
American Interwar 
Foreign Policy: 

1920-1941 
FQ: TO WHAT EXTENT DID 
THE GOALS OF AMERICAN 

FOREIGN POLICY CHANGE IN 
THE INTERWAR YEARS  

(1920-1941)? 



PATH TO WORLD WAR II 

5Pick up handout from stool 

 

5Get a Chromebook and log on 
to google classroom (some of 
you might have to partner up) 

 

5Click on “Path to World War 
II” Assignment 







From Isolation to Intervention… 



ISOLATION (1917 – 1935) 
5 The Treaty of Versailles 

established the League of 
Nations, which was created in an 
attempt to ensure collective 
security for world powers.  

 

5 Though many Americans had 
rallied behind President 
Woodrow Wilson's call to make 
"the world safe for democracy,” 
during World War I, many now 
regarded the U.S. involvement in 
the war as a mistake.  

 

5 Therefore, American leaders 
favored isolationism and were 
determined to cut the U.S. off 
from European affairs 

 



ISOLATION (1917 – 1935) 

5Why did the 
United States 
opt for an 
isolationist 
foreign policy 
after World 
War I?  



Washington Disarmament Conference 
(1921-1922) 

5 Long-standing Anglo-Japanese alliance (1902) obligated 
Britain to aid Japan in the event of a Japanese war with the 
United States. 

5 Goals  naval disarmament and the political situation in the  
             Far East. 



Five-Power Treaty (1922) 

5 A battleship ratio was achieved through this ratio: 
  US          Britain          Japan          France          Italy 
    5                5                  3              1.67             1.67 

5 Japan got a guarantee that the US and Britain would  
stop fortifying their Far East territories [including 
the Philippines]. 

5 Loophole  no restrictions on small warships 



European Debts to the US 



Hyper-Inflation in Germany: 1923 

http://www.ballandclaw.com/stamps/Originals/germany2.jpg


Dawes Plan (1924) 



Kellogg-Briand Pact (1928) 

5 15 nations dedicated to outlawing aggression and war as 
tools of foreign policy. 

5 62 nations signed. 

5 Problems  no means of actual enforcement and gave  
                   Americans a false sense of security. 



Japanese Attack Manchuria 
(1931) 

5 League of Nations condemned the  
action. 

5 Japan leaves the League. 

5 Hoover wanted no part in an American military action in 
the Far East. 



FDR’s “Good Neighbor” Policy 

5 Important to have all 
nations in the Western 
Hemisphere united in 
lieu of foreign 
aggressions. 

5 FDR  The good 
neighbor respects 
himself and the rights 
of others. 

5 Policy of non-
intervention and 
cooperation. 



FDR Recognizes the Soviet Union  
(late 1933) 

5 FDR felt that 
recognizing Moscow 
might bolster the 
US against Japan. 
 

5Maybe trade with 
the USSR would 
help the US 
economy during the 
Depression. 





NEUTRALITY ACTS (1935, 1936, and 1937) 

5 The U.S. Congress 
passed the first of 
three Neutrality 
Acts. Taken 
together, the acts… 
  forbade the sale of 

arms to militarily 
aggressive nations,  

 prohibited Americans 
from traveling on ships 
of countries at war, and  

 disallowed loans to 
countries at war. 

 



NEUTRALITY ACTS (1935, 1936, and 1937) 

5What three 
things did 
the 
neutrality 
acts outlaw?  
 



US Neutrality 



Panay Incident (1937) 

5 December 12, 1937. 

5 Japan bombed USS  
Panay gunboat & three 
Standard Oil tankers on 
the Yangtze River. 

5 The river was an  
international waterway. 

5 Japan was testing US resolve! 

5 Japan apologized, paid US an indemnity, and promised no 
further attacks. 

5 Most Americans were satisfied with the apology. 

5 Results  Japanese interpreted US tone as a license for  
                 further aggression against US interests. 



MORAL EMBARGO (1936) 
5 In an attempt to respond 

economically to aggression, 
Roosevelt called for a ‘moral 
embargo’ on essential goods.  

 

5 Appealing to the sense of 
morality among U.S. 
businesses, the president 
asked them to consider 
withholding sales of goods 
that would provide help to the 
aggressors.   

 

5 In spite of this, U.S. sales of 
oil, copper, and scrap metal 
rose sharply as counties war 
industries produced the war 
products that the U.S. 
munitions factories could not 
sell. 

 



MORAL EMBARGO (1936) 

5What did FDR 
ask American 
businesses to 
do in response 
to Fascist 
aggression?  



Spanish Civil War (1936-1939) 

The American “Lincoln Brigade” 



QUARANTINE SPEECH (1937) 
5 …Roosevelt delivered his 

so-called Quarantine 
Speech in Chicago, a 
hotbed of isolationist 
sentiment.  

5 He argued persuasively for 
containing, or quarantining, 
fascist aggression – 
presumably through the 
use of economic 
embargoes. 

 “The epidemic of world lawlessness is spreading. When an 

epidemic of physical disease starts to spread, the community 

approves and joins in a quarantine of patients in order to protect the 

health of the community against the spread of disease….there must 

be positive endeavors to preserve peace. America hates war. 

America hopes for peace. Therefore America actively engages in the 

search for peace”  - FDR 



QUARANTINE SPEECH (1937) 
5What does 

“quarantine” 
mean in this 
case?  

5Does FDR want 
to remain 
neutral? 
Explain. 
 





Fascist Aggression 

5 1935:  Hitler denounced the Versailles Treaty & 
                the League of Nations [re-arming!] 
           Mussolini attacks Ethiopia. 

5 1936:  German troops sent into the Rhineland. 
           Fascist forces sent to fight with Franco in Spain. 

5 1938:  Austrian Anschluss. 
           Rome-Berlin Tokyo Pact [AXIS] 
           Munich Agreement  APPEASEMENT! 

5 1939:  German troops march into the rest of 
                 Czechoslovakia. 
           Hitler-Stalin Non-Aggression Pact. 

5 September 1, 1939:  German troops march into  
                                 Poland  blitzkrieg  WW II  
                                 begins!!! 





CASH AND CARRY LAW 
5 Roosevelt argued that the only 

hope for continued neutrality was 
to assist the European nations 
opposing Hitler, since the fall of 
Britain and France into German 
hands would pose a direct threat to 
the U.S.   

5 Congress passed “cash and carry” 
legislation, which stated that the 
U.S. would help Britain and France 
as long as they purchased American 
arms in cash and transported them 
across the risky German-patrolled 
Atlantic. Loans were not allowed.  

5 Isolationists knew that attacks on 
neutral American ships carrying 
supplies to Europe had helped bring 
the country into World War I. 
They were determined to prevent it 
from happening again. 

 



CASH AND CARRY LAW 
5How did the “Cash 

and Carry Law” 
represent a shift 
away from isolation 
and draw the 
United States 
closer to 
intervening in 
Europe?  
 



“America First” Committee 

Charles Lindbergh 









Destroyers for Bases 
5 September 1940 

 

5 Following the fall of 
France, leaving only 
GB between Germany 
and the U.S. 

 

5 U.S. transfers 50 
mothballed destroyers 
to GB in exchange for 
land rights in 
Newfoundland, 
Jamaica, Antigua, etc. 





“Lend-Lease” Act (1941) 

Great Britain.........................$31 billion 
Soviet Union...........................$11 billion 
France......................................$ 3 billion 
China.......................................$1.5 billion 
Other European.................$500 million 
South America...................$400 million 
The amount totaled: $48,601,365,000 



LEND-LEASE ACT 

5 It became evident that 
cash-and-carry could not 
supply British with all the 
war material it required.  
Britain was out of cash.   

5 In response, Roosevelt 
argued that the U.S. must 
become the “arsenal of 
democracy” and remove 
the cash requirements. 

5 Roosevelt proposed the 
Lend-Lease Act, which 
would allow for the lend-
lease, or transfer, of 
military equipment to 
nations whose defense was 
considered vital to the 
U.S. 

 

“Suppose the house of the president’s 

neighbor catches on fire and he has a 

length of garden hose, 400 or 500 feet. If 

he can take the hose and connect it to 

the neighbor’s hydrant, he may be able 

to put out the fire. He does not say his 

host cost $15; pay me $15. He doesn’t 

want $15, but his hose back when the fire 

is over.” – FDR 



LEND-LEASE ACT 

5Why did FDR 
argue that the 
United States 
should become 
the “arsenal of 
democracy”? 
 





Atlantic Charter 

5 August 1941 

 

5 Defined the Allied 
goals for the post-
war world 

 

5 No territorial gains, 
restoration of self-
government, 
reduction of trade 
restrictions 



ATLANTIC CHARTER 

5 “Prime Minister Winston 
Churchill, who had replaced 
Neville Chamberlain, met with 
Roosevelt on a warship off the 
coast of Newfoundland.  

 

5 Together, they drew up a 
statement of war aims known as 
the Atlantic Charter.  

 

5 Among their pledges, they 
promised to seek no gains in 
territory and to support the right 
of all peoples to choose their own 
form of government.” 

 



ATLANTIC CHARTER 

5What were the 
Allied goals?  

5Why the United 
States and Great 
Britain announce 
their intentions to 
the world 
community?  



Pearl Harbor 



Admiral Isoroku Yamamoto  



Pearl Harbor from the Cockpit of 
a Japanese Plane 



A date which will live in infamy! 

Pearl Harbor – Dec. 7, 1941 



FDR Signs the War Declaration 



USS Arizona, Pearl Harbor 



2,887 Americans Dead! 

Pearl Harbor Memorial 



PEARL HARBOR (Dec. 7, 1941)   

DECLARATION OF WAR (Dec. 8, 1941) 

5 “Yesterday, December 7th, 
1941 - a date which will 
live in infamy- the United 
States of America was 
suddenly and deliberately 
attacked by naval and air 
forces of the empire of 
Japan….No matter how 
long it may take us to 
overcome this 
premeditated invasion, the 
American people, in their 
righteous might, will win 
through to absolute 
victory.” 



PEARL HARBOR (Dec. 7, 1941)   

DECLARATION OF WAR (Dec. 8, 1941) 

5How did FDR 
describe the 
attack on Pearl 
Harbor?  


