
55
UWB The CROW, 2025

EVOLUTION OF AMERICAN FOREIGN POLICY: 
THE CREATION OF A GLOBAL SUPERPOWER

Hoda El Anany

ABSTRACT: This paper examines the evolution of American foreign policy and its transformation 
from isolationism to global superpower status. By analyzing key historical developments, including 
19th-century expansionism, involvement in the World Wars, and post-war international leadership, 
the paper explores how the United States strategically balanced isolationist tendencies with 
interventionist actions to secure its national interests. This study argues that territorial expansion, 
economic influence, and military engagements shaped America’s rise, culminating in its dominant 
role in world affairs. Through foreign aid, military alliances, and global governance initiatives, 
contemporary U.S. foreign policy continues to reflect the nation’s long-standing principles of power 
projection and exceptionalism.

Research Paper

Introduction 

Regardless of the founders’ intent, the 
United States was bound to become a 

global superpower. One of the first indications 
of this was through John Winthrop’s “City 
Upon a Hill,” which advertised the expectation 
of the Massachusetts Bay colony shining as 
an example to the world. This same ideology 
has been present throughout American history, 
whether through the manifestation of American 
responsibility to intervene in humanitarian 
crises or asserting its dominance as a global 
superpower to all nations, weak and powerful.

Initially, America did not have deeply 
connected international relations. Following 
its establishment, the United States adopted 
an isolationist approach, emphasizing the 
avoidance of entangling alliances, as advised 
by President George Washington in his farewell 
address. The isolationist approach entails that 
a country should focus on its own affairs and 
avoid forming alliances with other countries. 
Washington advocated for policies of friendly 
neutrality to prevent the creation of implacable 
enemies or dubious international friendships, 
thus avoiding foreign entanglements. The 
United States was seen as a social experiment, 

with the world anticipating its failure due to its 
unique government structure. This isolationist 
stance allowed the newly established America 
to strengthen internally and avoid unnecessary 
wars.

The purpose of this paper is to analyze 
the role of expansionism and isolationism 
in the growth of American foreign policy 
and how it enabled the country to become a 
global superpower, despite their contradictory 
implications. The paper is organized into three 
sections, each with multiple subsections. The 
first section introduces American expansionism 
in the 19th century, focusing on the role of the 
Monroe Doctrine, expansionism across North 
America, and the transition to imperialism in 
the Pacific region. The second section discusses 
the role of World War I and World War II, with 
an emphasis on the Progressive Era’s influence 
on America’s involvement in World War I, how 
the impacts of World War I correlated directly 
to America’s success in World War II, and an 
analysis of what both World Wars meant for the 
country’s status as a global power. The third 
section discusses the influence of historical 
America on contemporary U.S. foreign policy, 
particularly in foreign aid and how it has been 
perceived by the American public. This paper 
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argues that America’s emergence as a global 
superpower was significantly shaped by its 
strategic focus on national interests, including 
territorial expansion and imperialist pursuits. 
By avoiding unnecessary conflicts in its earlier 
history, the United States was able to consolidate 
its power and leverage its growing influence to 
secure a dominant role during the World Wars. 
This approach not only fortified the nation’s 
global standing but also facilitated its rise as a 
superpower through a combination of territorial 
acquisition and strategic global positioning.

American Expansionism in the 19th Century 

Monroe Doctrine 

The dissolvement of the Franco-American 
Alliance of 1778, a military alliance between 
France and America against the British, due 
to French interference with American vessels 
bound for Britain in its European conflict, 
underscored the need for an isolationist 
approach. President Washington’s farewell 
address urged neutrality and avoidance of 
European entanglements. Throughout the late 
18th and early 19th centuries, the U.S. adopted 
a unilateralist policy, engaging in international 
trade while remaining politically detached 
from European affairs (Kaufman, p.33, 2021). 
This approach allowed the U.S. to achieve 
its national interests and protect itself from 
European conflicts. The Louisiana Purchase 
of 1803 marked the beginning of American 
expansionism, doubling the nation’s size and 
facilitating westward growth.

The Monroe Doctrine of 1823 further 
exemplified American exceptionalism by 
asserting dominance in the Western Hemisphere. 
At a time when several Latin American countries 
were gaining independence from Spain, the U.S. 
expressed concerns about European interference 
in the region. The Doctrine articulated a 
policy aimed at protecting these new nations 
from European colonial ambitions, reflecting 
America’s desire to promote its democratic 

ideals and assert its influence. As Kaufman 
notes, “the U.S. would continue to stay removed 
from European affairs but, in turn, the European 
powers were expected to stay out of the New 
World, which the United States declares was 
within its own sphere of influence” (Kaufman, 
p. 47, 2021). This policy not only asserted 
America’s sphere of influence but also laid the 
groundwork for American exceptionalism by 
positioning the U.S. as a leader in protecting 
democratic values and regional stability.

Expansionism Across the Americas 

Louisiana Purchase of 1803:

France’s North American territory, known 
as Louisiana, encompassed what are now 15 
different states. With the U.S. primarily settled 
on the East Coast and surrounded by French 
territory to the West, Latin America to the South, 
and British territories to the North, the U.S. 
was surrounded by foreign powers. Louisiana 
was particularly significant because President 
Jefferson viewed New Orleans as crucial. 
According to the National Archives, “Whoever 
owned it would be America’s natural enemy 
because that nation would control the channel 
through which produce from more than a third 
of the United States had to pass.” Controlling 
this channel would enhance U.S. international 
trade and provide valuable lands and resources 
for economic growth. In 1803, the U.S. 
purchased the Louisiana Territory from France 
for $15 million, acquiring 828,000 square miles 
stretching from the Mississippi River to the 
Rocky Mountains and from the Gulf of Mexico 
to the Canadian border (National Archives, 
1996).

However, not all territorial acquisitions were 
through purchase as with the Louisiana Purchase. 
Much of the additional territory acquired by 
the U.S. came through war, which conflicted 
with the isolationist principles advocated 
by President Washington.  These wars were 
justified by the U.S. as necessary for national 
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interest, aiming to reduce foreign influences 
and assert dominance over the land, despite its 
impact on the indigenous peoples. This was a 
direct contradiction of its isolationist stance 
seeing as that it required further interactions 
with multiple foreign powers rather than 
remaining in isolation from the rest of the world. 
During the first half of the 19th century, the U.S. 
expanded its territory to include Texas, Oregon, 
and regions now known as California, Nevada, 
Arizona, parts of Utah, and Colorado (Kaufman, 
p. 48, 2021). This westward expansion set the 
stage for future conflicts, including the Mexican 
American War. 

Mexican American Relations 

The acquisition of Texas was a significant 
demonstration of American exceptionalism. 
When American settlers in Texas rebelled against 
Mexican rule in 1835, they fervently sought the 
integration of Texas into U.S. territory. This 
concept, known as the Texas Creation Myth, 
justified the colonization of Texas by American 
settlers, who claimed the land was unsettled 
and that Mexicans needed protection from 
the “savage” Indians. Stephen F. Austin, often 
called the “Father of Texas,” argued for Texas 
ownership by stating, “Texas was a wilderness, 
the home of the uncivilized and wandering 
Comanche and other tribes of Indians, who 
waged a constant warfare against the Spanish 
settlements...The incursions of the Indians also 
extended beyond and desolated that part of the 
country. In order to restrain the savages and bring 
them into subjection, the government opened 
Texas for settlement...American enterprise 
accepted the invitation and promptly responded 
to the call” (Austin, 1835). This rhetoric framed 
the colonization of Texas as a civilizing mission, 
where American intervention was deemed 
necessary for development and protection from 
other indigenous groups.

This mindset reflects the core of American 
exceptionalism: the belief that Native Americans 
and indigenous civilizations required American 

guidance to resolve their conflicts and develop 
their land. This belief laid the groundwork for 
the Mexican American War in 1846. When 
negotiations with Mexico for additional territory 
failed, President Polk declared war, leading to 
a conflict that significantly shaped American 
development. The U.S. acquired 529,000 square 
miles of territory, including California, which 
was crucial for economic development through 
increased international trade and commerce 
(Kaufman, p. 50, 2021). Prior to this, America 
had already expanded through the Louisiana 
Purchase (1803), the annexation of Texas 
(1845), and the Oregon Treaty (1846). The 
Gadsden Purchase (1853) further solidified U.S. 
territorial gains.

The Mexican American War marked 
America’s first international war of aggression, 
signaling to the world that the nation was rapidly 
growing and expanding its influence.This war 
had signaled to the international community that 
the U.S. was rising as a strong power, capable 
of overpowering other nations should it need to. 
The acquisition of this territory further secured 
the U.S. against potential threats, and with the 
continent largely settled, America was poised to 
begin its imperialistic ventures in the Pacific.

Imperialism in the Pacific  

During this period, the U.S. increasingly 
deviated from the isolationist policy initially 
advised by President Washington. In 1853, 
Commodore Perry’s arrival in Japan marked 
a significant shift. Perry presented Japan with 
an ultimatum: trade with the U.S. or face war. 
When Japan declined, Perry returned in 1854 
with a fleet of ships, leading Japan to grant 
the U.S. access to the ports of Shimoda and 
Hakodate (Kaufman, p. 53, 2021). By 1856, 
the U.S. had established ports in Japan, and a 
similar approach was taken in Korea in 1882. 
This demonstrated that the U.S. was adopting a 
foreign policy centered on its national interests, 
engaging internationally when it suited its 
convenience.
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However, this approach was not sufficient to 
satisfy American ambitions. The U.S. turned 
its attention to Spanish territories in the Pacific, 
including the Philippines, Guam, and Puerto 
Rico. The Spanish-American War of 1898 was 
sparked by the explosion of the U.S. battleship 
Maine in Havana Harbor. Initially attributed 
to an underwater mine, later investigations 
suggested an internal malfunction. Despite this, 
the press and public outcry demanded war with 
Spain, fueled by American interests in Cuban 
sugar and political instability. When President 
McKinley requested intervention, Spain 
perceived it as a declaration of war, leading to 
Spain’s formal declaration against the U.S.

Following a decisive American military 
presence in both the Atlantic and Pacific, the 
Treaty of Paris was signed in December 1898. 
This treaty granted Cuba its independence, ceded 
Guam and Puerto Rico to the U.S., and included 
the purchase of the Philippines for $20 million. 
The war significantly altered America’s global 
standing, marking its emergence as an imperial 
power rivaling major European nations. This 
marked a clear shift from the earlier unilateralist 
policy, as the U.S. now had colonial projects in 
the Pacific, necessitating increased involvement 
in global affairs to protect and maintain its new 
territories.

World War I & World War II

World War I

The 20th century marked a profound shift in 
American foreign policy, reflecting a transition 
from isolationism to global dominance. At the 
dawn of the 20th century, the United States had 
transformed from a collection of 13 colonies into 
a formidable power with control over the entire 
North American continent and several Pacific 
territories. This expansion, achieved through 
the displacement of Native Americans, wars 
with Mexico, and territorial acquisitions from 
European powers, contributed to America’s 
emergence as a leading global economic force. 

By the early 20th century, the U.S. had developed 
one of the world’s strongest economies, setting 
the stage for its dominant role in the post-World 
War I era.

Economic changes post-Spanish American 
War were particularly striking. In the late 
19th century, India, China, and Europe each 
contributed about 23% of the world’s GDP 
(Kaufman, p. 61, 2021). By the early 20th 
century, the U.S. had eclipsed former economic 
powerhouses, with Europe alone accounting 
for 60% of global manufacturing output and 
the U.S. reaching 20% (Marks, 2002). This 
shift underscored the U.S.’s emergence as a 
dominant economic force. The Progressive Era 
from 1900 until World War I further reshaped 
U.S. foreign policy, as the country increasingly 
engaged internationally to support its business 
interests and assert its influence.

American exceptionalism became a central 
theme in early 20th-century foreign policy. 
Under President Wilson, the U.S. expanded 
its military presence in Asia, Latin America, 
and the Caribbean, reflecting a departure from 
isolationism. As Kaufman notes, Wilson’s 
administration extended U.S. influence to 
protect or maintain order in these regions, 
embodying the belief that America had a 
moral duty to support and stabilize these areas 
(Kaufman, p. 76, 2021). Wilson’s justification 
for involvement in World War I highlighted this 
exceptionalism: America’s role was framed as 
a moral obligation to supply essential materials 
to allies fighting Germany, reinforcing the U.S. 
as a superior force with a duty to lead and assist 
(Wilson, 1917).

Despite efforts to remain neutral, America’s 
involvement in World War I became inevitable. 
Germany’s aggressive actions, including the 
sinking of American ships and the Zimmermann 
Telegram—which proposed Mexican support 
in exchange for regained territories—
intensified American sentiment towards war. 
This culminated in a declaration of war and 
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eventual involvement in the Treaty of Versailles 
negotiations, where the U.S. and its allies 
imposed reparations and territorial changes 
towards Germany (Kaufman, p. 63, 2021).

The conclusion of World War I marked 
America’s transition into a global superpower. 
The U.S. emerged economically stronger with 
minimal war damage, contrasting with the 
devastation faced by European nations. This 
economic advantage, coupled with its growing 
military and political influence, positioned 
the U.S. as a leader in World War II. The shift 
from isolationism to active global engagement 
was evident as America leveraged its strength 
to shape international politics and economics. 
This transformation laid the foundation for U.S. 
leadership in World War II and established its 
role as a key player on the world stage, aligning 
with the thesis that America’s evolving foreign 
policy was driven by strategic interests and a 
growing sense of global responsibility.

World War II

Despite significant growth in American 
industrial strength and military power after 
World War I, driven by the material needs of 
its European allies, the U.S. began reverting 
to isolationist tendencies. The Harding 
administration prioritized economic growth and 
limited international engagement to disarmament 
conferences, believing that limiting weaponry 
would prevent wars. However, during the 
1930s, the rise of fascism in Germany, Italy, and 
Japan, with their militaristic and expansionist 
goals, contradicted American values. The 
American public, preoccupied with domestic 
issues, was uninterested in foreign conflicts, 
as Mandelbaum notes: “…the consuming need 
to fight the effects of the Great Depression 
made battles elsewhere seem, if not foolish, 
then at least luxuries the United States could 
not afford.” By this time, nearly 14 million 
Americans were unemployed, and industrial 
output had plummeted by 60% (Kaufman, p. 
76, 2021). Despite these isolationist tendencies, 

the U.S. played a crucial role in the war and 
in future global affairs, underscoring a shift 
in foreign policy from isolationism to a more 
assertive global stance.

Initially, the U.S. maintained neutrality in 
the war, but the 1939 Neutrality Act allowed 
belligerents to purchase war munitions and 
materials on a cash-and-carry basis (Kaufman, 
p. 79, 2021). This policy aimed to balance 
isolationist principles with economic interests, 
permitting sales of military equipment while 
avoiding direct involvement. However, as the 
war progressed, the Lend-Lease Act represented 
a significant shift, allowing the U.S. to provide 
war equipment to countries deemed vital to 
American defense. This move indicated a 
departure from strict isolationism, aligning with 
the thesis that strategic national interests began 
driving American foreign policy, transitioning 
from a policy of avoidance to one of active 
engagement.

The U.S. remained officially neutral until the 
Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor in 1941, which 
led President Roosevelt to declare war on Japan. 
This declaration prompted Germany and Italy 
to declare war on the U.S., marking a pivotal 
moment in U.S. foreign policy. The subsequent 
alliance with the Soviet Union and the defeat of 
Germany demonstrated a shift from isolationism 
to internationalism. The attack on Pearl 
Harbor highlighted American vulnerability 
amid rapid technological advancements. The 
Manhattan Project’s development of atomic 
bombs, leading to their use on Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki, showcased America’s newfound 
military dominance and technological prowess. 
The use of atomic bombs, resulting in over 
210,000 civilian deaths and long-term radiation 
effects (International Campaign to Abolish 
Nuclear Weapons, 2017), signified a strategic 
consolidation of power that supported the thesis: 
America’s involvement in World War II and its 
use of advanced technology solidified its role as 
a global superpower.
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World War II had profound implications for 
America’s global role. The Atlantic Charter laid 
the groundwork for the United Nations, reflecting 
a shift from isolationism to a more active 
international stance, aligning with Wilson’s 
earlier vision but with greater commitment. The 
UN’s establishment in 1945 marked America’s 
transition to internationalism, requiring active 
participation in global affairs. The unprecedented 
use of atomic bombs further solidified the U.S. 
as a superpower, demonstrating its unmatched 
military and technological capabilities and 
compelling global recognition of its dominant 
geopolitical influence.

Post-World War II, while Europe and Japan 
focused on recovery, the U.S., less affected 
by the war’s devastation, embraced American 
exceptionalism. The Marshall Plan aimed to 
support European reconstruction, expanding 
markets for American goods and establishing 
stable trading partners, contributing to the 
formation of the European Union (Kaufman, 
p. 117, 2021). The Truman Doctrine, in which 
President Truman declared that the U.S. would 
assume the role of global leader previously 
held by Britain, exemplified the shift from 
isolationism to an active global leadership 
role. This transition demonstrated that the 
U.S. had moved from avoiding global conflicts 
to shaping international affairs, as seen in 
Truman’s statement during that same speech: 
“As in the case of Greece, if Turkey is to have 
the assistance it needs, the United States must 
supply it.”

World War II also set the stage for the Cold 
War, as the wartime alliance between the 
U.S. and the Soviet Union unraveled due to 
ideological differences. The division of Europe, 
especially Germany, into spheres of influence, 
and disagreements on post-war reconstruction 
fueled mutual distrust and rivalry. The 
emergence of nuclear weapons and the quest for 
global dominance intensified this geopolitical 
tension, marking a clear departure from earlier 
isolationist policies and affirming America’s 
new role as a global superpower.

Influence on Contemporary American  
Foreign Policy 

Foreign Aid

The U.S. has been known to provide foreign 
aid to its allies and developing nations as a form 
of American exceptionalism, embodying the 
belief that with its unique powers comes the 
moral responsibility to lead and support global 
stability and development. This principle has 
guided American foreign aid policy from the mid-
20th century to the present day. While foreign 
aid was notably prominent in the aftermath of 
World War II under the Marshall Plan, its roots 
can be traced back to earlier ideologies and 
policies. The Marshall Plan, launched in 1948, 
was a landmark initiative that provided over $12 
billion (equivalent to about $130 billion today) 
in economic assistance to help rebuild Western 
European economies devastated by the war. 
This initiative not only facilitated economic 
recovery but also aimed to prevent the spread 
of communism by promoting political stability 
and economic prosperity in Europe. The success 
of the Marshall Plan set a precedent for using 
foreign aid as a strategic tool to promote both 
humanitarian and geopolitical interests.

Since then, the U.S. has continued to provide 
foreign aid, driven by a combination of altruistic 
values and strategic imperatives. One of the 
most significant recipients of American foreign 
aid has been Israel, which has received about 
$310 billion in total economic and military 
assistance since its creation in 1948 (Council 
on Foreign Relations, 2024). This substantial 
support underscores the strategic alliance 
between the U.S. and Israel, reflecting both a 
commitment to Israel’s security and stability 
and a broader strategic interest in maintaining 
influence in the Middle East. American foreign 
aid extends beyond Israel and includes a wide 
array of programs and initiatives aimed at 
addressing global challenges. For instance, 
the U.S. provides significant aid to countries 
in Africa, Latin America, and Asia to combat 
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poverty, promote health, and support economic 
development. Initiatives like the President’s 
Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief (PEPFAR) 
and contributions to international organizations 
like the World Health Organization (WHO) 
and the United Nations illustrate the ongoing 
commitment to addressing global health crises 
and fostering development.

Moreover, foreign aid is often used to support 
countries facing humanitarian crises caused 
by natural disasters, conflicts, or economic 
instability. The U.S. Agency for International 
Development (USAID) plays a central role in 
these efforts, delivering emergency assistance, 
supporting long-term development projects, 
and promoting democracy and governance. In 
addition to humanitarian and developmental 
goals, foreign aid remains a crucial component 
of U.S. national security strategy. By providing 
aid to strategically important countries, the 
U.S. aims to foster stability, prevent the rise 
of hostile regimes, and build alliances that 
can support American interests globally. This 
strategic use of aid helps to create a network 
of allies and partners, enhancing U.S. influence 
and promoting a stable international order.

Immigration Policies

The Immigration Act of 1924 and the Muslim 
Ban of 2017 reflect similar patterns in U.S. 
immigration policy, driven by fears of perceived 
external threats and ideological subversion. 
The 1924 Act was designed to restrict the 
entry of individuals from Eastern and Southern 
Europe, as well as Asia, who were suspected 
of harboring communist sympathies during the 
era’s Red Scare (Kaufman, p. 73, 2021). This 
legislation significantly limited immigration 
from these regions, aiming to prevent the spread 
of communism and other radical ideologies 
within the United States. Similarly, the Muslim 
Ban, officially known as Executive Order 13769, 
targeted travelers from several predominantly 
Muslim countries, citing concerns over 
terrorism and national security. This executive 

order sought to prevent potential terrorist threats 
by restricting entry from nations perceived as 
high-risk, despite the lack of evidence linking 
individuals from these countries to terrorism in 
the U.S.	

Both policies were controversial and 
criticized for their discriminatory nature, 
as they disproportionately affected specific 
ethnic and religious groups under the guise of 
protecting national security. The Immigration 
Act of 1924 reflected deep-seated xenophobia 
and racial prejudices, aiming to preserve the 
ethnic composition of the United States, while 
the Muslim Ban was seen as a response to 
Islamophobic sentiments and post-9/11 fears. 
These measures illustrate how the United 
States has periodically resorted to restrictive 
immigration policies during times of perceived 
threat, often conflating national security with 
broad exclusions of certain groups. In both 
cases, the policies sparked significant legal and 
public opposition, highlighting ongoing debates 
about the balance between security and civil 
liberties in American society.

Conclusion 

The evolution of American foreign policy 
from isolationism to global dominance reflects 
a complex interplay of expansionist ambitions 
and strategic restraint. Initially, the United States 
adhered to an isolationist stance, focusing on 
internal consolidation, and avoiding European 
entanglements as advised by President George 
Washington. This period of isolation allowed the 
nation to grow economically and territorially, 
laying the groundwork for future expansion.

The 19th century marked a significant shift 
with the advent of American expansionism. 
The Monroe Doctrine asserted dominance 
in the Western Hemisphere, and territorial 
acquisitions through the Louisiana Purchase 
and the Mexican American War facilitated 
westward growth. This expansionist drive, 
though sometimes contradictory to isolationist 
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principles, was justified by national interests 
and the belief in American exceptionalism. The 
20th century saw America’s transition from 
regional power to global superpower, driven by 
its involvement in World War I and World War 
II. The Progressive Era’s influence on America’s 
entry into World War I and the economic and 
military mobilization during World War II 
underscored the nation’s growing international 
influence. Post-war, America embraced its role 
as a global leader, demonstrated by initiatives 
like the Marshall Plan and the establishment of 
the United Nations.

Contemporary U.S. foreign policy continues 
to reflect the historical themes of expansionism 
and interventionism. Through foreign aid 
and international alliances, the United States 
maintains its influence and promotes stability 
worldwide. The strategic focus on national 
interests, including economic and territorial 
gains, has been a consistent driver of America’s 
rise to global dominance.

Former Senator Vandenberg once stated, 
“We have thrown ourselves squarely into the 
power politics and power wars of Europe, Asia, 
and Africa. We have taken the first step upon 
a course from which we can never hereafter 
retreat.” From its earliest interactions with 
Native Americans to its pivotal role in the 
establishment of the United Nations, America 
has consistently embraced an internationalist 
stance. This trajectory was not merely a matter 
of foreign policy but a fundamental aspect of the 
nation’s identity, forged through colonization, 
territorial expansion, and global engagement. 
Over the years, the nature and degree of these 
internationalist interactions have evolved, 
reflecting shifts in political, economic, and 
social landscapes. Today, elements of U.S. 
foreign policy continue to echo its historical 
roots, underscoring the foundational principles 
upon which the country was built. This 
enduring legacy of internationalism highlights 
America’s long-standing commitment to global 
involvement, balancing national interests 

with broader international responsibilities. 
As a result, modern U.S. foreign policy 
remains deeply intertwined with its historical 
experiences, demonstrating a continuous thread 
of engagement that has shaped and will continue 
to shape its role on the world stage.
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