
The 1930s:

An Unsuccessful Attempt at Isolationism



Content Statement

During the 1930s, the U.S. government 

attempted to distance the country from earlier 

interventionist policies in the Western 

Hemisphere, as well as retain an isolationist 

approach to events in Europe and Asia until 

the beginning of World War II.



Objectives:

• Define or describe the following terms:

–“Big Stick” Policy

–“Good Neighbor Policy”

–Collective Security

–Neutrality Acts

• Identify and analyze the reasons for 

American isolationist sentiment in the 

interwar period



Isolationism

• Following World War I, the United States 

was reluctant to become involved in overseas 

conflicts that would lead to war

• Although it often became involved in Latin 

American affairs, the United States later 

retreated from these policies during the 

1930s

• After World War I, Americans had returned 

to their traditional policy of isolation



Isolationism

• Americans felt safe behind the oceans that 

separated them from the troubles in Europe 

and Asia

• The United States raised tariffs, restricted 

immigration, and even insisted that their 

wartime allies, France and Britain, pay back 

the war debts owed to Americans



Isolationism

• There were a few exceptions to this 

isolationist trend

–In 1921, President Harding hosted the 

Washington Naval Conference, in which 

leading world powers agreed to limit the 

size of their navies

–In 1928, the U.S. also promoted the 

Kellogg-Briand Peace Pact, signed by 62 

nations, renouncing the use of war



The Monroe Doctrine (1823)

• In the early 1800s, most of Spain’s Latin 

American colonies rebelled and established 

themselves as independent nations

• The U.S. feared that Spain or other nations 

might try to reconquer these newly 

independent nations

• To prevent this, President Monroe issued the 

Monroe Doctrine



The Monroe Doctrine (1823)

• This doctrine stated that the U.S. would 

oppose any European attempts to establish 

new colonies in the Western Hemisphere or 

to reconquer former colonies that were now 

independent

• In the late 1800s and early 1900s, the U.S. 

government extended the Monroe Doctrine 

by intervening in the Caribbean to protect 

America’s economic interests



Roosevelt’s “Big Stick” Policy

• In 1904, President Theodore Roosevelt 

barred European countries from using force 

to collect debts owed them by the Dominican 

Republic

• He declared that the United States would 

collect the debt for them, in effect acting as 

an “international policeman”



Roosevelt’s “Big Stick” Policy

• Roosevelt called this 
the “Roosevelt 
Corollary” to the 
Monroe Doctrine

• It soon became 
known as the “Big 
Stick” Policy, since 
Roosevelt boasted he 
would “walk softly 
but carry a big stick”



Roosevelt’s “Big Stick” Policy

• Roosevelt strongly believed that the threat of 

force rather than the actual use of force was 

enough to prevent a military conflict

• In fact, many of the political cartoons of the 

period showed Roosevelt swinging a large 

club to make others do as the United States 

wished

• Roosevelt used his “Big Stick” Policy 

several times, most often in Latin America



Roosevelt’s “Big Stick” Policy

• In many of these countries, revolutions had 
established inefficient governments

• The “Big Stick” Policy was often used as 
justification to send in U.S. troops

• These interventions in Haiti, Nicaragua, and the 
Dominican Republic were deeply resented by 
these and other Latin American countries

• Critics denounced Roosevelt as an imperialist

–Roosevelt did not object to this term

–He rather delighted in the idea of an American 
empire



Taft and “Dollar Diplomacy”

• Following President Roosevelt, President Taft 
encourage bankers to invest in the Caribbean 
region

• His use of investments to promote U.S. foreign 
policy goals became known as “dollar 
diplomacy” 

• If a Latin American country failed to repay a 
loan on time, the U.S. government would send 
troops to make sure the money was repaid

–For example, when Nicaragua had trouble 
making it loan repayments, Taft sent in the 
U.S. Marines



The “Good Neighbor Policy” (1930 – 1945)

• By the late 1920s, American leaders sought to 

improve relations with their Latin American 

neighbors

• When President Roosevelt took office, he was 

determined to replace the “Big Stick” Policy that 

had guided foreign relations with Latin America

• F.D.R. sought to improve relations by 

emphasizing cooperation and trade rather than 

military force, to maintain stability in the 

Western Hemisphere



The “Good Neighbor Policy” (1930 – 1945)

• F.D.R. called his approach 
the “Good Neighbor 
Policy,” under which the 
U.S. agreed not to interfere 
in Latin America’s internal 
problems

• Under this policy relations 
between the U.S. and Latin 
American countries began 
to improve

T



The Rise of Dictatorships

• After the Russian Revolution of 
1917, Russia became the world’s 
first Communist state, known as 
the Soviet Union

–In the 1920s, Joseph Stalin
seized power and established a 
brutal totalitarian dictatorship

• In Italy, Benito Mussolini rose 
to power as the fascist party 
seized power



The Rise of Dictatorships

• In Germany, economic 
strife caused by the Great 
Depression brought Nazi 
leader Adolf Hitler to 
power

• Hitler quickly established 
a dictatorship and was 
determined to achieve 
domination throughout 
Europe



The Failure of Collective Security

• The idea of collective 
security, that peaceful 
nations would band 
together to stop 
aggressors, failed 
when countries like 
the United States and 
the Soviet Union 
failed to join the 
League of Nations



The Failure of Collective Security

• With two major powers declining to become 
League members, nothing was done to stop 

–Hitler from rebuilding his army

–Italy from attacking Ethiopia

–Germany from bombing cities in Spain

–Japan from invading Manchuria and China 
in Asia

• The League of Nations, charged with 
preventing another war, was too weak to 
resist these dictators



America’s Cautious Neutrality

• As tensions mounted in Europe, 

Congress passed a series of laws to 

keep the United States out of war

• America had been drawn into 

World War I when German 

submarines had attacked American 

ships

• The nation hoped to avoid being 

dragged into another European war

In the 1930s, 

sentiment 

was strong in 

the U.S. to 

stay out of 

Europe’s war



Neutrality Acts (1935 – 1937)

• To avoid a similar turn 
of events, Congress 
enacted the Neutrality 
Acts, which prohibited 
Americans from 
traveling on the ships of 
nations at war

• Americans were also 
barred from selling 
arms to countries at war



Neutrality Acts (1935 – 1937)

• Americans could sell non-military goods to 

Britain and other nations opposed to 

aggression, but only on a “cash-and-carry” 

basis

–The act sought to keep the U.S. out of 

what was widely viewed by most 

Americans as another inevitable European 

conflict



“Quarantine” Speech

• When Japan invaded China in 1937, 

President Roosevelt delivered his 

“Quarantine” Speech

• He told the nation that peaceful countries 

had to act together to quarantine aggressive 

nations



“Quarantine” Speech

• Roosevelt encouraged democratic nations to 

boycott aggressors

• Most Americans, however, remained 

opposed to any U.S. military action in either 

Europe or Asia



The Flying Tigers

• When the Burma Road that supplied China 

was cut off by Japan, U.S. volunteer fighter 

pilots, known as the Flying Tigers, were 

recruited to fly in supplies and to engage in 

combat with Japanese pilots



Destroyer for Bases Agreement

• As war in Europe began in 1939, Americans 
hoping to avoid war began preparing just in 
case

• Congress increased spending on the army 
and navy, and passed a peacetime draft

• In late 1940, the U.S. signed a Destroyers for 
Bases deal with the United Kingdom

–As part of the deal, the U.S. exchanged 50 
naval destroyers for rights on lands Britain 
had previously possessed



Lend-Lease Act

• In 1941, Roosevelt proposed the Lend-Lease 

Act to sell, lease, or lend war materials to 

any country the President saw as vital to the 

defense of the U.S. 

• American battleships began protecting 

British ships crossing the Atlantic with 

supplies for Britain



Lend-Lease Act



Atlantic Charter

• Later in 1941, Roosevelt met with British 

Prime Minister Winston Churchill aboard a 

U.S. warship in the Atlantic



Atlantic Charter

• Roosevelt and Churchill announced that their 

countries 

–wanted no territorial gains

–sought freedom of the seas

–wanted an end to war

• They signed the Atlantic Charter, laying 

the foundation for the later creation of the 

United Nations



The Path to War

• President Roosevelt believed that U.S. entry 

into the war was inevitable

• If Hitler defeated Britain, Roosevelt and 

others feared Germany would later attack the 

United States

• In 1941, armed American merchant ships 

were authorized to carry supplies directly to 

Britain



The Path to War

• It seemed U.S. involvement in the war was 

only a matter of time

• It would take the expansionist policies of 

Japan and the bombing of Pearl Harbor to 

end U.S. isolationist policies and finally 

bring the nation into war End of Notes



Sentiment

• A feeling or emotion



Reluctant

• Unwilling and hesitant



Retreat

• An act or process of withdrawing especially 

from what is difficult, dangerous, or 

disagreeable



Renounce

• To give up or put aside voluntarily



Justification

• The action of showing something to be right 

or reasonable



Denounced

• Publicly declare to be wrong or evil



Totalitarian

• Of or relating to a centralized government 

that does not tolerate parties of differing 

opinion and that exercises dictatorial control 

over many aspects of life



Fascism

• A political system headed by a dictator in 

which the government controls business and 

labor and opposition is not permitted



Strife

• Angry or bitter disagreement over 

fundamental issues; conflict



Inevitable

• Certain to happen; unavoidable



Quarantine

• Isolate


