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Overview: U.S. isolationism versus
interventionism

The battleship USS Arizona belches smoke as it topples over during the Japanese surprise attack on Pearl Harbor, Hawaii, December 7,
1941. The ship sank with more than 80 percent of its 1,500-man crew. The attack, which left 2,343 Americans dead and 916 missing, forced
America out of its policy of isolationism. President Franklin D. Roosevelt called it "a date which will live in infamy" and Congress declared
war on Japan the next day.

Isolationism is the concept of avoiding political or economic entanglements or involvement with

foreign countries. Remaining isolated from other nations is a theme that has arisen repeatedly

throughout U.S. history.

Isolationist Foreign Policy

Isolationism was an idea first expressed by President George Washington in his Farewell Address

and in the Monroe Doctrine in the early 19th-century. President James Monroe declared that the

Old World of Europe and New World of the Americas had different systems and must remain

distinct spheres. He presented four basic points to Congress in 1823: (1) the United States would

not interfere in European powers' internal affairs or wars; (2) the United States recognized and

would not interfere with existing colonies in the Western Hemisphere; (3) the Western

Hemisphere was closed to future colonization; and (4) any attempt by a European power to
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oppress or control any nation in the Western Hemisphere would be viewed as a hostile act against

the United States.

In the late 19th century, the interpretation of the Monroe Doctrine broadened to define a sphere of

U.S. influence. In 1904, President Theodore Roosevelt clarified the Monroe Doctrine with the

addition of the Roosevelt Corollary. This stated that the United States could intervene, or take

action to affect outcomes, in the internal affairs of Latin American countries. Such intervention

was considered acceptable in cases of glaring and persistent wrongdoing.

Political Atmosphere

However, the term ‘‘isolationism’’ is most often associated with the political atmosphere in the

U.S. following the end of World War I. In the 1930s, Americans were reluctant to address the

growth of fascism in Europe. This feeling was due to the failure of President Woodrow Wilson’s

internationalism, and the failure of the League of Nations and liberal opposition to war. Also, the

poverty that came out of the Great Depression made Americans want to focus more on problems at

home. When World War II erupted in Europe, there was disagreement as to whether the U.S.

should have any role in the conflict.

The isolationist view was represented by an influential political group called the America First

Committee that was active between 1940 and 1941. Isolationists claimed that the United States,

surrounded by oceans, would be safe from attack and should remain neutral regardless of who

won in Europe. President Franklin D. Roosevelt called this attitude defeatist. He though it naive to

believe that conflicts in Europe would not eventually threaten the United States itself.

After the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, neutrality and isolationism

became impossible.

Interventionist Foreign Policy

The events of World War II profoundly changed American foreign policy. The Union of Soviet

Socialist Republics, or Soviet Union, became a global power as it took over countries in Eastern

Europe and Asia. In response, the United States used secret CIA operations to intervene and

influence South American countries. During the rest of the 20th century, the U.S. military took

direct action in foreign countries such as Korea (1950-1953) and Vietnam (1965-1973). Each

conflict was an attempt to contain Soviet influence. The Soviets’ communist ideology was seen as

the greatest international threat to democracy and the West. The U.S. cemented its role as a

superpower as it represented Western values and frequently adopted interventionist policies.

To be considered interventionism, an act must take place outside a country's own boundaries,

include a threat of force, and be unwelcome by its target. Intervention can take many forms, such

as invading or threatening to invade another country in order to overthrow a regime or to force

policy changes. Other examples include blockading a country to prevent any ships or planes

getting there, economic boycotts, and assassinations of government officials.

A Question Of Ethics

While events may provide motivation to intervene, the wisdom and ethics of doing so are debated.

Philosophers and politicians argue about the merits of intruding in another country’s affairs,

whether for political, humanitarian, or military reasons. The legality of intervention is murky.
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Opponents of interventionism argue that interfering with another country’s internal affairs,

policies, and actions can never be morally justified. They argue that a country commits an act of

violence when it imposes its will on another country. Supporters of interventionism argue that

defending the weak against the oppression of the strong is a moral duty overrules a country's right

to be left unmolested.

Both positions rest on strong moral arguments, which makes the debate passionate and

antagonistic. Even those who agree on the necessity of intervention may disagree on details such

as the origin, degree, purpose, and timing of actions. However, most would agree that intervention

is risky.

A Case For Humanitarian Intervention

Samantha Power, an American journalist and human rights scholar, laid out some requirements

for justified intervention. Power served on the National Security Council (2008-13) and as the U.S.

ambassador to the United Nations (2013-17) under President Barack Obama. Power's experience

in the war-torn former Yugoslavia helped her form her opinions. They convinced her that the

United States and other great powers should prevent genocides through military intervention.

Power’s 2002 book, ‘‘A Problem from Hell: America and the Age of Genocide,’’ won a Pulitzer

Prize in 2003 for nonfiction and became a reference during discussions of genocide and

humanitarian intervention by scholars and government leaders. She argued that countries should

use their power to protect individual human rights in extreme circumstances. In her eyes, the

lesson of the Holocaust and other genocides was that military intervention on humanitarian

grounds was legitimate and necessary. When a country committed atrocities against its own

people, it lost its right to sovereignty.

Power did not believe in humanitarian intervention in all cases. To determine when to intervene,

she asked whether the situation would result in the “immediate threat of a large-scale loss of life.”

She also stressed the limits of unilateralism and the importance of the United States working with

international partners and organizations like the United Nations. Such standards, Power argued,

had been met in the Persian Gulf War (1990-91), but not in the following Iraq War (2003-11).
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Quiz

1 Read the paragraph from the section "Isolationist Foreign Policy."

In the late 19th century, the interpretation of the Monroe Doctrine broadened to define a sphere of
U.S. influence. In 1904, President Theodore Roosevelt clarified the Monroe Doctrine with the
addition of the Roosevelt Corollary. This stated that the United States could intervene, or take
action to affect outcomes, in the internal affairs of Latin American countries. Such intervention
was considered acceptable in cases of glaring and persistent wrongdoing.

Which idea is BEST supported by the paragraph above?

(A) The Monroe Doctrine was less popular among Americans after the addition of the Roosevelt Corollary.

(B) The internal affairs of Latin American countries were a persistent threat to affairs in the U.S.

(C) The U.S. policy of isolationism shifted according to national interests in the Western Hemisphere.

(D) The Roosevelt Corollary was necessary because European countries were ignoring the Monroe
Doctrine.

2 Is the author of the article suggesting that isolationist policies protected the United States from a costly world war? Which
sentence from the article supports your answer?

(A) Yes; Also, the poverty that came out of the Great Depression made Americans want to focus more on
problems at home.

(B) Yes; Isolationists claimed that the United States, surrounded by oceans, would be safe from attack and
should remain neutral regardless of who won in Europe.

(C) No; He though it naive to believe that conflicts in Europe would not eventually threaten the United
States itself.

(D) No; After the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, neutrality and isolationism
became impossible.

3 Read the sentences from the section "A Question Of Ethics."

Opponents of interventionism argue that interfering with another country’s internal affairs,
policies, and actions can never be morally justified.

Supporters of interventionism argue that defending the weak against the oppression of the strong
is a moral duty overrules a country's right to be left unmolested.

How does the relationship between these sentences help develop a main idea of the article?

(A) by describing a cause and an effect of interventionist policies

(B) by outlining a strength and a weakness of interventionist policies

(C) by describing a problem and solution for interventionist policies

(D) by outlining a fact and an opinion about interventionist policies
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4 Read the selection from the section "Interventionist Foreign Policy."

The events of World War II profoundly changed American foreign policy. The Union of Soviet
Socialist Republics, or Soviet Union, became a global power as it took over countries in Eastern
Europe and Asia. In response, the United States used secret CIA operations to intervene and
influence South American countries. During the rest of the 20th century, the U.S. military took
direct action in foreign countries such as Korea (1950-1953) and Vietnam (1965-1973). Each
conflict was an attempt to contain Soviet influence.

Why does the author include this information in the article?

(A) to provide support for the effectiveness of interventionist policies in the 20th century

(B) to compare and contrast isolationist and interventionist foreign policies before and after World War II

(C) to morally justify interventionist foreign policies during the 20th century

(D) to explain the factors driving the U.S.'s evolution of increasingly interventionist policies


