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The Vietnam War and the Rise of “New-Isolationism” in the United States: The Nixon

Administration versus the Senate Foreign Relations Committee over U.S. Military

Commitments Abroad

Yoshihiko Mizumoto

The Cold War confrontation after the Second World War transformed a traditionally
isolationist power, the United States, into a global military superpower committed
to every corner of the globe. The U.S. military expansion reached its peak during
the Vietnam War. By that time, the post-war administrations had concluded eight
security treaties involving forty-three countries with some three thousand military
bases and facilities being created abroad. The intensifying war in Vietnam steadily
eroded America’s international position: it aggravated the balance of payments deficit,
undermined the integrity of the U.S. dollar as the dominant reserve currency, and
intensified domestic opposition to military commitment overseas.

With anti-Vietnam war movements mounting at home, the Senate Foreign Relations
Committee accelerated its efforts to limit U.S. military involvement in foreign places
of no direct importance. Chairman J. W. Fulbright and his committee members such as
Mike Mansfield and Stuart Symington criticized the executive branch for excluding the
Congress from its foreign policy-making process for a long period of time. Seeking to
restore the Senate’s power of “advice and consent” in the formulation of U.S. foreign
policy, the legislators pressured the Johnson and Nixon administrations to decrease the
existing commitment such as U.S. troops stationed in Europe, while trying to inhibit
new military commitments abroad.

For their part, President Richard Nixon and his security advisor Henry Kissinger
strongly opposed any precipitous military retrenchment. They were concerned that the
“new isolationism” emerging at home fueled partly by the Congress, would deprive
them of latitude in foreign and security policy-making, and undermine America’s
credibility as a guarantor of the Western democratic world. Nixon repeatedly warned
that the Senate’s drastic proposals for military withdrawal might dishearten the Western
allies, embolden the communist adversaries, and thereby increase the chance for a

catastrophe to emerge in the future. In order to keep their influence from spreading at
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home and abroad, the President labeled the dove senators as “new isolationists,” and he
linked them with the similar isolationists of the 1930s who had invited the tragedies of
the Second World War.

This article examines the confrontation between the Nixon administration and
the Senate over the appropriate extent of U.S. military commitments abroad at the
time when the postwar U.S. hegemony was in decline. To demonstrate the intensity
of their debates, it focuses on three cases in which the Senate urged the Republican
administration to embark on military disengagement from the world: the national
commitments resolution adopted in 1969; investigations by Symington’s subcommittee
on U.S. security agreements abroad in 1969-70; and Mansfield’s failed attempt to force
a reduction by about half in U.S troops in Europe in 1971.



