CHAPTER 30

The War to End War, 1917–1918

 seq NL1 \r 0 \h Chapter Themes

Theme: Entering World War I in response to Germany’s unrestricted submarine warfare, Wilson turned America’s participation into a fervent ideological crusade for democracy that successfully stirred the public to a great voluntary war effort, but at some cost to traditional civil liberties.

Theme: After America’s limited but important contribution to the Allied victory, a triumphant Wilson attempted to construct a peace based on his idealistic Fourteen Points. But European and senatorial opposition, and especially his own political errors, doomed American ratification of the Versailles Treaty and participation in the League of Nations.

 seq NL1 \r 0 \h chapter summary

Germany’s declaration of unlimited submarine warfare, supplemented by the Zimmerman note proposing an alliance with Mexico, finally caused the United States to declare war. Wilson aroused the country to patriotic heights by making the war an idealistic crusade for democracy and permanent peace based on his Fourteen Points.

Wartime propaganda stirred voluntary commitment to the war effort, but at the cost of suppressing dissent. Voluntary efforts also worked wonders in organizing industry, producing food, and financing the war. Labor, including women, made substantial wartime gains. The beginnings of black migration to northern cities led to racial tensions and riots.

America’s soldiers took nearly a year to arrive in Europe, and they fought in only two major battles at the end of the war. America’s main contribution to the Allied victory was to provide supplies, personnel, and improved morale. Wilson’s immense prestige created high expectations for an idealistic peace, but his own political blunders and the stubborn opposition of European statesmen forced him to compromise his lofty aims.

As Lodge stalled the treaty, Wilson tried to rouse the country on behalf of his cherished League, but his own physical collapse and refusal to compromise killed the treaty and the League. Republican isolationists effectively turned Harding’s victory in 1920 into a death sentence for the League.

 seq NL1 \r 0 \h character sketches

 seq NL1 \r 0 \h George Creel (1876–1953)

Creel was the progressive journalist who became the energetic head of the American propaganda effort in World War I.

Creel quit high school after one year to become an ardent progressive journalist. He founded a newspaper, the Kansas City Independent, that crusaded against the Pendergast machine, prostitution, and child labor. Creel was a flamboyant figure who married a vaudeville actress and liked to associate with boxers and other athletes.

Besides war propaganda, Creel organized a massive effort to spread a “wholesome” view of the American way of life throughout the world via films, magazines, and books. Creel remained a liberal California journalist through the New Deal, but during and after World War II, he became an extreme right-winger who called for harsh vengeance against Germany and Japan.

Quote: “[I decided that] the desired results could be obtained without paying the price that formal law would have demanded.…Better to have the desired compulsions proceed from within than to apply them from without.” (1920)

REFERENCE: Stephen L. Vaughn, Holding Fast the Inner Line: Democracy, Nationalism, and the Committee on Public Information (1980).

 seq NL1 \r 0 \h John J. Pershing (1860–1948)

Pershing was the commander of the “Pershing expedition” into Mexico and of the American Expeditionary Force in World War I.

He attended a “normal school” before winning a competition to enter the U.S. Military Academy. His first service was among the Indians, and for a time he led a company of Sioux scouts. His nickname, “Black Jack,” came from his having commanded a black cavalry unit but was also a reference to his tough drillmaster methods.

In the Mexican campaign he applied new devices like radios, airplanes, and machine guns to military uses. His ability to stay within the strict political guidelines given him in Mexico won him Wilson’s favor and command of forces in World War I. Pershing was a model soldier—square-jawed, of rigid bearing, calm, forceful, discreet. Many of his junior officers later became the great American commanders in World War II.

Quote: “The most important question that confronted us in the preparation of our forces of citizen soldiery for efficient service was training.…Few people can realize what a stupendous undertaking it was to teach these vast numbers their various duties when most of them were ignorant of practically everything pertaining to the business of the soldier in war.” (Memoirs, 1931)

REFERENCE: Gene Smith, Until the Last Trumpet Sounds: The Life of General of the Armies John J. Pershing (1998).

 seq NL1 \r 0 \h Henry Cabot Lodge (1850–1924)

Lodge was the aristocratic New England scholar and senator who successfully battled against Wilson’s League of Nations.

A descendant of the ancient Lodge and Cabot lines of Massachusetts, Lodge married his cousin Ann Cabot Davis. He studied history under Henry Adams and wrote scholarly but strongly pro-Federalist biographies of Washington, Hamilton, Webster, and his grandfather George Cabot.

He was a close friend of Theodore Roosevelt and was also a friend of Wilson’s antagonist at Princeton, Dean West.

Although highly intelligent, Lodge was narrow in outlook and comfortable only with those of his own background and class. He was rigid and opinionated and, like Wilson, tended to turn political disagreements into personal animosities.

Quote: “We have twice succeeded in creating a situation where Wilson either had to take the Treaty with strong reservations…or else was obliged to defeat it. He has twice taken the latter alternative. His personal selfishness goes beyond what I have seen in any human being. It is so extreme that it is entirely unenlightened and stupid.…” (Letter, 1920)

REFERENCE: William C. Widenor, Henry Cabot Lodge and the Search for an American Foreign Policy (1980).
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 seq NL1 \r 0 \h Great Debate (1919–1920): 

Versailles Treaty and League of Nations. Should the United States ratify the Versailles Treaty and join the League of Nations?

	Yes: Pro-League forces, led by President Wilson and his administration; most Democrats, led by Senators Pittman and Williams; many eastern business interests and international law advocates, led by former President Taft.
	 
	No: Anti-League forces: including strong reservationists, led by Lodge, Elihu Root, and Senator Cummins; irreconcilables, led by Senators Borah and Johnson; many midwesterners, Irish-Americans, and other ethnic groups.




ISSUE #1: The treaty. Would the Versailles Treaty ensure a just and workable peace?

	Yes: Pro-League President Wilson: “The Treaty is a readjustment of all those great injustices that underlie the whole structure of European and Asian society.…The heart of the Treaty is that it undoes the injustice that Germany did…[and] organizes the world to see that such injustice will in the future be impossible.…[I]t has very, very few compromises in it, and is, most of it, laid down in straight lines according to American specifications.”
	 
	No: Anti-League British economist John Maynard Keynes: “In the first place, this treaty ignores the economic solidarity of Europe, and by aiming at the destruction of the economic life of Germany it threatens the health and prosperity of the Allies themselves. In the second place, by making demands the execution of which is in the literal sense impossible, it stultifies itself and leaves Europe more unsettled than it found it. The treaty, by overstepping the limits of the possible, has in practice settled nothing.”




ISSUE #2: Warmaking power. Would joining the League of Nations amount to a surrender of the sovereign power of the United States to decide matters of war and peace?

	No: Pro-League President Wilson: “Article Ten has no operative force unless we vote that it shall operate. The member of the Council representing the United States has to vote ‘aye’ before the United States or any other country can be advised to go to war under that agreement.…There is no compulsion upon us…except the compulsion of our good conscience and judgment. So it is perfectly evident that if, in the judgment of the people of the United States the Council adjudged wrong and that this is not a case of the use of force, there would be no necessity on the part of the Congress of the United States to vote the use of force.”


	 
	Yes: Anti-League Sen. Charles Townshend: “We are to be linked up in a league of more than thirty nations.…If trouble occurs in Europe, which under the League and the Treaty the United States is bound to enter, our government must settle the trouble and pay the bills, even though a majority of its men are sacrificed and its whole treasure is exhausted, for morally we cannot turn our back or surrender when we enter the contract. In a partnership each partner is responsible for all the obligations of the firm.… American boys from American homes will have to serve in both Europe and Asia for many years.”


ISSUE #3: Monroe Doctrine. Would the League permit international interference with American privileges under the Monroe Doctrine?

	No: Pro-League President Wilson: “I spoke to the conference in Paris, and they at once inserted the provision which is now there that nothing in that Covenant shall be construed as affecting the validity of the Monroe Doctrine.

…At last, in the Covenant of the League of Nations, the Monroe Doctrine has become the doctrine of the world.”
	 
	No: Anti-League Senator Henry Cabot Lodge: “In the first draft of the treaty that was presented to us the Monroe Doctrine was left somewhere among the voices heard in the air and the visions that are seen by capable visionaries, and we were told that the doctrine was safe because it had been extended to the whole world.…Now, however, there comes back a second draft with a direct statement in regard to the Monroe Doctrine putting it in a far worse position, in my judgment, than it was under the first draft, and that was bad enough.”




ISSUE #4: Would the League violate America’s long tradition of “no entangling alliances”?

	No: Pro-League President Wilson: “When men tell you that we are, by going into the League of Nations, reversing the policy of the United States, they have not thought the thing out. The statement is not true.…The point is that the United States is the only nation in the world that has sufficient moral force with the rest of the world.…What Washington had in mind was exactly what these gentlemen want to lead us back to. The day we have left behind us was a day of alliances.…This project of the League of Nations is a great policy of disentanglement.”
	 
	Yes: Anti-League Senator William Borah: “If I have had a conviction throughout my life, it has been the conviction that we should stay out of European and Asiatic affairs. I do not think we can have here a great, powerful, independent, self-governing Republic and do anything else; I do not think it is possible for us to continue to be the leading intellectual and moral power in the world and do anything else.…Let the people of this country who are opposed to entering into an alliance with Europe, who are opposed to surrendering the policy of Washington and the doctrine of Monroe, understand that reservations…are made to get votes.…”




REFERENCES: Thomas A. Bailey, Woodrow Wilson and the Lost Peace (1944); Bailey, Woodrow Wilson and the Great Betrayal (1945); Ralph Stone, The Irreconcilables: The Fight Against the League of Nations (1970); William Widenor, Henry Cabot Lodge and the Search for an American Foreign Policy (1980).

