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The American Civil War 1861-65 

The American Civil War (also known by other names) was a civil war in the United States from 1861 to 1865, 

fought between the northern United States (loyal to the Union) and the southern United States (that had 

seceded from the Union and formed the Confederacy). The civil war began primarily as a result of the long-

standing controversy over the enslavement of black people. War broke out in April 1861 when secessionist 

forces attacked Fort Sumter in South Carolina shortly after Abraham Lincoln had been inaugurated as the 

President of the United States. The loyalists of the Union in the North, which also included some 

geographically western and southern states, proclaimed support for the Constitution. They faced secessionists 

of the Confederate States in the South, who advocated for states' rights in order to uphold slavery.  

 

 
 

Of the 34 U.S. states in February 1861, seven Southern "slave states" were declared by their state governments 

to have seceded from the country, and the Confederate States of America was organized in rebellion against 

the U.S. constitutional government. The Confederacy grew to control at least a majority of territory in eleven 

states, and it claimed the additional states of Kentucky and Missouri by assertions from native secessionists 

fleeing Union authority. These states were given full representation in the Confederate Congress throughout 

the Civil War. The two remaining "slave states", Delaware and Maryland, were invited to join the 

Confederacy, but nothing substantial developed due to intervention by federal troops.  

 

The Confederate states were never diplomatically recognised as a joint entity by the government of the United 

States, nor by that of any foreign country. The states that remained loyal to the U.S. were known as the Union. 

The Union and the Confederacy quickly raised volunteer and conscription armies that fought mostly in the 

South over the course of four years. Intense combat left between 620,000 and 750,000 people dead. The Civil 

War remains the deadliest military conflict in American history, and accounted for more American military 

deaths than all other wars combined until around the Vietnam War. 
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The war effectively ended April 9, 1865, when General Robert E. Lee surrendered to General Ulysses S. Grant 

at the Battle of Appomattox Court House. Confederate generals throughout the southern states followed suit, 

the last surrender on land occurring June 23. Much of the South's infrastructure was destroyed, especially the 

transportation systems. The Confederacy collapsed, slavery was abolished, and four million black slaves were 

freed. 
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The era of Reconstruction 1865-1890 

 

Abraham Lincoln, who was President during the Civil War, was assassinated in April 1865 (by John Wilkes 

Booth, a former soldier in the Confederate Army). This meant that his Vice-President, Andrew Johnson, 

became the President. His task would be a very difficult one – he would have to reunite the country that had 

turned on itself during the war. The South, in particular, had seen the war cause economic devastation but 

other areas in the North and West had seen economic development. The victorious Union had to find some 

way to reintegrate the rebel states in the South (who did not see themselves as rebels), while dealing with the 

social upheaval caused by the abolition of slavery. 

 
Some historians blame the problems of the reconstruction period on the weakness of the federal government 

– this is a theme that we will return to time and time again – as they struggled to impose their will on the states 

as a consequence of the US system of government.  

 

The issue of slavery and civil rights would be a constant problem – the 13th Amendment (that abolished 

slavery) was passed in 1865. However, this then led to questions about how it would be put into practice and 

what ‘equality’ for African-Americans meant in the mid-19th century. Lincoln himself was only in favour of 

a limited number of African-Americans being allowed to vote. He was a great negotiator and able to achieve 

consensus between different groups – the post-Civil War period could have been very different if he had lived. 

 

Johnson didn’t really believe in the process of reconstruction and the southern states were treated very 

leniently – they were readmitted to the Union when 10% of their population had sworn an oath of loyalty. The 

Confederate President, Jefferson Davis, was imprisoned for only 2 years and the leading Confederate General, 

Robert E. Lee lived the rest of his life as a free man. Many felt that the South had suffered enough and it was 

more important to focus on the economic problems that were very clear in the region.  
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The position facing Black Americans after the Civil War 

 

 
 

Black codes were passed by Southern States 1865-66 – they varied from state to state. The leaders of the 

Southern States argued that they were necessary to provide freedmen with the discipline that they would need 

in their new lives. They would also continue to work in agriculture on plantations (little change from slavery). 

It showed the difficulty Black Americans would have in actually achieving meaningful freedom. 

 

The ‘Jim Crow’ laws 

 

During the Reconstruction period of 1865–1877, federal laws provided civil rights protections in the U.S. 

South for freedmen, the African Americans who had formerly been slaves, and the minority of blacks who 

had been free before the war. In the 1870s, Democrats gradually regained power in the Southern legislatures, 

having used insurgent paramilitary groups, such as the White League and the Red Shirts, to disrupt Republican 

organizing, run Republican officeholders out of town, and intimidate blacks to suppress their voting. Extensive 

voter fraud was also used. Gubernatorial elections were close and had been disputed in Louisiana for years, 

with increasing violence against blacks during campaigns from 1868 onward. 

 

In 1877, a national Democratic Party compromise to gain Southern support in the presidential election (a 

corrupt bargain) resulted in the government's withdrawing the last of the federal troops from the South. White 

Democrats had regained political power in every Southern state. These Southern, white, Democratic Redeemer 

governments legislated Jim Crow laws, officially segregating black people from the white population.  

 

Blacks were still elected to local offices throughout the 1880s, but their voting was suppressed for state and 

national elections. Democrats passed laws to make voter registration and electoral rules more restrictive, with 

the result that political participation by most blacks and many poor whites began to decrease.[18][19] Between 

1890 and 1910, ten of the eleven former Confederate states, starting with Mississippi, passed new constitutions 

or amendments that effectively disenfranchised most blacks and tens of thousands of poor whites through a 

combination of poll taxes, literacy and comprehension tests, and residency and record-keeping requirements. 

Grandfather clauses temporarily permitted some illiterate whites to vote but gave no relief to most blacks. 
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While public schools had been established by Reconstruction legislatures for the first time in most Southern 

states, those for black children were consistently underfunded compared to schools for white children, even 

when considered within the strained finances of the post-war South where the decreasing price of cotton kept 

the agricultural economy at a low. Like schools, public libraries for blacks and Native Americans were 

underfunded, if they existed at all, and they were often stocked with second-hand books and other resources. 

These facilities were not introduced for African Americans in the South until the first decade of the 20th 

century. Throughout the Jim Crow era, libraries were only available sporadically. 

 

This created a situation that was virtually impossible to challenge – denying Black Americans the vote meant 

that they had lost their political voice. Even though the Constitution guaranteed rights, the Supreme Court 

ruled in 1896 that this situation was legal. In Plessy v Ferguson, the Court ruled that public facilities could be 

‘separate’ as long as they were ‘equal’. This was never the case but allowed Southern States to continue to 

discriminate (legally) against Black Americans until our course starts in 1945.  

 
 

Immigration to America 

 

You will often see America referred to as a ‘melting pot’ – an important element of the ‘American Dream’ is 

that anyone can arrive in the country and rise as high as their talents allow them to. From 1865 through 1918 

an unprecedented and diverse stream of immigrants arrived in the United States, 27.5 million in total. In all, 

24.4 million (89%) came from Europe, including 2.9 million from Britain, 2.2 million from Ireland, 2.1 million 

from Scandinavia, 3.8 million from Germany, 4.1 million from Italy, 7.8 million from Russia and other parts 

of eastern and central Europe. Another 1.7 million came from Canada. Most came through the port of New 

York City, and from 1892, through the immigration station on Ellis Island, but various ethnic groups settled 

in different locations. New York and other large cities of the East Coast became home to large Jewish, Irish, 

and Italian populations, while many Germans and Central Europeans moved to the Midwest, obtaining jobs 

in industry and mining. At the same time, about one million French Canadians migrated from Quebec to New 

England.  

 

https://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.blogtalkradio.com%2Fqueend7%2F2019%2F02%2F20%2Freal-moors-talk-about-jim-crow-laws-part-2&psig=AOvVaw2T7DYHqBOhf9wSEFwW6JhK&ust=1587467885620000&source=images&cd=vfe&ved=0CAIQjRxqFwoTCIDb9O_w9ugCFQAAAAAdAAAAABAD
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Immigrants were pushed out of their homelands by poverty or religious threats, and pulled to America by jobs, 

farmland and kin connections. They found economic opportunity at factories, mines and construction sites, 

and found farm opportunities in the Plains states.  While most immigrants were welcomed, Asians were not. 

Many Chinese had been brought to the west coast to construct railroads, but unlike European immigrants, they 

were seen as being part of an entirely alien culture. After intense anti-Chinese agitation in California and the 

west, Congress passed the Chinese Exclusion Act in 1882. An informal agreement in 1907, the Gentlemen's 

Agreement, stopped Japanese immigration. Some immigrants stayed temporarily in the U.S. then returned 

home, often with savings that made them relatively prosperous. Most, however, permanently left their native 

lands and stayed in hope of finding a better life in the New World. This desire for freedom and prosperity led 

to the famous term, the American Dream. 
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America between the World Wars – 1918-1939 

 

The United States was in turmoil throughout 1919. The huge number of returning veterans could not find 

work, something the Wilson administration had given little thought to. After the war, fear of subversion 

resumed in the context of the Red Scare, massive strikes in major industries (steel, meatpacking) and violent 

race riots. Radicals bombed Wall Street, and workers went on strike in Seattle in February. During 1919, a 

series of more than 20 riotous and violent black-white race-related incidents occurred. These included the 

Chicago, Omaha, and Elaine Race Riots.  

 

A phenomenon known as the Red Scare took place 1918–1919. With the rise of violent Communist revolutions 

in Europe, leftist radicals were emboldened by the Bolshevik Revolution in Russia and were eager to respond 

to Lenin's call for world revolution. On May 1, 1919, a parade in Cleveland, Ohio, protesting the imprisonment 

of the Socialist Party leader, Eugene Debs, erupted into the violent May Day Riots. A series of bombings in 

1919 and assassination attempts further inflamed the situation. Attorney General A. Mitchell Palmer 

conducted the Palmer Raids, a series of raids and arrests of non-citizen socialists, anarchists, radical unionists, 

and immigrants. They were charged with planning to overthrow the government. By 1920, over 10,000 arrests 

were made, and the aliens caught up in these raids were deported back to Europe. 

 

It is important to remember the strong opposition to communism in America when we consider events after 

1945 

 

The economy in the 1920s – the ‘roaring twenties’ 

 

After the problems of 1919, America quickly entered a period of economic prosperity – she was well placed 

to do so after not being directly involved in WW1 until the final year and with little damage to the country, 

unlike its main competitors of Britain, Germany and France. Except for a recession in 1920–21, the United 

States enjoyed a period of prosperity. Good times were widespread for all sectors (except agriculture and coal 

mining). New industries (especially electric power, movies, automobiles, gasoline, tourist travel, highway 

construction, and housing) flourished.  

 

"The business of America is business," proclaimed President Coolidge. Entrepreneurship flourished and was 

widely hailed. Business interests had captured control of the regulatory agencies established before 1915 and 

used progressive rhetoric, emphasizing technological efficiency and prosperity as the keys to social 

improvement. William Allen White, a leading progressive spokesman, supported Republican candidate 

Herbert Hoover in 1928 as one who could "spiritualize" business prosperity and make it serve progressive 

ends. 

 

Energy was a key to the economy, especially electricity and oil. As electrification reached all the cities and 

towns, consumers demanded new products such as light bulbs, refrigerators, and toasters. Factories installed 

electric motors and saw productivity surge. With the oil booms in Texas, Oklahoma, and California, the United 

States dominated world petroleum production, now even more important in an age of automobiles and trucks. 
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The Wall Street Crash 1929 and the Great Depression  

 

In October 1929, the US stock market crashed. Sectors of the US economy had been showing some signs of 

distress for months before October 1929. Business inventories of all types were three times as large as they 

had been a year before (an indication that the public was not buying products as rapidly as in the past), and 

other signposts of economic health—freight carloads, industrial production, and wholesale prices—were 

slipping downward. 

 

The events in the United States triggered a worldwide depression, which led to deflation and a great increase 

in unemployment. In the United States between 1929 and 1933, unemployment soared from 3% of the 

workforce to 25%, while manufacturing output collapsed by one-third. Local relief was overwhelmed. Unable 

to support their families, many unemployed men deserted (often going to "Hoovervilles") so the meagre relief 

supplies their families received would stretch further. For many, their next meal was found at a soup kitchen, 

if at all.  

 

Adding to the misery of the times, drought arrived in the Great Plains. Decades of bad farming practices 

caused the topsoil to erode, and combined with the weather conditions (the 1930s was the overall warmest 

decade of the 20th century in North America) caused an ecological disaster. The dry soil was lifted by wind 

and blown into huge dust storms that blanketed entire towns, a phenomenon that continued for several years. 

Those who had lost their homes and livelihoods in the Dust Bowl were lured westward by advertisements for 

work put out by agribusiness in western states, such as California. The migrants came to be called Okies, 

Arkies, and other derogatory names as they flooded the labour supply of the agricultural fields, driving down 

wages, pitting desperate workers against each other. They came into competition with Mexican labourers, who 

were deported en masse back to their home country. 

 

In the South, the fragile economy collapsed further. To escape, rural workers and sharecroppers migrated north 

by train, both black and white. By 1940 they were attracted by booming munitions factories in plants in the 

Great Lakes region Nationwide, farmers had been experiencing depressed market conditions for their crops 

and goods since the end of World War I. Many family farms that had been mortgaged during the 1920s to 

provide money to "get through until better times" were foreclosed when farmers were unable to make 

payments. 

 

Franklin D. Roosevelt and the ‘New Deal’ 

 

On accepting the nomination to be the Democratic candidate in the 1932 election, FDR promised ‘a new deal 

for the American people’. With the Republicans being blamed for the Great Depression, he won the 1932 

election easily. Roosevelt entered office with no single ideology or plan for dealing with the depression. The 

"new deal" was often contradictory, pragmatic, and experimental. What some considered incoherence of the 

New Deal's ideology, however, was the presence of several competing ones, based on programs and ideas not 

without precedents in the American political tradition. The New Deal consisted of many different efforts to 

end the Great Depression and reform the American economy. Many of them failed, but there were enough 

successes to establish it as the most important episode of the 20th century in the creation of the modern 

American state. 

 

The desperate economic situation, combined with the substantial Democratic victories in the 1932 

Congressional elections, gave Roosevelt unusual influence over Congress in the "First Hundred Days" of his 
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administration. He used his leverage to win rapid passage of a series of measures to create welfare programs 

and regulate the banking system, stock market, industry and agriculture.  

 

On March 6, two days after taking office, Roosevelt issued a proclamation closing all American banks for 

four days until Congress could meet in a special session. Ordinarily, such an action would cause widespread 

panic. But the action created a general sense of relief. First, many states had already closed down the banks 

before March 6. Second, Roosevelt astutely and euphemistically described it as a "bank holiday." And third, 

the action demonstrated that the federal government was stepping in to stop the alarming pattern of bank 

failures.  

 

Three days later, President Roosevelt sent to Congress the Emergency Banking Act, a generally conservative 

bill, drafted in large part by holdovers from the Hoover administration, designed primarily to protect large 

banks from being dragged down by the failing smaller ones. The bill provided for United States Treasury 

Department inspection of all banks before they would be allowed to reopen, for federal assistance to tottering 

large institutions, and for a thorough reorganization of those in greatest difficulty. A confused and frightened 

Congress passed the bill within four hours of its introduction. Three-quarters of the banks in the Federal 

Reserve System reopened within the next three days, and $1 billion in hoarded currency and gold flowed back 

into them within a month. The immediate banking crisis was over. The Glass–Steagall Act established various 

provisions designed to prevent another Great Depression from happening again. These included separating 

investment from savings and loan banks and forbidding the purchase of stock with no money down. Roosevelt 

also removed the currency of the United States from the gold standard, which was widely blamed for limiting 

the money supply and causing deflation, although the silver standard remained until 1971. Private ownership 

of gold bullion and certificates was banned and would remain so until 1975. 

 

The Alphabet Agencies 

 

The celebrated First Hundred Days of the new administration also produced a federal program to protect 

American farmers from the uncertainties of the market through subsidies and production controls, the 

Agricultural Adjustment Act (AAA), which Congress passed in May 1933. The AAA reflected the desires of 

leaders of various farm organizations and Roosevelt's Secretary of Agriculture, Henry A. Wallace.  

 

Relative farm incomes had been falling for decades. The AAA included re-workings of many long-touted 

programs for agrarian relief, which had been demanded for decades. The most important provision of the AAA 

was the provision for crop reductions—the "domestic allotment" system, which was intended to raise prices 

for farm commodities by preventing surpluses from flooding the market and depressing prices further. The 

most controversial component of the system was the destruction in summer 1933 of growing crops and 

newborn livestock that exceeded the allotments. They had to be destroyed to get the plan working. However, 

gross farm incomes increased by half in the first three years of the New Deal and the relative position of 

farmers improved significantly for the first time in twenty years. Urban food prices went up slightly, because 

the cost of the grains was only a small fraction of what the consumer paid. Conditions improved for the great 

majority of commercial farmers by 1936. The income of the farm sector almost doubled from $4.5 billion in 

1932 to $8.9 billion in 1941 just before the war. Meanwhile, food prices rose 22% in nine years from an index 

of 31.5 in 1932, to 38.4 in 1941. 

 

Roosevelt also created an alphabet soup of new federal regulatory agencies such as the U.S. Securities and 

Exchange Commission (SEC) to oversee the stock market and a reform of the banking system that included 
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the Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation (FDIC) to establish a system of insurance for deposits. The most 

successful initiatives in alleviating the miseries of the Great Depression were a series of relief measures to aid 

some of the 15 million unemployed Americans, among them the Civilian Conservation Corps, the Civil Works 

Administration, and the Federal Emergency Relief Administration. The early New Deal also began the 

Tennessee Valley Authority, an unprecedented experiment in flood control, public power, and regional 

planning. 

 

The Second New Deal (1935–36) was the second stage of the New Deal programs. President Franklin D. 

Roosevelt announced his main goals in January 1935: improved use of national resources, security against old 

age, unemployment and illness, and slum clearance, as well as a national welfare program (the WPA) to 

replace state relief efforts. The most important programs included Social Security, the National Labour 

Relations Act ("Wagner Act"), the Banking Act, rural electrification, and breaking up utility holding 

companies. Programs that were later ended by the Supreme Court or the Conservative coalition included the 

Works Progress Administration (WPA), the National Youth Administration (NYA), the Resettlement 

Administration, and programs for retail price control, farm rescues, coal stabilization, and taxes on the rich 

and the Undistributed profits tax. Liberals in Congress passed the Bonus Bill for World War veterans over 

FDR's veto. 

 

Recession of 1937 and recovery 

 

The economy eventually recovered from the low point of the winter of 1932–33, with sustained improvement 

until 1937, when the Recession of 1937 brought back 1934 levels of unemployment. There is a broad 

consensus that the New Deal policies did not lengthen and deepen the depression; only 5% of professional 

historians and 27% of professional economists believe it served to lengthen and deepen the Great Depression. 

Apart from the WPA and CCC, most New Deal spending programs, such as the PWA and AAA, operated 

through private firms.  

 

The New Deal and Roosevelt's leadership were under assault during Roosevelt's second term, which suffered 

new economic setbacks in the Recession of 1937. A sharp economic downturn began in the fall of 1937 and 

continued through most of 1938. Conservatives said it was caused by the labour unions' assault on industry 

through massive strikes and the way the New Deal discourages further investment. Keynesian economists 

argued it was a result of a premature effort by FDR to balance the budget by reducing federal spending. The 

administration reacted by launching a rhetorical campaign against business monopoly power, which was cast 

as the villain. The Supreme Court began busily dismantling the New Deal by ruling many of its programs 

unconstitutional and Roosevelt sought to replace the judges with more sympathetic ones in his infamous 

"Court Packing". Despite that, the New Deal gradually wound down and by 1939 the president had turned his 

attention towards foreign policy.  

 

But the administration's other response to the 1937 downturn had more tangible results. Ignoring his own 

Treasury Department, Roosevelt embarked on an antidote to the depression, reluctantly abandoning his efforts 

to balance the budget and launching a $5 billion spending program in the spring of 1938, an effort to increase 

mass purchasing power and attack deflation. Roosevelt explained his program in a fireside chat in which he 

finally acknowledged that it was up to the government to "create an economic upturn" by making "additions 

to the purchasing power of the nation." 
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A brief overview of American Foreign Policy 

 

The relationship between America and the rest of the world is a complicated one – for much of its history, 

America has shied away from foreign entanglements. This attitude can be seen as being shaped by the views 

of migrants to America who came from Europe to the New World to escape such issues. In a ‘Farewell 

Message’ that became a foundation of policy, President George Washington in 1796 counselled against 

foreign entanglements: 

 

‘Europe has a set of primary interests, which to us have none, or a very remote relation. Hence she must be 

engaged in frequent controversies, the causes of which are essentially foreign to our concerns. Hence therefore 

it must be unwise in us to implicate ourselves, by artificial ties, in the ordinary vicissitudes of her politics, or 

the ordinary combinations & collisions of her friendships, or enmities. Our detached & distant situation invites 

and enables us to pursue a different course’.  

 

The Monroe Doctrine 1823 

 

This was developed at a time when nearly all the Central and South American colonies of Spain and Portugal 

were moving towards independence. It stated that further efforts by various European states to take control of 

any independent state in North or South America would be viewed as ‘the manifestation of an unfriendly 

disposition toward the United States’. At the same time, the doctrine noted that the U.S. would recognize and 

not interfere with existing European colonies nor meddle in the internal affairs of European countries.  

President James Monroe first stated the doctrine during his seventh annual State of the Union Address to the 

Congress. The doctrine asserted that the New World and the Old World were to remain distinctly separate 

spheres of influence. The separation intended to avoid situations that could make the New World a 

battleground for the Old World powers so that the U.S. could exert its influence undisturbed. By the end of 

the 19th century, Monroe's declaration was seen as a defining moment in the foreign policy of the United 

States and one of its longest-standing tenets. The intent and impact of the doctrine persisted more than a 

century, with only small variations, and would be invoked by many U.S. statesmen and several U.S. presidents, 

including Ulysses S. Grant, Theodore Roosevelt, John F. Kennedy, and Ronald Reagan.  

Emergence as a world power from the 1890s onwards 

 

In the mid-1890s, American public opinion denounced the Spanish repression of the Cuban independence 

movement as brutal and unacceptable. The U.S. increased pressure and was dissatisfied with Spanish 

responses. When the American battleship the USS Maine exploded for undetermined reasons in the harbour 

of Havana, Cuba, on 15 February 1898, the issue became overwhelming and McKinley could not resist the 

demands for immediate action. Most Democrats and many Republicans demanded war to liberate Cuba. 

Almost simultaneously the two countries declared war. (Every other country was neutral.) The U.S. easily 

won the one-sided four-month-long Spanish–American War from April through July. In the Treaty of Paris, 

the U.S. took over the last remnants of the Spanish Empire, notably Cuba, Puerto Rico, the Philippines and 

Guam. It marked America's transition from a regional to a global power. Cuba was given independence under 

American supervision.  
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America and WW1 

 

American foreign policy was largely determined by President Woodrow Wilson, who had shown little interest 

in foreign affairs before entering the White House in 1913. His chief advisor was Edward House, who was 

sent on many top-level missions. The United States intervened militarily in many Latin American nations to 

protect U.S. interests, particularly the commercial interests of the American business community. President 

Wilson landed U.S. troops in Mexico in 1914, in Haiti in 1915, in the Dominican Republic in 1916, in Mexico 

a second time in 1916, and in Mexico several additional times before Wilson left office, in Cuba in 1917, and 

in Panama in 1918. Also, for most of the Wilson administration, the U.S. military occupied Nicaragua, 

installed a Nicaraguan president that the U.S. preferred, and ensured that the country signed treaties favourable 

to the U.S. 

 

At the outbreak of WW1 in Europe, America remained neutral and worked to broker a peace deal. However, 

a key turning point was the sinking of the Lusitania in 1915 by a German U-boat, which resulted in the death 

of 128 civilians (and over 1000 British deaths). Germany apologised and stopped targeting shipping in the 

Atlantic for a period but reversed course in early 1917 when it saw the opportunity to strangle Britain by 

unrestricted submarine warfare. It also made overtures to Mexico to enter the war, in the Zimmermann 

Telegram, hoping to divert American military attention to south of the border. This led to America declaring 

war on Germany – their troops would play a key role on the Western Front from the Spring of 1918 to the end 

of the war. 

 

Intervention in Russia 

 

The U.S. military together with forces of its Allies invaded Russia in 1918. Approximately 250,000 invading 

soldiers, including troops from Europe, the US and the Empire of Japan invaded Russia to aid the White Army 

against the Red Army of the new Soviet government in the Russian civil war. The invaders launched the North 

Russia invasion from Arkhangelsk and the Siberia invasion from Vladivostok. The invading forces included 

13,000 U.S. troops whose mission after the end of World War I included the toppling of the new Soviet 

government and the restoration of the previous Tsarist regime. U.S. and other Western forces were 

unsuccessful in this aim and withdrew by 1920 but the Japanese military continued to occupy parts of Siberia 

until 1922 and the northern half of Sakhalin until 1925. 

 

Historian Robert Maddox summarised, "The immediate effect of the intervention was to prolong a bloody 

civil war, thereby costing thousands of additional lives and wreaking enormous destruction on an already 

battered society." According to historian Frederick L. Schuman, the long term consequences of the expedition 

"were to poison East-West relations forever after, to contribute significantly to the origins of World War II 

and the later 'Cold War,' and to fix patterns of suspicion and hatred on both sides which even today threaten 

worse catastrophes in time to come." For Soviet leaders, the operation was proof that Western powers were 

keen to destroy the Soviet government if they had the opportunity to do so. 

 

The Treaty of Versailles and the League of Nations 

 

At the peace conference at Versailles, Wilson tried with mixed success to enact his Fourteen Points. He was 

forced to accept British, French and Italian demands for financial revenge: Germany would be made to pay 

reparations that amounted to the total cost of the war for the Allies and admit guilt in humiliating fashion. It 

was a humiliating punishment for Germany which subsequent commentators thought was too harsh and unfair. 
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Wilson succeeded in obtaining his main goal, a League of Nations that would hopefully resolve all future 

conflicts before they caused another major war. Wilson, however, refused to consult with Republicans, who 

took control of Congress after the 1918 elections and which demanded revisions protecting the right of 

Congress to declare war. Wilson refused to compromise with the majority party in Congress, or even bring 

any leading Republican to the peace conference. His personal enemy, Henry Cabot Lodge, now control the 

Senate. Lodge did support the league of Nations, but wanted provisions that would insist that only Congress 

could declare war on behalf of the United States. Wilson was largely successful in designing the new League 

of Nations. 

 

The League did go into operation, but the United States never joined. With a two-thirds vote needed, the 

Senate did not ratify either the original Treaty or its Republican version. Washington made separate peace 

treaties with the different European nations. Nevertheless, Wilson's idealism and call for self-determination 

of all nations had an effect on nationalism across the globe, while at home his idealistic vision, called 

"Wilsonianism" of spreading democracy and peace under American auspices had a profound influence on 

much of American foreign policy ever since. 

 

The road to WW2 

 

In the 1930s, the United States entered the period of deep isolationism, rejecting international conferences, 

and focusing moment mostly on reciprocal tariff agreements with smaller countries of Latin America. When 

the Spanish Civil War erupted in 1936, the United States remained neutral and banned arms sales to either 

side. This was in line with both American neutrality policies, and with a Europe-wide agreement to not sell 

arms for use in the Spanish war lest it escalate into a world war. Congress endorsed the embargo by a near-

unanimous vote. Only armaments were embargoed; American companies could sell oil and supplies to both 

sides. Roosevelt quietly favoured the left-wing Republican (or "Loyalist") government, but intense pressure 

by American Catholics forced him to maintain a policy of neutrality. 

 

President Roosevelt tried to avoid repeating what he saw as Woodrow Wilson's mistakes in World War I.  He 

often made exactly the opposite decision. Wilson called for neutrality in thought and deed, while Roosevelt 

made it clear his administration strongly favoured Britain and China. Unlike the loans in World War I, the 

United States made large-scale grants of military and economic aid to the Allies through Lend-Lease, with 

little expectation of repayment. Wilson did not greatly expand war production before the declaration of war; 

Roosevelt did. Wilson waited for the declaration to begin a draft; Roosevelt started one in 1940. Wilson never 

made the United States an official ally but Roosevelt did. Wilson never met with the top Allied leaders but 

Roosevelt did. Wilson proclaimed independent policy, as seen in the 14 Points, while Roosevelt always had a 

collaborative policy with the Allies. In 1917, United States declared war on Germany; in 1941, Roosevelt 

waited until the enemy attacked at Pearl Harbour. Wilson refused to collaborate with the Republicans; 

Roosevelt named leading Republicans to head the War Department and the Navy Department. Wilson let 

General John J. Pershing make the major military decisions; Roosevelt made the major decisions in his war 

including the "Europe first" strategy. He rejected the idea of an armistice and demanded unconditional 

surrender. Roosevelt often mentioned his role in the Wilson administration, but added that he had profited 

more from Wilson's errors than from his successes 
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Further activities 

 

There are numerous documentaries that you can watch that enhance your knowledge of key events in 

American History. Many of them have been made by Ken Burns for PBS (the US version of the BBC) – here 

are some suggestions: 

 

 The Civil War: https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLXKLYIH9Cw8viQePDMdNf8yn3l3pKJkEc 

 

 The Vietnam War – there is a brilliant documentary called this that covers a key part of the course on 

Netflix. The coming weeks are a great opportunity to watch it (if you don’t have a Netflix membership 

you can sign up for a free trial and watch some of it).  

 

 If you are really keen and you are certain that you are going to do the subject at A-level, then you could 

buy a textbook (Amazon is usually the cheapest option). I would suggest this one is the best: 

 

 
 

 

https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLXKLYIH9Cw8viQePDMdNf8yn3l3pKJkEc
https://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.amazon.co.uk%2FOxford-AQA-History-Level-1945-1980%2Fdp%2F019835455X&psig=AOvVaw12Jy-jTkqWBTHJaXTO8thk&ust=1587542264911000&source=images&cd=vfe&ved=0CAIQjRxqFwoTCIDNr_yF-egCFQAAAAAdAAAAABAD

