missionary diplomacy definition us history

Missionary diplomacy is a term that refers to the foreign policy approach characterized by the promotion of
moral and humanitarian values in international relations, particularly by the United States. This concept
emerged prominently in the late 19th and early 20th centuries and is often associated with the presidency
of Woodrow Wilson. The idea behind missionary diplomacy is that the U.S. has a moral obligation to spread
democracy, liberty, and human rights globally, which often leads to interventionist policies in the affairs of
other nations. In examining the historical context and implications of missionary diplomacy, it is essential to
understand its origins, its implementation in various U.S. foreign policy actions, and the criticisms it has
faced.

Historical Context of Missionary Diplomacy

The Roots of American Exceptionalism

The concept of missionary diplomacy is deeply rooted in the American belief in exceptionalism—the idea

that the United States is uniquely positioned to lead the world in promoting democracy and freedom. This
belief can be traced back to the nation’s founding principles, which emphasized individual liberty and the

pursuit of happiness. Key aspects of American exceptionalism that laid the groundwork for missionary

diplomacy include:

1. Religious Influence: Many early American settlers were motivated by a desire to spread Christianity.
The belief that the U.S. had a divine mandate to evangelize others contributed to a sense of moral obligation

in international relations.

2. Manifest Destiny: The 19th-century doctrine of Manifest Destiny suggested that Americans were
destined to expand across the continent, which often justified actions taken against Native Americans and

other nations.
3. The Progressive Era: In the late 19th century, the Progressive Movement emphasized reforms in social

justice, labor rights, and anti-imperialism, fostering an environment where moral considerations influenced

foreign policy.

Woodrow Wilson and the Rise of Missionary Diplomacy

The most notable proponent of missionary diplomacy was President Woodrow Wilson, who served from

1913 to 1921. Wilson's vision for American foreign policy was heavily influenced by his belief in the



promotion of democracy and self-determination for all peoples. His approach can be summarized in several

key points:

- Moral Diplomacy: Wilson advocated for a foreign policy that would support democratic nations and

promote human rights, contrasting it with the imperialistic policies of previous administrations.

- The League of Nations: Following World War I, Wilson championed the creation of the League of
Nations, which aimed to provide a platform for resolving international disputes through diplomacy rather
than war.

- Intervention in Latin America: Wilson's administration was marked by military interventions in several

Latin American countries, justified by the belief that the U.S. could help promote stable, democratic

governments.

Implementation of Missionary Diplomacy

Key Examples of Missionary Diplomacy in Practice

Throughout Wilson's presidency and beyond, missionary diplomacy was implemented in various ways that

shaped US. foreign relations. The following examples illustrate its application:
1. Intervention in Mexico (1914-1917): The U.S. intervened in Mexico during its revolution, believing it
was necessary to protect American lives and property and to support a government that would uphold

democratic values.

2. The Philippines: After gaining control of the Philippines in 1898, the U.S. justified its colonial rule by

promoting education and democracy, portraying itself as a benevolent power.
3. Haiti and the Dominican Republic: Wilson sent American troops to Haiti (1915-1934) and the Dominican
Republic (1916-1924) to stabilize governments and promote democracy, though these actions were often

viewed as imperialistic.

4. Post-World War I Peace Efforts: Wilson's Fourteen Points outlined his vision for a just peace,

emphasizing self-determination and the establishment of democratic governments in Europe and beyond.

Criticism and Consequences of Missionary Diplomacy

Despite its noble intentions, missionary diplomacy faced significant criticism and had complex consequences.



Critics argue that while the U.S. aimed to promote democracy and human rights, its actions often

contradicted these principles. Some key criticisms include:

- Imperialism and Interventionism: Many viewed missionary diplomacy as a guise for American
imperialism, where interventions were often motivated by economic interests rather than genuine

humanitarian concerns.

- Cultural Imperialism: The imposition of American values and systems on other nations was seen as a form

of cultural condescension, undermining local traditions and governance.

- Unintended Consequences: Interventions frequently led to instability or backlash against American
influence, resulting in long-term resentment and conflict in regions such as Latin America and the

Caribbean.

Legacy of Missionary Diplomacy

Impact on U.S. Foreign Policy

The legacy of missionary diplomacy can be observed in subsequent U.S. foreign policy decisions. Elements
of this approach have persisted, influencing American actions in various global conflicts. Key impacts

include:

1. Cold War Policies: The U.S. framed its opposition to communism as a moral struggle for democracy,
leading to interventions in countries like Vietnam and support for authoritarian regimes that aligned with

American interests.

2. Post-9/11 Interventions: The War on Terror has been characterized by a rhetoric of promoting

democracy and freedom, particularly in the Middle East, echoing the principles of missionary diplomacy.

3. Humanitarian Interventions: In the late 20th and early 21st centuries, the U.S. has engaged in military
interventions under the banner of humanitarianism, such as in Kosovo and Libya, often invoking moral

imperatives.

Contemporary Relevance

In contemporary international relations, the principles of missionary diplomacy continue to generate debate.
The challenges of globalization, terrorism, and climate change have prompted discussions about the U.S.'s

role in promoting human rights and democratic governance. Critics argue that the U.S. must learn from the



past and adopt a more nuanced approach to foreign policy that respects the sovereignty and cultural

contexts of other nations.

Conclusion

Missionary diplomacy remains a significant chapter in U.S. history, reflecting the complexities of American
foreign policy. While the intention of promoting democracy and human rights is commendable, the
historical outcomes highlight the challenges and contradictions embedded within this approach. As the
world continues to evolve, the lessons learned from missionary diplomacy can inform future U.S.
engagement on the global stage, emphasizing the importance of humility, respect, and genuine partnership

in international relations.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the definition of missionary diplomacy in the context of U.S.
history?

Missionary diplomacy refers to the U.S. foreign policy approach that emphasizes the promotion of American

values, particularly democracy and moral principles, as a means to influence other nations.

Which U.S. president is most closely associated with the term missionary
diplomacy?

President Woodrow Wilson is most closely associated with missionary diplomacy, particularly during and
after World War L.

How did missionary diplomacy influence U.S. relations with Latin
America?

Missionary diplomacy influenced U.S. relations with Latin America by promoting interventions under the

guise of spreading democracy and protecting American interests, often leading to military actions.

What were some criticisms of missionary diplomacy?

Critics argued that missionary diplomacy often masked imperialistic intentions, undermined the

sovereignty of other nations, and led to negative consequences for the countries involved.



Can you give an example of missionary diplomacy in action?

An example of missionary diplomacy is Wilson's intervention in Mexico during the Mexican Revolution,

where he sought to promote democratic governance.

How did missionary diplomacy relate to the concept of American
exceptionalism?

Missionary diplomacy is closely tied to American exceptionalism, as it reflects the belief that the U.S. has a

unique role in promoting democracy and moral values worldwide.

What role did missionary diplomacy play in U.S. involvement in World
War I?

Missionary diplomacy played a significant role in justifying U.S. involvement in World War I, as Wilson

framed the war as a fight to make the world safe for democracy.

How did missionary diplomacy evolve in the 20th century?

In the 20th century, missionary diplomacy evolved to include a more interventionist approach, often

aligning with the U.S. strategic interests during the Cold War.

What impact did missionary diplomacy have on U.S. foreign policy after
World War I1?

After World War II, missionary diplomacy influenced U.S. foreign policy by promoting containment

strategies against communism, often justifying interventions in countries perceived as threats to democracy.

Is missionary diplomacy still relevant in contemporary U.S. foreign
policy?

Yes, elements of missionary diplomacy can still be observed in contemporary U.S. foreign policy,

particularly in discussions around human rights and democracy promotion in various regions.
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