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In the twenty-first century, providing humanitarian assistance to other nations forms an essen-
tial part of the U.S. military’s mission. Designed to “relieve or reduce endemic conditions such
as human suffering, disease, hunger, [and] privation,” the military’s humanitarian tasks include
such activities as assisting refugees, delivering food and medical equipment to partner nations,
and removing unexploded landmines.1 But among the most recognized—and best publicized—
of the U.S. Armed Forces’ humanitarian activities are its foreign disaster relief operations. In
response to such recent catastrophes as the 2010 earthquake in Haiti, the 2011 tsunami in
Japan, 2019’s Cyclone Idai in Mozambique, and the 2023 earthquakes in Turkey, the
Department of Defense launched extensive humanitarian operations. Taking advantage of
the U.S. military’s vast global footprint, military leaders dispatched ships and aircraft, service
personnel, relief supplies, equipment, and other material and logistical aid to the scene of
these crises and to many others like them globally.2 Carried out for the humanitarian goals
of saving lives and reducing suffering, each of these foreign disaster aid operations also shared
a critical diplomatic objective: “generating goodwill” for the United States and creating a “favor-
able impression” of its armed forces.3 Never purely altruistic, the U.S. military’s responses to
global disasters also function as a valuable instrument of contemporary U.S. foreign policy.

The U.S. military has arguably become indispensable to the conduct of U.S. foreign disaster
relief operations and to American humanitarian affairs more broadly. But how and when did
this come to be? When I first began researching this subject, about a decade ago, I initially
assumed these developments had occurred relatively recently, as part of a post-Vietnam or
post–Cold War attempt to reinvent and rebrand the armed forces’ mission for the new millen-
nium. Yet in fact, the origins of this humanitarian role stretch back much earlier. Throughout
the twentieth century, as the other contributors to this forum explore, the U.S. military has
played an integral part in the nation’s responses to many global humanitarian crises.
Catastrophes caused by natural hazards, as I explore in this essay, were chief among them.
Across the first two-thirds of the twentieth century, the U.S. Navy, Army, Marines, Coast
Guard, and Air Force conducted scores of foreign disaster assistance operations, their aid
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1For this quotation, plus an expanded definition and discussion of this humanitarian assistance, see Department
of Defense, Defense Security Cooperation Agency, Security Assistance Management Manual, ch 12: “Overseas
Humanitarian, Disaster, and Civic Aid,” https://samm.dsca.mil/chapter/chapter-12 (accessed Dec. 12, 2023).

2For instance, see Gary Cecchine et al., The U.S. Military Response to the 2010 Haiti Earthquake Considerations
for Army Leaders (Santa Monica, CA, 2013); Andrew Feickert and Emma Chanlett-Avery, Japan 2011 Earthquake:
U.S. Department of Defense (DOD) Response (Washington, DC, 2011); AFRICOM, “U.S. Africa Command Joins
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“U.S. Military Launches Earthquake Relief Mission in Turkey,” Washington Post, Feb. 10, 2023, https://www.
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reaching all corners of the globe. By the mid-1960s, the U.S. military’s humanitarian mission
was well-established. In crisis after crisis, it had acted as a first responder to the world.

The U.S. Armed Forces’ long history of involvement in foreign disaster response raises pro-
vocative—and some might say troubling—questions about the links between American milita-
rism and American humanitarianism, and their entwined evolution throughout modern
American history. Readers of this journal will assuredly be familiar with the basic narrative
of U.S. military ascendancy across the long twentieth century. Yet as I argue in this essay,
the steady expansion of American military power during these years also had an unforeseen
consequence: it enabled the United States to project its humanitarian power more effectively.
At the same time, and inversely, the armed forces’ frequent participation in foreign disaster
relief efforts helped to legitimize the U.S. military itself in the eyes of both U.S. citizens and
many (though by no means all) foreign recipients of its aid. By presenting the military as a
benevolent, munificent institution, these operations served to sugarcoat the violence and
aggression of its conventional operations. If the U.S. military’s strength and capabilities bol-
stered American humanitarianism during the twentieth century, in other words, American
humanitarian operations helped to justify and rationalize U.S. military power. Their relation-
ship was remarkably symbiotic.

The U.S. military’s development as an international humanitarian actor occurred in two dis-
tinct phases, which mirrored the broader trajectory of U.S. involvement in twentieth-century
global affairs. During the first stage, from the late 1890s to the late 1930s, the U.S. government
expanded its overseas empire, fought a global war and many smaller conflicts, and bolstered its
status as a world power. As part of this process, the U.S. military increased in size and strength,
particularly when compared to its nineteenth-century antecedents.4 These developments carried
unintended humanitarian consequences. The addition of personnel, ships, and (eventually) aircraft
improved the armed forces’ capabilities not only for war and defense, but also for noncombat
operations. With the acquisition of U.S. territories in the Caribbean, the Canal Zone, and the
Pacific, the War and Navy Departments established a small network of overseas bases, extending
the armed forces’ global reach.5

Together, these trends enhanced—if inadvertently—the U.S. military’s command of human-
itarian logistics internationally, building on precedents that had already been established
domestically. Throughout the nineteenth century, U.S. Army personnel had engaged in a vari-
ety of humanitarian activities within the United States and its continental empire. These tasks
included providing disaster relief to U.S. citizens and undertaking medical and sanitation
efforts during the Civil War and the American Indian Wars.6 As the U.S. military’s power
and capabilities expanded during the early twentieth century, however, its humanitarian
reach began to stretch beyond U.S. borders. These developments enabled the armed forces
to respond more quickly and vigorously to catastrophes in other nations and to deliver that
aid across far greater distances than they had in the past.

4See, for instance, John A. Thompson, A Sense of Power: The Roots of America’s Global Role (Ithaca, NY, 2015);
Robert E. Hannigan, The New World Power: American Foreign Policy 1898–1917 (Philadelphia, 2002); and Adam
Tooze, The Deluge: The Great War, America and the Remaking of the Global Order, 1916–1931 (New York, 2014).

5For a discussion of U.S. bases, see Christopher Sandars, America’s Overseas Garrisons: The Leasehold Empire
(New York, 2000); Catherine Lutz, The Bases of Empire: The Global Struggle Against U.S. Military Posts
(New York, 2009); and Gretchen Heefner, “Overseas Bases and the Expansion of U.S. Military Presence,” in
The Cambridge History of America and the World, Volume IV: 1945 to the Present, eds. David C. Engerman,
Max Paul Friedman, and Melani McAlister (Cambridge, UK, 2022), 55–79.

6Gaines M. Foster, The Demands of Humanity: Army Medical Disaster Relief (Washington, DC, 1983), 6–22;
Michele Landis Dauber. The Sympathetic State: Disaster Relief and the Origins of the American Welfare State
(Chicago, 2012), 17–49; “Acts of Congress Granting, or Ratifying Grant of, Relief to Sufferers from Floods,
Fires, Earthquakes, and So Forth,” 81st Cong., 2nd sess., Congressional Record, Aug. 7, 1950, 11900–2.
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Across the first four decades of the twentieth century, spurred by these trends, the U.S.
military participated in dozens of disaster assistance operations globally. Following a major
earthquake and tsunami in southern Italy in 1908, for example, the U.S. government sent
four battleships of the Atlantic Fleet and two other U.S. Navy vessels to the region. They
remained there for several weeks while their crews assisted the Italian government in its relief
efforts.7 When catastrophic floods occurred in northeast China in 1917, the Fifteenth U.S.
Infantry—then garrisoned in Tianjin—oversaw a variety of humanitarian activities, including
most notably the administration of a refugee camp for 4,000 disaster survivors.8 In 1923,
after a cataclysmic earthquake and fires leveled Tokyo and Yokohama, Japan, hundreds of
sailors of the U.S. Navy’s Atlantic Fleet and U.S. Army personnel from the Philippines, a
U.S. territory, converged on the region to assist the Japanese government in its response.9

Following a major earthquake in Managua in early 1931, U.S. Marines—then occupying
Nicaragua—engaged in a multipronged response, which included establishing emergency hos-
pitals and field kitchens, extinguishing fires, clearing debris, and digging graves for the
deceased.10 And in 1939, when a powerful earthquake struck south-central Chile, the U.S. mil-
itary sent three Army Air Corps bombers to the scene, one from the continental United States
and the others from the Panama Canal Zone, also a U.S. territory. Designed to carry weapons
of war, these planes instead ferried in thousands of pounds of medical supplies, food, and other
material aid.11

While the foregoing examples illustrate the shape and scope of the U.S. military’s foreign
disaster assistance efforts during the early twentieth century, they represent only a small sam-
pling of those humanitarian operations. By the eve of U.S. entry into the Second World War,
the U.S. Armed Forces had already amassed a long history of responding to international
disasters. Between the late 1890s and the late 1930s, American militarism and American
humanitarianism had grown increasingly intertwined.

If the foundations of the U.S. military’s humanitarian role lay in the early twentieth century,
the second phase of its evolution unfolded from the early 1940s through the early 1960s, the
apex of the so-called “American Century.” In the process of waging the Second World War,
the United States rapidly transformed into a military superpower, a position it maintained
as the global Cold War commenced and unfolded.12 Although it was never the primary inten-
tion or objective of U.S. policy makers, a secondary effect of this development was to bolster the
United States’s position as a humanitarian superpower, too.

In mobilizing for these successive conflicts, the U.S. military dramatically—albeit once again
unintentionally—increased its capabilities for noncombat operations. From the early 1940s on,
the United States controlled or enjoyed access rights to hundreds of military installations
throughout the world; hundreds of thousands of U.S. service personnel were now stationed

7Reginald Belknap to Lloyd Griscom, Jan. 19, 1909, folder 895.4/08, box 59, Series I, Records of the American
National Red Cross [ANRC], Record Group ANRC (formerly RG 200), National Archives and Records Administration,
College Park, MD [hereafter RG, NARA-II].

8Charles H. Morrow, “Report on Operation of ARC Flood Relief Camp of Tientsin,” 1918, file 893.48/97,
Decimal File 1910–29, General Records of the Department of State, RG 59, NARA-II.

9Frank McCoy, “Report of the American Relief Mission to Japan,” Nov. 9, 1923, file 400.38, Decimal File (Bulky)
1917–25, Records of the Adjutant General’s Office, 1917–1981, RG 407, NARA-II.

10American Red Cross, “Managua Earthquake: Official Report of the Relief Work in Nicaragua,” Oct. 1931,
folder FDR-73, box 714, Series II, RG ANRC, NARA-II.

11Cecil Lyon, “Earthquake in Chile,” 1939, correspondence file 848, Records of the US Embassy in Chile, Records
of Foreign Service Posts of the Department of State, RG 84, NARA-II.

12For instance, see Stephen Wertheim, Tomorrow, the World: The Birth of U.S. Global Supremacy (Cambridge,
MA, 2020); Or Rosenboim, The Emergence of Globalism: Visions of World Order in Britain and the United States,
1939–1950 (Princeton, NJ, 2017); David Vine, Base Nation: How U.S. Military Bases Abroad Harm America and
the World (New York, 2015), 17–44; and Michael J. Hogan, A Cross of Iron: Harry S. Truman and the Origins of the
National Security State, 1945–1954 (New York, 1998).
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abroad. The military also maintained large stockpiles of rations, medical supplies, and tents,
plus vast fleets of ships and aircraft—all of which could easily be repurposed for disaster relief
operations. As a result, the U.S. Armed Forces had become exceptionally well positioned to
respond to disasters in other nations, wherever in the world those crises might occur.
Though the military had regularly responded to international catastrophes during the first
forty years of the twentieth century, the majority of American aid during these years had
still flowed through nonstate channels, with voluntary organizations and private actors provid-
ing a considerable share of overall U.S. humanitarian assistance. The changes set in motion
during the Second World War era upended this pattern. By greatly enhancing the military’s
capacity for delivering aid, these shifts positioned the U.S. Armed Forces to play a far more
central—and increasingly essential—role in U.S. foreign disaster response.

The humanitarian implications of these developments became especially evident between
the late 1940s and the mid-1960s, as the global Cold War and decolonization together defined
U.S. foreign policy calculations and U.S. humanitarian decision making. Across these years,
U.S. foreign disaster assistance operations increased in both frequency and scale, with U.S. mil-
itary forces playing an ever more prominent role in these relief activities. When a major earth-
quake occurred in Ecuador in 1949, for instance, U.S. Air Force planes from the Canal Zone
made seventy-four relief flights to the country, ferrying in large cargos of tents, blankets, med-
ical supplies, and sanitation equipment.13 Four years later, when a powerful series of earth-
quakes stuck the Ionian Islands of Greece in 1953, multiple vessels of the U.S. Navy’s Sixth
fleet swiftly appeared on the scene. They were followed by helicopters and cargo planes,
which flew from U.S. bases in Germany and Libya. Eventually, some 10,000 U.S. Navy, Air
Force, and Marine Corps personnel traveled to the devastated region to participate in relief
activities.14 After another devastating earthquake struck Agadir, Morocco, in early 1960, hun-
dreds of U.S. Navy, Marine Corps, and Air Force personnel participated in the emergency
response. They arrived in Agadir from U.S. naval and air bases in Morocco, as well as from
the U.S. European Command’s Paris headquarters and the U.S. Navy’s Sixth Fleet in the
Mediterranean.15 Just a few months later, the U.S. military carried out an even larger human-
itarian operation in Chile, in response to the May 1960 Valdivia earthquake. In this instance,
seventy U.S. aircraft flew to Chile from the Canal Zone, carrying 900 tons of relief supplies in
their holds. Arriving with them were 700 U.S. service personnel, who remained in Chile for
several weeks to assist in relief activities.16 And in 1963, after an earthquake destroyed
Skopje, Yugoslavia, U.S. military aircraft made 100 relief flights to the disaster zone. Their
crews brought large quantities of food, hospital equipment, and other aid to the region, trans-
porting these supplies from U.S. bases in Italy, Germany, and the United States.17

These events offer a sense of the military’s humanitarian activities in the postwar era; yet
once again they represent only a tiny fraction of the disaster relief operations the U.S.
Armed Forces conducted during these years. Between the early 1940s and the early 1960s,
the U.S. military responded to scores of catastrophes all over the world. Providing international
humanitarian aid had become a core element of its mission.

Across the first two-thirds of the twentieth century, the U.S. military thus became a key fig-
ure in the delivery, distribution, and administration of U.S. foreign disaster relief. While the

13John Simmons to DOS, Sept. 5, 1949, file 822.48/9-549, Decimal File 1945–49, RG 59, NARA-II.
14Harry Turkel to US Embassy, Greece, August 20, 1953, folder “Earthquake 1953,” box 3, Office of European

Operations, Greece Division, Subject Files, 1948–1954, Records of US Foreign Assistance Agencies, 1948–1961, RG
469, NARA-II.

15David Nes to Department of State, Mar. 23, 1960, file 871.49/3-2360, Decimal File 1960–63, RG 59, NARA-II.
16Walter Goodwin, “After Action Report, Joint Task Force I, Chilean Disaster Relief,” July 25, 1960, file 825.49/

9-1560, Decimal File 1960–63, RG 59, NARA-II.
17Richard Davis to Department of State, Aug. 13, 1963, file SOC–10 (Yugoslavia), Subject Numeric Files

1964–66, RG 59, NARA-II.
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United States’s ascent from world power to superpower created the material conditions that
enabled the military to assume this role, a broad set of diplomatic, strategic, and moral consid-
erations underpinned the decision to use its logistical capabilities for such humanitarian
purposes. U.S. policy makers and military leaders saw multiple good reasons to provide the
armed forces’ assistance to countries struck by disaster. In addition to ameliorating suffering
and helping populations recover from crisis, they sought to build closer ties with other nations,
minimize upheaval and unrest, and promote the United States’s image on the world stage. Not
least, U.S. policy makers hoped to nurture positive views of the U.S. Armed Forces among
foreign populations, presenting the military’s mission as beneficent rather than belligerent.
During these pivotal decades, American humanitarianism and American militarism did not
simply coexist; they powerfully reinforced one another in the conduct of U.S. foreign affairs
and public diplomacy.

In closing, studying the U.S. military’s participation in foreign disaster assistance and other
humanitarian crises challenges our understanding of modern American history in fruitful ways.
For one, it invites us to acknowledge the blurred boundaries between civil and military actions,
hard and soft power, and “wartime” and “peacetime” operations. Exploring these points of
overlap is useful not only for historians of the U.S. and the world, but also for scholars working
in other subfields of U.S. history, for it highlights the centrality of “the associational state” to the
history of American governance writ large.18 Additionally, this history underscores the interde-
pendence of American militarism and American humanitarianism, compelling us to trace their
reciprocal evolution more closely. It also forces us to contend with a seemingly paradoxical
truth: even as the U.S. military exercised profound violent force during the twentieth century,
it simultaneously functioned as one of the United States’s most powerful and consequential
humanitarian actors. Although we tend to frame American militarism and humanitarianism
in rather contradictory ways, viewing these two forces as complementary—and even symbi-
otic—more accurately reflects the complex nature of U.S. power in the modern world.

18Brian Balogh, The Associational State: American Governance in the Twentieth Century (Philadelphia, 2015).
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