WILSON IMAGINES A BETTER FUTURE: THE FOURTEEN POINTS AND THE PEACE CONFERENCE

During the combat, President Wilson had begun to explain his plans for the peace. He trumpeted his message of a "peace without victory" most dramatically in his "Fourteen Points" speech before Congress on January 8, 1918. The first five points promised an "open" world after the war, a world distinguished by "open covenants, openly arrived at," freedom of navigation on the seas, equal trade opportunity and the removal of tariffs, reduction of armaments, and an end to colonialism. Points six through thirteen called for self-determination for national minorities in Europe. Point fourteen stood paramount: a "general association of nations" to ensure "political independence and territorial integrity to great and small states alike." His Fourteen Points, joined by later elaborations, signaled a generous, nonpunitive postwar settlement. Pacifists felt like they had been "sent up into the very heaven of internationalism." The Fourteen Points served too as effective American propaganda against revenge-fed Allied aims and Russian Bolshevik appeals for European revolution.

    Leaders in France, Britain, and Italy feared that Wilson would deny them the spoils of war. In 1915 the Allies had signed secret treaties carving up German territories, including colonies in Africa and Asia. Nursing deep war wounds and dreaming of imperial expansion at Germany's expense, the Allies did not appreciate the "modern St. George," as the publicist Herbert Croly depicted Wilson, or his attempts to slay the "dragons of reaction" in Europe. In view of the comparative wartime losses, Europeans believed that Wilson "had bought his seat at the peace table at a discount.” When, in September and October 1918, Wilson exchanged notes with Germany and Austria-Hungary about an armistice, the Allied powers expressed strong reservations about the Fourteen Points. General Tasker Howard Bliss, the American representative on the Supreme War Council (established in fall 1917 to coordinate the Allied war effort), recognized the Allied thirst for revenge: "I am beginning to despair that the war will accomplish more than the abolition of German militarism while leaving European militarism as rampant as ever.” To counter the Allied assault on the Fourteen Points, Edward House and Wilson hinted that the United States might negotiate a separate peace with the Central Powers. House further warned that the president might go before Congress and publicize the exploitative Allied war aims. Also facing possible economic coercion in the form of reduced American shipments to Europe, London, Paris, and Rome reluctantly agreed, in the armistice of November, to begin peace negotiations on the basis of the Fourteen Points.

    Wilson, at the peak of his diplomatic career, relished his opportunity. "Never . . . was the world in such plastic state," one Wilsonian adviser explained. The war had been won by the infusion of American arms, and the United States was about to claim a major role in deciding future international relations. The pictures of dying men dangling from barbed wire fences and the battle-shock victims who staggered home persuaded many Americans of the need to prevent another conflagration. Wilson's call for a just peace commanded the backing of countless foreigners as well. Italians hoisted banners reading Dio di Pace ("God of Peace") and Redentore dell' Humanita ("Redeemer of Humanity") to welcome Wilson to Europe.

    The president weakened his position even before he reached the peace conference. Against much advice he decided to go to Paris to conduct the meetings. Congressional leaders wanted him to stay home to handle domestic problems. Lansing feared that in the day-to-day conference bickering Wilson would lose his exalted image. The president would have only one vote, whereas from Washington he could symbolically marshal the votes of humankind. Wilson retorted that distance contributes to confusion and that his presence would prevent an Allied retreat from the Fourteen Points. The president rejected the apparently sounder advice that he open the conference, engage in preliminary discussions, and then exit, leaving the daily quarreling to American diplomats. No, this would be Wilson's show.

    Domestic politics soon set Wilson back. In October 1918, Wilson "hurled a brick into a beehive" by asking Americans to return a Democratic Congress loyal to him. Anything less, he said, would be read abroad as a repudiation of his leadership and ideas. Partisan Republicans, resenting Wilson's attempt to identify himself and the Democratic party with the well-being of the nation, proceeded to capture the November election and majorities in both houses of Congress; now they would sit in ultimate judgment of Wilson's peacemaking. European leaders, some of them fresh from political victories, may have agreed with Theodore Roosevelt that Wilson's stature had been seriously diminished. The president also made the political mistake of not appointing either an important Republican or a senator to the American Peace Commission. Wilson, House, and Lansing sat on it; so did General Bliss and Henry White, a seasoned diplomat and nominal Republican. One editor criticized the members as a handpicked group tied to the president:

	Name
	Occupation
	 Representing 

	Woodrow Wilson
	President
	Himself

	Robert Lansing
	Sec. of State
	The Executive

	Henry White
	None
	Nobody

	Edward M. House
	Scout
	The Executive

	Tasker H. Bliss
	Soldier
	The Commander in Chief


Wilson also failed to consult with the Senate Foreign Relations Committee before he departed for Paris. Some concessions to his political opposition, and to senatorial prerogatives in foreign affairs, might have smoothed the path later for his peace treaty.

    On December 4, with great fanfare, Wilson departed from New York harbor aboard the George Washington. He settled into a quiet voyage, surrounded by advisers and nearly 2,000 reports produced by "The Inquiry," a group of scholars who for more than a year had studied international problems likely to arise at the peace conference. Reports proliferated, but the administration had made few plans. In fact, Wilson's friends grew alarmed that the president continued to speak in vague terms and still had not produced a blueprint for the League of Nations. Landing in France December 13, Wilson soon claimed the limelight before appreciative audiences. Enthusiastic Paris crowds cheered him, and thousands in England and Italy greeted him with admiration verging on the religious. Wilson assumed that this
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David Lloyd George (1863-1945). 
The British prime minister grew annoyed with Wilson's pontificating lectures. 
(Sketch by Anthony Saris, American Heritage Publishing Company)
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Georges Clemenceau (1841-1929). 
Auguste Rodin's bronze aptly conveys 
the formidable stature of “The Tiger” from France, 
eager for revenge against Germany. 
(The Rodin Museum, Philadelphia)
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Wilson in Dover, England, 1919. Of Wilson's reception In Europe, the British historian Antony Lentin has written: "They expected a Prometheus”, the Light of the World; and when eventually they understood that he was only a college professor, with an outer carapace of personal vanity and an inner fund of self-delusion, their disenchantment was bitter." (U.S. Signal Corps, National Archives)

generous outpouring meant that his peace plan was universally popular and that he had a missionary duty to carry it forward. He would soon discover that such "man-in-the-street" opinion and his relentless abstractions did not impress David Lloyd George, prime minister of Britain, French premier Georges Clemenceau, or Italian prime minister Vittorio Orlando, his protagonists at the peace conference.
   Germany and Bolshevik Russia were excluded from the conference of January-May 1919, but thirty-two nations sent delegations, which essentially followed the lead of the "Big Four." Most of the sessions worked in secrecy, hardly befitting Wilson's first "point," Clemenceau resented Wilson's "sermonettes" and preferred to work with a more compliant Colonel House. "The old tiger [Clemenceau] wants the grizzly bear [Wilson] back in the Rocky Mountains before he starts tearing up the German Hog," Lloyd George commented on the contest between the two strong-willed leaders. Lloyd George sought to build a strong France and to ensure German purchases of British exports, A fervent Italian nationalist, Orlando concerned himself primarily with issues that would enlarge Italian interests. These leaders distrusted American power and sought bigger empires, Lloyd George, who complained that the United States was bullying Europe, concluded that Wilson "was the most extraordinary compound. , ,of the noble visionary, the implacable and unscrupulous partisan, the exalted idealist and the man of rather petty personal rancour."

    One of the thorniest issues at the conference was the disposition of colonies and the creation of new countries. Wilson had appealed for self-determination, but the belligerents had already signed secret treaties of conquest. After hard negotiating, the conferees mandated former German and Turkish colonies to the countries that had conquered them, to be loosely supervised under League of Nations auspices, Under the mandate system—a compromise between outright annexation and complete independence—France (with Syria and Lebanon) and Britain (with Iraq, Trans-Jordan, and Palestine) received parts of the Middle East. Japan acquired China's Shandong Province and Germany's Pacific islands, After Wilson's reluctant acceptance of the Shandong arrangement, the president lamented that "the settlement was the best that could be had out of a dirty past. ,,')0 Outraged Chinese students in Beijing protested by launching the May Fourth Movement, an increasingly important anti-imperialist voice. France gained the demilitarization of the German Rhineland and a stake in the coal-rich Saar Basin. Italy annexed South Tyrol and Trieste from the collapsed Austro-Hungarian empire. Some 1,132,000 square miles changed hands. Newly independent countries also emerged from the disintegrating Austro-Hungarian empire: Austria, Czechoslovakia, Hungary, Poland, and Yugoslavia. The Allies further exploited nationalism to recognize a ring of hostile states already established around Bolshevik Russia: Finland, Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania, all formerly part of the Russian empire (see map). The mandate system smacked of imperialism, in violation of the Fourteen Points, but the new states in Europe did fulfill Wilson's self-determination pledge. To assuage French fears of a revived Germany, Britain and the United States signed a security pact with France guaranteeing its border, but Wilson never submitted it for Senate ratification.

    Reparations proved a knotty issue. The peace conference, recalled American adviser Bernard Baruch, dealt "with blood-raw passions still pulsing through people's veins." The United States wanted a limited indemnity for Germany to avoid a harsh peace that might arouse long-term German resentment or debilitate the German economy and politics. "If we humiliate the German people and drive them too far," Wilson remarked before Versailles, "we shall destroy all form of government, and Bolshevism will take its place.” To cripple Germany, France pushed for a large bill of reparations. The conferees wrote a "war guilt clause," which held Germany responsible for all of the war's damages. Rationalizing that the League would ameliorate any excesses, Wilson gave in on both reparations and war guilt. "Logic! Logic! I don't give a damn for logic. I'm going to include pensions," he snapped. The Reparations Commission in 1921 presented a hobbled Germany with a huge reparations bill of $33 billion, thereby destabilizing international economic relations for more than a decade.
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Wilson's primary concern, unlike that of the other participants, was the League of Nations. He directly supervised the drafting of the League's covenant. This charter provided for an influential council of five big powers (permanent) and representatives from smaller nations (by election) and an assembly of all nations for discussion. Wilson argued that the heart of the covenant was Article 10, a provision designed to curb aggression and war: "The Members of the League undertake to respect and preserve as against external aggression the territorial integrity and existing political independence of all Members of the League. In case of any such aggression or in case of any threat or danger of such aggression the Council shall advise upon the means by which this obligation shall be fulfilled.” Wilson succeeded in persuading the conferees to merge the League covenant and the peace terms in a package. The League charter, then, constituted the first 26 articles of a 440-article Treaty of Paris. Wilson deemed the League covenant the noblest part of all—"It is practical, and yet it is intended to purify, to rectify, to elevate.”
    The Germans signed sullenly on June 28 in the elegant Hall of Mirrors at Versailles. By stripping Germany of 13 percent of its territory, 10 percent of its population, and all of its colonies, and by demanding reparations, the treaty humiliated the Germans without crushing them. In the historian Antony Lentin's words, the treaty had emerged from the conference "a witches' brew" with "too little Wilsonianism to appease, too little of Clemenceau to deter; enough of Wilson to provoke contempt, enough of Clemenceau to inspire hatred.” Embittered Germans vowed to get even. Indeed, when Wilson died on February 3, 1924, the Weimar Republic in Berlin refrained from issuing an official condolence and the German Embassy in Washington broke custom by not lowering its flag to half-mast.

PRINCIPLE, PERSONALITY, HEALTH, AND PARTISANSHIP: 
THE LEAGUE FIGHT

Wilson spent almost six months in Europe drawing up his plans for the postwar peace. From February 24 to March 14, he returned to the United States for executive business. On landing in Boston, he castigated critics. "America is the hope of the world," he lectured. Wilson would not let "minds that have no sweep beyond the nearest horizon" reject the American purpose of making people free. "I have fighting blood in me," he asserted. Within days he met with the House Foreign Affairs Committee and Senate Foreign Relations Committee. Republicans peppered him with questions about the degree to which the covenant limited American sovereignty. Senator Frank Brandegee of Connecticut ridiculed Wilson's performance: "I feel as if I had been wandering with Alice in Wonderland and had tea with the Mad Hatter.” In early March, Republican senator Henry Cabot Lodge of Massachusetts engineered a "Round Robin," a statement by thirty-nine senators (enough to deny the treaty a two-thirds vote) that questioned the League covenant and requested that the peace treaty and the covenant be acted on separately. Many of the signers feared that the League would limit US freedom to act independently in international affairs.

    A defiant Wilson sailed again for France, cocksure that the "blind and little provincial people" in America would not destroy his beloved League. Still, he was politician enough, and stung enough, to seek changes in Paris. He did not think his senatorial opponents had much sense, but he knew they had votes. So he amended the covenant so that League members could refuse mandates, that the League had no jurisdiction over purely domestic issues, and that the Monroe Doctrine was safeguarded against League action. He would not alter Article 10. When he returned to the United States in July, criticism had not subsided; indeed, it had grown more insistent. Wilson submitted the 264-page Treaty of Paris to the Senate on July 10, with an address that resembled an evangelical sermon: "The stage is set, the destiny disclosed. It has come about by no plan of our conceiving, but by the hand of God, who led us into this way." Asked by the French ambassador if he would accept senatorial "reservations" to the treaty, Wilson snapped: "I shall consent to nothing. The Senate must take its medicine."

    Both friends and foes wondered whether Wilson could have avoided the compromises, the land-grabbing, the daunting reparations bill, and the less than open diplomacy at the conference. Most historians agree that Wilson, against strong odds, gained a good percentage of his goals as outlined in the Fourteen Points. Self-determination for nationalities advanced as never before in Europe, and the League ranked as a notable achievement. But Wilson did compromise, especially when faced by formidable opposition like that thrown up by Clemenceau. During the conference, too, both Italy and Japan had threatened to walk out unless they realized some territorial goals. Still, Wilson had so built up a case for his ability to deliver an unselfish peace that when the conquerors' hard bargaining and harsh terms characterized the conference, observers could only conclude that the president had failed badly to live up to his own ideals. Through his millennial rhetoric, Wilson had misled. "How in our consciences are we to square the results with the promises?" asked the journalist Walter Lippmann. Some critics said that he should have left Paris in protest, refusing to sign, or that he should have threatened the European powers with US economic power by curbing postwar loans and trade. Believing ardently that the League, with Article 10, would rectify all, Wilson instead had accepted embarrassing compromises.

    Wilson would not compromise at home, however. And he seldom provided systematic, technical analysis to treaty clauses. He simply expected the Senate dutifully to ratify his masterwork. Yet his earlier bypassing of that body and his own partisan speeches and self-righteousness ensured debate with influential critics. Progressive internationalists such as Senator George Norris thought that the League did not go far enough in reducing the possibility of war, that it was an ill-disguised device to continue great-power domination. Conservative senator Henry Cabot Lodge asked a key question: "Are you willing to put your soldiers and your sailors at the disposition of other nations?" Senator James Reed of Missouri feared racial peril from a League initially comprising fifteen white nations and seventeen nations of "black, brown, yellow, and red races," which, he claimed, ranked low in "civilization" and high in "barbarism."

    Article 10 seemed to rattle everybody. Two questions stood out: Would League members be  obligated to use force? Did the article mean that the status quo would always be upheld? The article did not require members to use force, but it implied they should. Senator William Borah complained that "I may be willing to help my neighbor . . . , but I do not want him placed in a position where he may decide for me when and how I shall act or to what extent I shall make sacrifice." Article 10 also implied that territorial adjustments or rebellions, such as those in Ireland, India, and Egypt, would not be permitted. Senator Robert La Follette called the League an imperialist club, which would likely keep colonies in bondage by invoking Article 10. The article seemed too open-ended. Yet Wilson argued that without such a commitment to halt war makers the League would become feeble. "In effect," the historian Roland N. Stromberg has noted, "Wilson and the Democrats wanted to accept an obligation that we might thereafter refuse, while Lodge and the Republicans wanted to refuse an obligation we might thereafter accept."
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    Henry Cabot Lodge towered as Wilson's chief legislative obstacle. Chair of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, nationalist-imperialist, author, Republican partisan, like Wilson a scholar in politics, Lodge packed his committee with anti-League senators, dragged out hearings for weeks, kept most Republicans together on treaty votes, and nurtured a personal animosity toward Wilson matched only by Wilson's detestation for Lodge. It is frankly unclear whether or not Lodge sought to kill the League in infancy; in any case, he attacked obliquely. He proposed "reservations" to the League covenant. Although in retrospect these reservations, intended to guard American sovereignty, do not appear to have been death blows to the League, at the time they stirred impassioned debate. They addressed the central question of American national interest—the degree to which the United States would limit its freedom of action, the degree to which the United States should engage in collective security. In fact, many of the fourteen reservations stated the obvious—that Congress would retain its constitutional role in foreign policy, for example. Others excluded the Monroe Doctrine from League oversight more explicitly than the covenant's version and denied the League jurisdiction over American domestic legislation such as immigration laws. The reservation that qualified Article 10 emphasized that the United States assumed no obligation to preserve the territorial integrity or political independence of another country unless authorized by Congress.

Henry Cabot Lodge (1850-1924). 
Wilson's partisan rival complained that the president's speeches in Europe "are all in the clouds and fine sentiments that lead nowhere." As for the League covenant, Lodge ridiculed its scholarship. "It might get by at Princeton," Wilson's alma mater, "but certainly not at Harvard," where the senator had earned a Ph.D. in history. (Library of Congress)

[image: image3.png]



Woodrow Wilson After His Stroke. 
Recent scholarly assessments of medical evidence reveal that Wilson had a long history of neurological disease. Wilson remained in the White House after his massive stroke in October 1919, while his wife and doctor tried to keep secret the severity of his physical incapacity. Or. Edwin A. Weinstein, who has studied the relationship among Wilson's health, personality, and decision making, has noted that the president could not maintain his train of thought and was prone to bursts of temper. (Library of Congress)

    The Senate divided into four groups. Wilson counted on about forty loyal Democrats called the Non-Reservationists. Another group, the Mild-Reservationists, led by Frank B. Kellogg, numbered about thirteen Republicans. The third faction, managed by Lodge, stood together as the Strong-Reservationists—some twenty Republicans and a few Democrats. The fourth group, consisting of sixteen Irreconcilables, ardently opposed the treaty with or without reservations. Most of them were Republicans, including La Follette, Norris, and Hiram Johnson of California.

    While meeting individually with some twenty-three senators over two weeks, Wilson suffered a minor stroke on July 19, 1919. He thereafter rigidly refused to accept any reservations whatsoever. He argued that a treaty ratified with reservations would have to go back to another international conference for acceptance and every nation would then rush in with its pet reservations. This argument seemed hollow after the British announced that they would accept American reservations. In September 1919, noting that Lodge was hoping delay would sour the American people on the treaty, Wilson decided to dig his spade into the grass roots. He set off on a 10,000-mile train trip across the United States. Growing more exhausted with each day, suffering severe headaches and nighttime coughing spells, and showing signs of what the medical historian Bert E. Park has diagnosed as "dementia" from hypertension and cerebrovascular disease, Wilson pounded the podium in forty speeches. He took the offensive, blasting his traducers as "absolute, contemptible quitters.” He denounced hyphenated Americans (a response to Irish- and German-American opposition to the treaty) and compared his critics to destructive Bolsheviks. He confused his audiences when he stated that Article 10 meant that the United States had a moral but not legal obligation to use armed force. But he also highlighted often neglected features of the covenant-for example, provisions for the arbitration of disputes and for an international labor conference to abolish child labor and install the eight-hour workday. On September 26, the day after he gave an impassioned speech in Pueblo, Colorado, he awoke to nausea and uncontrollable facial twitching. "I just feel as if I am going to pieces," he said. When his doctor ordered him to cancel the rest of his trip, Wilson cried.

    After Wilson returned to Washington, a massive stroke paralyzed his left side. Nearly dying, he lay flat in bed for six weeks and saw virtually no one except his wife and Dr. Cary Grayson. "The government," in the historian Arthur Walworth's terse phrase, "like its president, was paralyzed.” For months Mrs. Wilson ran her husband's political affairs, screening messages and banishing House and Lansing, among others, from presidential favor. According to the historian Robert H. Ferrell, Dr. Grayson, in January 1920, "took the courageous step of advising Wilson to resign, right then," but Mrs. Wilson managed to talk her husband out of it. If the president had resigned, the Senate and Vice President James Marshall almost certainly would have reached some compromise agreement on admission to the League with reservations. As it was, Wilson's concentration hampered and his stubbornness accentuated by the stroke, he adamantly refused to change his all-or-nothing position.

   In November 1919, the Senate balloted on the complete treaty with reservations and rejected it, 39 to 55 (Irreconcilables and Non-Reservationists in the negative). Then it voted on the treaty without reservations and also rejected it, 38 to 53 (Irreconcilables and Reservationists in the negative). The president managed to keep loyal Democrats in line, forbidding them to accept any "reserved" treaty. In March 1920, another tally saw many Democrats break ranks to vote in favor of

reservations. Still not enough, the treaty failed, 49 to 35, short of the two-thirds majority required for ratification. "It is dead," Wilson lamented to his cabinet. "Every morning I put flowers on its grave.” Still a fighter, he avowed that the election of 1920 would be a "solemn referendum" on the treaty. A multitude of other questions actually blurred the League issue in that campaign, and Warren G. Harding, who as a senator had supported reservations, promptly condemned the League after his election as president. In July 1921, Congress officially terminated the war, and in August, by treaty with Germany, the United States claimed as valid for itself the terms of the Treaty of Paris—exclusive of the League articles.

    The memorable League fight had ended. The tragic denouement occurred because of political partisanship, personal animosities, senatorial resentment at having been slighted in the peacemaking, and disinterest and confusion in the public, which increasingly diverted its attention to the problem of readjusting to a peacetime economy. Progressive internationalists, many of them harassed by wartime restrictions on civil liberties and disappointed by Wilson's compromises with the imperial powers, no longer backed a president they thought reactionary. "THIS IS NOT PEACE," shouted a headline in The New Republic. Then, of course, there was Wilson himself—stubborn, pontificating, combative, and increasingly ill. But for the "marked and almost grotesque accentuation" of personality traits resulting from Wilson's cerebrovascular disease, he might have conceded that the peace had imperfections. I IS He might have provided more careful analysis of a complicated document of 264 pages. He might have remembered when he first learned of the secret treaties. He might, further, have admitted that his opponents held a respectable intellectual position. Instead he chose an often shrill rhetoric and a rigid self-righteousness. Most important, he refused compromise because he saw the difference between himself and his critics as fundamental: whether it was in America's national interest to participate in collective security or seek safety unilaterally. In essence, then, traditional American nationalism and nonalignment, or unilateralism, decided the debate against Wilson.

    Although the League came into being without the United States, none of the great powers wished to bestow significant authority on the new organization. Even if the United States had joined, it most likely would have acted outside the League's auspices, especially regarding its own imperialism in Latin America. No international association at that time could have outlawed war, dismantled empires, or scuttled navies. Wilson overshot reality in thinking that he could reform world politics through a new international body: Certainly the League represented a commendable restraint, but hardly a panacea for world peace.
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