
The Road to War (1921-1941) 

“I would keep America as she has been – not isolated, not prevent her 
from joining other nations for great purposes – but I wish her to be 
master of her own fate.  
- Henry Cabot Lodge, 1914 
 



The Road to War 

• America was not an “isolationist” nation after 
WWI, America stayed engaged in foreign affairs, 
while also trying to avoid entangling alliances. 
 

• This caution limited American internationalism 
and in the end did not promote global stability or 
keep us out of the deadliest war in human 
history.  



Diplomacy of the New Era (1920s) 

• The Washington Conference of 1921 
was an attempt to limit a costly naval 
armaments race between America, 
Britain, and Japan. 
– The Five Power Pact (1922) established 

limits on naval tonnage between 5 
countries. 

• The Kellogg-Briand Pact (1928) – 
outlawed war as an instrument 
of national policy 

— Signed by 62 countries 
— No instruments for enforcement 



Diplomacy of the New Era (1920s) 

• The Allies of WWI faced $11 billion in debt to America, 
Charles G. Dawes came up with a plan to loan enormous 
sums of money to Germany to pay their reparations 
payments and then Britain and France could repay their 
loans = Dawes Plan 

– These circular loans did not solve the long range debt problem 



Diplomacy of the New Era (1920s) 

• High Republican Tariff Barriers 
made it difficult for Europeans 
and Latin Americans to sell 
their goods in America and thus 
difficult to pay off their loans. 

• The Great Depression became a 
world-wide financial crisis and 
many democratic leaders were 
toppled and replaced by ultra-
nationalist leaders who 
advocated military conquest 
and expansion as a solution to 
economic problems.  



Diplomacy of the New Era (1920s) 

• By 1932, fascist military 
leaders had come to power 
in Italy, Japan, and Germany 
and a world disarmament 
conference in Geneva (1932) 
collapsed in complete failure.  

• By the time Hoover left office 
in 1933, the Japanese were 
invading Manchuria (China) 
and it was clear that 
America’s interwar diplomacy 
had been a failure.  



Foreign Policy of F.D.R. (1930s) 

• Franklin D. Roosevelt was 
very much an internationalist 
(Wilsonian) but most of 
America in the 1930s was 
very isolationist due to the 
Great Depression.  

• FDR decided to take America off the gold standard so 
American goods could compete in world markets.  
• The Reciprocal Trade Agreement Act helped lower tariffs 

between nations 



Foreign Policy of F.D.R. (1930s) 

• In 1933, the United States 
recognized the communist 
regime of The Soviet Union.  
 

• FDR policy in Latin America 
was known as The “Good 
Neighbor Policy” 

– Secretary of State Cordell Hull 
declared, “No state has the right 
to intervene in the internal or 
external affairs of another.” 



Foreign Policy of F.D.R. (1930s) 

• As Europe and Asia drifted 
towards war, the powerful 
isolationist forces in America 
pressured Congress into passing 
The Neutrality Acts.  

• The Neutrality Act of 1937 
stated a cash-and-carry policy, 
by which belligerents could 
purchase non-military goods 
from America by paying cash (no 
loans) and carry them away on 
their own ships.  



Foreign Policy of F.D.R. (1930s) 

• Mussolini and Italy invaded Ethiopia (1935) and Japan 
launched an all-out invasion of China (1937) and during 
that attack, Japanese planes sunk a US ship, the Panay.  

1. Japan claimed it was an accident and apologized 

2. FDR urged America to take action, but public opinion polls 
showed 2/3 of Americans opposed American military action 



Foreign Policy of F.D.R. (1930s) 

• The Munich Conference was a great example of 
appeasement which did not work and by 
September 1, 1939 Europe was embroiled in a 
World War. 

 



From Neutrality to Intervention 

• From the beginning, FDR and most Americans favored 
Britain and France, but how far were we prepared to go 
to assist them? 

• FDR was able to get the Neutrality Acts revised so that 
we could sell arms to Britain and France, although their 
ships had to carry the weapons. 

• After the shocking fall of France in 6 weeks, FDR started 
a massive military build-up for defense of a possible 
German invasion.  

• Public opinion had shifted after the fall of France, as 
now 2/3 of Americans saw Germany as a direct threat 



From Neutrality to Intervention 

• In September of 1940, America instituted the First 
Peacetime Draft in the nation’s history. 

• A tremendous debate took place in this country 
between the: 
Committee to Defend America    VS.     America First Committee  

          (intervention)                                 (isolation) 



From Neutrality to Intervention 

• In 1940, FDR accepted a “draft” by the 
democratic party and won an 
unprecedented third term.  
1. His victory was not as large is ‘32 and ‘36, but 

it was still convincing 

2. Election victory gave him confidence/mandate 
to be more interventionalist in foreign policy 



From Neutrality to Intervention 

• The Lend-Lease Act 
allowed the government 
to sell weapons to Great 
Britain as long as they 
promised to pay for them 
later or give them back.  

• When Germany invaded 
the Soviet Union in June 
of 1941, we extended the 
Lend-Lease privileges to 
Stalin and the Soviet 
Union.  



From Neutrality to Intervention 

• By 1941, the United States 
was in effect in a Naval War 
with Germany as both 
nations were sinking each 
other’s ships.  

• In August of 1941, Roosevelt 
and Churchill met on a boat 
off the coast of 
Newfoundland and issued 
The Atlantic Charter which 
called for the destruction of 
Nazi tyranny.  



From Neutrality to Intervention 

• In September 1940, Japan signed 
the Tripartite Pact with Germany 
and Italy as a loose defense 
alliance.  

• Because of Japanese aggression in 
Asia, FDR froze all Japanese assets 
and established a complete Trade 
Embargo. 

• Japan’s decision was to give into 
our demands and stop conquering 
or keep conquering lands that had 
the raw materials that its war 
machine needed. 



From Neutrality to Intervention 

• On December 7th, 1941, Japan launched a surprise 
ATTACK on our naval base in Pearl Harbor, Hawaii. 

• America declared war on Japan December 8th and after 
Italy and Germany declared war on us, we declared war 
on them December 11th. 



Pearl Harbor Attack 
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Pearl Harbor Attack 

 



• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-
1kixqRwvK0 
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