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Whose Business We’re Sticking America’s Nose in and Why
Recall from your grade school history class the Monroe Doctrine of 1823, which stated clearly that the United States will not interfere in European affairs, and will do its best to remain a neutral sovereignty. Now recall what you learned of our involvement in the World Wars. And finally, look back to the past decade and a half, and recall the controversy surrounding some of the most recent conflicts the United States has been involved in: Afghanistan, Iraq, and Iran. The changes that have taken place on our defense policy over the span of America’s independence show that the United States has an amorphous role in the military realm. Though the founding fathers imagined the America to have a stern neutral foreign policy, the implemented “defense” strategies have an ever-increasing list of justifications. This paper will analyze the doctrines that have been in place, and to determine where, when, and why they have changed by investigating the chronology of our major foreign involvements including the Monroe Doctrine, the World Wars, Iraq and Afghanistan, and other smaller current interventions.

The Monroe Doctrine, first delivered in President James Monroe’s December 2nd, 1823 State of the Union Address, was arguably the most notable early policy on foreign affairs. President Monroe stressed the disjointing between the Western and Eastern hemispheres, emphasized separate spheres of influence for the United States and Europe, and “non-colonization, and non-intervention” (The Monroe Doctrine). This was mainly put into place to prevent European countries like France and Spain from interfering with the United States’ affairs in the Western Hemisphere through more colonization. To condense, the Monroe Doctrine emphasized independence and separation for the United States. And so the story starts with the original, unambiguous paradigm to remove the United States from the affairs of other nations, especially those in Europe.

America was then reluctantly thrust into the First World War through several manners. One of which was the sinking of the British ship, the RMS Lusitania by a German Unterseeboot, or submarine, on May 7th, 1915. Almost 1200 souls died in the attack, Americans included (Background). Germany declared by the beginning of February 1917 no intention of limiting U-boat usage on enemy and neutral ships alike in certain areas by Europe (Neutrality Policy of the United States). Another factor that led the United States into war was the intercepted Zimmerman Telegram, which asked Mexico to declare war on the U.S. if our neutrality was revoked. Stasis grew between the two nations, with both disagreeing with the quality, or righteousness, of the German decisions. Unsatisfied with the standstill that had developed with Germany, the United States finally declared war on Germany in April 1917. President Wilson stated that “neutrality is no longer feasible or desirable where the peace of the world is involved and the freedom of its peoples.” 

This call to arms is one of the first major steps away from the early idealized neutrality. It is accepted that the breach of the total neutrality was necessary; if the United States had not taken action, it would likely affect our nation on our own soil. Too soon after, the sudden attack on Pearl Harbor again necessitated a response and the Second World War began. The World Wars made America abandon the hopes for neutrality and begin to shift the concentration to defense.
However, the major turning point in perspective was the unproductive theory which led us into the Vietnam War. The foreign policy during President Truman’s term was based around the theory of containment, where the true priority was to restrict the spread of Soviet Union communism as much as possible (Malley). Vietnam was volatile with political and military action at the time, and was greatly influenced by its communist neighbors, so United States felt the need to intervene, also using one of our popular excuses: “nation building” (Brigham). The containment strategy, being the first unashamedly offensive strategy to be implemented, is a defining moment in this paradigm shift. The United States had clearly moved from a passive to proactive attitude in defense strategies, because we were actively looking to influence other countries instead of waiting to be attacked. In the years to come, the United States would continue this new attitude, and begin more and more wars rather than being drawn into them.
In August 1990, Iraq invaded and conquered Kuwait, an ally of the United States.

The United Nations attempted to negotiate, but leader Saddam Hussein repeatedly objected to the UN mandates imposed on him and his followers, and provoked the United States and her allies. President George H.W. Bush stated that his reasons for pushing for the invasion of Iraq were to control Hussein’s speculated Weapons of Mass Destruction (WMDs), to eliminate the terrorism groups that Iraq had now aligned itself with as part of the War on Terror, and to bring democracy and peace to Iraq, and the Middle East (Prah).

Ultimately, there were no WMDs discovered, which negated that reason to be involved. However, just as the speculated risk of German U-boats continuing attacks or Mexico invading justified the call to war before, so would finding WMDs. This means that the paradigm did not change further because of this, there was merely an error. In the same way, the second idea put forth by Bush was preemptive; in order to prevent further terrorist attacks. Yet, the last reason, the drawn-out Operation Iraqi Freedom, did not stop when the primary objectives were accomplished. The same happened in Afghanistan, when the United States armed forces and the CIA ended the Taliban regime and, along with the UN, attempted to start a new government. The United States continued to remain in these countries, putting Americans in unnecessary risk. America was well on its way to becoming the “police of the world.”

Also worthy to note is the somewhat recent array of “humanitarian interventions” performed by the United States.  These include a 1992 deployment in Somalia, where 18 United States soldiers were killed, Bosnia, to prevent genocide in 1995, and in Serbia, to stop an ethnic war (Grossman). None of these engagements directly affected the United States, nor showed any signs of doing so. Actions like these were supposedly taken in order to promote democracy, freedom, but instead often only would “polarize factions and further destabilize the country,” and support the personal economic and ideological agendas of the nation (Grossman). Embedding herself in affairs like these is the stark opposite of the entirely disinterested nation envisioned in our county’s early years.
It has been shown that the United States has taken it upon herself to intervene in the affairs of foreign countries, thereby putting America’s men and women in unnecessary risk. This mentality may have grown alongside America’s growing opulence. Perhaps it is considered only fair, as the United States’ growing role as a world superpower has led to more pressure to defend underdog uprisings and hopelessly overwhelmed victims. There are several meanings that can be taken away from this, including the speculations about where this momentum will bring us? Upon examining this shift in perspective in regards to the future, could this possibly mean that the United States is destined to ultimately become more and more aggressive in her military plans, until invasion and imperialism are justified?
The United States, though it was explicitly defined early on by the Monroe Doctrine to be a nation completely removed from European and Eastern Hemisphere concerns, moved to its current position over the course of the World Wars, Iraq, Afghanistan, and numerous other debatably insignificant involvements. Today, the United States are using their military power and influence much more liberally. A young America imagined a future of prosperity through neutrality, peace, and independence. Looking back, it is clear that we have failed accomplish that old dream. Instead, the United States currently and unfortunately uses looser and looser reasoning and justification in order to unreservedly spend American effort, time, money, and lives.
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