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Free Response Questions

1. Assess the extent to which the United States adopted an isolationist policy in the 1920s and 1930s.  (Adapted from the 1998 AP United Stated History free-response question.)

· Possible thesis statement: During the period between the two world wars, American leaders followed a cautious foreign policy.  The goal was to protect American interests and American citizens first and foremost, which meant that the U.S. should try to avoid global commitments that would decrease its ability to meet that goal.  Such a policy was not isolationist, but rather what Dr. Brinkley calls “limited American internationalism.” 

· Diplomacy reflecting internationalism.  As early as 1921, the U.S. was involved in efforts to prevent a naval armaments race. The Washington Conference produced three treaties that illustrated America’s deep involvement in world affairs: the Five-Power Pact, the Nine-Power Pact, and the Four-Power Pact.  The Kellogg-Briand Pact sealed the American decision to protect international peace without accepting international duties.  The U.S. also participated in the less-than-successful arms control talks in Geneva in 1933 and at the London Naval Conference.

While the U.S. had been involved in Latin American foreign affairs for decades, the 1920s and 1930s witnessed further economic expansion and American domination of Latin American economies.

· U.S. interpretations of diplomacy.  In addition to preventing a dangerous armaments race and another war, the U.S. believed its major diplomatic goals were to ensure that American overseas trade could expand, and to improve the flow of war debt repayment to the U.S.  After Hoover’s efforts in this area, President Roosevelt strengthened American interest in world trade.  The Reciprocal Trade Agreement Act of 1934 authorized treaties that would lower tariffs by as much as 50 percent in return for reciprocal reductions by other nations.

· Diplomacy reflecting isolationism.  There was some strong support for militant isolationism beginning in the mid-1930s as the possibility of another European war loomed ahead: In 1935, the Senate refused to admit the U.S. to the World Court; the Neutrality Acts of 1935, 1936, and 1937 attempted to keep America out of war; and the public reacted negatively to FDR’s “Quarantine” speech.  But once war broke out in Europe, FDR expressed the difficulty of avoiding involvement by saying that while the U.S. would remain neutral, he could not ask all Americans to “remain neutral in thought.”  Thereafter, American neutrality was tested.  From the very beginning, the U.S. was never strictly neutral as it made armaments available to the Allied armies after Roosevelt got the Cash-and-Carry provisions passed.  By the time Germany attacked France, the President had increased American aid to the Allies.  He then asked Congress for $1 billion to help prepare to resist a possible Nazi invasion of the U.S.  These efforts coincided with the newest shift in public opinion.  After the invasion of France, many Americans came to believe that Germany posed a threat to the U.S.

Possible conclusion:  The cautious internationalism that the U.S. government exercised in the 1930s was not isolationist in scope.  It sought to protect American interests, create global stability, and keep America from entering World War II.  As Dr. Brinkley reminds us, these goals found the U.S. engaged in a more active role in world history than during almost any previous time in world history.  A more correct description of this era would be that the political arena was dominated by disagreement between those who favored isolationism and those who favored internationalism. The debate, however, did not greatly influence presidential or legislative policy which initially was cautiously internationalist and, by 1940, was clearly interventionist.  By the time that Pearl Harbor was attacked, the political debate ended and the U.S. entered the war.
