
Primary Source Analysis Activity: From Isolationism
to Interventionism

Grade Level: 11th Grade
Unit Topic: U.S. Foreign Policy (1898–1917)
Estimated Time: 1–2 class periods

Objective: Students will analyze primary sources to explain how and why the United States moved
from isolationism to interventionism during the early 20th century.

Background: For much of the 19th century, the United States avoided involvement in European
conflicts and focused on domestic growth. However, by the turn of the 20th century, events like the
Spanish-American War, the Panama Canal, and World War I marked a shift toward a more
interventionist foreign policy.

Instructions for Students:
1. Read each primary source carefully.
2. Use the analysis questions to explore the author’s perspective, purpose, and message.
3. At the end, write a short paragraph explaining how these sources together show America’s shift in
foreign policy.

President George Washington’s Farewell Address (1796)

“The great rule of conduct for us in regard to foreign nations is... to have with them as little political
connection as possible.”

- What does Washington advise about foreign alliances?
- Why might this advice have made sense for the U.S. at the time?
- How does this represent isolationist thinking?

Senator Albert Beveridge, “The March of the Flag” (1898)

“It is destiny that has set the march of the flag. We cannot retreat from any soil where Providence has
unfurled it for liberty and civilization.”

- What is Beveridge’s argument for U.S. expansion?
- How does he justify American intervention in other countries?
- How does this contrast with Washington’s view?

President Theodore Roosevelt, Roosevelt Corollary to the Monroe Doctrine
(1904)

“Chronic wrongdoing... in the Western Hemisphere... may force the United States... to the exercise of
an international police power.”

- What does Roosevelt say the U.S. has the right to do?
- What does this suggest about America’s growing global role?



- How does this show a move toward interventionism?

President Woodrow Wilson’s War Message to Congress (April 2, 1917)

“The world must be made safe for democracy.”

- What reason does Wilson give for entering World War I?
- How does this statement justify involvement in global conflicts?
- How is this the final step in moving from isolation to intervention?

Synthesis: Pulling It All Together
Using evidence from at least two of the documents above, explain how America’s foreign policy evolved
from isolationism to interventionism between the late 1800s and 1917. Be sure to use specific
examples and quotes to support your answer.

Extension (Optional)
- Create a timeline showing key events that demonstrate the U.S. shift in policy (e.g.,
Spanish-American War, Panama Canal, WWI).
- Debate: Was America justified in abandoning isolationism?



Teacher Notes / Answer Key

Source Main Idea Isolationist or InterventionistKey Takeaway

Washington’s Farewell AddressAvoid alliances and entanglementsIsolationist U.S. should remain neutral

Beveridge’s 'March of the Flag'Expansion is destiny Interventionist Justifies imperialism

Roosevelt Corollary U.S. as police power in Western HemisphereInterventionist U.S. asserts dominance

Wilson’s War Message Enter WWI to defend democracyInterventionist Global leadership role

Overall Understanding: The U.S. gradually shifted from isolation (Washington’s warning) to active
global involvement (Wilson’s call to war), reflecting changing economic, political, and moral motivations.


