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 On April 2nd, 1917, a conflicted man stood before the United States Congress and 

reluctantly devoted his great nation to a conflict he had fought for years to avoid. Left without 

any other options, second-term President Woodrow Wilson would bring America into World 

War One, a fateful decision that would forever be marked with personal failure. Professor 

Charles Callan Tansill once noted that, “In the long list of American Chief Executives there is no 

one who was a more sincere pacifist than the one who led [America] into war in April, 1917”1 . 

Standing before Congress, Wilson admitted, “It is a fearful thing to lead this great peaceful 

people… into the most terrible and disastrous of all wars2” and one cannot help but wonder 

what circumstances lead America to abandon its isolationist policy, its idealistic neutrality and 

to enter, without the luxury of choice, the bloodiest war the world had ever known. In large, it 

was the policies of President Wilson prior to 1917 that would lead to this unfavourable 

scenario. Furthermore, Wilson’s actions during and following the war would lead to multiple 

instances of conflict within the remainder of the 20th century. Conscious that in making this 

declaration, “he was forced for the first time to turn his back upon his deepest values”3, Wilson 

returned from the Capitol and embarked upon a quest for self-vindication that would 

ultimately prove unfruitful. While Woodrow Wilson’s first term in office was successful, the 

domestic oppression and foreign failures of his second term would yield only personal defeat 

and global insecurity for years to come. 

 Woodrow Wilson was born in 1856 in Staunton, Virginia. Raised in a devoutly 

Presbyterian household, Wilson was taught “to see man as a distinct moral agent in a universe 
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of moral imperatives.”4 Living in various Southern States throughout his youth, Wilson recalled 

his earliest memory to be of Lincoln’s election and the ensuing war. Growing up in a climate of 

warfare no doubt solidified Wilson’s life-long commitment to pacifism. The South would 

forever remain an important place for Wilson and influence his sentimental brand of politics 

for the rest of his career. It was while studying at Princeton that he developed a fondness for 

English thinkers. His heroes “among statesmen were conservatives and Manchesterians: Burke, 

Gladstone, Cobden, Bright…”5. His respect for the British system would manifest itself as bias in 

his foreign and international policy during his presidency. After attempting a law career, 

Wilson attended Johns Hopkins University and completed his Ph. D. studies. At thirty-four he 

became Professor of Jurisprudence and Politics at Princeton, where he would eventually 

become University president sixteen years later. Through his attempts to abolish the elitist 

social clubs at Princeton, Wilson gained a national reputation “that led some conservative 

Democrats to consider him Presidential timber”6. Richard Hofstadter notes: “The publicity 

aroused by the dispute helped to popularize him as a democrat at a moment when the 

progressive impulse was on the upswing.”7 Winning a decisive victory and becoming Governor 

of New Jersey in 1910, Wilson turned his attention to the Democratic candidacy. Campaigning 

on a Progressive program known as the New Freedom, Wilson defeated former Presidents 

Theodore Roosevelt and William Howard Taft and was elected President in 1912. Woodrow 

Wilson’s first term in office was a great success. He aggressively attacked trusts, revised tariffs 

and reformed banking and currency, demonstrating “an almost absolute authority over 

Congress.”8(an authority ironically absent when he would later attempt to ratify the Treaty of 
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Versailles in America). While war raged overseas, Wilson prosperously led the American 

people through a period of economic affluence. When confronted with the question of 

American involvement in the war, Wilson insisted that America must remain an example of 

peace and responsibility in the world. To a group of newly landed immigrants the President 

stated in a speech: 

“The example of America must be… the example not merely of peace because it will not fight, 
but of peace because peace is the healing and elevating influence of the world and strife is 

not. There is such a thing as a man being too proud to fight. There is such a thing as a nation 
being so right that it does not need to convince others by force that it is right.”9 

 
This idealistic platform of pacifism would remain a staple of Wilson’s policy throughout the 

entirety of his first term. Despite strong criticism from Republicans, Wilson refused to build up 

the U.S. Army in preparation for “a war with which we have nothing to do.”10 Despite his clear 

opposition for military intervention, Wilson still utilized the advanced industrial capabilities of 

“the arsenal for democracy” to supply the Allied war effort. In fact, through the sale of goods to 

the Allies, America avoided “a serious recession… which showed signs of developing into the 

first major depression since 1893.”11 Through Wilson’s policies America’s prosperity and 

security became intertwined with that of the Allies. This precarious relationship between 

economic interventionism and military isolationism could not last, and soon the United States 

would be forced onto the war path. 

 Wilson would narrowly win re-election in 1916, under the campaign slogan “He kept us 

out of the war”. Still advocating isolationism, Wilson dismissively said in 1916 that with World 

War One “we are not concerned. The obscure foundations from which its stupendous flood has 
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burst forth we are not interested to search for or explore”12 However, in the following months a 

series of events would transcend the buffering Pacific and directly challenge America’s time-

honoured neutrality. In January 1916, the interception of the Zimmerman Telegram, a secret 

document which proposed a military alliance between Germany and Mexico, brought the 

notion of warfare closer to home than ever before.   Prior to 1917, America’s primary 

contribution to the Allied war effort took form in supplies shipped overseas by merchant ships. 

On January 31st 1917, in an effort to disrupt supply lines between the US and Great Britain,  

Germany “[adopted] a policy with regard to the use of submarines against all shipping seeking 

to pass through certain designated areas of the high seas”13. The policy of unrestricted 

submarine warfare posed a double threat to America: the loss of economic opportunity with 

the Allies and the risk of civilian casualties. Wilson, wary of war but still firm, stated before 

Congress: 

“If American ships and American lives should in fact be sacrificed by their naval commanders in 

heedless contravention of the just and reasonable understandings of international law and the 

obvious dictates of humanity, I shall take the liberty of coming again before the Congress to ask that 

authority be given me to use any means that may be necessary for the protection of our seamen and 

our people in the prosecution of their peaceful and legitimate errands on the high seas”14 

Within the next few months, the continuation of submarine warfare and the continuing war in 

Europe would wear down Wilson’s resolve. Russia had undergone the March revolution, 

casting her future effectiveness as an ally into serious doubt and solidifying Communist fear 

domestically. France was being decimated by the drawn out trench warfare, and Wilson knew 

well that “if France should cave in before Germany, it would be a calamity beyond reckoning.”15 
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It was in these dire times that Wilson’s weakness of character would begin to rear its ugly head. 

Despite the danger and death of unrestricted submarine warfare, the public fear at home 

regarding the Zimmerman Telegram, and the ever-increasing desperation of the Allies, Wilson 

still desperately asked, “What else can I do? Is there anything else I can do?”16. His personal bias 

towards pacifism and his feelings of inadequacy as a war time President caused Wilson to 

hesitate almost to the point of no return. Finally, on April 2nd, 1917 Wilson stood before 

Congress and “dedicated everything that [they were] and everything that [they had]”17 to the 

war in Europe. As eloquently stated by George F. Kennan, “You wonder if it would not have 

been wiser for him to have taken a little more interest in what was going on at an earlier date 

and to have seen whether he could not have prevented some of the situations from arising 

instead of proceeding from an undiscriminating indifference to a holy wrath equally 

undiscriminating” 18 . Wilson’s reluctance to assume the role of a war-time President 

condemned the Entente nations, particularly France, to ludicrous amounts of destruction and 

death. Early American military assistance to Europe would have prevented needless loss of life, 

promoted collective security and mitigated France’s retributive demands when peace finally 

came to mainland Europe. 

During times of war, democracy faces a crippling dilemma. The very pillars that support 

it, such as freedom of speech, accountable government and free press can prove detrimental to 

the greater cause: victory.  America under Wilson’s war policy demonstrated a period of 

uncharacteristic governmental repression in the United States. Through legislation such as the 

Espionage Act and The Sedition Act and organizations like The Committee on Public 
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Information and American Protective League, Wilson created a climate of zero-tolerance for 

dissent in his country. The Espionage Act was passed on June 15th, 1917 primarily as a means 

to silence American dissent and to prevent interference with military recruitment. However, 

Wilson’s proclamation establishing “that all male persons between the ages of 21 and 30, both 

inclusive, shall be subject to [the draft]”19 was not met by civil disturbance, but was rather 

received calmly and with widespread approval. The Espionage Act instead provided the means 

for the government to suppress socialism during the Red Scare and to control the media, 

particularly after the amendments placed forward in the Sedition Act. The Sedition Act of 1918 

forbid dissent towards the United States government, flag or armed forces during the war. 

Furthermore, it gave the Postmaster General, an appointee of Wilson, the power to remove 

treasonable or seditious material from the mail. Freedom of Speech was no longer a liberty in 

the United States under these acts, a fact exemplified by the imprisonment of Eugene Debs, 

leader of the Socialist Party. In a speech he criticized how “extremely dangerous [it is] to 

exercise the constitutional right of free speech in [America]”20 as he claimed it was “the 

working class who fight all the battles… who make the supreme sacrifices… who freely shed 

their blood”21 . Under the provisions of the Espionage Act, Eugene Debs, just one of the two 

thousand prosecuted under this legislation, was sentenced to ten years imprisonment. In his 

novel, Censorship 1917, James R. Mock details the condition in America that allowed for these 

rights violations to occur: “All the numberless instances in which American civil liberties were 

circumscribed by governmental agencies for the winning of the war, show that the imposing of 

such limitations did not occasion any noticeable, articulate or prolonged opposition on the part 

of the public. Perhaps…fear of spies and enemy agents caused, or served as a pretext for, many 
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violations of the Bill of Rights”22 . While the populous may have blindly accepted the 

unprecedented acts being placed forward by the Wilson administration, one must ask why the 

non-partisan observers and critics, the American media, did not bring to light these bold 

injustices. On April 13th, 1917, through executive order, President Wilson created the 

Committee on Public Information, the first ever government-endorsed propaganda department 

in American history. Championed and chaired by George Creel the CPI would, he said, provide, 

“not propaganda as the Germans defined it, but propaganda in the true sense of the word, 

meaning the ‘propagation of faith’”.23 This department would penetrate all facets of American 

life. Newspapers were given two options with regards to war-related news: to be support it or 

not report it. For example, the day after the Trading-with-the-Enemy Act, just another piece of 

legislation in this repressive mosaic, was passed the New York Times’ front page was given to 

articles describing the decline in losses from U-Boat attacks and the World Series. If one delved 

deeper they would find a short article detailing the planning of a War Trade Council, but 

omitting any mention of the censorship provision synonymous to that council.  The media 

portrayed Germans as barbarous Huns and encouraged Americans to report “the man who 

spreads pessimistic stories…cries for peace…or belittles our efforts to win the war”24. 

Vigilantes took the cause into their hands, as demonstrated in Staunton, Illinois, where a mob 

tarred and feathered two suspected pro-Germans or in the lynching of a registered German 

alien named Prager in which all eleven men indicted for the crime were found not guilty. 

Hollywood, as obedient as ever, produced films entitled “The Beast of Berlin” and “The Claws of 

the Hun”. For German immigrants, the promises of freedom and opportunity that drew them to 
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America proved hollow during these dark years. Unable to contact their relatives at home, due 

mostly to the restrictions on international communication enforced under the Navy and War 

Departments, German-Americans were forced to face daily oppression in America. No single 

group epitomizes thoughtless violence during Wilson’s era quite like the American Protective 

League. A pseudo-private organization that worked alongside federal law enforcement 

agencies, the APL was responsible for countless instances of civil rights violations and 

vigilantism. These “spy-hunters”, some two-hundred and sixty thousand strong at their height, 

were known to disrupt Socialist meetings, threaten union men with army induction and 

humiliate and persecute German-Americans, all with the Attorney General’s approval. In fact, in 

a speech to Congress, Attorney General Gregory stated, “It is safe to say that never in its history 

has this country been so thoroughly policed”25. The creation of these organizations under 

Wilson created a precedent in America that justified domestic censorship and propaganda for 

the remainder of the century. While in times of war all facets of a nation’s economy and all 

surplus resources should be committed to victory and avoiding loss of life, the first casualty 

must not be freedom.  

By the beginning of 1918 the outcome of the war was becoming more and more clear. 

The military contributions of the United States tipped the scales vastly in favour of the Allied 

powers. With the Entente’s victory in sight, Wilson knew the time was fast approaching when 

the fate of post-war Europe would be decided. On January 8th, 1918, Wilson stood before a joint 

session of Congress and outlined his infamous Fourteen Points. An idealistic Wilson expressed 

his desire that “the world be made … safe for every peace-loving nation which, like our own, 

wishes to live its own life, determine its own institutions, be assured of justice and fair dealing 
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by the other peoples of the world as against force and selfish aggression.”26 The fourteen 

suggestions made by Wilson to ensure “peace without victory” in Europe included abolition of 

secret treaties, freedom of the seas, dissolution of the Austro-Hungarian and Ottoman empires 

based on national self-determination and “a general association of nations [that must] be 

formed under specific covenants for the purpose of affording mutual guarantees of political 

independence and territorial integrity to great and small states alike”27. The lofty proposals 

placed forward by Wilson resounded around the globe, creating hope for the oppressed people 

of Europe. Furthermore, since no other Allied nation had come forth with post-war aims, 

Wilson’s Fourteen Points created a formidable precedent for post-war negotiations, loaded 

with expectations. Even the German Chancellor Count Georg von Hertling supported Wilson 

stating, “Certainly a League of Nations… would be an aim devoutly desired”28 . However, the 

chancellor also expressed worry that “The Entente is fighting for the acquisition of Austro-

Hungarian territory… and for the severance of Palestine, Syria, and Arabia from the Turkish 

Empire”29. Under the mandates system of the League of Nations, the chancellor’s suspicion 

would soon become actualized. As the war came to a close in late 1918, the next few months 

would make or break President Wilson’s dream of a post-war community free of the scourge of 

war. 

In his novel Diplomacy, Henry Kissinger described the Treaty of Versailles as “a brittle 

compromise agreement between American utopism and European paranoia – too conditional 

to fulfill the dreams of the former, too tentative to alleviate the fears of the latter”. The 
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negotiations of 1919, laden with conflicting aims and soaring expectations, were doomed from 

the start. The three key players involved at Versailles were French Prime Minister Clemenceau, 

British Prime Minister Lloyd George and President Woodrow Wilson. Needless to say, all three 

men had very different preconceptions of what the Paris Peace talks should yield. Clemenceau, 

also known as the “vengeful tiger”, wished to see Germany crippled beyond repair. A history of 

Franco-German conflict coupled with the fresh wounds inflicted upon France and its people by 

WWI hardened Clemenceau’s resolve. He sought to render Germany so weak it could never 

again threaten France and adamantly supported de-armament, reparation payments and 

territorial losses for Germany. Lloyd George was less interested than Clemenceau in punishing 

Germany and insisted upon a more moderate settlement, partly due to the economic reliance 

between Germany and England and partly due to a fear that massive reparation payments to 

France would disrupt the balance of power, rendering the French the greatest nation in Europe. 

Wilson’s aims, locked in the stubborn stasis of his idealism, had not changed since his original 

proposal of the Fourteen Points. Of all the suggestions therein, Wilson’s primary concern was 

the creation the League of Nations as “a community of power… an organized common peace”30. 

Wilson’s fierce commitment to his brain-child would motivate him to make numerous 

concessions in return for Clemenceau and Lloyd George’s support. The end product of the 

Treaty of Versailles would in no way resemble Wilson’s original goal of “peace without victory”. 

First and foremost, the Treaty of Versailles punished the nation of Germany. In order to rebuild 

the decimated infrastructure of France and repay European debt to America, massive 

reparation payments were placed upon the defeated. Furthermore, German territorial losses 

included the newly-formed “Polish Corridor”, the port of Danzig, the territories of Alsace and 

Lorraine, various colonies and the Saar coal fields, which were later placed under the control of 
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the League of Nations. France, unwilling to once again suffer at the hands of German aggressors, 

insisted upon military restrictions that prohibited the production of tanks, submarines, 

artillery and aircraft, limited the German army to one-hundred thousand men and 

demilitarized the Rhineland. Finally, the infamous article 231, also known as “The War Guilt 

Clause”, stated that  

“The Allied and Associated Governments affirm and Germany accepts the responsibility of 
Germany and her allies for causing all the loss and damage to which the Allied and Associated 

Governments and their nationals have been subjected as a consequence of the war imposed upon 
them by the aggression of Germany and her allies.”31 

Humiliated and without choice, the Weimar Government of Germany reluctantly signed 

the punitive Treaty of Versailles. The fledgling republic that existed in post-war Germany 

simply did not have the means to meet the demands of the treaty, as stated by John Maynard 

Keynes in his novel The Economic Consequences of the Peace: 

“The policy of reducing Germany to servitude for a generation, of degrading the lives of 
millions of human beings, and of depriving a whole nation of happiness should be abhorrent and 

detestable,—abhorrent and detestable, even if it were possible, even if it enriched ourselves, even if 
it did not sow the decay of the whole civilized life of Europe.”32 

It cannot be denied that the Treaty of Versailles’ punitive conditions would create instability 

and indignation within inter-war Germany that would ensure “a second German challenge to 

the status quo… [and] also did much to heighten the prospects for its success”33. France’s desire 

for retribution directly undermined Wilson’s desire for a lasting peace, yet his need for 

Clemenceau’s support for the League resulted in no objection from Wilson. Another key staple 

of Wilson’s Fourteen Points was the encouragement of national self-determination in Central 

Europe. Searching for a compromise between the principles of national self-determination and 
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geographical constraints, communities “were uprooted and ethnic groups were split by the 

creation of new borders that left a residue of just and unjust grievances that nourished ethnic 

hatreds”34. By dissolving the empires, Wilson had not liberated these nations, but instead 

produced a mosaic of economically and politically unstable states led by inexperienced leaders. 

These new nations, such as Poland and Czechoslovakia, simply added to the instability of inter-

war Europe. Furthermore the separation of Germany from East Prussia would provide Hitler 

with another reason to defy the Treaty of Versailles decades later. Wilson’s “cure-all” of self-

determination seemed to have the potential to do more harm than good. Lastly, the most 

important aspect of the Paris Peace Conference for President Wilson was the creation of the 

League of Nations. An idealist from the start, Wilson believed that collective security was the 

key to ensuring that The Great War truly was the “war to end all wars”. Unfortunately, the 

League would never live up to the grandeur that Wilson, or the world he promised it to, had 

envisioned and only brought him disappointment. As exemplified by Margot Louria in her book 

Triumph and Downfall: America’s Pursuit of Peace and Prosperity, “the [conditions of the Treaty 

of Versailles] and the arguments among the Allies… whittled down the Fourteen points since 

compromise after compromise had to be made in order to preserve the League of Nations”35. 

Wilson’s determination and numerous concessions would fall short, creating a League of 

Nations unworthy of its hype. First and foremost, Wilson was unable to get support for the 

League in the American Congress. The American public became cynical about overseas 

relations and wished to return to their tried-and-true isolationist policy. Furthermore, Article 

10 of the League Covenant, obligating the country to commit American forces to overseas 

combat in the event of aggression, was seen by the Senate “to [infringe] upon the powers of the 
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Congress to declare and wage war.”36 Without the United States involved, the League of Nations 

that was created in 1919 was a sorry sight. It was militarily, and thus almost completely, 

powerless. This lacklustre organization would fail to stop French occupation of the Ruhr, 

German militarily build-up, or Japanese aggression in Manchuria. Furthermore, the importance 

of collective security was largely ignored by the members of the League, who often acted in 

self-interest as exemplified during the Abyssinia Crisis and the appeasement of Adolf Hitler.  

Furthermore, its corrupt use of the mandate system after World War One hypocritically 

ignored the once-championed concept of national self-determination. The British utilized this 

system in an imperialistic grab for nations in the Middle East, such as Syria, following the 

dissolution of the Ottoman Empire. Ultimately, the idealism and hope that embodied the once-

great idea of the League of Nations was lost. Wilson had the power, the vision and the potential 

to create a lasting peace in Europe, yet blinded by his inflexible ideals and unable to gain the 

cooperation of his government or his Allies, Wilson failed the peace that year in Paris. 

 In February 1924 Woodrow Wilson, the champion of peace, seemed only a shadow of 

the great President he once was. Domestically, people had suffered under the repressive 

legislation of war-time America, where a new idea of what was justified in the name of the 

greater good was born. Internationally, nothing would change. The new, self-determined 

nations would battle, crumble or be absorbed by the large superpowers. Imperialism would 

prevail as would violence, political secrecy and destruction. The years since Versailles were as 

unforgiving for Europe as they were for Wilson. After months of inconsequential, strenuous 

campaigning for the ratification of the Treaty of Versailles, Wilson suffered a severe stroke on 

October 2nd, 1919 and was rendered severely incapacitated. Woodrow Wilson would not live to 
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see the prevailing weakness of his revered League of Nations in years to come. Nor would he 

see the war, the destruction and the bloodshed decades later in Europe which his final years 

precipitated. Woodrow Wilson’s downfall will forever remain a testament to the fact that war 

and idealism cannot co-exist. War is a machine fuelled by self-interest and overwhelmingly the 

weakness and short-sightedness of Woodrow Wilson during and after the First World War only 

encouraged the continuation of this destructive cycle throughout the 20th century. 


