American Diplomacy in the 1920s

John M. Carroll

In recent years a debate concerning the nature of American foreign
policy in the 1920s has stirred considerable controversy among his-
torians. Reduced to its simplest terms, the debate has centered on
the question of whether or not America followed a policy of isola-
tionism. Historians such as Selig Adler and Foster Rhea Dulles,
who admire President Woodrow Wilson and his vision of a League
of Nations that would ensure international peace and security
through the collective action of its members, have argued that U.S.
foreign policy was largely one of aloofness and withdrawal from
world affairs during the 1920s. They maintain that the Senate’s re-
jection of the Treaty of Versailles and membership in the League,
as well as the subsequent refusal of Republican administrations to
make political commitments to preserve the peace, led to a policy
and sentiment that can be properly characterized as isolationism.
These historians view American diplomacy in the 1920s as weak,
halting, and timid and claim that it contributed significantly to the
breakdown of the international order in the 1930s which, in turn,
resulted in World War IL.

Revisionists such as Carl Parrini and Melvyn P. Leffler, who
have followed the lead of radical historian William A. Williams,
maintain that America was extremely active in international affairs
in the 1920s and that its diplomacy was not isolationist. Its leaders,
they claim, vigorously pursued international objectives of peace,
stability, and prosperity but through economic diplomacy rather than
through binding treaties and political commitments.

The debate over whether or not American diplomacy in the
1920s was isolationist is of limited usefulness because it is more
semantic than real. The defeat of the treaty in the United States and
the persistent instability in Europe after the war did cause the sense
of despair and hopelessness that gripped the American public and
prompted many citizens to reject Wilsonianism and its advocacy

“of political commitments. To this extent, a mood of isolationism
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2 Modern American Diplomacy

xisted in the United States which affected diplomacy and disap-
ointed Wilsonian internationalists, who wanted their country to
lay a direct political role in world affairs. It is also clear, however,
1at except from 1917 to 1920, America was never more active in
iternational affairs until the eve of World War II than it was dur-
1g the 1920s. This apparent paradox helps to explain why the con-
‘oversy focusing on isolationism has raged for so long without
roducing a consensus on the nature of American foreign policy in
1e 1920s. '

Recent scholarship on the diplomacy of the postwar decade has
rovided several clues which help to clarify the nature of U.S. for-
ign policy. These studies indicate that the 1920s were a transi-
onal decade in the shaping of twentieth-century American
iplomacy. Republican policymakers rejected the traditional aloof-
ess from international affairs associated with the nineteenth and
arly twentieth centuries but were not prepared to embrace the kind
f international commitment that has characterized the post-World
7ar Il era. Policy in the 1920s simply took on a new form, making

difficult for observers then, as well as now, to characterize:
merica was restrained yet active in foreign affairs during the 1920s.
hree basic elements combined to shape Republican foreign policy.
irst, the treaty debacle in the United States and the public disillu-
onment with Wilsonianism created what Adler has called an “iso-
tionist impulse.” Policy-makers were aware that close association
ith the League, or any indication of political commitment in in-
rnational affairs, would bring a sharp reaction from Congress and
€ public. Thus, they avoided political commitments and what
scame known as collective security.

Second, officials in Washington had great faith in the theory
at economic, rather than political, forces would be the key to main-
ining peace and stability in the postwar world. This view was
1sed on the optimistic premise that advances in technology, com-
unication, and transportation were making the world more inter-
:pendent and would lead to greater mutual trust among peoples.
y solving economic problems and creating greater prosperity, these
aders hoped to build an international community in which the
:nefits of peace would be so evident that war would be unthink-
le. The American strategy of economic diplomacy relied on two
mcepts that were in evidence throughout the decade: 1) that inde-
:ndent business experts should help shape diplomacy because of
eir skill in this area and their objectivity in the face of political
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. pressures; and 2) that economic and political agreements should be

voluntary, based on mutual benefit and the enforcement power of
public opinion.

Third, policymakers believed that the United States enjoyed
basic economic and military security and should not pursue any
policy that might endanger either. This conception of its place in
the world was a restraining force in foreign policy because it lim-
ited the sacrifices America would make or the risks it would take to
ensure world stability. To many leaders of the era, the nation was
an unassailable economic and military fortress. The United States
would be active in international affairs in the 1920s so long as no
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litical commitment was required or economic concession sought
at might weaken its presumed security. The historian Joan Hoff-
ilson has aptly named this policy “independent ipternationalism,”
hile others haye called it “continentalism.” . i

The debate over the Treaty of Versailles, with its controversial
sague of Nations section, dominated American foreign policy in
e early 1920s. In retrospect, Wilson’s statement that the 1920 elec-
»n should be “a great and solemn referendum” on the League
sue proved to be a costly error. The election results turned out to
: not just a landslide for the Republicans but what Democratic
ttional chairman Joseph P. Tumulty termed an earthquake. Al-
ough Vice President-elect Calvin Coolidge doubted if Warren G.
arding’s overwhelming victory meant that the American people
yposed membership in the League of Nations, most politicians
«d media representatives believed otherwise. In early 1921, Presi-
:nt Harding, who had equivocated on the issue during the recent
mpaigny-declared that the question of membership in the League
as as dead as slaveryiRepublican leaders realized that they would
we to distance themselves from the tarnished mantle of Wilsonian
ternationalism or face the wrath of many in Congress who boasted
ith Senator Henry Cabot Lodge that they had “torn up Wilsonian-
7 by its roots.”

Republican presidential leadership during the 1920s reflected
th the party and the public’s desire to repudiate the missionary
al and strong personal authority in foreign affairs associated with
ilson. Harding, who possessed at best a second-rate mind, made
clear that his secretary of state would run the State Department
.d make vital decisions. The Ohio president was content to allow
aarles Evans Hughes (1921-1925), Secretary of Commerce
arbert Hoover (1921-1928), and Secretary of the Treasury An-
ew Mellon (1921-1932) make most foreign policy decisions.
solidge, who served as president for most of the decade, followed
similar policy, although his secretary of state, Frank B. Kellogg
925-1929), was not as capable as Hughes. Both Harding and
yolidge were better informed and more astute in foreign affairs
an historians have generally conceded, but they deliberately chose
play a subordinate role in that area. President Hoover, who is
msidered one of the most knowledgeable of all public officials in
plomatic matters during the 1920s, did not initiate any bold poli-
es in foreign relations. For all his experience and expertise in
plomacy, Hoover, perhaps more than either Harding or Coolidge,
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. feared and disliked encountering congressional opposition and usu-

ally avoided diplomatic measures likely to stir up Congress against
his administration. For the most part, presidential leadership in for-
eign affairs was weak in the 1920s, and most of the initiative in
that field devolved on the secretary of state, his department, and
other interested cabinet members who often confronted a suspi-
cious Congress.

Secretary of State Hughes was largely responsible for shaping
the nation’s diplomacy in the early part of the decade. A confirmed
internationalist, he sought to reestablish American influence in the
critical task of reconstructing Europe. Sensitive to charges that he
was a “bewhiskered Wilson,” Hughes appointed U.S. diplomats to
sit on important League-affiliated bodies, such as the Reparations
Commission and the Supreme Council, as “unofficial observers.”
These observers participated in discussions and outlined American
policy but did not vote. Nevertheless, the influence of unofficial
diplomats such as Roland Boyden was considerable because of
America’s dominant financial position in the world and the desire
of European leaders to mobilize U.S. capital to help solve the press-
ing problems of reconstruction. After snubbing the League of Na-
tions in the early days of the administration by failing to answer
official communications from Géneva, Hughes and Harding began
to cooperate with the League on a variety of humanitarian matters.
By mid-decade American delegates served on committees and con-
ferences relating to such problems as the opium trade, white sla-
very traffic, and improving world health. Later in the decade the
United States participated in League deliberations that were more
clearly economic and political, including conferences on world
disarmament. ‘

The main thrust of America’s European diplomacy, however,
was directed toward the problem of postwar reconstruction. Eu-
rope had been devastated by the Great War. Its economy was shat-
tered, political tensions were high, rearmament was under way, and
the future political and economic stability of the Continent was in
doubt. Hughes and other Republican leaders recognized that
European instability directly affected U.S. interests. They addressed
the question of European reconstruction by drawing on the experi-
ence gained in the Progressive Era, the war, and the recent peace
settlement.

American foreign policy leaders in the 1920s placed great
emphasis on economic diplomacy. Stunned by the tragedy of the
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recent war, they questioned whether dependence on political com-
mitments, military alliances, or large expenditures on armaments
would prevent a future world conflict. Many argued that these very

policies had led to the outbreak of the Great War. Instead, policy-

makers held that economic prosperity and stability might lead to
future peace. Hughes emphasized this point when he stated that
“there will bg no permanent peace unless economic satisfactions
are enjoyed.’§Business as well as polifical leaders stressed that the
scientific advancements in communication, transportation, and tech-
nology made in the early part of the century and accelerated by the
war would lead to a prosperous world society linked together in
peaceful effort. Economic, rather than political, forces would shape
the future, and governments should pursue policies that conformed
to the movement of economic forces rather than impeded them. As
the leading industrial and creditor nation, the United States would
play a vital role in shaping post-war eveunts if a coherent policy of
economic diplomacy could be implemented.

The country’s leaders also insisted that policy objectives should
be pursued through voluntary agreements and with the aid and coun-
sel of independent business experts. Both measures were brought
about in part by the defeat of the Versailles treaty and the reaction
against Wilsonianism. They were expedients designed to camou-

flage American diplomacy from the eyes of the Senate and deflect

criticism that the nation was entangled in the affairs of Europe.
The use of voluntary agreements also reflected the view that politi-
cal commitments and military alliances did not prevent wars, or at
least had not in 1914, Hughes once remarked that “the alternative
of friendly settlements is resort to coercion, and if you wish peace
you must pursue the methods of friendly intercourse between gov-

ernments . . . there is no other way.” The use of independent busi--

ness experts to implement diplomacy was based in part on the
experience of the Progressive Era and the war, which showed that
scientific management of governmental problems was more effi-
cient, more equitable, and served the public interest. As Michael
Hogan has pointed out, this form of public/private power sharing
in diplomacy “conformed with the American political economy,
avoided wasteful and undemocratic state capitalism, and guaran-
teed a more efficient and peaceful management of world affairs.”
In confronting the problem of European reconstruction along with
many other diplomatic issues of the 1920s, American leaders relied
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- heavily on economic diplomacy, voluntarism, and the use of busi-

ness experts to achieve their goals.

This diplomatic strategy was first put to the test in confronting
the problems associated with European reconstruction. Much of the
Continent was devastated by both the military and economic ef-
fects of the war. Parts of France and Belgium, as well as areas in
eastern Europe, were destroyed by the advancing and retreating
armies. The economies of most major nations were plagued by heavy
indebtedness arid persistent inflation. Germany, which had the stron-
gest prewar economy, was saddled with a reparations debt under
the Versailles treaty which was set in 1921 at $33 billion, an enor-
mous sum at that time. Although some recent historians such as
Marc Trachtenberg maintain that Germany could have repaid the
debt, American leaders were heavily influenced by the British
economist John Maynard Keynes, who held that Germany was the -
key to European reconstructiomand-thatit-eould Tiot recover unle ss./

{{he Teparations debt was reduced substantially. The United States _
had & vital-stake in-Geriian and EGiopean recovery because with- |
out it America’s trade, foreign investment, and eventually its entire
economy were bound to suffer. Beyond this, the continuing eco-
nomic paralysis on the Continent might trigger social upheaval and
the spread of bolshevism into central and western Europe. The un-
resolved reparations dispute also heightened tensions between Ger-
many and France and indirectly threatened political stability in 311/\)x
parts of Europe.

~ The United States had an indirect stake in the reparations con-
troversy in that major Allied nations owed it more than $10 billion

in war debts. Beginning in 1919, Allied leaders urged the"Unt
States to cancel these debts in exchange for a commensurate reduc-
tion in German reparations. Although some reductions were made

in the war debt payment agreements of the 1920s, American lead-
ers refused to cancel them. Leffler has argued persuasively that
domestic political considerations were the main cause of the U.S.
stance on war debts. Cancellation would have meant-higher taxes
for Americans because the original war loans were r'ais]icgd\f)y\éaﬁ“”
ing wartime bonds. The Republican administrations of the 1920s
placed a high priority on aiding in the economic rehabilitation and
political pacification of Europe but not to the extent that it might
cause undue sacrifice or political turmoil in the United States.
The refusal to cancel the war debts is an example of the domestic
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restraint under which American diplomats had to pursue foreign
policy objectives.

Their approach to the problem of European reconstruction was
to use patience and economic diplomacy. As the United States was
the world’s leading creditor nation, its capital would be needed to
bring about European recovery. Working in cooperation with U.S.
international banking firms, the State Department made it clear that
capital would not be available for European reconstruction until
the German reparations debt had been scaled down to a reasonable
figure. Although recent studies indicate that France’s reparations
policy was more flexible than previously thought, its leaders con-
sidered a substantial reparations debt as a kind of ransom to ensure
their nation’s security and a safeguard to protect the Treaty of
Versailles. The growing revisionist view of the treaty touched off
by Keynes’s The Economic Consequences of the Peace (1919),
Berlin’s refusal or inability to meet reparations quotas, and the gen-
eral British and American sympathy for the German position com-
bined, however, to undermine French policy. In desperation, France
jeopardized its entente with Britain by occupying the German Ruhr
valley in January 1923 in order to collect reparations. During the
months and days prior to the French military move, Hughes of-
fered to establish an independent conference of business experts to
set reparations within what he described as Germany’s “capacity to
pay.” The French military gamble temporarily sidelined the so-called
Hughes Plan. Hughes responded philosophically by declaring “that
each side would probably have to ‘enjoy its own bit of chaos’ until
a disposition to a fair settlement had been created.”

The Ruhr occupation resulted in the near collapse of the Ger-
man economy and frustration for France’s attempt to collect repa-
rations. By November 1923, Premier Raymond Poincaré, with
American encouragement, authorized the Reparatioris Commission
to summon financial experts to study the reparations question. The
Dawes Committee convened in Paris in January 1924 and included
Owen D. Young, chaifinan of Hoth General Blectic and RCA, and
Chicago banker Charles G. Dawes, who were selected with the ad-
vice and consent of the State Department. Although ostensibly in-
dependent experts, Young and Dawes worked in close cooperation
with the State and Commerce departments. During early 1924 the
Dawes Committee turned out a report which suggested a major re-
vision in the reparations system. The report called for a year-by-
year schedule of payments, the reorganization of Germany’s
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_ financial structure under an independent expert called the Agent

General for Reparations, and a sizable private loan for Germany to
help revitalize its economy. The plan was to be a temporary system
to determine how much Berlin could actually pay;

During the summer of 1924, American leaders, including Young
and Ambassador to Britain Frank B. Kellogg, lobbied to gain French
and German acceptance of the Dawes Plan. This was accomplished
at the London Conference of Jaly 1924. The powerful New York

banking firm of J. P. Morgan and-Company agreed to underwrite a..—

suhstantial portion_of the German Dawes 1oan after it was agreed
that France would evacuate the Ruhr'and that the power of the Repa-
rations Commission to declare German defaults on reparations
would be restricted.

The Dawes Plan, which went into effect in the fall, had an im-
mediate positive impact on European economic and political con-
ditions. American capital began to flow into Germany, and, through
the office of the Agent General for Reparations, payments were
transferred to the Allies. On the surface the German economy pros-
pered, but its recovery was fueled by a torrent of short-term loans,
mainly from America, which overly optimistic investors poured into
the country. Contrary to the advice of Dawes Plan architect Young,
German leaders-failed to use-the Joans for productive purposes that
would ensure a future trade surplus capablé of meeting thie repara-
tions debt from solely domestic resources. Instead, the foreign loans
were largely used for nonproductive purposes and to meet current
reparations quotas. This created a dangerous situation because the
Dawes Plan now rested squarely on the willingness of foreign in-
vestors to provide Germany with a continuous supply of short-term
capital.

Despite the dangerous economic conditions developing in Ger-
many, European leaders greeted the Dawes Plan and the anticipated
economic recovery in a spirit of trust and conciliation. In 1925,
Allied and German leaders met in Locarno to discuss a series o’
agreements designed to guarantee the existing borders in parts of
Europe. During the course of the discussions, President Coolidge
made it plain that the continued flow of Americaicapital to Eu-
rope ependent on some kifid of S€Cuiity agreement “on the
Continent. On
by German and Allied leaders. The most important of these treaties
was an agreement confirming the inviolability of the Franco-
German and Belgo-German frontiers and the demilitarized zone of

er-1-1925; the Lscarno tieaties Were Signed-
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the Rhineland. A feeling of euphoria swept Europe which contem-
porary observers hailed as the “sgiai_t/ohfm Locarno.” To many it ap-
peared that the hatred and bitteressasyociated with the war were
over, and a new era of peace and copeiliation was at hand. For
American policymakers the-Dawes Plan and resulting Locarno pacts
appeared to be a singular triumph of their economic diplomacy.
The new era proved to be more an illusion than a reality. The
spirit of Locarno p‘nlly\dij.gtlisec}_tpgjacjihawemmgxw\ewihor—

oughly determined to revise the Versailles settlement by concilia="""

tion if possible, or by force if necessary. So long as Europe was
relatively prosperous and the forifier enemies remained strong, For-
eign Minister Gustav Stresemann was content to unchain his coun-
try through diplomacy. German and European prosperity, however,
largely depended on the Dawes Plan and the American short-term
loans that supported it. By the end of the decade, Germany was
finding it difficult to meet the increasing yearly reparations quotas
stipulated in the plan. European leaders agreed in 1928 that it was
time to establish a final reparations plan that would set Germany’s
total debt as well as a new yearly payment schedule. Such a plan
would allow it to assess its total obligation to the Allies and pre-
sumably work harder to put its economic affairs in order.

In February 1929 the Young Committee of financial experts,
which included Young and Thomas W. Lamont of J. P. Morgan and
Company, met in Paris and hammered out a new reparations plan.
The resulting Young Plan set German reparations at about $8 bil-

lion and reduced yearly payments below Dawes Plan levels. Sub- .

sequent agreements which helped implement the plan in 1930 called
for the early military evacuation of the Rhineland and the estab-
lishment of the Bank of International Settlements, which would
facilitate reparations transfers. German payments were to run for
fifty-nine years, the same time span as the Allied war debt obliga-
tions to America, and during the last twenty-two years the two debts
exactly corresponded. This linkage between war debts and repara-
tions angered President Hoover, who became wary of the new repa-

rations agreement and ultimately refused to ratify the Young Plan.
Young, who had earlier urged Hoover to cancel the war debts and

reduce American tariff barriers, was frustrated by the president’s
lack of support. He hoped that the new reparations plan, in combi-
nation with the Bank of International Settlements, might make it
possible to commercialize all the wartime debts and thus put the
whole issue out of the realm of future political conflict. Young
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: maintained that Hoover was afraid to take the initiati the war
debt and tariff issiies because he mightincur the wrath of domestic

interests that were well represented in Congress. The cancellation
of war debts and tariff remoung’s view, would stimu-
late world trade and facilitate the removal of the war debt and repa-
rations questions from the political arena. Hoover held firm in his
position and even signed a higher tariff law, the Hawley-Smoot
Act, in 1930.

The conflict in views between Hoover and Young indicated one
of the liabilities of using private business experts to carry out pub-
lic policy. It also showed that Hoover, like Coolidge and Harding
before him, pursued a policy of continentalism, which put domes-
tic priorities far ahead of economic sacrifices that might have
ameliorated international tensions during the 1920s. The Great
Depression, which was triggered by the Wall Street crash of 1929,
curtailed short-term lending to Germany and undermined the Young
Plan. By 1932, Berlin defaulted on reparations, with Allied acqui-
escence, and this led to a series of German initiatives that struck at
the heart of the Versailles system and destabilized international
politics in the 1930s.

In addition to their reliance on economic diplomacy, American
leaders believed that international disarmament would help guar-
antee worldwide security and stability. Their emphasis on disarma-
ment in the 1920s was a reaction to the massive slaughter of the
Great War and conformed to the prevailing view that economic
progress, rather than military might, was the best safegnard against
future wars. In fact, the two threads of American policy were linked.
The cost of armaments in many countries caused both domestic
and.international economic problems and often led to political in-
stability. Disarmament would help to eliminate wasteful expendi-
tures and in the process promote commercial expansion and peace.
Beyond this, most Americans believed that the prewar arms race
had been a major cause of World War 1.

The advocates of disarmament were active both in government
and in the society as a whole. Reacting to the devastation of the
war and its aftermath, disarmament advocates “fired the formation
of the most dynamic peace movement in American history,” Charles
DeBenedetti has written. The peace seekers founded a variety of
organizations supported by internationalists, pacifists, and liberal
reformers. Such groups as the League of Nations Non-Partisan As-
sociation, the War Resisters’ League, and the National Council for
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the Prevention of War thrived during the 1920s. One qf the most
striking successes in terms of publicity was the Amencap Peace
Award offered by millionaire publisher Edward W. Bok in 1923.
The $100,000 award was to go to the aut'hor of the best brief plan
to involve the United States in maintaining world peace. Veteran
peace activist Charles H. Levermore won the awa‘rd in 1924, but
his plan was never adopted. Despite the lack of unity in the peace
movement, it did have an impact on government policy. . ‘

In the spring of 1921 a coalition of peace groups, 1nclud1ng
feminists, Protestants, and internationalists, ga.thered to force Presi-
dent Harding to take the initiative in world dlsarmgr{lent. As are-
sult of their efforts and with the support of Senator William E. Borah,
Harding convened the Washington Conference of }921—22. Al-
though the agenda was limited, it offered an opportumty to stop the
naval arms race and stabilize political affairs in ttlle Far Eagt. Del-
egates from the Big Three naval powers—Amer}ca, Britain, and
Japan, along with French and Italian representatlves—.assembled
in Washington in late 1921 to open the first postwar disarmament

conference.

Secretary of State Hughes stunned the delegates at the opening
session by calling for an immediate end to the naval race. He pro-

posed that Britain, America, and Japan reduce t‘he number of their
capital shipsmmwtm of 5:5:3, respec-
tively, and that no new battleships be construc_:ted for ten years.
France and Italy were assigned a ratio.of 1.75 in the Hughes for-
mula. In all, the secretary called for the major powers to scrap more
than sixty ships. One British admiral was purportegi to h'ave re-
marked that Hughes was preparing to scrap more English s‘hlp’s: than
the navies of the world had sunk in “a cycle of_ centuries.” The
Five-Power Treaty, signed the following year, 1ngorporated the
Hughes proposal and stipulated that neither the pfgltedjiaxgingr
Britain could build new-bases or strengthen existing ones in Fhe
Far East.The Tattet concession guaranteed naval SUPENOTILy in As1a.n
waters to Japan. The delegates, largely because of French opposi-
tion, were unable to negotiate a disarmament agreement to cover
submarines and cruisers. .

'\Aﬁm disarmament negotiations recelvgd most pf Fhe
headlines, the co,nfenenws equally concerned with estab11§h1ng
anew order in Asia. As a result; tW0 multinational pacts were signed
{& replace The-tmperialistic system symbolizeq by the Arilglio-
Japanese alliance of 1902. AFour-PW signed by Britain,
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" France, America, and Japan, abrogated the former alliance and called

for its signatories to maintain the status quo in Asia. Under the
Nine-Power Treaty, signed by all nations having an interest in Asia
WMSien-@ﬁthe Soviet Union, it was agreed to respect the
integrity of China in conformity with the Open Door policy. The
treaties contained no provisions for enforcement and thus rested on
the goodwill of the signatories and the presumed weight of world
opinion.

In light of the events of the 1930s and 1940s, many historians
have criticized the noncoercive, voluntary nature of the Washing-
ton treaties. Since voluntarism was a vital aspect of Republican
policy, which also included an emphasis on economic diplomacy
and disarmament, it would be fairer to evaluate the Washington
Conference in view of the totality of American foreign policy of
the 1920s. It can be argued that the treaties failed to provide lasting
security not because of their voluntary nature per se but because
American economic diplomacy did not generate an expanding com-
mercial system in which economic satisfactions were enjoyed by
all nations. Japan, it should be remembered, started on its aggres-
sive course mainly in response to the deteriorating state of the
world’s economy in the early 1930s.

Further attempts at naval disarmament were not as successful
as the Five-Power Treaty. The Geneva Conference of 1927 failed
to reach an agreement on cruisers because of an Anglo-American
dispute over the desirability of limiting light, as opposed to heavy,
vessels. At the 1930 London Naval Conference the United States,
Japan, and Britain reached an agreement concerning their relative
strengths in terms of light and heavy cruisers and submarines, but
it was seriously undermined by an escape clause that allowed any
of the three powers to suspend the agreement if they felt threatened
by a nonsignatory nation. )

The most highly publicized peace initiative in the 1920s was
the Kellogg-Briand Pact. This treaty, which called for states to re-
nounce War as an instrament of national policy and to settle all
disputes by peaceful means, was eventually ratified by sixty-three
powers. The origins of the pact can be traced to the early 1920s
when Chicago lawyer Salmon Levinson organized the American

Committee for the Outlawry of War and insisted that war was like™™

collective-musder-and-should beconsidered a crime before the law.
In 1927, Columbia University professor James T. Shotwell took up
the theme and urged Paris to sign with Washington a bilateral treaty
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outlawing war. French foreign minister Aristide Briand, desiring
an understanding with the United States that might bolster French
security, cautiously endorsed Shotwell’s plan. Pressured by vari-
ous peace groups and the Franco-American amity resulting
from Charles A. Lindbergh’s solo flight to Paris in May 1927, the
Coolidge administration began to consider the plan seriously. Sec-
retary of State Kellogg took the lead in early 1928 by offering to
France and other countries a treaty to outlaw offensive war as an
instrument of national policy. The multilateral agreement was much
less significant to the French, who had hoped for a private security
understanding with America, but France, the United States, and
thirteen other nations signed the officially named Paris Peace Pact
in August 1928. The U.S. Senate ratified the freaty in January 1929
= _
by a vote of 85 to L.

By any standards the K_Zellogg—Briand Pact was a weak-instru-
ment for preventing future Wars—Senator Carter Glass remarked
that it was not “worth a post ”_in terms of maintaining
permanent peace. “Phn—pactéﬁﬁe numerous peace groups.
Some peace activists such as Shotwell maintained that it was the
first step in revising America’s neutrality status in time of war and
opening the way for cooperation with the League of Nations in
imposing sanctions on aggressor nations. Other peace reformers
noted that the pact was ratified at the same time that Congress was
increasing naval strength and U.S. Marines were invading Nicara-
gua. They saw the pact as a smoke screen camouflaging the more
pressing problems that stood in the way of maintaining a lasting
peace. At best the Kellogg-Briand Pact was a voluntary agreement
which the United States might interpret as a justification for taking
indirect action against aggressors in time of war. Above all, the
pact was a clear manifestation of America’s independent interna-
tionalism in the 1920s.

The Latin American diplomacy of the United States stood in
contrast to its relations with the rest of the world. American leaders
still paid homage to the Monroe Doctrine and the Roosevelt Corol-
Jary to that document and considered Latin-America a U.S. sphere
g_f_igjh%’és a result of the war, American trade and invest-
ments expanded rapidly and supplanted those of European powers
that previously had had an important economic stake in the region’s
republics. With the support of Secretary of Commerce Hoover’s
Bureau of Foreign and Domestic Commerce, American business-
men gained dominance over markets and economies in Latin
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. America during the 1920s. In contrast-to-the-Open_Door st

economic diplomacy practiced in other parts of the world, how-
ever, the U.S. government encouraged closed door techniques in
LaME_/nmrica. The same cartels and special trading agreements
that WasHifigton objected to in Europe, the Middle East, or Asia
formed the basis of inter-American trade. Under the doctrine of
continentalism, Latin America was considered a special province
of the United States, and different economic and political rules ap-
plied in that regi@

_During the early part of the century the United States had main-
tained stability and thwarted outside intervention in Latin America
through the use of military force. By 1920 the Central American
trouble spots—Santo Domingo, Cuba, Panama, Haiti, and Nicara-
gua—had been stabilized through U.S. military efforts. This policy
of direct intervention and a commitment to preserve political sta-
bility contrasted sharply with America’s economic diplomacy in
other parts of the world.

By the early 1920s the threat of foreign intervention in Latin
America receded, and this encouraged U.S. policymakers to pur-
sue a less interventionist strategy in that region. The rise of intense
nationalism and the undermining of old-style imperialism, which
came about as a result of World War I, also caused Washington to
reevaluate its interventionist policies. Secretary of State Hughes
took the initiative by making several goodwill tours in South
America and by terminating the U.S. military occupation in Santo
Domingo. America’s attempt to live down its image as the Colos-
sus of the North, however, was at best halting during the postwar
decade. In 1926, President Coolidge ordered marines into Nicara-
gua to quell internal disturbances, even though American forces
had been withdrawn as recently as the previous year. Under pres-
sure from peace groups and congressional critics, he moderated his
policy toward Nicaragua and appointed a special troubleshooter,
Henry Stimson, to work out a nonmilitary solution to the crisis.

Although U.S. forces remained in Nicaragua until 1933,
Coolidge’s action indicated a new direction in the nation’s approach
to Latin American problems. In a similar vein, he responded with
caution and restraint to a crisis in Mexico triggered by the recent
revolution in that country and to a dispute over subsoil mineral
rights. Pressed again by peace activists and congressmen weary of
the old-style interventionist tactics, the president appointed former
Ambherst College classmate Dwight Morrow as ambassador to
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Mexico. Morrow charmed his Mexican hosts and negotiated a sat-
isfactory settlement on the issue of subsoil mine}'al ,rlghts:, thereby
averting a serious crisis. Taken as a whole, the nation’s Latm Amer.lf
can policy conformed with the overall thrust pf U.s. dlplomacy in
the 1920s, despite the important exceptions cited above. Waghmg—
ton’s policymakers, for the most part, eschewed the use of military
force and attempted to stabilize the region through the use of eco-
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“Goodwill.” A critical view of U.S. policy in Nicaragua in the 1920s. (New

Masses, Library of Congress)
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-nomic diplomacy. Many historians have correctly noted that the

roots of Franklin Roosevelt’s Good Neighbor policy can be seen in
the 1920s.

Foreign policy in the 1920s, with its emphasis on economic
diplomacy, public/private power sharing, voluntarism, continental
self-sufficiency, and disarmament and its rejection of direct mili-
tary commitments, might seem strange and quaint to the contem-
porary observer. Yet, in the past two decades, American leaders
have reconsidered and tested many of these same options in ad-
dressing international problems of the present. As a result of a long
and costly Cold War struggle, in which military commitment and
resort to the use of arms became a watchword of U.S. policy, many
Americans now recognize the limits of the nation’s vast military
power. A seemingly futile nuclear arms race has rekindled interest
in disarmament as a viable diplomatic option. The increasing inter-
dependence of the world economy has reemphasized the impor-
tance of economic diplomacy and underscored the necessity of
public/private power sharing in solving many international eco-
nomic as well as political problems. The oil crisis of the 1970s has
renewed some interest in continental self-sufficiency. Even the con-
cept of volungerism, which was anathema to post-World War II lead-
ers, is again‘@é}wn of as a viable, although limited, strategy in the
recent era of détente. T T

The current reconsideration of diplomatic-strategies associated
with the 1920s does not mean that U.S. foreign‘policy in that de-
cade can be termed a success. American leaders})}\fhe post-World
War I decade overvalued the usefulness of volunt ity agreements
and underestimated the value of military cominitments—Attemp
to bring about meaningful disarmament in the 1920s were in many
cases paive apd-illusory. :I‘ha reliance on public/private power shar-
ing worked well in some instances, most notably the Dawes Plan,
but was poorly-coordinated in other cases, such as in the Young
Plan negotiations. Amertica’s strategy of continental self-sufficiency,
in both a military and an economic sense, was narrowly conceived
in the 1920s in light of the technological breakthroughs with pos-
sible military applications and the emerging interdependent world
economy. The nation’s high tariffs and its refusal to cancel the war
debts_rag_gaunter—toilgﬁger policies of econgmic diplomacy
designed to ensure world peaceand-stability through an ever-
expandem%ommerdﬁ_fletwork. In retrospect, the 1920s were a tran-
sitional decade in American foreign policy in which new strategies
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in diplomacy were attempted. Some were innovative and relatively
successful, and others proved to be shortsighted and ineffective.
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