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Woodrow Wilson, World War I,
and an American Conception

of National Security

Eighty years after the guns of the First World War fell silent, the conflict still
looms large  over the historiography of American diplomacy. Indeed,  the
publication over the last thirty years of Arthur Link’s monumental editorial
effort, The Papers of Woodrow Wilson, has stimulated a new wave of scholarship
about America’s participation in the Great War. Nearly all recent interpreta-
tions of Wilson’s leadership rightly stress the influence of the president’s belief
in American exceptionalism and in the notion that the United States had a
“mission,” in Link’s words, “to serve mankind through leadership in moral
purposes and in advancing peace and world unity.” But scholars have failed to
grasp the other key factor behind Wilson’s diplomacy during World War I: the
president’s conception of U.S. national security. This is not to say that the subject
has been ignored in the literature. It has not. Lloyd E. Ambrosius, N. Gordon
Levin, Jr., Thomas Knock, Tony Smith, Klaus Schwabe, David M. Esposito,
John Milton Cooper, Jr., and Link, among others, have, to widely varying
degrees, addressed it or at least alluded to it. None of these authors, however,
has put forward a convincing, coherent, and sustained analysis of exactly how
President Wilson defined U.S. national security interests during World War I
and how his ideas about national security influenced his policies. As the war in
Europe developed, the president began to perceive two closely related but
distinct external threats to America’s well-being: “balance-of-power” politics
in general and the power of Germany specifically. Both endangered America’s
ability to avoid becoming an authoritarian, militarized state constantly on the
verge of war. This conception of U.S. national security, no less than Wilson’s
missionary moralism, animated the president’s response to the First World War.
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Wilson’s ideas about American national security were closely connected to
his assessment of the cause and likely outcome of the war. After initially blaming
German aggression for the conflict, the president decided by December 
that “it may be found before long that Germany is not alone responsible for the
war.” All nations, he concluded, had “to bear a portion of the blame.” More
precisely, the very structure of world politics led to the fighting. “Nothing in
particular started it,” Wilson asserted in , “but everything in general.” In the
existing international system, states were responsible for their own security;
they had to look out for themselves in order to survive in a world where no
overarching ruling authority could control their behavior. Insecurity pervaded
international affairs and produced, in Wilson’s words, “a mutual suspicion, an
interchange of conjectures about what this government and that government
was going to do, an interlacing of alliances and understandings, a complex web
of intrigue and spying, that presently was sure to entangle the whole of the
family of mankind on that side of the water in its meshes.” “Revive” this system
“after the war is over,” Wilson predicted, “and, sooner or later, you will have
just such another war.”

Arms races were the natural and most dangerous expression of the “mutual
suspicion” so prevalent in international politics. In August  Wilson and
Colonel Edward House, the president’s most trusted foreign policy adviser,
noted how the Germans had believed before the war that military preparations
were necessary to maintain peace. Secretary of State William Jennings Bryan
also told Wilson that “both sides” in the conflict “seem to entertain the old idea
that fear is the only basis upon which peace can rest.” In early  the president
himself publicly suggested that the Europeans had their own distinct “system”
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Century (Princeton, ). For an interesting evaluation of The Papers of Woodrow Wilson see Dewey
W. Grantham, “The Papers of Woodrow Wilson: A Preliminary Appraisal,” in The Wilson Era: Essays in
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–.
. “A Memorandum by Herbert Bruce Brougham,” December , in Arthur S. Link et al,
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interpretation of how Wilson understood the international system has been influenced by Kenneth
Waltz’s neorealist theory of international politics. For a convenient introduction to the debate over
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of national security – a system that involved “preparing a great machine whose
only use is for war and giving it no use to which to apply itself.” To Wilson,
such armament preparations led to the creation of armies of “gigantic propor-
tions” that heightened rather than lessened the risk of war; the Germans, and
by implication the rest of Europe, Wilson told House, had created a “powder
magazine” with their armaments that could blow up at any time.

If what the president came to call the “balance of power” persisted, it would
endanger the United States. “We are participants, whether we would or not, in
the life of the world,” Wilson announced less than two years into the war. The
conflict’s impact on the American economy, which experienced first a financial
panic and then a boom, and on American ethnic groups, who mobilized to
support their respective homelands fighting overseas, partly accounts for Wil-
son’s attitude. But it also reflected his sense that America’s days of isolated
security had come to an end. As Germany pursued submarine attacks on
Atlantic shipping that left scores of Americans dead, Wilson urged his coun-
trymen to recognize that Europe’s battles “may touch us to the quick at any
moment.” Wilson was quite specific in emphasizing that the loss of isolation
directly threatened America’s national security. “The effects of war can no
longer be confined to the areas of battle,” he declared in . “No nation stands
wholly apart in interest when the life and interests of all nations are thrown
into confusion and peril.” The scale of modern warfare made it certain that “the
position of neutrals sooner or later becomes intolerable.” Therefore, Wilson
reasoned, “this is the last war of the kind, or of any kind that involves the world,
that the United States can keep out of.” Like it or not, the war made it clear that
America was a part of the world of international security affairs.

With isolation from the international system no longer possible, the United
States faced all of the dangers inherent in its self-seeking, militarized opera-
tions, including the threat that some sort of militaristic tyranny might develop
at home as America tried to protect itself from overseas enemies. “Militarism,”
to Wilson, was an almost certain by-product of involvement in the existing
international system. In part, militarism involved maintaining “in time of peace
a large military establishment . . . sufficient to repel invasion by a well equipped
and powerful enemy.” It meant the transforming of a nation into “an armed
camp, ready to resist aggression and tempted to employ force in asserting its
rights rather than appeal to reason and justice for the settlement of international

. House Diary,  August , PWW :; Bryan to Wilson,  September , ibid. :;
“Address in New York,”  January , ibid. :, ; “Address in Pittsburgh,”  January , ibid.
:; House Diary, August , ibid. :. See also “A Colloquy with a Group of Antiprepared-
ness Leaders,” May , ibid. :–.
. “Address to the Senate,”  January , PWW :; “Address to the League to Enforce

Peace,”  May , ibid. :; “Address in Milwaukee,”  January , ibid. :; “Acceptance
Speech,”  September , ibid. :; “Address to Women in Cincinnati,”  October , ibid.,
. On the war’s shock to the U.S. economy see Arthur S. Link, Wilson: The Struggle for Neutrality,
– (Princeton, ), –, –. For Wilson’s concern about ethnic divisions in the United
States see Cooper, Warrior and the Priest, .
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disputes.” Professional military men, in Wilson’s view, were temperamentally
inclined to aggression abroad and to aggrandizing their power at home. “I am
not among those who believe that a great standing army is the means of
maintaining peace,” he stated in early , “because, if you build up a great
profession, those who form parts of it want to exercise their profession.”
Hungering to fight, the “spirit” of military men was “the opposite of the civilian
spirit.” “In a country where militarism prevails,” he argued, “the military man
looks down upon the civilian, regards him as inferior, thinks of him as intended
for his, the military man’s, support and use.” A nation caught in the grip of
militarism, then, was not only prone to war but was likely to have an undemo-
cratic government as well, a government, as Wilson described it in , “where
a few persons can determine what an armed nation is to do.”

Wilson gave his most detailed description of “militarism” in  as he
explained what would happen to America if the international system of power
politics remained unchanged in the postwar era. Trapped in a world in which
“the military point of view” prevailed, the United States would have to sacrifice
its free way of life in a desperate, futile effort to maintain its security. “We must
be physically ready for anything to come,” the president warned. “We must have
a great standing army. . . . We must see to it that there are munitions and arms
enough for an army that means a mobilized nation.” To support its vast military
preparations and make them effective, America “would have to concentrate
authority sufficiently to be able to use the physical force of the nation quickly
upon occasion.” That was “absolutely antidemocratic in its influence,” insisted
the president. Large-scale armaments meant “the building of a military class”
and the destruction of American political institutions by military-minded
authoritarianism: “If you are determined to be armed to the teeth, you must
obey the orders and directions of the one man who can control the great
machinery of war. Elections are of minor importance, because they determine
the political policy, and back of that political policy is the constant pressure of
the men trained to arms, enormous bodies of disciplined men around them,
unlimited supplies of military stores, and wondering if they are never going to
be allowed to use their education and skill and ravage some great people with
the force of arms. That is the meaning of armament.”

Wilson saw nothing in the behavior of the nations in the war that might
weaken the dynamics of power politics and militarism. Significantly, neither
group of belligerents showed any interest in the president’s offers to mediate
an end to the fighting. Instead, Wilson observed in , they felt they had to

. Wilson to Robert Lansing, with enclosure,  August , PWW :, –; “Address in
Pittsburgh,”  January , ibid. :; “Commencement Address at the United States Military
Academy,”  June , ibid. :–; “A Colloquy with a Group of Antipreparedness Leaders,” 
May , ibid. :.
. “Address in Omaha,”  September , PWW :; “Address in Kansas City,”  September

, ibid., ; “Address in Portland,”  September , ibid., ; “Address in Kansas City,” 
September , ibid., . See also “Address in St. Louis,”  September , ibid. :–.
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“push the conflict to a conclusion in order to make themselves secure in the
future against its renewal and against the rivalries and ambitions which brought
it about.” With no one but themselves to depend on for security, both sides
believed that security could be attained only through the destruction of the
enemy’s armed forces. The Allies saw future safety in crushing “German
militarism”; the Germans saw it in destroying “British navalism.” The notion
that either outcome would produce the true security of a “lasting peace” was a
delusion, however. “We see it abundantly demonstrated in the pages of history
that the decisive victories and defeats of wars are seldom the conclusive ones,”
Wilson maintained in a personal memorandum in November . To support
this claim, he pointed to the results of the Franco-German War of –. The
French, “hopelessly beaten,” desired revenge; the Germans, victorious, “began
to dream greater dreams of conquest and power.” Both sides proceeded to arm
heavily for another round of fighting. The same chain of events would happen
again if one side or the other rolled to a crushing victory in the world war. With
nothing to restrain them, the victors would succumb to their fears and ambi-
tions and try to cripple their opponents once and for all. This effort was bound
to fail; even Germany, “with her genius for military organization, could never

“The Balance of Power,” Daniel Fitzpatrick,  January , St. Louis Post-Dispatch. CREDIT:
Courtesy of the State Historical Society of Missouri, Columbia.
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hope to keep the whole of Europe in military subjection.” Ultimately, the losers
would resist, arm themselves to recover their independence and security, and
plan to strike back at their enemies.

The self-defeating insecurities and emotions stemming from the lack of any
agency to restrain or protect states were not confined to governments. Wilson
implied that they infected whole peoples. In his private memorandum on the
war, the president did not distinguish between peoples and their governments.
He instead referred to the emotions and behavior of “nations.” He also wrote,
in describing the psychological consequences of victory, that “the victorious
nation, as the man, gets ‘cocky’ again, places another chip on its shoulder and
becomes unendurable as a neighbor.” Here the president clearly seemed to
universalize the emotional dynamic under discussion; it applied to everyone,
not just leaders. According to Wilson, even the American people had been
guilty in the past of aggressive “selfish passion” in their conduct toward other
nations, most notably in their war against Mexico in the s. It was the lawless
character of the system, the lack of any international security regime for states,
that encouraged ambitious, militaristic power politics, not the nature of the
states within the system.

To be sure, if the Allies won the war, Wilson did not expect an arms race and
militarism to engulf America immediately. Since he considered Britain and
France to be less militaristic than Germany, because of their relative restraint
in the war and their relatively more democratic governments, and since he could
not see how their war aims – or Russia’s – “would hurt greatly the interests of
the United States,” Wilson did not think a victory for them would plunge
America into any sudden danger. It would nevertheless have troubling long-
term implications for U.S. national security. Driven by the instinct for self-
preservation in an uncertain world to seek security through armed force alone,
an Allied win could hardly be counted on to lay the groundwork for an end to
power politics. More likely, it would produce just the sort of crushing peace
with victory that  Wilson expected would  perpetuate arms  races and  war.
Ultimately this outcome would threaten the security of the United States, since
Wilson assumed that America could no longer isolate itself from major upheav-
als in international security affairs. The only question was when, not whether,
a new cycle of armament preparations and warfare would occur.

. “Draft of a Peace Note,” ca. November , PWW :; “Unpublished Prolegomenon to
a Peace Note,” ca. November , ibid., –, passim. William Jennings Bryan expressed similar
thoughts to Wilson early in the war. See Bryan to Wilson,  September , ibid. :.
. “Unpublished Prolegomenon to a Peace Note,” ca. November , PWW :; “Address

to the League to Enforce Peace,” May , ibid. :. For Wilson’s view of America’s war with
Mexico see Knock, To End All Wars, .
. “A Memorandum by Herbert Bruce Brougham,”  December , PWW :. See also

Wilson to Edward M. House,  June , ibid. :–; “A Colloquy with Members of the
American Neutral Conference,”  August , ibid. :–; “Address to the Senate,”  January
, ibid. :. Early in the war, Wilson did express some concern that if the Allies won the war,
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A German victory would pose similar, but more immediate, dangers to the
United States. Wilson had little doubt that militarism pervaded autocratic
Germany – ”the ideal of the typical military nation,” as he called it. Shocked
by Germany’s invasion of Belgium, he charged that “German philosophy was
essentially selfish and lacking in spirituality.” The president also made a point
of discussing with his cabinet a letter from Charles W. Eliot in which Eliot called
the Germans “utterly untrustworthy . . . military bullies of the worst sort.” In
 and , Wilson denounced Germany’s submarine attacks against civilians
as inhumane, “manifestly indefensible,” and ruthless. The Germans, he pri-
vately complained, were “wild beasts,” possessing a political system “directly
opposed to everything American.” In a note to Secretary of  State Robert
Lansing in August , he flatly equated Germany with “militarism.” However
much the president strove to be neutral in the war, and however angrily he
protested British violations of American neutral rights, he never characterized
the Allies in such terms.

In fact, by  Wilson agreed with Colonel House that the war was “a fight
between democracy and autocracy.” It was “impossible to maintain cordial
relations with Germany,” House told Lansing and Wilson, “not only for the
reason that her system of government was different in its conception than ours,
but also because so much hate against us had been engendered.” The president
agreed to let House inform the British of these sentiments and to discuss with
them how America could initiate peace talks “upon the broad basis of the
elimination of militarism and navalism.” The colonel’s discussions resulted in
the “House-Grey Memorandum” approved by Wilson in February . It called
for the Allies, at a time of their choosing, to signal America to offer to mediate
an end to the war. If the Allies accepted and Germany declined, the United
States would “probably” then enter the war on the Allied side. The United
States would also “probably” join the Allies if the conference met and Germany
proved to be “unreasonable” at the bargaining table. Endorsed by the president
in order to entice the Allies into joining in his efforts to attain a less militarized
world, the House-Grey Memorandum revealed that Wilson made definite
distinctions between the belligerents, to the point that he was willing to work

Russia might dominate Europe. See House to Wilson, August , ibid. :; Wilson to House,
 August , ibid., ; and House Diary,  September , ibid. :. He did not elaborate on
this fear, however, and appears to have lost it by the time of his conversation with Brougham.
. “A Colloquy with a Group of Antipreparedness Leaders,” May , PWW :; House

Diary,  August , ibid. :; Charles Seymour, ed., The Intimate Papers of Colonel House,  vols.,
(Boston, ), :–; Wilson to Lansing, with enclosure, April , PWW :,-, passim;
Seymour, The Intimate Papers of Colonel House :; Wilson to Lansing, with enclosure,  August ,
PWW :. For one of Wilson’s strongest protests to the British see U.S. Department of State,
Foreign Relations of the United States, , Supplement (Washington, ),–. Link’s case for Wilson’s
neutrality is effectively restated in Revolution, War, and Peace, –.
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toward a new international system far more intimately with the “democratic”
side than with the other.

Wilson’s perception of Imperial Germany as an autocratic, militaristic state
led him to harbor quite specific fears about what a German victory in the war
would mean for the United States. At the outset of the conflict, the president
agreed with House that “if  Germany won it would change the course of
civilization and make the United States a military nation.” Wilson’s opinion
here echoed Eliot’s argument that Germany’s success in the war would mean
“the increasing burdens of competitive armaments . . . for another forty years”
for both the Europeans and the United States. Similarly, near the end of 
Wilson told a British diplomat that if Germany prevailed, America “would have
to give up its present ideals and devote all its energies to defence which would
mean the end of its present system of government.” A year later, Wilson revealed
to House that “he had never been sure that we ought not to take part in the
conflict and, if it seemed evident that Germany and her militaristic ideas were
to win, the obligation upon us was greater than ever.” The president expressed
these apprehensions again in , his fears probably heightened by reports from
his ambassador to Germany that the Kaiser intended to “attend to America
when this war was over” and from House, who wrote in February that if
Germany won, “the war lords will reign supreme and democratic governments
will be imperiled throughout the world.”

For Wilson, a German victory would constitute a direct and immediate
danger to the United States. It would enhance the power of a state Wilson
considered, because  of its  autocratic character,  peculiarly militaristic  and
hostile to America. Confronted with such a power, the United States would
immediately have to arm to protect itself – something that raised the prospect
that militarism could engulf America at home even if it never became involved
in an actual war with the German Empire.

In one way or another, then, the war appeared destined to usher in a new era
of power politics threatening to America’s free way of life. Not surprisingly,
President Wilson became determined to do all he could to avoid such an
outcome and to create, as he put it, “a new and more wholesome diplomacy”
in the world. From late  on, he developed the thesis that the key to

. Seymour, Intimate Papers of Colonel House :–, ; Wilson to House, with enclosure, 
October , PWW :; House to Wilson, with editorial notes,  February , ibid. :; House
Diary, March , ibid., . For a concise discussion of this episode by Link see Revolution, War,
and Peace, –. For another Wilson and Lansing exchange about democracy and autocracy see
Lansing to Wilson, December , PWW :; and Wilson to Lansing, with editorial note, 
December , ibid., –.
. House Diary, August , PWW :; Eliot to Wilson, August , ibid., ; Sir Cecil

Arthur Spring Rice to Sir Edward Grey,  September , ibid. :; House Diary,  September
, ibid. :; Seymour, Intimate Papers of Colonel House :; House to Wilson,  February ,
PWW :; Wilson to Robert Lansing, December , ibid. :–. See also “A Memorandum
by Herbert Bruce Brougham,”  December , ibid. :–; and House Diary,  December
, ibid. :–. Wilson on only one occasion expressed a lack of fear about the consequences
of a German victory. See House Diary, November , ibid. :.
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accomplishing this goal lay in establishing the “right state of mind, the right
feeling between nations.” According to the president, this condition would most
likely follow from ending the war with a “peace without victory,” “the very
principle of which is equality and common participation in a common benefit.”
Peace had to be based on “equality of rights” between states, freedom of the
seas, and a recognition by the leading powers that “there can be no sense of
safety and equality among the nations if great preponderating armaments are
henceforth to continue here and there to be built up and maintained.” For peace
to last, the settlement then had to be guaranteed by a “concert of power,” a
“universal association of the nations” that included the United States. The new
international security organization would not only uphold the terms of the
peace treaty but also “maintain the inviolate security of the highway of the seas”
and prevent wars of aggression by providing “a virtual guarantee of territorial
integrity and political independence” to all states. Under the “common protec-
tion” of the new regime, no longer would there be any need for states to form
the “entangling alliances which . . . draw them into competitions of power, catch
them in a net of intrigue and selfish rivalry, and disturb their own affairs with
influences intruded from without.” It was the character of the settlement that
ended the war and the safety afforded by the “organized force of mankind,” not
the character of the various nations involved in the peacemaking, that would
end power politics.

. “Address to the League to Enforce Peace,”  May , PWW :; “Address to the
Senate,”  January , ibid. :, , ; “Address to the League to Enforce Peace,” 
May , ibid. :; “Address to the Senate,”  January , ibid. :, . For Wilson’s early
expressions of these ideas see Stockton Axson, “Brother Woodrow”: A Memoir of Woodrow Wilson,
ed. Arthur S. Link (Princeton, ), –; House Diary,  September , PWW :; “A
Memorandum by Herbert Bruce Brougham,”  December , ibid., –; “An Address in
Des Moines,”  February , ibid. :; and “A Colloquy with a Group of Antipreparedness
Leaders,”  May , ibid., –, .

Arthur Link accurately notes Wilson’s concern that a decisive victory for either side in the war
would simply sow the seeds for a second world war. He also cogently analyzes Wilson’s efforts to
mediate an end to the war and to build a lasting peace through collective security. Finally, he
suggests that Wilson did have apprehensions about the war leading to German or Russian
dominance in Europe. Link does not explain the specific content of these concerns, however, nor
does he say anything about how Wilson thought an unstable peace after the war might affect the
United States. For the best summary of Link’s views see his Revolution, War, and Peace, –. Thomas
Knock does quote Wilson statements about a second world war possibly involving America. He
also quotes Wilson’s  assertion that America would face a future of militarism if collective
security failed. But Knock never explains the reasoning behind these fears in any detail, nor does
he recognize that they were central to Wilson’s whole approach to the war from  on. See his
To End All Wars, , , , and vii–x, –, esp. . Frederick Calhoun has the same shortcomings
in his argument, Power and Principle, , –, –, –. Lloyd E. Ambrosius, for his part, does
not seem to be aware of Wilson’s concerns about the fate of American democracy in a world of
persistent power politics. For the main points of his analysis see Wilsonian Statecraft, ix–xv, –, ,
–, –, , –, , , –, , , passim; see also his Woodrow Wilson and the American
Diplomatic Tradition, –, –, , –, , .

David Esposito and Tony Smith, in contrast, do outline some of the same aspects of Wilson’s
national security concerns that I see. Still, Esposito overstates Wilson’s anxiety about Russia while
connecting the president’s fear of militarism only to Germany; he does not realize that Wilson’s
ideas about militarism were based on a specific understanding of the system of international
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The president also believed that “no peace can last, or ought to last,” that
did not accept the principle of self-determination. Governments, he professed,
“derive all their just powers from the consent of the governed.” In upholding
this principle, Wilson did not mean that nondemocratic states had no place in
a new world system or that such states themselves somehow caused balance-
of-power politics. He referred, rather, to the need to take the national aspira-
tions of people into consideration when settling territorial issues, like the status
of Poland, at the end of the war. “No right anywhere exists,” he declared, “to
hand peoples about from sovereignty to sovereignty as if they were property.”
Without recognition and acceptance of the principle of self-determination,
Wilson feared, “the ferment of spirit of whole populations” would resist the
peace settlement, ruining the shared “sense of justice, of freedom, of right” that
lay at the foundation of the world order the president considered vital to future
U.S. security.

With these calculations in mind, Wilson focused his diplomatic efforts before
February  on achieving the “peace without victory” he felt was a necessary
precondition to the creation of a new international collective security system.
He did not work for democratizing Germany, despite his anxieties that if the
empire emerged victorious in the war, it would pose an immediate threat to
U.S. security. After all, he may have reasoned, if the war ended in a stalemate
followed by the establishment of a new world order, then Germany’s ability to
threaten America would be limited, especially if, as he hoped, disarmament
formed a cornerstone of collective security.

The main issue for the president in  and was not how to democratize
Germany but how to end the war in a way that defeated power politics. His
strategy was to position the United States as a neutral mediator between the
belligerents. He protested against both British and German violations of
American rights. He also tried, through House’s talks with the British, to get a
peace conference started on the basis of America’s commitment to help build
a new international system. Finally, in January , he fully outlined in public
his view of the war and appealed to the belligerents to state their peace terms.

The administration backed up these efforts with a program to expand
American armaments. “I believe in peace,” Wilson explained in a speech
defending his military policies. “But I know that peace costs something, and
that the only way in which you can maintain peace is by thoroughly enjoying
the respect of everybody with whom you deal.” Without additional military

politics and especially of how arms races developed. Smith, in turn, stresses that Wilson equated
peace with democracy and implies that Wilson defined “national security” as simply the avoidance
of war. Neither argument is accurate. See Esposito, Legacy of Woodrow Wilson, , –, passim; and
Smith, America’s Mission, , –, passim. John Milton Cooper, Jr., likewise suggests that Wilson
perceived an American interest in a lasting peace but never explains Wilson’s definition of that
interest in any detail. See Warrior and the Priest, –, –, –.
. “Address to the Senate,”  January , PWW :–.
. See “Address to the Senate,”  January , PWW :–; and Wilson to William Joel

Stone,  February , ibid. :–.
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forces, Wilson feared that Germany might be emboldened in its submarine war
against neutral shipping, causing a crisis in U.S.-German relations ruinous to
his mediation efforts. As the State Department warned the president, “Nothing
short of the fear of war with the United States will induce Germany to yield
to the demands of the United States.” Agreeing with this analysis, Wilson told
Americans that he needed more than the “force of opinion” to stand up for U.S.
rights against the Germans. “Opinion, I am sorry to say . . . did not bring this
war on, and I am afraid that opinion cannot stay its progress.” To get an
opportunity to end power politics, the president would have to practice power
politics.

According to his own view of the professional military, Wilson’s expansion
of the armed forces risked generating militarism in America. But the president
believed he could minimize those risks, for several reasons. His program, which
featured building up the navy, increasing the army by about  percent to
, men, and creating a new ,-man “Continental Army” of federal
reserves, was too limited to produce militarism. Even an army of , men,
he told the leaders of the American Union Against Militarism, was not danger-
ous, since it was small “compared with any European standard” and, indeed,
“extremely small in a nation of one hundred million.” The naval program, the
president added, would merely “hasten our pace in the policy we have long
been pursuing.” Moreover, Americans thought that “if you can keep your
fighting men at sea, they are not in danger of disturbing your peace of mind
or the character of the national life.” Thus, since his naval expansion only
extended existing policies and involved forces Americans deemed no threat to

. “Address in Pittsburgh,”  January , PWW :; “A Memorandum by Chandler Parsons
Anderson,”  July , ibid. :; “Address in New York,”  January , ibid. :. See also
Edward M. House to Wilson,  January , ibid. :.

Most historians stress the role of domestic political factors in Wilson’s decision for prepared-
ness. See, for example, Esposito, Legacy of Woodrow Wilson, , ; and Cooper, Warrior and the Priest,
–. Knock emphasizes domestic politics even as he notes Wilson defending preparedness on
the grounds of diplomatic credibility. See To End All Wars, –, . Other scholars do associate
the preparedness decision with Wilson’s diplomacy, but only in a vague way. See Ambrosius,
Wilsonian Statecraft, –; and David R. Woodward, Trial by Friendship: Anglo-American Relations,
– (Lexington, KY, ), . Frederick Calhoun cites domestic political pressures on Wilson
but adds that Wilson feared he might soon have to enter the war. See his Power and Principle, –.
Link, for his part, lines up with the domestic political interpretation. See his Wilson: The Struggle
for Neutrality, – (Princeton, ), – and Wilson: Confusion and Crises, – (Princeton,
), –, –.

As Link suggests, Wilson did have to seize control of an issue that extreme pro-and anti-pre-
paredness groups increasingly dominated. Nevertheless, Wilson’s need to support his diplomacy
with implied threats of force seems to me to be the key motive behind his preparedness decision,
especially given that he made it soon after the Lusitania crisis with Germany. See “A Press Release,”
 July , PWW :–. Significantly, by the spring of Wilson also saw an expanded U.S. Navy
as a way for America to ensure its influence in world affairs, particularly vis-à-vis Britain, and to
help support a postwar collective security regime. See House to Wilson,  May , ibid. :;
Wilson to House,  May , ibid., ; House to Wilson,  June , ibid., –; House Diary,
 September , ibid. :; and Link, Confusion and Crises, .
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their domestic freedoms, it too could be accomplished without stimulating
militarism.

As for the Continental Army, Wilson likened it to America’s traditional,
nonprofessional defense force, the militia. Continental Army volunteers would
only train a few months per year, remaining “immersed in the civil and
economic life of the nation” the rest of the time. Consequently, they would lack
“the professional soldiers’ point of view in respect of public affairs . . . and . . .
know that in the United States the civilian takes precedence of the soldier.” In
addition, the army’s “citizen soldiers” would learn the ideals of America in their
training camps, providing further insurance against their becoming a threat to
civilian authority. Wilson also hoped that the camps could become part of “a
great system of industrial and vocational education under federal guidance and
with federal aid.” The recruits, as a result, would “thinkfirst . . . of their efficiency
as artisans, and only last of all their serviceability to the nation as soldiers.” By
limiting military expansion to a relatively modest level, keeping the tradition
of nonprofessional forces as much as possible, and linking the training of troops
to democratic character building and education, Wilson felt that he could safely
practice the power politics necessary for his diplomacy, at least in the short
term.

The president’s military measures, however, failed to deter the German
Empire from widening its submarine war in the Atlantic in violation of promises
it gave to Wilson in mid-. This decision, officially announced on  February
, led President Wilson to begin to change some of his ideas about the
international system and U.S. national security. First, the president became
convinced that Germany’s autocratic government was so aggressive and mili-
taristic in character that it could never be relied upon to keep its word. Between
February and mid-March , the empire suddenly resumed unrestricted
submarine warfare, tried to lure Mexico into an alliance in exchange for
Germany’s help in recovering Mexico’s lost territory in America, and attacked
three U.S. merchant ships, killing American citizens. These events revealed a
“reckless lack of compassion [and] of principle” among Germany’s leaders,
Wilson declared. They showed that in a government like “Prussian autocracy”
America could “never have a friend; and that in the presence of its organized
power, always lying in wait to accomplish we know not what purpose, there can
be no assured security for the democratic governments of the world.” Germany
had launched “a war against all nations” that put it outside the family of “all
mankind.” This perception, combined with Wilson’s belief that U.S. belliger-
ency would have a decisive impact on the war and maximize  America’s

. “A Colloquy with a Group of Antipreparedness Leaders,”  May , PWW :–;
“Address on Preparedness,” November , ibid. :, passim. On Wilson’s view of the navy see
also “Remarks at a Luncheon in New York,” May , ibid. :–; and “Address in St. Louis,”
 February , ibid. :.
. “Address in Pittsburgh,”  January , PWW :, ; “Address on Preparedness,” 

November , ibid. :; “Address in New York,”  January , ibid. :.
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influence over the peace settlement, led the president to ask Congress for a
declaration of war against Germany on  April .

Wilson’s contempt for Germany’s autocracy grew more intense as the war
went on. The “military masters of Germany” were guilty of “extraordinary
insults and aggressions” against America, the president charged. “They filled
our unsuspecting communities with vicious spies and conspirators. . . . They
sought by violence to destroy our industries and arrest our commerce. . . . They
impudently denied us the  use of the high seas.” And they  continued to
“intrigue” against the West with talk of peace, trying “to deceive all those who
throughout the world stand for the rights of peoples and the self-government
of nations.” If anyone doubted that Germany’s autocracy represented “the ugly
face . . . of combined intrigue and force,” one need only examine how it dealt
with the East in the treaty with Russia at Brest-Litovsk. “They nowhere set up
justice,” Wilson exclaimed, “but everywhere impose their power and exploit
everything for their own use and aggrandizement.” They stood for “the ideals
of power, for the principle that the strong must rule the weak.” The German
government,  in other  words, embodied  the system  of power politics that
threatened America’s free way of life.

If Germany won the war, power politics would persist, and America would
continue to be ensnared in its destructive dynamics. Well before , Ger-
many’s military leaders had ambitious, “concrete plans” for extending their
rule, Wilson claimed. “Their plan was to throw a broad belt of German military
power and political control across the very centre of Europe and beyond the
Mediterranean into the very heart of Asia.” Incredibly, they had succeeded in
executing much of their scheme. “I saw a map in which the whole thing was
printed in appropriate black the other day,” the president told an AFL conven-
tion in November , “and the black stretched all the way from Hamburg to
Bagdad – the bulk of German power inserted into the heart of the world.” If
Germany’s leaders held on to any of their gains, he warned, “America will fall
within the menace. We and all the rest of the world must remain armed, as they
will remain, and must make ready for the next step in their aggression.” America
and the world would not be free but instead “dominated a long age through by
sheer weight of arms and the arbitrary choices of self-constituted masters, by
the nation which can maintain the biggest armies and the most irresistible
armaments – a power to which the world has afforded no parallel and in the
face of which political freedom must whither and perish.” To allow autocratic
Germany to profit from the war would be to condemn America to an arms race
sure to erode its liberties and democratic institutions.

. “War Message,” April , PWW :, –, . Link gives a brief, compelling analysis
of Wilson’s decision for war in Revolution, War, and Peace, –.
. “Flag Day Address,”  June , PWW :, –; “Annual Message to Congress,” 

December , ibid. :; “Address in Baltimore,”  April , ibid. :.
. “Flag Day Address,”  June , PWW :–; “Address to the American Federation

of Labor,” November , ibid. :; “Flag Day Address,”  June , ibid. :, –.
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Even if the West accepted a peace based upon a return to the status quo ante
bellum, much the same result would be obtained. Under such a settlement, the
Imperial German government would remain in place, recuperating its strength
and planning a “renewal of its policy” of aggression. Left to confront “the
menace and the actual power of a vast military establishment controlled by an
irresponsible government,” America and its friends would have “to create a
permanent hostile combination of nations against the German people.” A peace
based upon the restitution of the status quo ante, no less than a settlement that
recognized any of Germany’s acquisitions in the war, amounted to a German
triumph because the existing German government would remain in command
of a still powerful empire. All nations, including America, would still suffer from
“fear . . . of unjust attack” and, Wilson implied, have to prepare militarily – and
incur the domestic political costs of military preparation – for another war.

Decisively defeating Germany’s military forces therefore became central to
Wilson’s project to preserve U.S. security through the creation of an interna-
tional system free from power politics. Americans, Wilson declared in his war
message, were ready “to accept gauge of battle” with Germany and would, “if
necessary, spend the whole force of the nation to check and nullify its preten-
sions and its power.” In December  the president defined a “win” in the war
as, in part, demonstrating to Germany’s autocracy “the utter futility of its claims
to power or leadership in the modern world.” He stressed that it was “impossible
to apply any standard of justice so long as such forces are unchecked and
undefeated as the present masters of Germany command.” A few months later,
after Germany’s military might allowed it to impose terms on the Russians at
Brest-Litovsk, Wilson became even more adamant on this point. “Germany,”
he alleged, “has once more said that force, and force alone, shall decide whether
Justice and peace shall reign in the affairs of men.” Determined to end the
militarized international politics Germany represented and that so endangered
the United States, the president declared that there could be only one reply:
“Force, Force to the utmost, Force without stint or limit, the righteous and
triumphant Force which shall make Right the law of the world, and cast every
selfish dominion down in the dust.”

As in , when he decided to expand America’s armed forces, Wilson
recognized that war with Germany risked generating militarism within the

. Wilson to Edward M. House, with enclosure,  August , PWW :; “Annual Message
to Congress,”  December , ibid. :. Ambrosius fails to discuss these perceptions of
Germany. See Wilsonian Statecraft, –, .
. “War Message,”  April , PWW :; “Annual Message to Congress,” December ,

ibid. :; “Address in Baltimore,”  April , ibid. :. See also “An Interview with Foreign
Correspondents,”  April , ibid., –. Link suggests that Wilson decided to obtain a decisive
military victory over Germany only after the Brest-Litovsk treaty of March . The statements
by Wilson cited here do not support such an interpretation. One should also note that Wilson’s
closest advisers in drawing up the Fourteen Points assumed, in January , that “a complete and
crushing military victory over the Central Powers” was a “certainty.” See “A Memorandum by
Sidney Edward Mezes, David Hunter Miller, and Walter Lippmann,”  January , ibid. :.
Klaus Schwabe does not address this issue in any detail but also implies that Wilson only resolved
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United States. But again, as with his earlier decision on preparedness, Wilson
felt that these risks could be controlled, at least to some degree. He hoped that
the public-spirited nature of America’s war aim – the vision of a world “made
fit and safe to live in” – would serve to contain the spread of militarism at home
as the country mobilized its men and resources to fight. It would inspire
Americans to rise above the “mob spirit,” as Wilson called intolerant wartime
emotions, and dedicate themselves to  upholding standards of democracy,
justice, and liberty. “It will be all the easier for us to conduct ourselves as
belligerents in a high spirit of right and fairness,” he promised, “because we act
not with animus, not in enmity towards a people or with a desire to bring any
injury or disadvantage upon them.” By sustaining wartime mobilization more
through appeals to patriotism than through naked government coercion, the
administration also hoped to promote the traits of selflessness and self-control
that Wilson considered the foundation for democracy. Voluntarism, together
with the goal of a liberal peace, could preserve America’s democratic values
during the short-term crisis of fighting Germany’s armed forces.

Defeating Imperial Germany’s armies and navies constituted only part of
Wilson’s new strategy for securing America’s future, however. Military victory
alone would not achieve his goals. As he confided in his war message, Wilson
still had “exactly the same things in mind” that he had when he delivered his
“peace without victory” address in January . The doorway to the new world
order of collective security remained a just peace, willingly accepted by all
parties. “Responsible statesmen must now everywhere see, if they never saw
before,” urged Wilson in August , “that no peace can rest securely upon
political or economic restrictions meant to benefit some nations and cripple or
embarrass others, upon vindictive action of any sort, or any kind of revenge or
deliberate injury.” Such actions would only “produce a running sore presently,
which will result in trouble and probably war.” Echoing Wilson’s thinking, as it
often did during the war, the New Republic pointed out that however much
Germany was beaten into submission, the Germans would retain the popula-
tion and resources necessary to build a new army in the future and to use it to
break out of any peace terms they considered unjust. Simply crushing Ger-
many’s army and then trying somehow to keep the country subdued would

to crush Germany after Brest-Litovsk. See his Woodrow Wilson, Revolutionary Germany, and Peacemak-
ing, –.
. “Address to a Joint Session of Congress,”  January , PWW :; “A Statement,”  July

, ibid. :; “War Message,” April , ibid. :. See also “Remarks to the Labor Committee
of the Council of National Defense,” May , ibid. :; “A Statement on the Lever Bill,” 
May , ibid., –; and David M. Kennedy, Over Here: The First World War and American Society
(New York, ), –. For Wilson’s apprehensions about the war’s domestic impact upon
America see Arthur S. Link, Wilson: Campaigns for Progressivism and Peace, – (Princeton, ),
–. There is some controversy over whether or not Wilson actually expressed such fears. For
an exchange on this issue see Jerold S. Auerbach, “Woodrow Wilson’s ‘Prediction’ to Frank Cobb:
Words Historians Should Doubt Ever Got Spoken,” Journal of American History  (December ):
–; and Link’s reply with Auerbach’s response, in ibid. (June ): –. Link has the better
of the argument.
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sustain “that competition for preponderance in military power which would be
in the future, as it has been in the past, that prolific mother of war, militarism,
and imperative international violence.”

America did have to defeat Germany militarily, but it also needed Germany
to embrace Wilson’s definition of a just peace. The president began to formulate
his principles of justice in late  and announced them in January  in what
became known as the “Fourteen Points Address.” They called for Germany to
evacuate all of the territory its armies occupied; the adjustment of specific
territorial issues in Europe, such as Alsace-Lorraine and Poland; new precepts
to guide the conduct of world politics and economics; and, finally, for nations
to form a collective security organization. In Wilson’s eyes, one central idea ran
through the whole program: “the principle of justice to all peoples and nation-
alities, and their right to live on equal terms of liberty and safety with one
another, whether they be strong or weak.” The people of America, he empha-
sized, “could act upon no other principle” in concluding the war; as far as Wilson
was concerned, the Fourteen Points were the “only possible programme” for
world peace.

The president doubted, of course, that Germany’s autocratic leaders would
ever accept such terms. They obviously wanted a peace of conquest and
domination, not a peace of justice. The president therefore hoped that he could
avoid dealing with Germany’s autocracy at the end of the war. Much more so
than he had earlier, Wilson argued after January  that democratic states were
inherently more peaceful than authoritarian ones, and thus were more likely
to serve as fit partners with America in building a new international system.
“Self-governed nations do not fill their neighbor states with spies,” Wilson
argued in his war message, “or set the course of intrigue to bring about some
critical posture of affairs which will give them an opportunity to strike and make
conquest.”  The open nature of democratic government made  it  virtually
incapable of formulating “cunningly contrived plans of deception or aggres-
sion.” In Wilson’s opinion, “such designs can be successfully worked out only
under cover and where no one has the right to ask questions. . . . They are
happily impossible where public opinion commands and insists upon full
information concerning all the nation’s affairs.” If people knew about schemes
of aggression, the president suggested, they almost surely would veto them as
immoral or impractical or both.

The more democratic the state, the more its statements could be believed
and the more it could be trusted to keep the peace. Thus, if Germany became

. “War Message,”  April , PWW :; Wilson to Edward M. House, with enclosure, 
August , ibid. :–; “An Interview with Foreign Correspondents,”  April , ibid. :;
“A Victory of Justice vs. A Victory of Power,” New Repubic  (October ): . In December 
Wilson again stated that the ideas of his “peace without victory” speech still guided his thinking.
See “Annual Message to Congress,”  December , PWW :–.
. “Address to a Joint Session of Congress,”  January , PWW :, .
. “War Message,”  April , PWW :.
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democratized before the end of the war, something Wilson expected to happen
after defeats had been inflicted upon the German army, it could become a full
partner in the building of a new world order. Specifically, the United States
could negotiate the precise meaning of the Fourteen Points – America’s “pro-
visional sketch of principles” – with a democratized German government.
Americans could “regard the war as won,” the president avowed in late ,
“when the German people say to us, through properly accredited repre-
sentatives, that they are ready to agree to a settlement based upon justice and
the reparation of the wrongs their rulers have done.” Wilson noted in February
 that Germany’s Reichstag appeared to endorse a peace of justice, a peace
of “no annexations, no contributions, no punitive damages.” Such views ac-
corded with America’s and, coming as they did from the German people’s
representatives, could be taken as genuine and sincere. They could be “dis-
cussed” – an ideal outcome to the war given Wilson’s conviction that the
creation of a new international system depended upon concluding the war with
a mutually acceptable peace settlement.

Wilson’s newfound belief in the importance of German democracy for the
success of his vision did not mean, however, that he now thought that the spread
of democracy alone was enough to sustain a new international system. He
continued to perceive that the Western democracies “have not the same views
with regard to peace that we have by any means” and expected to have to use
financial pressure at the end of the war to force them to accept the Fourteen
Points. Wilson also refused to exonerate Germany’s people fully for responsi-
bility for the war. To be sure, as part of his post- emphasis on the role of
autocratic states in perpetuating power politics, Wilson did blame Germany’s
military leaders for precipitating the conflict. The German people were igno-
rant of the autocracy’s schemes, however; according to the president, “it was
not upon their impulse that their government acted in entering this war. It was
not with their previous knowledge or approval.” But the German people
nevertheless supported prosecuting the war once it had started. Convinced they
were “fighting for the very life and existence of their Empire,” Wilson observed,
they allowed their autocratic leadership to remain in  place, despite that

. “Address to a Joint Session of Congress,”  February , PWW :; “Annual Message to
Congress,” December , ibid. :; “Address to a Joint Session of Congress,”  February ,
ibid. :–. For Wilson’s expectation that the defeat of the German army would produce
changes in the German government see “A Flag Day Address,”  June , ibid. :. As several
historians point out, Wilson’s willingness to negotiate a just peace with a democratized Germany
had immediate tactical advantages for the U.S. war effort. His offer encouraged liberal discontent
within Germany while rallying leftist support for the war at home and abroad, including, hopefully,
in revolutionary Russia. See Ambrosius, Wilsonian Statecraft, ; Esposito, Legacy of Woodrow Wilson,
–, –; Levin, Woodrow Wilson and World Politics, –; Link, Revolution, War, and Peace, , ;
and Schwabe, Woodrow Wilson, Revolutionary Germany, and Peacemaking, –. Fundamentally, how-
ever, Wilson’s stance followed from his estimation of what kind of conclusion to the war would be
most conducive to creating a system of collective security for the world. Knock comes the closest
to recognizing this point. See To End All Wars, –.
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leadership’s appalling behavior. To a significant degree, the German people
were complicit in their government’s actions and “they,” Wilson insisted in
December , had to make amends for what their government had done.

Doubtful that Germany’s people could be purged overnight of the fears and
aggressions bound up with international power politics, Wilson decided by the
end of  that Germany’s capacity to make war had to be limited to some
degree, even if it became democratized. Among other things, the president’s
Fourteen Points indicated that the Germans would have to “restore” Belgium
and northern France, make right the “wrong done to France by Prussia in 
in the matter of Alsace-Lorraine,” and allow an independent Poland with access
to the sea to be erected on their eastern borders, a provision that opened the
door to the possible separation of eastern Prussia from Germany. In December
Wilson also demanded that the German people agree to “the reparation of
the wrongs their rulers have done.” The word “reparation,” along with the term
“restore” used in connection with Belgium and France, suggested that Germany
would have to pay some sort of indemnity to the West for the damage its armies
had caused, an amount that could run into the billions of dollars. These
provisions both denied Germany gains from the war and raised the prospect
that Germany’s power would be reduced by trimming its prewar territory and
saddling it with potentially large reparations payments.

To Wilson, such terms had nothing in common with the kind of “vindictive”
settlement he associated with a peace shaped solely by the logic of power
politics. The Fourteen Points were a program of “justice and fair dealing.”
Nothing in them impaired “German greatness,” Wilson emphasized. He had
no desire to injure Germany “or to block in any way her legitimate influence
or power.” His proposals did reduce German power that Wilson considered
illegitimate and to be “provocations to war,” but the president assumed that the
German people would accept  them without feeling  “a rankling sense of
injustice.” They would accept the Fourteen Points because America, in Wilson’s
eyes, had throughout its history “spoke[n] and acted, not for a single people
only, but for all mankind.” Repeatedly, Wilson proclaimed that Americans

. Wilson to Edward M. House,  July , PWW :; “War Message,”  April , ibid.
:; “Annual Message to Congress,” December , ibid. :,  (emphasis added). See also
Newton Baker to Wilson, with enclosure,  August , ibid. :–. Wilson’s negative view of
the war aims of the Allies was probably reinforced by his knowledge of the secret treaties they
made with each other dividing up territory. For a good discussion of this issue see Link, Revolution,
War, and Peace, .
. “Address to a Joint Session of Congress,”  January , PWW :–; “Annual Message

to Congress,” December , ibid., . Some of the most important recent studies of Wilson fail
to note the punitive and constraining nature of the Fourteen Points upon Germany. See Ambrosius,
Woodrow Wilson and the American Diplomatic Tradition, –; Knock, To End All Wars, –; and
Link, Revolution, War, and Peace, –. Schwabe recognizes that the Fourteen Points called for a
decrease in German territory but does not explain why Wilson wanted to accomplish this objective;
see Woodrow Wilson, Revolutionary Germany, and Peacemaking, –. Levin also suggests that the
Fourteen Points damaged Germany; see Woodrow Wilson and World Politics, . His analysis of the
motives behind Wilson’s policies differs from mine, however; see below for my discussion of Levin’s
argument.
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wanted “nothing peculiar to ourselves” in the war and that everyone, including
the Germans, should see that the United States was the “chief interpreter to
the world of those democratic principles which we believe to constitute the
only force which can rid the world of injustice and bring peace and happiness
to mankind.” Consequently, there was no reason for the Germans not to
embrace America’s peace program, however much it weakened their country.

In fact, Wilson believed so deeply in the efficacy of the Fourteen Points as a
foundation for peace that he thought the war could end with Germany’s
autocracy still in power, assuming that its military forces had been defeated.
Historians have missed this important point, even though it further underscores
Wilson’s conviction that changing the structure of the international system, not
spreading democracy, was the key to building a more secure world. To be sure,
Wilson did not think that autocratic Germany could be fully integrated into
the new postwar world order. He made it clear, both before and after Brest-
Litovsk, that Americans could not “accept the word of those who forced this
war upon us.” He therefore would not discuss the precise meaning or imple-
mentation of the Fourteen Points with Germany’s autocratic leaders. “As a
preliminary to any intelligent dealings” with Germany, Wilson announced in
January , the United States had to “know whom her spokesmen speak for . . .
whether for the Reichstag majority or for the military party and the men whose
creed is imperial domination.”  If America faced the  latter, the president
implied, the United States and its European associates would decide what the
Fourteen Points meant and simply impose them on Germany by, if necessary,
marching “triumphantly into Berlin.” In December Wilson also warned that
if the German people “should still, after the war is over, continue to be obliged
to live under ambitious and intriguing masters . . . whom the other peoples of
the world could not trust, it might be impossible to admit them . . . to the free
economic intercourse which must inevitably spring out of the other partner-
ships of a real peace.” Furthermore, it “might be impossible” to admit them to
the League of Nations, the collective security organization Wilson planned to
form at the end of the war. Wilson did waver on this position; in August  he
confided to British envoy Sir William Wiseman that “Germany should be
invited to join the family of nations, providing she will behave according to the
rules of the Society.” Whether Germany got into the League or not, as the war
entered its final months, Wilson expected that “there will be parties to the peace
whose promises have proved untrustworthy, and means must be found in
connection with the peace settlement itself to remove that source of insecurity.”
However much Wilson despised and distrusted Germany’s autocratic government,

. Wilson to Edward M. House, with enclosure, August , PWW :; “Address to a Joint
Session of Congress,”  January , ibid. :, ; “An Interview with Foreign Correspondents,”
 April , ibid. :; “Address at Mount Vernon,”  July , ibid. :; “Address to a Joint
Session of Congress,”  January , ibid. :; and “A Message to Teachers,”  June , ibid.
:. Link has a good analysis of Wilson’s faith in American exceptionalism in Revolution, War,
and Peace, –.
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he did not make its democratization a condition for ending the fighting and
beginning the process of ending power politics.

The carefully measured policy Wilson developed toward Germany during
the war continued to guide him during the armistice talks that stopped the
fighting in Europe. In October , with its armies reeling from ever-stronger
Allied attacks, Germany’s Reichstag took control of the empire’s national
security policies and accepted the Fourteen Points as a basis for peace negotia-
tions. Uncertain of the extent to which Germany had changed, Wilson refused
to engage in any substantive talks with the new German government. “It may
be that future wars have been brought under the control of the German people,”
the president cabled Berlin, “but the present war has not been, and it is with
the present war that we are dealing.” Determined to cripple Germany’s ability
to resume the war, Wilson decided to allow American and Allied military
leaders to dictate armistice terms to the Germans. They produced, and Presi-
dent Wilson accepted, a set of conditions that left, in Wilson’s words, the
“arbitrary power of the military caste of Germany . . . discredited and de-
stroyed.” Still, in keeping with the president’s desire to avoid doing anything
vindictive to Germany that might perpetuate arms races and war, only the
Rhineland and Alsace-Lorraine were occupied by American and Allied troops.
Recognizing that Germany had at least begun to change the character of its
government, the president also lobbied for the Germans to be “present to state
their case” at the peace conference and remained open to the idea of Germany
becoming a charter member of the League. Most importantly, Wilson forced
Britain and France to accept the Fourteen Points as the basis for the final peace
treaty, subject to some reservations. Having secured terms that bound the Allies
to his program and that limited Germany’s power while leaving it intact, Wilson
believed he had kept alive the possibility of achieving a peace that could endure,

. “Address in the Metropolitan Opera House,”  September , PWW :; “Address to a
Joint Session of Congress,”  January , ibid. :; “Interview with Foreign Correspondents,”
 April , ibid. :; “Annual Message to Congress,”  December , ibid. :; Sir William
Wiseman to Lord Reading,  August , ibid. :–; “Address in the Metropolitan Opera
House,”  September , ibid. :–. For a pre-Brest-Litovsk statement by Wilson that he
could not trust the Imperial German government see Wilson to Edward M. House, with enclosure,
 August , ibid. :. Ambrosius wrongly suggests that Wilson would have negotiated with
autocratic Germany. At the same time, he fails to see that Wilson was leaning in  toward letting
autocratic Germany into the League. See Wilsonian Statecraft, , ; and Woodrow Wilson and the
American Diplomatic Tradition, , . Esposito also implies that Wilson would have negotiated with
autocratic Germany, and then he ends up stressing Wilson’s belief that democracies were peaceful;
see Legacy of Woodrow Wilson, , . Knock thinks that Wilson would only have given the Fourteen
Points to a liberalized Germany; see To End All Wars, –. Similarly, according to Levin, Wilson
felt that German democratization was necessary for a new world order, implying that Wilson
would not make peace with the existing German government. See Woodrow Wilson and World Politics,
. Link is unclear on this issue. If anything, he implies that Wilson only intended to give the
Fourteen Points to a democratized Germany. See Revolution, War, and Peace, –. Schwabe at first
argues  that Wilson would not  have  granted  the  Fourteen  Points  and League admission  to
autocratic Germany, then suggests the president would have done so; he never explains this
apparent contradiction in his analysis. See Woodrow Wilson, Revolutionary Germany, and Peacemaking,
, –.
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a peace “of disinterested justice, embodied in settlements which are based upon
something much better and much more lasting than the selfish competitive
interests of powerful states.”

President Wilson’s deliberate approach to Germany concluded at the Paris
Peace Conference. The Germans were excluded from the “preliminaries” that
produced a tentative peace treaty, but they did get a chance to obtain modifica-
tions to the document before signing it. The settlement itself was the product
of long, often confrontational negotiations between Wilson and the Allies in
which the president fought both to control German power and preserve the
sense of “fair dealing” he considered crucial to a lasting peace. In the end, he
was basically satisfied with the results of his efforts. He prevented the imposition
of terms – such as France’s demand that the Saar and Rhineland be detached
from Germany – that he was certain would lead to a new cycle of arms races
and war. Yet he also gained a measure of security against a state with a record
of aggression, a state that could provoke a renewal of power politics in the future.
He did this, in the first place, by weakening Germany’s power, especially its
military power. “Our principle safety,” Wilson stressed to his colleagues at Paris,
“will be obtained by the obligation which we shall lay upon Germany to effect
a complete disarmament.” He agreed with the Allies that severe restrictions on
Germany’s military rights in the Rhineland and a Franco-American security
treaty were “necessary for the safety of France.” He sacrificed the principle of
self-determination to prevent German unification with Austria, a union he
feared would make Germany “one of the most powerful countries in Europe.”
Lastly, Wilson supported an array of economic and political provisions that
aimed to deter future German aggression by making it pay penalties for the
war. “I feel the terrible responsibility of this whole business,” Wilson confessed
to Jan Christian Smuts as the treaty neared completion, “but inevitably my
thought goes back to the very great offense against civilization which the
German state committed, and the necessity for making it evident once and for
all that such things can lead only to the most severe punishment.” From Wilson’s
point of view, the Versailles treaty, while not perfect, did lay the groundwork
for a world order safe from the power politics that caused the war and that
threatened America’s future safety.

N. Gordon Levin, Jr., is one of the few historians who recognize that Wilson
wanted to punish Germany and control its power – that the tough terms

. Wilson to Robert Lansing (to F. Oederlin), October , PWW :; “Address to a Joint
Session of Congress,” November , ibid. :; “A Memorandum by Sir William Wiseman,” ca.
 October , ibid. :; “Address to a Joint Session of Congress,”  November , ibid. :.
For the similarity of the military experts’ preferred armistice terms and the final actual settlement,
compare Tasker Howard Bliss to Robert Lansing and others,  October , ibid. :–; and
“Address to a Joint Session of Congress,”  November , ibid., –. For Wilson’s aversion to
marching on Berlin see Diary of Josephus Daniels,  October , ibid. :; House Diary, 
October , ibid., –; and “A Memorandum by Sir William Wiseman,” ca.  October ,
ibid., –.
. Edward M.  House to  Wilson, ca.  December , PWW :; “Comments to the

Commission on the League of Nations,”  February , in David Hunter Miller, The Drafting of
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imposed upon Germany at Paris were not simply the product of Allied pressure
on the president. Levin attributes Wilson’s austerity to two main factors: the
president’s fear that militarism still infected German political culture and his
“moralistic” desire to make the peace treaty “an example of the harsh wages of
international sin.” Certainly these emotions did influence the president’s think-
ing to some degree. As revealed as early as his annual message of December
, however, Wilson had long intended to punish and weaken Germany
regardless of whether or not its militaristic government had changed. He wanted
to do so not only out of his sense of justice but also because, as we have seen,
he recognized that the safety of America and its friends in part depended upon
curtailing Germany’s power. He knew, as he told a plenary session of the peace
conference in May , that “military action” had thwarted Germany’s ambi-
tions. And he knew “that in the last analysis the military and naval strength of
the Great Powers will be the final guarantee of the peace of the world.” Given
these convictions, it is not surprising that Wilson agreed to peace terms at Paris
that disabled Germany’s ability to make war against its neighbors.

Levin’s interpretation of Wilson’s diplomacy is also flawed at a more basic
level. He argues that Wilson wanted to build a new world system out of the

the Covenant (New York, ), :; Diary of Dr. Cary T. Grayson,  December , PWW :;
Wilson to Jan Christian Smuts, May , ibid. :. For a convenient summary of the treaty’s
terms see Felix Gilbert, The End of the European Era (New York, ), –. For Wilson’s resistance
to France’s extreme demands regarding Germany see, for example, Grayson Diary, March ,
PWW :–; “Mantoux Notes of the Council of Four,”  March , ibid., –; Grayson
Diary,  March , ibid., –; Diary entries by Dr. Grayson, Edward House, Robert Lansing,
and Ray S. Baker, March , ibid., –; “Mantoux Notes of the Council of Four,” March
, ibid., –; “Mantoux Notes of the Council of Four,”  April , ibid. :–; “Mantoux
Notes of the Council of Four,”  April , ibid., –. For additional comments from Wilson
about punishing Germany see “A Conversation with the American Peace Commission,”  June
, ibid. : and “Address in Columbus,”  September , ibid. :–. Wilson considered the
“preliminaries” of peace to be akin to the Senate Foreign Relations Committee marking up a bill
before submitting it to the Senate for consideration. See Grayson Diary,  December , ibid.
:; and “A Memorandum of the Imperial War Cabinet,”  December , ibid., .
. Levin, Woodrow Wilson and World Politics, ; “Minutes of a Plenary Session of a Meeting

of the Inter-Allied Conference on the Preliminaries of Peace,”  May , PWW :–. See
also Levin, Woodrow Wilson and World Politics, –, –.

Ambrosius does not perceive any Wilsonian desire to control Germany’s power even as he
cites evidence indicating that the president wanted to do so. See Woodrow Wilson and the American
Diplomatic Tradition, , –, , , , , –. Esposito has little analysis of the armistice or
the peace treaty; to the degree he does, he fails to see the president’s impulse to restrain the
Germans. See The Legacy of Woodrow Wilson, –. Cooper, Knock, Link, and Smith all have a
similar interpretation of the president’s policies during the armistice talks and at Paris; they have
little to say about Wilson’s efforts to curtail Germany’s power and tend to portray the president
as a moderate who was unable to achieve more lenient terms for the Germans because of a weak
negotiating position, Allied pressure, and failing health. Knock does have relatively more aware-
ness than the others of the considerations of power that moved Wilson during the armistice period.
See Cooper, Warrior and the Priest, –; Knock, To End All Wars, –, –, –; Link,
Revolution, War, and Peace, –; and Smith, America’s Mission, –. Marc Trachtenberg, even
more than Levin, recognizes that Wilson wanted to punish the Germans at Paris. Like Levin,
however, he attributes this outlook to Wilson’s moralism, not to the president’s fears of Germany’s
strength. See Trachtenberg, “Versailles after Sixty Years,” Journal of Contemporary History  (July
): –. Schwabe’s interpretation of Wilson’s posture toward Germany and the Allies is quite
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ashes of World War I because the president saw a chance to secure “the
commercial freedom needed by an expanding American economic system.”
Imperialism, whether of the German or, to a lesser extent, the Allied variety,
endangered America because its decisive victory in the war might shut the
“Open Door” to American exports and investments overseas. Similarly, Bolshe-
vism, with its program of worldwide socialist revolution, rejected all of Amer-
ica’s liberal values, including, of course, capitalism. “In so doing,” in Levin’s
words, “it posed a total challenge to the Wilsonian world view.” Through his
articulation of liberal peace terms for a democratized Germany, according to
Levin, Wilson hoped to create an anti-imperialist, antirevolutionary, prowar
consensus in the West that would help to wean Russia away from Bolshevism
and set the stage for a liberalized Germany’s integration into a new “world-wide
order of liberal states.” All peoples would benefit from the new world system,
Wilson believed, because it would free the world from the threat of war and
revolution while increasing trade and development. America, at the same time,
would fulfill its historic mission to disseminate progressive values to the world
while furthering its own economic interests.

Levin’s argument, while compelling in its description of Wilson as a liberal
centrist in world politics and as a statesman who fused America’s missionary
impulse with its self-interest, overstates the president’s concerns about Amer-
ica’s need to penetrate overseas markets. Wilson did assert on several occasions
in his  presidential campaign, and again in , that American industries
“have expanded to such a point that they will burst their jackets if they cannot
find a free outlet to the markets of the world.” But he rarely, if ever, described
overseas commercial expansion as vital for the economic and political stability
of the United States. Significantly, for example, the president did not blame the
recession of – on a lack of markets abroad for American goods. Instead,
he cited business uncertainty in the face of years of progressive reform agita-
tion. He also pointed out that although “the business depression is world-wide .
. . the depression is less felt in the United States than anywhere else,” implying
that the condition of overseas markets had little impact on U.S. prosperity.
Moreover, in Wilson denied that increases in American exports because of
the war in Europe accounted for America’s new economic strength. “If you take
the figures of our commerce, domestic and foreign included,” the president
asserted, “you will find that the foreign commerce, even upon the most modest
reckoning of our domestic commerce, does not equal  percent of the total.”
The vast majority of the time, Wilson portrayed overseas commercial expansion
as a healthy sign of American self-confidence and, as Levin himself correctly

close to mine. Schwabe never clearly explains the underlying conception of U.S. national security
that motivated the president’s policies, however; Wilson’s view of America’s stake in a lasting peace
simply does not emerge in  Schwabe’s  book. See Woodrow  Wilson, Revolutionary Germany, and
Peacemaking, –, –, –, –, , –, –, , , –, , –, –, passim.
. Levin, Woodrow Wilson and World Politics, , –, , , –, , –, .
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notes, “a duty in the service to humanity.” The closing of “open doors” abroad
might have troubled Wilson, but not nearly as much as the prospect that in the
aftermath of the war America might have to engage in arms races with other
states in a futile bid to preserve U.S. security. It was that disturbing possibility,
more than anything else, that motivated the president’s diplomacy during
World War I.

Levin also oversimplifies Wilson’s view of the Bolshevik threat. He argues
that the president opposed the Bolsheviks because they rejected formal democ-
racy and agitated for a socialist revolution throughout Europe that would
destroy the international political economy America supposedly needed for its
export expansion. But it is more accurate to attribute Wilson’s hostility to
Bolshevism to his belief that its spread would perpetuate the system of power
politics he associated with arms races, militarism, and war. To Wilson, Bolshe-
vism, in its political character and its practical impact upon world politics,
appeared to be similar to German autocratic militarism. Upon taking power,
the Bolsheviks had taken Russia out of the war, an act that led Wilson to believe
that they might be paid agents of Germany. They certainly appeared as despotic
as Germany’s military leaders. Echoing a statement by Secretary of State
Lansing that he had read and discussed in late , Wilson in  described the
Bolshevik regime as “an amateur autocracy” that maintained power “by the
sword.” Although they appealed to the Russian people’s legitimate grievances
against the “privileged minority” in their country, the Bolsheviks themselves
were the same sort of “little group of men” who plotted and started the world
war in Berlin. Indeed, in Wilson’s opinion, there was “a closer monopoly of
power in Petrograd and Moscow than there ever was in Berlin” – and thus that
much more danger that the Bolsheviks could do the same thing that Germany’s
militarists had done: “plot the mastery of civilization.”

So long as the Bolsheviks ruled only impoverished Russia, however, Wilson
generally had little concern that they posed any dire threat to the West. But in
late  and early , the president did fear that the imposition of France’s
extreme demands upon Germany would lead to the rise of a German Bolshevik
movement. At first the president appears to have worried that this development
would produce such chaos that the West would have to take over the whole
country, an outcome he had long argued would breed a lasting resentment in
Germany that would poison prospects for a lasting peace. By March  he
concurred with David Lloyd-George that a vengeful Bolshevik Germany might

. “Acceptance Speech,”  August , in A Crossroads of Freedom: The  Campaign Speeches of
Woodrow Wilson, ed. John Wells Davidson (New Haven, ), ; “Press Conference Remarks,”
 June , PWW :; “Luncheon Address in Cincinnati,”  October , ibid. :; Levin,
Woodrow Wilson and World Politics, ; and, for example, “An Address,”  July , PWW :.
. “A Statement by Robert Lansing,”  December , PWW :–; “Address in St. Paul,”

 September , ibid. :; “Address in Billings,”  September , ibid., ; “Comments in the
Meeting of the Council of Ten,”  January , ibid. :; “Address in Des Moines,”  September
, ibid. :; “Address in Kansas City,”  September , ibid., ; “Address in Minneapolis,”
 September , ibid., .
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ally itself with Bolshevik Russia against the West. “Once that happens,” the
British leader warned Wilson, “all Eastern Europe will be swept into the orbit
of the Bolshevik revolution and within a year we may witness the spectacle of
nearly three hundred million people organised into a vast red army under
German instructors and German generals equipped with German cannon and
German machine guns and prepared for a renewal of the attack on Western
Europe.” “We owe it to the peace of the world not to tempt Germany to plunge
into Bolshevism,” agreed Wilson; “we know only too well the relations of the
Bolshevik leaders with Germany.” A resurgent Bolshevik Germany was in
essence no different than an undefeated autocratic Germany. Both threatened
the peace of the world. Both would have to be contained militarily. And both,
therefore, would destroy any hope for a collective security regime that would
allow America to avoid militarizing itself.

The concrete shape of that regime – the League of Nations – emerged at
Paris in . President Wilson closely oversaw the writing of the “Covenant”
of this institution, which was incorporated, at Wilson’s insistence, into the

. “A Memorandum by David Lloyd George,” March , PWW :, passim; “Mantoux’s
Notes of Two Meetings of the Council of Four,” March , ibid., . See also Grayson Diary,
 March , ibid. :–; and Wilson to Robert Lansing,  April , ibid., –. In late 
Wilson also began to fear that even a non-Bolshevik Germany might start to intrigue with Russia.
See “Address in Coeur D’Alene,”  September , ibid. :. For Wilson’s relative lack of
concern that Bolshevik Russia by itself posed any serious threat to the West see “A Memorandum
by Sir William Wiseman,” ca. October , ibid. :; “Address to a Joint Session of Congress,”
 November , ibid. :; Diary of William Christian Bullitt,  December , ibid., ;
“Imperial War Cabinet Minutes,”  December , ibid., ; “Meeting of the Council of Ten,”
 January , ibid. :-; Grayson Diary, March , ibid. :; Fridtjof Nansen to Wilson,
with enclosure,  April , ibid. :–; House Diary, with editorial notes,  April , ibid.,
–; Herbert Hoover to House, with enclosure,  April , ibid., –; House to Hoover, 
April , ibid., . Only occasionally did Wilson voice any fear about a Russian Bolshevik danger
to the West. See Samuel Gompers to Wilson, with enclosure, February , ibid. :–; Wilson
to Lansing,  February , ibid., ; “Meeting of the Council of Ten,”  January , ibid.
:–; and Grayson Diary,  March , ibid. :.

Ambrosius has little comment about Wilson’s view of Bolshevism and Germany; see Woodrow
Wilson and the American Diplomatic Tradition, –. Link has nothing to say about it either; see his
discussion of Bolshevism in Revolution, War, and Peace, –. David S. Fogelsong’s recent study of
Wilson’s policies toward Bolshevik Russia emphasizes that Wilson opposed Bolshevism because
it assaulted his puritan values, might spur radicalism within the United States, and threatened U.S.
access to the Russian market. Fogelsong also suggests, less clearly, that Wilson saw Bolshevism as
a threat to his vision of a stable world order. He does not explain exactly how Wilson understood
this threat, however, and ignores the president’s concerns that the spread of Bolshevism to
Germany might perpetuate the militarized kind of  international politics Wilson considered
threatening to the United States. See America’s Secret War Against Bolshevism (Chapel Hill, ), –,
–, –, . For another analysis of Wilson’s anti-Bolshevism that stresses the president’s
commitment to self-determination and the “Open Door” see Betty Miller Unterberger, “Woodrow
Wilson and the Bolsheviks: The ‘Acid Test’ of Soviet-American Relations,” Diplomatic History 
(Spring ): –. Schwabe rightly plays down Wilson’s concerns about Bolshevism in Germany,
arguing that they appeared chiefly during the armistice negotiations and in February–March .
See Woodrow Wilson, Revolutionary Germany, and Peacemaking, –, –, , –, –, ,
–. As stated above, however, Schwabe has little analysis of the president’s specific definition
of  U.S. national security in  and . Thus, the underlying rationale for the President’s
anti-Bolshevism is not clear in Schwabe’s work.
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Versailles treaty. For him, it was the supreme achievement of the peace confer-
ence, producing “an absolute revolution in the way in which international affairs
are treated,” ridding the world of the old order “of power and of suspicion and
of dread.”

The League operated in several ways to move the world toward an interna-
tional system free from power politics. Most importantly, the Covenant estab-
lished formal procedures designed to promote a sense of collective security
among nations. Under the provisions of Article , the League’s members
undertook “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.” The Covenant also provided, in Articles –, that nations failing to
submit their unresolved international disputes to the League Council for
arbitration or inquiry before going to “war” would “ipso facto” be regarded as
outlaws by the League and be subject “immediately” to economic sanctions.
Under Article , “Any war or threat of war” was declared to be a “matter of
concern” to the whole League, which raised the prospect of collective inter-
vention into the conflict by the League’s members. All of these provisions were
based on the theory of collective security, that all nations had an equal interest
in international conflict anywhere it occurred; “no nation,” as Wilson expressed
this idea in a  speech calling for a League, “can any longer remain neutral
as against any wilful disturbance of the peace of the world.”

The language of the Covenant’s provisions, however, limited the degree to
which the theory of collective security actually bound the actions of the
League’s members. The League’s main decision-making body, the great power-
dominated Council, could take no action of any consequence without a unan-
imous vote. Under Article , the Council could only “advise” member states
of how to respond to cases of alleged aggression. At bottom, the Covenant’s
provisions only obligated member states to assess, in consultation with others,
any instance of apparent aggression against a League member. They were not
obliged to conclude that aggression had actually taken place, nor did they
necessarily have to respond to the aggression with armed force. These limits to
the League’s power, as well as others in the Covenant, reflected Wilson’s
realization that no nation, including America, wanted its freedom of action
seriously compromised by any untested international organization. “The other
nations are just as jealous of their sovereignty as we are of ours,” Wilson
remarked in . “They would no more agree to give us the right to order out
their armies than we would agree to give them the right to order out our army.”
Despite his desire to establish a new world system based on collective security,

. “Address in Sioux Falls,”  September , PWW :–; “Address in Minneapolis,” 
September , ibid., .
. “Covenant of the League of Nations,”  April , PWW :–; “Acceptance Speech,”

 September , ibid. :.
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Wilson refused to do anything at Paris that would significantly interfere with
the sovereignty of the League’s member states.

This did not mean Wilson thought that the Covenant created a toothless
security organization. The Covenant sought to deter aggression through the
threat by the member states to consider the use of military and economic force
against aggressors. It facilitated the creation of coalitions against aggressive
countries because it obligated League members to consult with each other on
matters of international security and provided an institutionalized forum for
such discussions. It committed member states to the principle of collective
security and backed up that principle with formal procedures for its enforce-
ment. As Wilson described it, the Covenant created a “living thing” that held
out the promise of reforming international politics.

President Wilson thought that that promise ultimately would be redeemed
because of his country’s presence in the League. Article  required the United
States officially to assess all alleged instances of territorial aggression, an
obligation that Wilson considered perhaps  the most  vital element  in the
Covenant’s structure of deterrence. “No nation is likely to forget, my fellow
citizens,” the president told a crowd in San Francisco, “that behind the moral
judgment of the United States resides the overwhelming force of the United
States.” With America in the League, any potential aggressor would know that
the United States, along with other League members, would be obliged to
examine any armed incursion by one state into another, thus raising the
prospect of an agreement by America and its friends to respond with all of their
military might. Had “Germany known that there was a possibility of that sort of
concurrence,” Wilson told the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, “she never
would have dared to do what she did.” For the president, Article  created “an
attitude of comradeship and protection among the members of the League” that
would give any aggressor pause before launching an attack.

If America’s commitment to the League was key to instilling the sense of
collective security among nations crucial to ending power politics, so was a
function Wilson envisioned the new organization fulfilling in the immediate

. “Address in San Francisco,”  September , PWW :–. Wilson also opposed the
formation of an international commission to investigate compliance with any future arms control
agreements because it  “would  seriously offend the  susceptibilities  of sovereign  states.”  See
“Comments to the Eleventh Meeting of the Commission on the League of Nations,”  March
, in Miller, Drafting of the Covenant :. Other examples of limits to the League’s power include
provisions allowing states to withdraw from the organization, denying the League any authority
over a state’s internal affairs, and endorsing the validity of America’s Monroe Doctrine. The
Covenant also failed to spell out a procedure for bringing economic sanctions into effect.
. “Remarks to a Plenary Session of the Paris Peace Conference,”  February , in Miller,

Drafting of the Covenant :. Knock also emphasizes that Wilson saw the League as an institution
that would evolve through experience; see To End All Wars, .
. “Address in San Francisco,”  September , PWW :; “Conference with the Senate

Foreign Relations Committee,”  August , ibid. :,  (emphasis added). Curiously, none
of the enormous amount of literature about Wilson and the League of Nations spends much time
analyzing how Wilson thought the League would work to deter aggression. Historians have instead
focused much more on the issue of whether or not the League imposed stringent obligations upon
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postwar years: enforcing the Versailles treaty against Germany. Through their
common membership in the League, the Allies and the United States extended
their wartime partnership into the postwar era. In December , before the
Paris peace conference met, Wilson decided that “Germany’s present chaotic
state would make it necessary to put her on probation, as it were, until she
showed herself fit for reception into the League.” Germany’s steps toward
democracy allowed it to receive “just,” if stern, peace terms, but it had not
advanced enough to qualify for membership in the new collective security
regime. Instead, that regime, led by the United States and the Allies, would
both monitor Germany’s progress and make sure it fulfilled all the conditions
of the peace treaty, including the disarmament provisions. This would ensure
that Germany’s power remained under close supervision for some years to
come, reassuring its immediate neighbors of their security and thus forestalling
the resumption of an arms race that could spread to involve the United States.

With a peace settlement of “fair dealing” in place, Germany put under
special restraints, and formal institutions and procedures created, with Amer-
ica’s participation, to promote collective security, Wilson felt that the pervasive
insecurity characteristic of the balance of power came to an end. “The miasma
of distrust, of intrigue, is cleared away,” the president declared upon presenting
the Covenant to the Paris Peace Conference. It followed that the Great Powers
could now move toward ending the arms races that bred militarism within states
and contributed so much to the outbreak of wars between them. “The question
of armaments,” Wilson had emphasized back in his “peace without victory”
address, “is the most immediately and intensely practical question connected
with the future fortunes of nations and of mankind.” At Paris the president
insisted that the Covenant commit the League to make plans for worldwide
disarmament. Clearly he expected that once the new collective security organi-
zation had started operations, those plans would go forward, marking the first
step toward removing the manifestation of international insecurity most threat-
ening to America’s way of life.

President Wilson’s conception of American national security, and his strat-
egy for implementing it, merits both criticism and praise. On the positive side,
the president should be given credit for having a fairly sophisticated sense of
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the dangers facing America in the modern world. He recognized that relations
between the Great Powers directly affected U.S. security. War between them
could easily spread to involve the United States. So could armament competi-
tions. He also grasped that America’s way of life could be threatened even if
never invaded by an enemy, that an atmosphere of intense international
insecurity could, over time, so frighten Americans as to cause them to sacrifice
their freedoms at home in a self-defeating effort to protect themselves from
troubles overseas. He perceived that the development of democracy in other
states could not guarantee peace in the world, although it would certainly help.
The maintenance of peace depended as well upon disarming and containing
states with a demonstrated record of aggression and the institutionalization of
arrangements to facilitate collective responses against future aggressors. Only
with such safeguards in place could world disarmament – crucial to a lasting
peace – go forward. These ideas were all “realistic” in that they recognized that
America’s position of secure isolation in the world had ended forever, that
“national security” involved more than simply defense against direct attack,
and that any state in an insecure world, even a democratic one, might embark
on a path of aggression.

At the same time, Wilson’s understanding of national security affairs was
deeply flawed. First, the whole project of preserving U.S. security over the long
term by reforming world politics had little chance of success. To attain a new
world order, Wilson believed he had to end the war with “peace without victory”
or, after April , with a “just peace” acceptable to Germany. Given the
enormous sacrifices made by both sides of belligerents by , however, it was
highly unlikely they would ever agree to end the war short of complete victory.
Wilson never acknowledged this unpleasant fact, despite the lack of serious
interest by the Europeans in any of his mediation efforts. Similarly, Wilson
simply assumed that the Germans, as well as all the other Europeans, regarded
America “as the friend of mankind” and would therefore accept his definition
of a “just peace,” even though his terms, by his own admission, severely
punished Germany and sought to limit its power. Short of his constant assur-
ances  of America’s selfless friendship  and desire for peace, Wilson never
explained in any detail why he expected the Germans to embrace his idea of
“justice.” There was, in fact, no real basis for expecting they would.

If the means to attain a new world order were problematic, so was the end
goal of collective security. Wilson thought that the possibility of a collective
response against aggression would be enough to deter potential aggressors and
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open the way to a world free from arms races and war. But one could just as
easily argue, as did opponents of Wilson like Henry Cabot Lodge, that to be
effective deterrent threats by the League of Nations would have to be based on
ironclad promises  of action, not  just consultation, by  the member states.
Anything less made the League’s “threats” essentially worthless. Moreover,
because the Covenant’s obligations upon its signatories were so limited, no state
could possibly have any real confidence that the League would come to its
assistance if it was attacked. Fundamentally, each state remained responsible
for its own safety, which meant that the anarchy of the international system –
the root cause of the arms races and war Wilson considered so threatening to
America’s way of life – remained intact. As Wilson himself acknowledged, all
nations, including the United States, wanted to maintain their national sover-
eignty, regardless of whatever desires they had to build a new world order. Such
an outlook made the achievement of a truly viable system of collective security
probably impossible.

The world of power politics was not going away any time soon, if ever at all.
Yet despite the obvious difficulties involved with attaining a new world order,
President Wilson failed to analyze how America could reconcile its security
with its democracy in the absence of world reform. He assumed that the United
States would have no alternative but to arm itself massively, to be “physically
ready for anything to come” if power politics persisted. His secretary of war
bluntly told Congress in  that if there was no League of Nations, “the United
States and every other country will have to arm to the teeth.” Neither Wilson
nor his advisers pondered the possibility that even in a fundamentally anarchic
world, a measure of stability might be achieved through the very same maneu-
verings of power politics that the president feared and loathed. Wilson never
considered the idea, for example, that alliances outside of the League, based
upon a careful estimate by each party of its specific national interests, might
deter aggression and spread out the armament burden each had to shoulder for
its protection, thus mitigating militaristic pressures at home. Dedicated to
overturning the balance-of-power system, Wilson ignored how it could be
manipulated over the long run to ease America’s security dilemmas.

Ultimately, President Wilson left a dangerous intellectual legacy for his
successors. To be sure, he did help to instill in them a healthy fear that the
victory of powerful, expansionist nations abroad might force America to turn
itself into, as Harry Truman put it, a heavily armed “garrison state” devoid of
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economic and political freedom. Ironically, though, Wilson’s ideas about Amer-
ica’s national security also contributed to the emergence of a nation that bore
troubling similarities to the same sort of militarized state U.S. leaders so
fervently wanted to avoid. With his vision of collective security, Wilson taught
Americans that their country had an interest in international conflict anywhere
it occurred, regardless of its remoteness from the United States. With his next
breath, he told them to assume the inevitability of arms races in an unreformed
international system – and to act accordingly. Finally, by associating military
preparedness and America’s war effort with democratic values and character
traits, he backhandedly encouraged future U.S. leaders to think that the threat
of militarism might be overstated, that perhaps its dangers could be averted
even if the military took on truly massive proportions. If by the s the United
States found itself overextended in a web of commitments stretching around
the world, obsessed with keeping up in an ever-escalating nuclear arms race
with the Soviet Union, and overburdened with a defense establishment so huge
that a president felt compelled to warn his fellow citizens about the power of
an insidious “military-industrial complex,” the country could in some measure
blame the enduring influence of Woodrow Wilson’s conception of American
national security.
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