japan. As Japan imported almost 90
per cent of its oil from the USA, the ban was a crippling blow and the Japanese complained
that their economy would collapse. The Americans insisted they would only lift the ban if the
Japanese held peace talks with the Chinese.

When General Tojo became Japanese premier on 18 October 1941 the Japanese mood
hardened. Desperate to find a new source of oil, the Japanese planned to attack the oil-rich
British and Dutch colonies in South-East Asia. They knew that they were not strong enough to
fight the Americans and the British simultaneously. Their plan therefore was to wipe out the US
Pacific Fleet at Pearl Harbor in Hawaii, then attack the British.

Despite mounting tension, the Americans and Japanese continued to negotiate throughout
November and December. The Japanese government was happy to continue talks to gain time
to prepare for their surprise attack on Pearl Harbor.

The attack on Pearl Harbor
At dawn on Sunday 7 December 1941, the Japanese attacked the US naval fleet at Pearl
Harbor in Hawaii. The attack was daring because it involved the Japanese force sailing more
than 3,000 miles before launching its strike. US intelligence discovered the Japanese force's
movements and decoded its messages but failed to warn Pearl Harbor in time. Three hundred
and sixty torpedo planes and bombers, launched from Japanese carriers 400 kilometres away,
attacked the US fleet. The attack resulted in:
• nearly 2,400 US servicemen killed and 1,200 injured
• nineteen ships sunk or disabled
• 188 aircraft destroyed

In the space of two hours, the US
Pacific Fleet was crippled, but in
fact the attack was not as
damaging as it might have been.
By chance, the fleet’s four aircraft
carriers were not in port that day.
In addition the Japanese made
no attempt to destroy the huge
oil storage tanks which supplied
the US navy with its fuel. The
immediate result was to bring the
US into the war as, on 8
December, Britain and the USA
declared war on Japan. Germany
and Italy, as allies of Japan, then
declared war on the USA.
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US soldiers shown just after they left a
Coast Guard landing craft, headed for the
Normandy beaches, 6 June 1944 (D-Day)

How significant was the American contribution to victory in Europe?

As soon as the USA became involved in the Second World War, Roosevelt and Churchill
agreed that the priority in the war was the defeat of Germany. The first US offensive was in
North Africa in November 1942. By May 1943, the Germans had been defeated in North Africa
and more than 250,000 German troops surrendered to the Allied forces whose Supreme
Commander was US General Dwight Eisenhower. Following this victory, US and British forces
invaded Sicily (July 1943) and then the Italian mainland (September 1943).

In December 1943, Roosevelt, Stalin (the leader of the Soviet Union) and Churchill met
together for the first time. The ‘Big Three’ now agreed that the second front would be opened
in May or June of 1944. The Soviet Union agreed to declare war on Japan as soon as Germany
was defeated. After the conference, General Eisenhower was made Supreme Commander of
the Allied Expeditionary Forces. By the time he took over this post, initial plans for the invasion
of Normandy had been drawn up under the codename of Operation Overlord.

D-Day
Hundreds of thousands of US soldiers came over to Britain. Training, feeding and keeping the
troops occupied created huge logistical problems. More than a year of training was undertaken
by some of the troops and many were killed during manoeuvres. The US also sent over huge
quantities of military materials in preparation for Operation Overlord. The demands of being
the ‘arsenal of democracy’ meant that industrial production rose by 90% and agricultural
production by 20%. By 1945 the USA had produced more than twice the war supplies of
Germany, Italy and Japan combined. Key items were landing craft (vessels to take soldiers and
vehicles to the beaches) and also gliders. The gliders were to be used to land thousands of
troops behind enemy lines before the assaults on Normandy’s beaches took place. As
Operation Overlord developed, the actual day of the invasion became known as D-Day.

D-Day began on the night of 5–6 June 1944 when paratroopers and soldiers in gliders landed
in Normandy. The US landed 15,500 airborne troops and the British sent 7,900 men behind
enemy lines using nearly 1,000 gliders. Almost 7,000 naval vessels assembled in the English
Channel off Normandy and the first landings at the designated beaches (Utah and Omaha were
the US beaches) were made at 6.30 a.m. on 6 June. By the end of the day, the Allies had
landed 156,000 troops with supporting mechanized vehicles. The US landed 23,250 men on
Utah beach and 34,250 on Omaha beach, in addition to the 15,500 airborne troops. There
were 2,499 American D-Day fatalities. By the end of July 1944, 1 million American, British,
Canadian, French and Polish troops and hundreds
of thousands of vehicles and supplies had been
landed in Normandy.

German defeat
The Allies liberated Paris in August 1944 and pushed
on toward Germany. Hitler made his last stand in
what became known as the Battle of the Bulge
during December 1944 and January 1945. During
the battle, 19,000 Americans were killed and there
were 60,000 wounded, captured or missing.
Germany could not match the Allies in men and
supplies. Germany, trapped in a vice with the Soviet
Union in the east and the US, British and other Allied
forces in the west, surrendered on 8 May 1945.
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Did the bomb win the war in the Pacific?

By the end of 1942, the Japanese Imperial Army had captured Burma, Malaya, the Philippines,
the Dutch East Indies, parts of New Guinea and many islands in the Western Pacific (see map
below). Japanese victories in the early months of the war in the Pacific had secured the country
three-quarters of the world’s natural rubber reserves, two-thirds of the tin, and vital oil supplies.

Japan now sought to protect its economic gains by reinforcing its perimeter to the south,
capturing Port Moresby in New Guinea and cutting off Australia. US intelligence had decoded
Japanese messages and knew that an invasion force would pass through the Coral Sea. A task
force of aircraft carriers and battleships was assembled to intercept and attack the Japanese
convoys. This was the first naval battle in which the opposing sides never sighted one another,
but relied on scout aircraft to direct attacks against one another’s warships from the air. During
the battle from 4–8 May 1942, both sides suffered heavy damage but the Japanese lost two
aircraft carriers to America’s one. Furthermore, the Japanese failed to capture the rest of New
Guinea, from which they could have attacked Australia. It was their first setback. Just one
month later came an even more serious defeat.

The Battle of Midway
The Japanese naval commander, Admiral Yamamoto, had a daring plan to destroy US naval
power in the Pacific. He decided to attack the key naval base of Midway Island. What
Yamamoto did not know was that coded Japanese radio messages had been cracked. Admiral
Nimitz, commander of the US Pacific Fleet, knew the Japanese plans and had no intention of
falling into their trap. The Japanese had also underestimated the size of the US fleet.

On 4 June 1942 Japanese fighters from aircraft carriers attacked Midway. However, surprise
attacks by aircraft from two US carriers caught three Japanese aircraft carriers which were
refuelling after attacking Midway. A small group of American dive-bombers targeted the carriers
which were turned into burning wrecks. A fourth Japanese carrier escaped and joined in the
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attack on the US carrier, Yorktown, which was seriously damaged and later sunk by a
Japanese submarine.

After the Battle of Midway neither side had gained control of the South Pacific. The island of
Guadalcanal, part of the Solomon Islands, became the key battle ground (see map on p. 16).
Both sides landed troops on the island in August 1942. This was followed by bitter often close
combat fighting over the next five months until, in January 1943, the Japanese abandoned the
island and evacuated their remaining 10,000 troops. This was the first successful US land
battle and marked another turning-point in the conflict in the Pacific.

The key events of the war in the Pacific are shown in the chart below.

Timeline of US progress in the Pacific, 1943–5

Date Key event

1943
November

December

1944
Jan-Feb
June–July

July
August

October

1945
February

February–March

March

March–August

April-June

US troops captured the island of Tarawa in the Gilbert Islands. Out of a
Japanese garrison of 4,836, only 17 surrendered.
US troops captured the Solomon Islands after a four-month struggle.

US troops captured the Marshall Islands
US capture of Saipan. This gave the USA an airbase within bombing
distance of Japan itself.
US invasion of Guam in the Marianas Islands. Took three weeks to capture.
The Battle of the Philippine Sea. A Japanese strike force of nine aircraft
carriers to stop US invasion of islands. The Japanese were defeated with
three carriers sunk and three damaged.
The greatest naval battle in history: the Battle of Leyte Gulf. Japanese
attempt to prevent loss of Philippines. Japanese lose 27 major warships to 6
American warships. At this stage, the Japanese began to send kamikaze
pilots against the US fleet. Kamikaze means 'Divine Wind' and pilots would
deliberately crash their planes into an American battleship. To commit
suicide in this way was regarded as an honourable thing. Before the end of
the war kamikaze pilots had sunk 34 US ships and damaged 288 more.

US had control of Philippines including the capital, Manila. The capture of
Manila cost 1,100 US lives and 16,000 Japanese.
US troops landed on Iwo Jima which had Japanese airfields. The island was
captured by the US with the loss of 4,000 US marines and 20,000 Japanese.
The casualty rate reached 75 per cent in two US Marine divisions.
US air raid on Tokyo caused a firestorm and 80,000 Japanese were killed.

US bombing campaign using captured Japanese airfields and new B29
Superfortress bombers. The US air force destroyed a quarter of all Japanese
houses in firebomb attacks. Millions abandoned the cities to seek food and
shelter in the countryside, leaving factories without enough workers and
reducing industrial output.
US troops invaded the island of Okinawa. It took nearly three months of bitter
fighting to capture the island with even greater losses on both sides. 100,000
Japanese troops and 12,000 US troops died.
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Why did the USA drop the atomic bomb?
By the summer of 1945, almost all Japanese conquests in the Pacific had been recaptured and
Japanese forces were retreating in South-East Asia. However, there was still the prospect of an
invasion of Japan itself. In Japan the leadership was divided between the ‘war group’, who
wanted to fight to the bitter end, and a ‘peace group’ led by Prime Minister Suzuki, who wanted
to negotiate an end to the war. The government made secret approaches to the Soviet Union
to act as a go-between with the USA. 

The new US president, Harry Truman, decided to use the atomic bomb as a means of bringing
the war to an end as soon as possible. On 6 and 9 August 1945, atomic bombs were dropped
on the Japanese cities of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Within a week the Japanese government
had surrendered. 

The bombs devastated the two cities. In Hiroshima, at the very centre of the explosion the heat
was so great that anything caught in it turned from a solid to a gas. Further out, people were
burnt alive. The explosion created a wind of 800 kilometres an hour that crushed 
many people. However, in many ways the worst damage was caused by radiation. It caused
flesh to dissolve and hang down in strips. In Hiroshima, 80,000 people were killed, rising to
138,000 as a result of radiation sickness. In Nagasaki, 40,000 were killed, rising to over
48,000.

Five days after the bombing of Nagasaki, the Japanese government agreed to unconditional
surrender. On 27 August, US forces began occupying Japan. One week later, the Japanese
Prime Minister and military leaders signed the formal surrender on board the USS Missouri in
Tokyo Bay.

Reasons for US victory In the Pacific
The USA was able to produce more aircraft, aircraft carriers and weapons than Japan. In
addition, it had a huge workforce, vast natural resources and importantly its industrial centres
never came under attack. Japanese production was badly affected by US air raids. Often four
out of five workers were missing from work after air raids. Absenteeism reduced the output of
Japanese industry. Steel output, which was 7.8 million tonnes in 1944, fell to 1 million tonnes
in 1945. Aircraft production fell by one-third. Oil stocks, which were 43 million barrels at the
start of the year, fell to just 4 million by March 1945.

The US gained command of the sea and air after the battles of Coral Sea, Midway, and Leyte
Gulf. This was essential for successful operations in the Pacific Islands. Following the capture
of Iwo Jima and Okinawa, the USA could use the airfields to bomb Japan at will in 1945. US
submarines sank more than 75 per cent of Japan’s merchant ships whilst US bombing
destroyed Japanese homes and factories. In 1945 many people in Japan were starving and
industrial production collapsed. From March to September 1945, 275 kilometres of Japan’s
cities were destroyed by incendiary bombs. In all, a quarter of houses in Japan were destroyed.
Twenty-two million people — a quarter of the population — were made homeless.

The USA had tried to avoid involvement in world affairs after 1919 but gradually found itself
helping Britain against Germany and Italy after 1939. The attack on Pearl Harbor ensured that
involvement in the war was certain. By the end of the war in 1945, the USA was the greatest
industrial power in the world. Moreover, the possession of the atomic bomb meant that it had
the military power to destroy any enemy. The policy of isolationism was no longer an option
after Hiroshima and Nagasaki.
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What were the plans for international co-operation?

The United Nations, 1944
The details of the United Nations were discussed at Dumbarton Oaks, a mansion in the
north-west of Washington, DC. The USSR, Britain, China and the USA devised a charter, with a
security council dominated by the five permanent powers (France was included) and a less
powerful general assembly of all of the world’s nations. The first meeting was held in San
Francisco in April 1945.

The International Monetary Fund and the World Bank
Held in the hills of New Hampshire at Bretton Woods on 22 July 1944, a meeting of capitalist
economies (the USSR did not attend) tried to create a stable post-war global trading order. It
approved the idea of Henry Morgenthau, the American Secretary to the Treasury, of fixing
currencies to the dollar. The meeting set up two institutions:
• The International Monetary Fund (IMF) was to assure that every nation’s currency was freely

convertible into that of its trading partners. It could also lend money to those nations
temporarily short of foreign reserves. In return, it could insist that the borrower change its
economic and trade policies. The USA provided half the $10 billion capital needed to start
the fund.

• The International Bank for Reconstruction and Development, or the World Bank, would
finance long-term programmes, especially ones beyond the scope of a nation’s private
bankers.

Review: Was this America’s ‘good  war’?

By the end of the war the USA had half the world’s manufacturing capacity and generated half
of its electricity, owned two-thirds of the world’s gold stocks, had the largest merchant fleet and
a near monopoly on aerospace and electronics industries. And it was, for the moment, the only
nation with the atom bomb. To Americans the war had been fought for the principles of
freedom and to protect democracy across the world. The ‘four freedoms’ of 1941 were still the
guide to ordinary Americans, but industrialists and politicians saw other gains from victory.

Key points
ì American industrial production played a major part in the Allied victory in the Second World

War, the most destructive war in history.
í The war established America’s global pre-eminence as a military and economic power, and

one of the world’s two superpowers.
î It was unclear how the relations between a communist USSR and a democratic USA would

develop after the war alliance ended.
ï It was the beginning of the end of the pre-war empires of Britain, France and the

Netherlands.
ð The American continent was untouched by physical destruction.
ñ It brought an end to the Depression.
ò It continued the expansion of the powers of the federal government and the continuation of

the liberal consensus started by the New Deal.
ó The war had enhanced the power of big corporations and had embedded a

government/military/industrial co-dependency that would be hard to end.
ô War production encouraged population growth, social mobility, and migration.
õ The impact of being the first country ever to use nuclear weapons was, as yet, unknown.
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US foreign policy was changed for the rest of the twentieth century
because of the Second World War
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