CHAPTER 27 

America and the World, 1921–1945 

Focus Questions
27.1
What was isolationism, and why was it so appealing to Americans in the 1920s and 1930s?

27.2
How did the United States go from neutrality in the 1930s to war in 1941?

27.3
How did America and its allies halt the advances of Germany and Japan?

27.4
How did American domestic life change during World War II?

27.5
How did the war end, and what were its consequences?
27.6
How did World War II in the Pacific theater affect the United States, both internationally and domestically?
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Chapter Summary

Introduction: A Pact without Power 

On August 27, 1928, the United States signed the Kellogg-Briand Pact, a treaty outlawing war. The pact represented the United States’ retreat from taking the lead in world affairs to focus on its own interests. However, World War II drew Americans back into world events, and the United States became the most powerful nation in the world after the war. 

27.1 Isolationism 

What was isolationism, and why was it so appealing to Americans in the 1920s and 1930s?

Americans became even more determined to avoid foreign entanglements following World War I. In the 1930s, the Depression made domestic concerns seem more important than foreign policy, and the growing danger abroad strengthened the desire to stay out of it. 

27.1.1 Militarism Abroad: Three nations were on the rise in the 1930s: Adolf Hitler was rising to power in Germany; Benito Mussolini took on an aggressive foreign policy in Italy; and militarists in Japan were beginning to dominate the government. As the Axis Powers grew stronger, they threatened the entire world.
27.1.2 The Lure of Pacifism and Neutrality: Some Americans suspected that they had been duped into going to war in 1917, and a pacifist movement grew. The revelations by the Nye Committee about the role of munitions dealers and banks in World War I led to Congress passing neutrality legislation in 1935 that prohibited U.S. trade with or loans to any nation at war. 

27.1.3 War in Europe: Events in Europe escalated as Hitler began conquering parts of Europe. Roosevelt generally approved of English and French efforts to appease Hitler, but when Hitler seized Czechoslovakia, FDR attempted to revise the neutrality acts to give an advantage to England and France. Congress, however, refused. By July 1939, Roosevelt openly attacked the neutrality acts, but when World War II began in September 1939, he reluctantly declared the acts in force. 

27.2 The Road to War 

How did the United States go from neutrality in the 1930s to war in 1941?

From 1939 to 1941, the American people were sympathetic to the plight of the Allies in World War II, but Roosevelt could only move slowly to help.
27.2.1 From Neutrality to Undeclared War: From 1939 on, Roosevelt led the nation gradually into a position of helping England without actually entering the war. In November 1939, he persuaded Congress to allow any belligerent to buy American war supplies on a “cash and carry” basis. When Germany knocked France out of the war in 1940, Roosevelt stepped up aid to England, especially after his election to a third term that year. America pursued a destroyers-for-bases deal with England in fall of 1940 and then moved to the Lend-Lease program. As American ships began to transport these goods across the Atlantic, incidents with German submarines arose. The nation debated the neutrality question intensely, with isolationists attacking the departure from neutrality and interventionists believing that a Nazi victory in Europe would threaten Western civilization. 

27.2.2 Showdown in the Pacific: Japan had added to its conquests while the war raged in Europe. When Japan began incorporating territories in the East Indies and Indochina, the United States responded by limiting exports to Japan of strategic materials, such as oil and scrap metal. This action in no way restrained the Japanese, who promptly allied themselves with Germany and Italy in 1940. When the United States banned all oil shipments, Japan decided to negotiate with the United States; Japan wanted a free hand in China and the restoration of normal trade relations, while the United States demanded that Japan remove its troops from China. The Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, in a surprise attack that crippled the U.S. Pacific fleet. The next day Roosevelt asked for a declaration of war. Germany and Italy then declared war on the United States. 

27.3 Turning the Tide Against the Axis 

How did America and its allies halt the advances of Germany and Japan?

When America came into the war, the Axis Powers were on the offensive in Europe, Asia, and Africa. Over the next two years, The United States and its allies would stop the offensive drive of Germany and Japan. 

27.3.1 Wartime Partnerships: One of the greatest advantages the Allies had over the Axis Powers was the complete partnership between the United States and England. The other members of the coalition were less satisfied with the alliance, especially the Soviet Union. Despite receiving American supplies, the Soviet Union still bore the brunt of the battle. Tensions between the Soviet Union and the West persisted after the war was over.
27.3.2 Halting the German Blitz: The United States agreed to England’s strategy of attacking on the edges of German strength and invaded North Africa in November 1942. Once German troops in Africa had been defeated, the United States and England invaded Italy. Mussolini fell from power, but the Allies advanced slowly up the peninsula, sustaining heavy casualties. In the meantime, Russia decisively defeated Germany at the battle of Stalingrad and began to push into eastern Europe. 

27.3.3 Checking Japan in the Pacific: The conquest of Japan was given second priority, and a two-pronged drive was planned to defeat the Japanese. Under the command of Douglas MacArthur, the army began a drive through New Guinea to the Philippines, while the navy under Chester Nimitz attacked key Japanese islands in the Central Pacific. After the American victory at Midway in June 1942, U.S. forces took the offensive. 

27.4 The Home Front 

How did American domestic life change during World War II?

American industry worked hard to meet the need for war materials. Increased production led to new jobs, which led to social and economic changes. 

27.4.1 The Arsenal of Democracy: The needs of the war effort, especially the need to expand manufacturing, led to profiteering, shortages, and rationing. The War Production Board was created to manage production and the Office of Price Administration was created to try to curb inflation through price controls and rationing. Roosevelt wanted large tax increases to help pay war costs, but Congress balked, and half the cost of the war came from borrowing. 

27.4.2 A Nation on the Move: During the war, the American people began to move, with young men entering the military and defense workers moving to centers of defense production, many to the South and West. The result was a series of problems, such as housing shortages and a rise in the number of divorces and of latchkey children. Some groups improved their conditions during the war. Women took jobs formerly reserved for men and saw their incomes rise by 50 percent. African Americans, despite persistent prejudice, racial violence, and segregation in the military, demanded and got equal opportunities in war-related industries, which encouraged even greater migration from the rural South. Mexican Americans also migrated to the cities for jobs and faced racial violence and discrimination. Native Americans joined the military in large numbers, including the Navajo “code talkers.” About 120,000 Japanese residents, many of them U.S. citizens, were moved from the West Coast and placed in detention camps. In 1944, the Supreme Court rejected their appeal for release, but in 1988 Congress finally acknowledged the injustice that had been done and voted to pay compensation to the survivors. 

27.5 Victory 

How did the war end, and what were its consequences?

After 1943, the Allies began to drive Germany and Japan back, leading to the final defeat of those two nations. 

27.5.1 D-Day: In 1944, the Allies opened a second front with the landing of troops on the Normandy peninsula. D-Day led to a push through the French countryside and the liberation of Paris a few months later. Germany’s offensive move at the Battle of the Bulge only delayed the Allies’ advance into Germany by a few months. Germany surrendered on May 7, 1945.
27.5.2 War Aims and Wartime Diplomacy: The United States and Russia were divided over what they hoped the war would accomplish. Russia wanted control over eastern Europe, which had been a historic pathway for Western invasions of Russia. The United States wanted a collective security arrangement that included the United Nations. In a series of conferences at Yalta and Potsdam, the differences between the United States and Russia became more evident. After Roosevelt died, Harry Truman was left to finalize U.S. postwar policy.
27.5.3 Triumph and Destruction in the Pacific: Following the defeat of Germany, American forces quickly cleared the Japanese from New Guinea and the Central Pacific and took the Philippines. Japan’s defeat was inevitable but could prove costly if an invasion had to be launched. On August 6, 1945, the United States used the atomic bomb against Japan. After a second A-bomb attack, Japan surrendered on August 14, 1945. Scholars debate the use of the bomb against Japan. 
27.5.4 Past and Present: Why No World War III? The existence of nuclear weapons reduced the chances for a third World War as leaders recognized the cost of atomic weapons following the bomb’s use to end World War II. This line of reasoning explains why nations keep nuclear arsenals to prevent World War III. A nuclear accident, however, also represents the dangers of maintaining a nuclear arsenal.
27.6 Charting the Past: World War II in the Pacific
How did World War II in the Pacific theater affect the United States, both internationally and domestically? The Pacific Theater of World War II pitted the United States against Japan, with America eventually prevailing in the conflict. The war effort changed America’s West Coast socially and economically.
27.6.1 World War II: The Pacific Theater: The Great Depression in Japan led to the rise of an autocratic leadership that began expanding into China. In 1937, President Roosevelt attempted to convince isolationists of the danger Japan and other aggressor nations represented. Relations between Japan and the United States reached a low in 1941 as America implemented a fuel embargo. A Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, Hawaii, was designed to cripple the U.S. Pacific fleet. Admiral Nimitz’s victory in the Battle of Midway inflicted severe damage on the Japanese navy.
27.6.2 The Home Front on the Pacific Coast: War production ended the Great Depression and transformed the West Coast. As a result of the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, fear and racial hatred led to the forcible relocation of Japanese Americans to concentration camps. Small California towns were quickly turned into industrial hubs to meet the needs of the military. Mexican-Americans in Southern California were able to get jobs in defense industries but still faced violence and discrimination, such as that seen during the Zoot Suit Riots of 1943.
27.6.3 Victory in the Pacific: When victory in Europe was in sight, America deployed all available resources to the war in the Pacific. The capture of Guadalcanal represented America’s first major offensive. The use of an atomic bomb against Japan, while controversial among historians, ended World War II in the Pacific. Americans viewed their participation in World War II as noble.
Conclusion: The Transforming Power of War 

World War II left the United States as the most powerful nation on earth, with worldwide responsibilities abroad and prosperity and a more involved federal government at home. 

Key Terms

Introduction

· Kellogg-Briand Act: Also called the Pact of Paris, this 1928 agreement was the brainchild of U.S. Secretary of State Frank B. Kellogg and French Premier Aristide Briand. Its signatories, eventually including nearly all nations, pledged to shun war as an instrument of policy. It had little effect on the conduct of world affairs.

27.1

· Axis Powers: During World War II, the alliance between Italy, Germany, and Japan was known as the “Rome–Berlin–Tokyo axis,” and the three members were called the Axis Powers. They fought against the Allied Powers, led by the United States, Britain, and the Soviet Union.

· neutrality acts: Laws in the 1930s that forbade selling munitions or lending money to belligerents. The 1937 act required that all other trade with countries at war be conducted on a cash-and-carry basis.

27.2

· Lend-Lease: In 1941, Congress gave President Franklin D. Roosevelt the authority to sell, lend, lease, or transfer war materials to any country whose defense he declared vital to that of the United States.

· Pearl Harbor: On December 7, 1941, Japanese warplanes attacked the U.S. fleet at Pearl Harbor, Hawaii. The attack marked America’s entrance into World War II.

27.5

· D-Day: June 6, 1944, the day Allied troops crossed the English Channel and opened a second front in Western Europe during World War II. The “D” stands for “disembarkation”: to leave a ship and go ashore.
· Nazi Holocaust: The slaughter of 6 million Jews and other persons by Hitler’s regime.
· Yalta Conference: A wartime conference in February 1945 in which the Allies agreed to final plans for the defeat of Germany and the terms of its occupation. The Soviets agreed to allow free elections in Poland, but these were never held.
· Manhattan Project: The top-secret World War II program that produced the first atomic weapons.

Shared Writing and Journal Prompts
27.1 Isolationism 

What was isolationism, and why was it so appealing to Americans in the 1920s and 1930s?

Disillusionment with the outcome of World War I led to a policy of isolationism. Americans hoped to avoid responsibility for the peace of Europe and Asia and, as the Great Depression continued, to focus on domestic affairs.
27.2 The Road to War 

How did the United States go from neutrality in the 1930s to war in 1941?

FDR gradually led the United States from neutrality in the 1930s to war in 1941, responding to German and Japanese aggression with careful political and diplomatic steps, including aid to Britain, an undeclared naval war against Germany, and economic pressure on Japan. The Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor led to an immediate declaration of war.

27.3 Turning the Tide Against the Axis 

How did America and its allies halt the advances of Germany and Japan?

The United States formed an alliance with Britain and the Soviet Union against Germany and Japan. American and British forces fought the Germans in North Africa and Italy, while Soviet forces beat back the Germans in Russia. American ships and planes defeated the Japanese in the Pacific.
27.4 The Home Front 

How did American domestic life change during World War II?

During the war, American industry churned out equipment at a rate unimagined before 1941. Record numbers of women and minorities entered the workforce. But 120,000 Japanese Americans were forced into concentration camps.
27.5 Victory 

How did the war end, and what were its consequences?

The war in Europe ended in May 1945 after Allied and Soviet forces overran Germany. The war in the Pacific ended after the atomic bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, leaving the United States in undisputed control of Japan.
Past and Present: Why No World War III?

There has been no World War III—yet. Why not?

The fear of a world war in which the participants use atomic weapons has been a strong factor in preventing a third world war. The devastation of a nuclear weapon blast may be a deterrent for world leaders.

Shared Writing

Should the United States maintain or even enlarge its nuclear arsenal? Or should it be reduced?

Answers will vary, but here is a possible response: Although the danger of a nuclear accident is a strong argument for removing nuclear weapons, the knowledge that other countries have nuclear weapons is a stronger reason for America to maintain its nuclear arsenal. However, the number of nuclear weapons could be reduced in tandem with agreements about reductions in other countries to lessen the likelihood of accident.
27.6 Charting the Past: World War II in the Pacific
How did World War II in the Pacific theater affect the United States, both internationally and domestically?
Internationally, the United States saw the danger Japan posed to other nations. Japan’s destabilization of China would eventually lead to civil war and Communism in China. Domestically, the West Coast grew due to the influx of jobs from defense industries, with jobs available for a variety of people, including Mexican Americans, African Americans, and women. However, Japanese Americans in the West were forcibly relocated to concentration camps. 
Class Activities
1. Propaganda Posters: Working in pairs, students will create propaganda posters about supporting the war effort during World War II. Students should use persuasive language, some type of image, and a slogan on their posters, which should represent a specific aspect of World War II. Topics include employment of women in defense industries, purchase of Liberty Bonds, rationing of products needed for war, volunteering for military service for men, volunteering for military service for women, joining the Bracero Program, participating in the war effort by minorities, and conserving resources. Allow students to suggest other appropriate topics. Have students present their posters to the class, and then display the posters around the room.
2. Draft Debate: Divide the class into four groups and have each group research the question “Should the United States institute a draft to fight wars?” Two groups should research the question in relation to World War II, one for and one against, and two groups should research the question in relation to the current time. After giving groups time to prepare, stage a mock debate.
3. Japanese Internment: After students read the account of life in the Japanese concentration camp and view the image of Japanese schoolchildren in Charting the Past: World War II in the Pacific, which appears only in Revel, have them research an additional first-person narrative of life in the camps and write a summary of the piece. They should include an analysis of the conditions in the camps and the feelings of those placed in the camps. Hold a class discussion over the reasons the concentration camps were implemented and the effects of the camps on Japanese Americans, both during and after the war. Challenge students to determine whether internment of a group of citizens could or would happen today. 
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