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Isolationism and the Rise of Fascism

In the years after the First World War, the United States stood as one of the most powerful nations on earth, yet many Americans wanted little to do with the burdens of world leadership. The country had emerged from the conflict with immense industrial strength, expanding financial influence, and a growing sense of its own importance, but victory had not brought the peace and moral clarity that many had expected. Instead, the war left behind grief, disillusionment, unpaid debts, political bitterness, and a suspicion that American soldiers had been sent across the Atlantic for reasons that were far less noble than the slogans of wartime propaganda had promised. In the 1920s and 1930s, this disillusionment shaped a powerful mood known as isolationism, a belief that the United States should avoid foreign wars, distant alliances, and political entanglements in Europe and Asia. Isolationism did not mean that Americans ignored the world entirely; the United States remained deeply involved in international trade, finance, diplomacy, and cultural exchange. Yet when it came to military commitments, collective security, and the defense of other nations, many citizens and lawmakers insisted that America’s first duty was to stay out.

This mood had deep roots in American history. Since the early republic, many Americans had repeated the warning associated with George Washington against permanent alliances and foreign entanglements. During the nineteenth century, the United States had expanded across the continent and projected power in the Western Hemisphere, but it had generally avoided the great alliance systems of Europe. Even when the nation became an imperial power after the Spanish-American War, many Americans continued to imagine their country as different from the old empires across the Atlantic. The First World War shattered that illusion for a time, drawing the United States into a global struggle that President Woodrow Wilson described as a crusade to make the world safe for democracy. Yet when the fighting ended in 1918, the peace settlement failed to satisfy American hopes. The Treaty of Versailles punished Germany, redrew borders, created new states, and established the League of Nations, but it did not create a stable international order. At home, the United States Senate refused to approve American membership in the League, marking a decisive rejection of Wilson’s internationalist vision.

The refusal to join the League of Nations was one of the clearest signs that the United States wished to retreat from the responsibilities that came with victory. Many senators feared that League membership would limit American sovereignty and force the country into future conflicts without the direct consent of Congress. Others disliked Wilson personally and resisted his attempt to shape the postwar order around his own ideals. Still others believed that Europe’s rivalries were ancient, complicated, and dangerous, and that the United States had no obligation to police them. This debate revealed a fundamental tension in American foreign policy. The country had become too powerful to remain completely detached from world affairs, but many of its citizens still wanted the freedom to choose when and where to act. That tension would define the two decades between the world wars.

During the 1920s, American leaders pursued a cautious and selective form of international engagement. The United States did not join the League, but it participated in disarmament conferences, negotiated treaties, and used its financial power to influence Europe. The Washington Naval Conference of 1921–1922 attempted to limit naval competition among major powers, especially the United States, Britain, and Japan. The Dawes Plan of 1924 and the Young Plan of 1929 addressed Germany’s reparations payments and the flow of loans from American banks to Europe. In 1928, the United States joined dozens of other nations in signing the Kellogg-Briand Pact, which renounced war as an instrument of national policy. To many Americans, these efforts suggested that peace could be preserved through treaties, diplomacy, and economic cooperation without requiring binding military alliances. Yet beneath the surface, the international order remained fragile. Germany resented the Versailles settlement, Italy felt cheated by the peace, Japan sought greater influence in Asia, and the Soviet Union remained isolated and ideologically hostile to capitalist states.

The fragility of the world order became clearer after the Great Depression began in 1929. The collapse of the American stock market quickly became a global economic disaster. Banks failed, trade declined, factories closed, and unemployment soared across continents. Economic distress weakened democratic governments and strengthened extremist movements that promised order, national renewal, and revenge. In countries where parliamentary systems seemed unable to solve unemployment, inflation, and social unrest, authoritarian leaders presented themselves as saviors. They attacked liberal democracy as weak, corrupt, and decadent. They glorified unity, discipline, obedience, and national greatness. In this atmosphere, fascism expanded from a disturbing political experiment into one of the most dangerous forces of the twentieth century.

The first major fascist regime came to power in Italy under Benito Mussolini. A former socialist journalist turned nationalist agitator, Mussolini founded the Fascist movement after the First World War by appealing to veterans, conservatives, landowners, industrialists, and middle-class citizens who feared socialism and disorder. Italy had fought on the victorious Allied side, but many Italians believed their country had not received enough territory or respect in the peace settlement. This sense of a ‘mutilated victory’ helped Mussolini present fascism as a movement of national rebirth. His followers, known as Blackshirts, used violence against socialists, labor organizers, and political opponents. In 1922, after the dramatic but carefully staged March on Rome, King Victor Emmanuel III invited Mussolini to form a government. Over the next several years, Mussolini dismantled parliamentary democracy, censored the press, crushed opposition parties, and built a dictatorship centered on his own image as Il Duce, the leader.

Italian fascism combined intense nationalism, militarism, anti-communism, and contempt for liberal democracy. It celebrated the state as the highest expression of national life and demanded loyalty from individuals, workers, youth organizations, schools, and cultural institutions. Mussolini promised to revive the glory of ancient Rome and make Italy a great imperial power. His regime used spectacle, uniforms, rallies, slogans, and propaganda to create the impression of unity and strength. Although Italy’s economy and military were weaker than fascist propaganda suggested, Mussolini’s dictatorship impressed some foreign observers during the 1920s. To certain conservatives in Europe and America, he appeared to have restored order and stopped communism. Yet behind the illusion of efficiency lay repression, brutality, and aggressive ambition.

Even more dangerous was the rise of Adolf Hitler and the Nazi Party in Germany. Germany’s defeat in the First World War had left the country humiliated, economically strained, and politically unstable. The Weimar Republic, established after the collapse of the German monarchy, faced enormous challenges from the beginning. Many Germans blamed the republic for signing the Treaty of Versailles, which imposed territorial losses, military restrictions, and heavy reparations. The myth that Germany had not truly been defeated on the battlefield but had been betrayed by politicians, socialists, and Jews became a poisonous element in German politics. Hitler exploited this myth with extraordinary skill. He offered simple explanations for complex problems, identified scapegoats, and promised to restore German greatness through unity, racial purification, and territorial expansion.

The ideology of Nazism was not merely authoritarian nationalism. It was a radical and murderous worldview built around racism, antisemitism, militarism, and the belief that history was a struggle between races for survival. Hitler claimed that Germans belonged to an Aryan master race and that Jews were an existential enemy responsible for Germany’s suffering, capitalism’s corruption, communism’s spread, and modern society’s supposed decline. These claims were false, hateful, and delusional, but they became central to Nazi propaganda. The Nazi Party also promised to overturn the Treaty of Versailles, rebuild the military, destroy communism, and acquire Lebensraum, or living space, in Eastern Europe. Unlike traditional conservatives who wanted to restore old hierarchies, Hitler envisioned a revolutionary racial empire built through war and conquest.

The Great Depression transformed the Nazi Party from a fringe movement into a mass political force. As unemployment in Germany reached catastrophic levels, millions lost faith in democratic parties. The Nazis gained votes by appealing to workers, farmers, veterans, small business owners, students, and nationalists who feared collapse. Their rallies offered emotion, certainty, and belonging. Their propaganda blamed Germany’s misery on enemies at home and abroad. Their paramilitary forces intimidated opponents in the streets. In January 1933, President Paul von Hindenburg, pressured by conservative elites who believed they could control Hitler, appointed him chancellor. This decision proved disastrous. Within months, Hitler used the Reichstag fire, emergency decrees, political violence, and legal manipulation to destroy democracy. By 1934, after the death of Hindenburg and the purge known as the Night of the Long Knives, Hitler had become Germany’s absolute dictator, the Führer.

Meanwhile, militarism was rising in Japan. Japan had modernized rapidly since the late nineteenth century, becoming an industrial and military power after the Meiji Restoration. Its victories over China in 1895 and Russia in 1905 had established it as the dominant power in East Asia. During the First World War, Japan expanded its influence by seizing German possessions in the Pacific and increasing pressure on China. In the 1920s, Japan had a parliamentary government and participated in international diplomacy, including naval limitation agreements. Yet beneath the surface, military leaders and nationalist groups grew increasingly dissatisfied. They believed Japan needed secure access to raw materials, markets, and territory in order to survive as a great power. They also resented Western immigration restrictions, naval limits, and what they saw as racial hypocrisy by European empires and the United States.

In 1931, Japanese officers staged the Mukden Incident, using an explosion on a railway in Manchuria as a pretext for military action. Without full authorization from civilian leaders, the Japanese army occupied Manchuria and established the puppet state of Manchukuo. This act revealed the weakness of civilian government in Japan and the growing power of the military. The League of Nations condemned the invasion, but it had no effective means to reverse it. Japan simply withdrew from the League in 1933. The crisis showed that collective security was failing. An aggressor state had used force to seize territory, and the international community had responded with reports, criticism, and diplomatic protest, but not with decisive action. To many dictators, the lesson was clear: bold aggression might succeed if democracies lacked the will to resist.

The American response to these developments was cautious and limited. Many Americans were troubled by Japanese expansion, but few wanted war over Manchuria. The United States refused to recognize territorial changes achieved by aggression, a position known as the Stimson Doctrine, named after Secretary of State Henry L. Stimson. Yet nonrecognition did little to change Japanese behavior. The United States was militarily unprepared, economically wounded by the Depression, and politically unwilling to impose severe measures that might lead to confrontation. In Europe, Mussolini and Hitler watched as the League failed to stop Japan. The weakness of international enforcement encouraged further aggression.

At home, the Depression intensified isolationism. Millions of Americans were focused on unemployment, hunger, farm foreclosures, bank failures, and economic survival. When Franklin D. Roosevelt became president in 1933, his first priority was domestic recovery through the New Deal. Roosevelt was more internationalist than many of his countrymen, and he understood that the United States could not remain untouched by global instability. Yet he also recognized the strength of isolationist opinion. He had to move carefully, balancing his concern about dictatorships with the political reality that Americans did not want another war. His early foreign policy reflected this caution. He recognized the Soviet Union in 1933, pursued the Good Neighbor Policy toward Latin America, and supported limited international cooperation, but he did not challenge fascist aggression directly.

One reason isolationism became so powerful in the 1930s was the belief that American entry into the First World War had been a mistake. This belief was strengthened by investigations into the role of bankers and arms manufacturers. The most famous was the Nye Committee, led by Senator Gerald Nye of North Dakota. Beginning in 1934, the committee investigated whether financial interests and munitions makers, often called ‘merchants of death,’ had pushed the United States into war in 1917 for profit. The committee did not prove a conspiracy, but its hearings fueled public suspicion. Many Americans concluded that loans to the Allies, arms sales, and economic ties had dragged the country into the conflict. If trade and finance had created pressure for war once, then the United States should avoid similar entanglements in the future.

This thinking led Congress to pass a series of Neutrality Acts during the mid-1930s. These laws were designed to prevent the United States from repeating the path that had led to involvement in the First World War. The Neutrality Act of 1935 imposed an embargo on arms sales to nations at war. The Neutrality Act of 1936 renewed the arms embargo and banned loans or credits to belligerent nations. The Neutrality Act of 1937 extended restrictions and included a ‘cash-and-carry’ provision for nonmilitary goods, requiring warring nations to pay cash and transport supplies in their own ships. The intention was to keep American ships, money, and weapons away from foreign battlefields. Yet these laws treated aggressors and victims alike. If a dictatorship invaded a smaller country, both sides were legally restricted in the same way. Neutrality, in practice, could favor the aggressor.

As Congress tried to legislate safety, fascist powers moved with increasing confidence. In 1935, Mussolini invaded Ethiopia, one of the few independent African nations. The invasion was brutal. Italian forces used modern weapons, aircraft, and poison gas against Ethiopian troops and civilians. Emperor Haile Selassie appealed to the League of Nations, warning that the failure to stop aggression in Ethiopia threatened all nations. The League condemned Italy and imposed limited sanctions, but it did not embargo oil, close the Suez Canal to Italian shipping, or take decisive military action. Britain and France, hoping to avoid pushing Mussolini closer to Hitler, acted weakly. By 1936, Italy had conquered Ethiopia. The episode was a moral disaster for the international order and another sign that collective security was collapsing.

At the same time, Hitler was tearing up the Treaty of Versailles step by step. In 1935, Germany announced the creation of an air force and the reintroduction of conscription, both violations of the treaty. Britain responded by signing the Anglo-German Naval Agreement, allowing Germany to build a navy within certain limits. This agreement, made without France or Italy, weakened the united front against German rearmament. In 1936, Hitler sent troops into the Rhineland, a demilitarized zone along Germany’s western border. This was a major gamble. The German army had orders to retreat if France resisted. But France, politically divided and unwilling to act without British support, did not respond militarily. Britain viewed the move as Germany entering its own backyard. Hitler’s success in the Rhineland greatly strengthened his prestige and changed the balance of power in Europe.

The same year, Europe was further destabilized by the outbreak of the Spanish Civil War. Spain became a battleground between the elected Republican government and nationalist rebels led by Francisco Franco. The conflict drew international attention because it seemed to represent the larger ideological struggle of the age: democracy and left-wing movements against fascism and military authoritarianism. Hitler and Mussolini supported Franco with aircraft, weapons, troops, and supplies. The Soviet Union aided the Republic, while volunteers from many countries joined the International Brigades. Britain, France, and the United States adopted policies of nonintervention or neutrality. For American isolationists, Spain was another reason to stay away from Europe’s conflicts. For anti-fascists, however, Spain was a warning that fascist aggression was spreading and that democracies were failing to defend their own principles.

The Spanish Civil War also demonstrated the terrifying possibilities of modern warfare. German aircraft from the Condor Legion bombed the Basque town of Guernica in 1937, killing civilians and shocking the world. The attack became a symbol of the new age of aerial terror, later immortalized in Pablo Picasso’s painting Guernica. Yet even such horrors did not move the major democracies toward decisive action. Americans debated Spain passionately, but the official policy remained cautious. The fear of being drawn into another European war outweighed sympathy for the victims of fascist violence. This pattern—moral concern without military commitment—would repeat itself as the international crisis deepened.

Roosevelt understood the danger more clearly than many American politicians, but he remained constrained. In 1937, he delivered his famous Quarantine Speech in Chicago, arguing that lawless aggression was like a disease that threatened the community of nations and needed to be quarantined. He did not call directly for war, but he suggested that peaceful nations had to act together to restrain aggressors. The reaction was sharp. Isolationists accused him of trying to lead the country toward war. Newspapers, lawmakers, and public figures warned that collective action could become collective conflict. Roosevelt, recognizing the backlash, retreated from overt confrontation. The episode showed both his concern about fascism and the limits of what he could say publicly.

The rise of fascism also forced Americans to confront uncomfortable questions about democracy, race, and power. Many Americans condemned Hitler’s dictatorship, especially after the Nazis began openly persecuting Jews and political opponents. The Nuremberg Laws of 1935 stripped German Jews of citizenship and outlawed marriage or sexual relations between Jews and so-called Aryans. Jewish businesses were boycotted, professionals were dismissed, books were burned, and dissidents were imprisoned. Reports of Nazi brutality reached the United States, but American responses were limited by antisemitism, immigration restriction, economic anxiety, and disbelief. The United States had adopted strict immigration quotas in the 1920s, especially through the Immigration Act of 1924, which favored immigrants from northern and western Europe while severely restricting others. These quotas remained in place as persecution increased, making it difficult for refugees to enter the country.

The refugee crisis revealed the tragic gap between American ideals and American policy. Some religious groups, journalists, activists, and politicians called for greater assistance to Jews and other victims of Nazism. Yet many Americans opposed increased immigration, fearing job competition, cultural change, or subversion. Antisemitic attitudes existed in parts of American society, including among influential public figures. The State Department often enforced immigration rules strictly and slowly. As a result, thousands who might have escaped Nazi-controlled Europe found the doors of safety only partly open. The United States was not responsible for Nazi crimes, but its restrictive policies reflected the limitations of American humanitarian action during the isolationist era.

In Asia, the crisis worsened dramatically in 1937 when Japan launched a full-scale invasion of China after the Marco Polo Bridge Incident near Beijing. Japanese forces captured major cities, including Shanghai and Nanjing. The fall of Nanjing was followed by one of the most infamous atrocities of the war in Asia, as Japanese troops murdered civilians, raped women, and committed widespread brutality. News of the massacre horrified many Americans, especially missionaries, journalists, and diplomats who had long-standing ties to China. American sympathy for China grew, but public opinion still did not support war. Roosevelt looked for ways to pressure Japan without provoking open conflict. Because neither Japan nor China formally declared war at first, the Neutrality Acts did not automatically apply, allowing the United States some flexibility in aiding China.

The war in China also directly touched American interests. In December 1937, Japanese aircraft attacked and sank the American gunboat USS Panay on the Yangtze River. The incident could have produced a major crisis. Japan apologized and paid compensation, and Roosevelt accepted the settlement. Many Americans were angered, but few wanted war. The Panay incident demonstrated the danger of American presence in conflict zones, but it also reinforced the isolationist argument that the best way to avoid war was to stay away from foreign conflicts entirely. For internationalists, however, the attack suggested that aggressive powers would not respect American neutrality forever.

By 1938, Hitler moved from revision of Versailles to territorial expansion. In March, Germany annexed Austria in the Anschluss, uniting Austria with the German Reich. Many Austrians welcomed the move, while others were intimidated, arrested, or silenced. The annexation violated the postwar settlement but met no military resistance. Hitler then turned to Czechoslovakia, particularly the Sudetenland, a region with a large ethnic German population. Czechoslovakia was a functioning democracy with a strong army and defensive alliances, but it was vulnerable if abandoned by Britain and France. Hitler claimed he only wanted self-determination for Germans, but his larger goal was to destroy Czechoslovakia and dominate Central Europe.

The crisis led to the Munich Conference of September 1938, where British Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain, French Premier Édouard Daladier, Mussolini, and Hitler agreed that Germany could take the Sudetenland. Czechoslovakia was not invited to decide its own fate. Chamberlain returned to Britain declaring that he had achieved ‘peace for our time,’ and many people, still haunted by memories of the First World War, desperately wanted to believe him. The policy became known as appeasement, the attempt to satisfy some demands of aggressive powers in order to avoid war. Appeasement has often been remembered as weakness, and in Hitler’s case it certainly failed. Yet at the time, many British and French leaders believed they were buying time to rearm, avoiding a war their publics feared, and correcting what some saw as the harshness of Versailles. The tragedy was that Hitler interpreted compromise as weakness.

In the United States, the Munich crisis strengthened both sides of the debate. Isolationists argued that Europe’s disputes were not America’s responsibility and that the United States should avoid being drawn into another continental war. Internationalists warned that dictators would not stop unless confronted. Roosevelt watched with growing alarm. He knew that if Britain and France fell, the balance of world power would change dramatically. Yet he also knew that the United States was not ready, either militarily or politically, to intervene. The army was small, public opinion remained cautious, and Congress guarded its authority over war. The president had influence, but he could not simply move the nation from isolation to intervention by command.

Only months after Munich, Hitler proved that his promises were worthless. In March 1939, German troops occupied the rest of Czechoslovakia. This was not a case of uniting ethnic Germans; it was outright conquest. The destruction of Czechoslovakia finally convinced many in Britain and France that Hitler could not be appeased. They guaranteed the independence of Poland, hoping to deter further German expansion. Meanwhile, Mussolini invaded Albania in April 1939, and Germany and Italy strengthened their alliance through the Pact of Steel. Europe was moving rapidly toward war.

The final diplomatic shock came in August 1939, when Germany and the Soviet Union signed the Nazi-Soviet Pact. The agreement stunned the world because Nazism and communism were supposed to be mortal enemies. Publicly, the pact was a nonaggression treaty. Secretly, it divided Eastern Europe into spheres of influence, allowing Germany and the Soviet Union to partition Poland and expand their control. For Hitler, the pact reduced the danger of a two-front war, at least temporarily. For Joseph Stalin, it bought time and territory, though at enormous moral cost. For the democracies, it was a disaster. Poland now stood exposed.

On September 1, 1939, Germany invaded Poland. Britain and France declared war on Germany two days later. The Second World War had begun in Europe. For Americans, the outbreak of war did not immediately settle the question of what the United States should do. Most citizens sympathized with Britain and France, but sympathy was not the same as willingness to fight. Roosevelt declared American neutrality, as required by law and expected by public opinion, but he also wanted to revise the Neutrality Acts to help the democracies. He argued that the United States should allow belligerents to buy arms on a cash-and-carry basis. Since Britain and France controlled the seas and had the means to transport goods, this policy would favor them without sending American ships into war zones. After fierce debate, Congress passed the revised neutrality law in November 1939.

This change marked the beginning of a slow shift away from strict neutrality. The United States was not yet at war, and most Americans still hoped to avoid war, but Roosevelt had begun moving the country toward support for the nations resisting Hitler. The shift was cautious because isolationism remained powerful. Organizations such as the America First Committee, formed in 1940, would soon argue that the United States should focus on defending its own shores and avoid involvement in Europe. Prominent figures, including aviator Charles Lindbergh, warned against intervention. Many isolationists were sincere patriots who feared that war would destroy American freedoms, expand federal power, and repeat the tragedy of 1917. Yet others underestimated the ambitions of fascist regimes or failed to grasp that oceans alone might not protect the United States in an age of aircraft, submarines, global trade, and ideological war.

The rise of fascism forced the United States to reconsider the meaning of security. In the nineteenth century, geography had given Americans a sense of protection. The Atlantic and Pacific Oceans seemed like enormous barriers against foreign danger. But by the late 1930s, technology and global politics had reduced that sense of distance. A hostile power dominating Europe or Asia could threaten trade routes, colonies, resources, and eventually the Western Hemisphere. German submarines, long-range aircraft, and modern naval warfare made isolation less practical than it sounded. Japanese expansion in Asia threatened American interests in the Pacific, including the Philippines and access to China. The world was becoming too interconnected for any major power to remain untouched by the collapse of international order.

At the same time, the debate over isolationism was not simply a debate between wisdom and ignorance. It reflected real memories and real fears. The First World War had killed millions and produced unstable peace. American families had no desire to send another generation to die in Europe. The Depression had exposed severe problems at home, making foreign commitments seem irresponsible to many citizens. The United States also had its own injustices, including segregation, racial violence, poverty, and discrimination, leading some critics to question whether the nation had the moral authority to crusade for democracy abroad. Isolationism drew strength from these concerns. It was not merely cowardice; it was a complicated response to trauma, disillusionment, and uncertainty.

Yet fascism presented a danger that isolationism struggled to answer. Mussolini, Hitler, and Japan’s militarists did not merely seek limited adjustments to borders or trade. They aimed to reorder entire regions through force. They rejected the principle that nations had equal rights to independence. They glorified violence as a test of national vitality. They crushed dissent at home and practiced aggression abroad. In Germany, Nazi ideology moved toward genocide. In Italy, imperial ambition brought terror to Ethiopia and the Balkans. In Asia, Japanese militarism produced mass suffering in China and threatened to expand across the Pacific. These regimes were not normal diplomatic rivals. They were revolutionary dictatorships armed with modern industry and driven by expansionist visions.

By the end of the 1930s, the United States stood at the edge of a new era. The country had tried to protect itself through neutrality laws, arms embargoes, disarmament treaties, and distance from alliances. It had hoped that oceans, commerce, and legal restrictions could keep war away. But events in Europe, Africa, and Asia showed that aggression abroad could reshape the world in ways that eventually threatened American interests and ideals. Roosevelt understood this earlier than many of his opponents, but he had to guide a democracy that was divided, cautious, and still wounded by the last war. He could not simply announce a new global role; he had to persuade the public step by step.

The story of American isolationism and the rise of fascism is therefore not a story of sudden awakening, but of gradual recognition. Americans watched as Japan seized Manchuria, Italy conquered Ethiopia, Germany reoccupied the Rhineland, Spain fell into civil war, Austria disappeared into the Reich, Czechoslovakia was betrayed and then destroyed, China suffered invasion, and Poland was attacked. Each crisis raised the same question: could the United States remain safe and free in a world where aggressive dictatorships were overturning the international order? At first, many answered yes. They believed neutrality could preserve peace. But as the dictators advanced, that answer became harder to defend. The United States had not yet entered the Second World War, but the road toward involvement had already begun. The struggle between isolation and responsibility, between fear of war
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