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REFLECTIONS

Woodrow Wilson,
Politician

The idealistic architect of a postwar world order that never came into
being: such is the popular image of President Woodrow Wilson. What it
omits is the savvy, sometimes ruthless politician whose achievements in
the domestic sphere were equalled by only two other 20th-century pres-
idents, Franklin Delano Roosevelt and Lyndon Baines Johnson. Robert
Dallek here restores the whole man.

by Robert Dallek

presidents in American his-
tory elicit more mixed feelings
than Woodrow Wilson. And
why not? His life and career
were full of contradictions that
have puzzled historians for 70

years. A victim of childhood dyslexia, he be-
came an avid reader, a skilled academic,
and a popular writer and lecturer. A deeply
religious man, who some described as "a
Presbyterian priest" with a dour view of
man's imperfectability, he devoted himself
to secular designs promising the triumph of
reason and harmony in domestic and
world affairs. A rigid, self-exacting personal-
ity, whose uncompromising adherence to
principles barred agreement on some of his
most important political goals, he was a
brilliant opportunist who won stunning
electoral victories and led controversial
laws through the New Jersey state legisla-
ture and the U.S. Congress. A southern con-
servative and elitist with a profound distrust
of radical ideas and such populists as Wil-
liam Jennings Biyan, he became the Demo-
cratic Party's most effective advocate of ad-
vanced progressivism. A leading proponent
of congressional influence, or what he

called "Congressional Government," he
ranks with Theodore Roosevelt, Franklin D.
Roosevelt, Harry S. Truman, and Lyndon B.
Johnson as the century's most aggressive
chief executives. An avowed pacifist who
declared himself "too proud to fight" and
gained reelection in 1916 partly by remind-
ing voters that he had "kept us out of war,"
he made military interventions in Latin
America and Europe hallmarks of his two
presidential terms.

There is no greater paradox in Wilson's
life and career, however, than the fact that
his worst failure has become the principal
source of his historical reputation as a great
American president. Administrative and
legislative triumphs marked Wilson's ser-
vice as president of Princeton, governor of
New Jersey, and president of the United
States. But most Americans who would
concede Wilson a place in the front ranks
of U.S. chief executives would be hard
pressed to name many, if any, of these
achievements. To them, he is best remem-
bered as the president who preached self-
determination and a new world order. (And
not only to Americans: An upcoming Wil-
son biography by Dutch historian J. W.
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WOODROW WILSON

Schulte Nordholt is subtitled
A Life for World Peace.) In
the 1920s and '30s, when
America rejected participa-
tion in the League of Na-
tions and a political or mili-
tary role in a world hellbent
on another total war, Wil-
son's reputation reached a
low point. He was a good
man whom bankers and
munitions makers had
duped into entering World
War I. He had also led
America into the fighting
out of the hopelessly naive
belief that he could make
the world safe for democ-
racy and end all wars.

American involvement
in World War II reversed
Wilson's historical standing.
Now feeling guilty about
their isolationism and their
rejection of his vision of a
world at peace, Americans
celebrated him as a spurned prophet whose
wisdom and idealism deserved renewed ac-
ceptance in the 1940s. A new world league
of self-governing nations practicing collec-
tive security for the sake of global stability
and peace became the great American
hope during World War II. When the
fighting's outcome proved to be the Soviet-
American Cold War, Americans saw it as
another setback for Wilson's grand design.
Nevertheless, they did not lose faith in his
ultimate wisdom, believing that democracy
and the international rule of law would
eventually have to replace tyranny and law-
less aggression if the world were ever to
achieve lasting peace.

Now, with America's triumph in the
Cold War and the Soviet-American con-
frontation all but over, the country has re-
newed faith in a world order akin to what
Woodrow Wilson proposed in 1918. The
idea took on fresh meaning when President
Bush led a coalition of U.N.-backed forces
against Iraq's attack upon and absorption
of Kuwait. The triumph of coalition arms
seemed to vindicate Wilson's belief that
collective action through a world body
could reduce the likelihood and effective-
ness of attacks by strong states against

Wilson speaks shortly after receiving his party's presidential nomi-
nation - a "sort of political miracle," he called it - in 1912.

weaker ones and thus make international
acts of aggression obsolete.

Yet present hopes for a new world order
can plummet overnight - and with them
Wilson's standing. If Wilson's reputation as
a great president rests upon his vision of a
new era in world affairs and the fulfillment
of some part of that design in our lifetimes,
his place in the forefront of U.S. presidents
seems less than secure.

Will the ghost of Wilson be plagued for-
ever by the vagaries of world politics? Only
if we fail to give scrutiny to his fiall record.
A careful reassessment of Wilson's political
career, especially in domestic affairs, would
go far to secure his place as a great Ameri-
can president who has much to tell us
about the effective workings of democratic
political systems everywhere.

all his idealism and elitism, Wilson's
greatest triumphs throughout his ca-

reer rested on his brilliance as a demo-
cratic politician. He was the "great commu-
nicator" of his day - a professor who
abandoned academic language and spoke
in catch phrases that inspired mass support.
He was also a master practitioner of the art
of the possible, a leader with an impressive
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WOODROW WILSON

talent for reading the public mood and ad-
justing to it in order to advance his per-
sonal ambition and larger public goals.
This is not to suggest that his career was an
uninterrupted success. He had his share of
spectacular failures. But some of these he
converted into opportunities for further ad-
vance. And even his unmitigated failures
had more to do with circumstances beyond
his control than with flaws in his political
judgment.

Wilson's early life gave little indication
of a master politician in the making. Born
in 1856 in Staunton, Virginia, the third of
four children, he was the offspring of de-
vout Scotch Presbyterian divines. Thomas
Woodrow, his maternal grandfather, came
from Scotland to the United States, where
he ministered to congregations in small
Ohio towns. Jesse Woodrow Wilson, Wil-
son's mother, was an intensely religious,
austere Victorian lady with no sense of hu-
mor and a long history of psychosomatic
ailments. Joseph Ruggles Wilson,
Woodrow's father, was a brilliant theolo-
gian and leading light in the southern Pres-
byterian church, holding pulpits in Staun-
ton, Virginia; Augusta, Georgia; Columbia,
South Carolina; and Wilmington, North
Carolina. Joseph Wilson enjoyed a reputa-
tion as an eloquent and powerful speaker
whose "arresting rhetoric and cogent
thought" made him one of the leading
southern preachers and religious teachers
of his time. Woodrow Wilson described his
father as the "greatest teacher" he ever
knew. Yet theological disputes and clashes
with other strong-willed church leaders
drove Joseph, who advocated various re-
forms, from one pulpit to another and left
him with a sense of failure that clouded his
life. One Wilson biographer notes that "by
mid-career, Joseph Wilson was in some
ways a broken man, struggling to over-
come feelings of inferiority, trying to recon-
cile a God of love with the frustration of his
ambition for success and prominence
within the church." To compensate for his
sense of defeat, Joseph invested his vaunt-
ing ambition in his son Woodrow, whom he

hoped would become the "very great man"
Joseph himself had wished to be.

Although Joseph imparted a love of lit-
erature and politics to his son, Bible read-
ings, daily prayers, and Sunday worship ser-
vices were centerpieces of Woodrow's early
years. His father also taught him the tran-
sient character of human affairs and the su-
periority of religious to secular concerns.
Joseph left little doubt in the boy's mind
that he foresaw for him a career in the min-
istry as "one of the Church's rarest
scholars . . . one of her most illustrious
reformers ... or one of her grandest ora-
tors." But Joseph's defeats in church poli-
tics in Woodrow's formative adolescent
years soured father and son on Woodrow's
entrance into the ministry.

Instead, Woodrow, with his father's
blessing, invested his ambitions in a politi-
cal career. As Richard Hofstadter wrote,
"When young Tommy Wilson sat in the
pew and heard his father bring the Word to
the people, he was watching the model
upon which his career was to be fash-
ioned." Before college, he hung a portrait
of British Prime Minister William Glad-
stone above his desk and declared: "That is
Gladstone, the greatest statesman that ever
lived. I intend to be a statesman, too." Dur-
ing his years as a Princeton undergraduate
(1875-79), he rationalized his determina-
tion to enter politics by describing it as a
divine vocation. A career as a statesman
was an expression of Christian service, he
believed, a use of power for the sake of
principles or moral goals. Wilson saw the
"key to success in politics" as "the pursuit

of perfection through hard work and the
fulfillment of ideals." Politics would allow
him to spread spiritual enlightenment to
the yearning masses.

Yet Wilson, as one of his later political
associates said, was a man of high ideals
and no principles, which was another way
of saying that Wilson's ambition for self-
serving political ends outran his commit-
ment to any particular philosophy or set of
goals, like every great American politician
since the rise of mass democracy in the

Robert Dallek is professor of history at the University of California, Los Angeles. He is the author of
several books on political and diplomatic history, including Franklin D. Roosevelt and American
Foreign Policy, 1932-1945 (1979), which won a Bancroft Prize, and, most recently, Lone Star Rising:
Lyndon Johnson and His Times, 1908-1960 (1991).
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WOODROW WILSON

19th century, Wilson allowed the ends to
justify the means. But Wilson never thought
of himself as an opportunist. Rather, he
considered himself a democrat responsive
to the national mood and the country's
most compelling needs. It is possible to
scoff at Wilson's rationalization of his will-
ingness to bend to current demands, but
we do well to remember that the country's
greatest presidents have all been men of
high ideals and no principles, self-serving
altruists or selfish pragmatists with a talent
for evoking the vision of America as the
world's last best hope.

Wilson's path to high political office,
like so much else in his life, ran an erratic
course. Legal studies at the University of
Virginia, self-instruction, and a brief law
practice in Atlanta were meant to be a pre-
lude to a political career. But being an at-
torney had little appeal to Wilson, and he
decided to become a professor of politics
instead. Consequently, in 1883, at the age of
27, he entered the Johns Hopkins Univer-
sity Graduate School, where he earned a
Ph.D. for Congressional Government
(1885). His book was an argument for a
Congress more like the British Parliament,
a deliberative body in which debate rather
than contending interests shaped legisla-
tion. For 17 years, from 1885 to 1902, he
taught at Bryn Mawr, Wesleyan, and Prince-
ton, beginning at the last in 1890. By 1898
he had grown weary of what he derisively
called his "talking profession," and during
the next four years he shrewdly positioned
himself to become the unanimous, first-bal-
lot choice of Princeton's trustees as the uni-

versity's president.

Wilson's eight years as president of
Princeton (1902-1910) were a pre-

lude to his later political triumphs and de-
feats. During the first three years of his
Princeton term, Wilson carried off a series
of dazzling reforms. Offended by the shal-
lowness of much instruction at Princeton
and animated by a desire to make it a spe-
cial university like Oxford and Cambridge,
where undergraduate education empha-
sized critical thinking rather than "the ideal
of making a living," Wilson introduced a
preceptorial system. It aimed at transform-
ing Princeton "from a place where there
are youngsters doing tasks to a place where

there are men doing thinking, men who are
conversing about the things of
thought
ceptorial system, Wilson persuaded the fac-
ulty to reorganize the University's curricu-
lum and its structure, creating 11
departments corresponding to subjects and
requiring upperclassmen to concentrate
their studies in one of them. Wilson's re-
forms, biographer Arthur S. link asserts,
"mark him as an educational statesman of
originality and breadth and strength." His
achievement was also a demonstration of
Wilson's political mastery - a case study in
how to lead strong-minded, independent
academics to accept a sea change in the life
of a conservative university.

The fierce struggles and bitter defeats of
Wilson's next five years are a measure of
how difficult fundamental changes in
higher education can be without the sort of
astute political management Wilson ini-
tially used. Between 1906 and 1910 Wilson
fought unsuccessfully to reorganize the so-
cial life of undergraduates and to deter-
mine the location and nature of a graduate
college. In the first instance, Wilson tried to
deemphasize the importance of campus
eating clubs, which had become the focus
of undergraduate life, and replace them
with residential colleges, or quadrangles,
where students would live under the super-
vision of unmarried faculty members resid-
ing in the colleges. Wilson viewed the clubs
as undemocratic, anti-intellectual, and divi-
sive, and the quadrangle plan as a sensible
alternative that would advance the universi-
ty's educational goals and national stand-
ing. Wilson assumed that he could put
across his plan without the sort of consulta-
tion and preparation he had relied on to
win approval for the preceptorial system.
But his failure to consult alumni, faculty,
and trustees was a major political error that
led to his defeat. Likewise, he did not effec-
tively marshal the support he needed to
win backing for his graduate-school plan,
and again it made his proposal vulnerable
to criticism from opponents.

Physical and emotional problems
caused by strokes in 1906 and 1907 may
partly account for Wilson's defeats in the
quadrangle and graduate-school fights. But
whatever the explanation for his poor per-
formance in these academic struggles, they

WQ AUTUMN 1991

109

This content downloaded from 
�������������149.10.125.20 on Thu, 24 Feb 2022 23:42:21 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



WOODROW WILSON

were by no means without political benefit
to Wilson. In fact, what seems most striking
about these conflicts is the way Wilson con-
verted them to his larger purposes of run-
ning first for governor of New Jersey and
then for president of the United States.

Colonel George Harvey, a conservative
Democrat who owned a publishing empire
that included the New York World and
Harper's Weekly, proposed Wilson for the
presidency as early as 1906. Although Wil-
son made appropriate disclaimers of any
interest in seeking the White House, the
suggestion aroused in him the longing for
high political station that he had held for
some 30 years. In response to Harvey's ef-
forts, Wilson, who was already known na-
tionally as a speaker on issues of higher
education, began speaking out on eco-
nomic and political questions before non-
university audiences. His initial pronounce-
ments were essentially conservative verities
calculated to identify him with the anti-
Bryan, anti-Populist wing of the Demo-
cratic Party. "The nomination of Mr. Wil-
son," one conservative editor wrote in
1906, "would be a good thing for the coun-
try as betokening a return of his party to
historic party ideals and first principles,
and a sobering up after the radical
'crazes.11' In 1907 Wilson prepared a
"Credo" of his views, which, Arthur link
says, could hardly have failed to please re-
actionaries, "for it was conservative to the
core." It justified the necessity of great
trusts and combinations as efficient instru-
ments of modern business and celebrated
individualism. In 1908 Wilson refused to
support Bryan for president and rejected
suggestions that he become his vice-presi-
dential running mate.

During the next two years, however,
Wilson shifted decidedly to the left. Mindful
of the mounting progressive temper in the
country - of the growing affinity of middle-
class Americans for reforms that would
limit the power of corporations and politi-
cal machines - Wilson identified himself
with what he called the "new morality," the
need to eliminate fraud and corruption
from, and to restore democracy and equal-
ity of opportunity to, the nation's economic
and political life. His academic fights over
the quadrangles and graduate school be-
came struggles between special privilege

and democracy. In a speech to Princeton's
Pittsburgh alumni in the spring of 1910,
Wilson attacked the nation's universities,
churches, and political parties as serving
the "classes" and neglecting the "masses."
He declared his determination to democra-
tize the colleges of the country and called
for moral and spiritual regeneration. In-
censed at his conservative Princeton oppo-
nents, who seemed the embodiment of the
privileged interests, and eager to make
himself a gubernatorial and then national
candidate, Wilson invested idealism in the
progressive crusade, leaving no doubt that
he was ready to lead a movement that
might redeem America.

New Jersey Democratic boss James
Smith, Jr., seeing Wilson as a conservative
opportunist whose rhetoric would appease
progressives and whose actions would fa-
vor the corporations and the bosses, ar-
ranged Wilson's nomination for governor.
Wilson seemed to play his part perfectly
during the campaign, quietly accepting
Smith's help even as he declared his inde-
pendence from the party machine and es-
poused the progressive agenda - the direct
primary, a corrupt-practices law, work-
men's compensation, and a regulatory
commission policing the railroads and pub-
lic utilities. On election day Wilson swept
to victory by a 50,000-vote margin, 233,933
to 184,573, and the Democrats gained con-
trol of the normally Republican Assembly.
Once in the governor's chair, Wilson made
clear that he would be his own man. He
defeated Smith's bid for election to the U.S.
Senate by the state legislature and skillfully
assured the enactment of the four principal
progressive measures. As he told a friend,
"I kept the pressure of opinion constantly
on the legislature, and the programme was
carried out to its last detail. This with the
senatorial business seems, in the minds of
the people looking on, little less than a mir-
acle in the light of what has been the his-
tory of reform hitherto in the State." As
Wilson himself recognized, it was less a
miracle than the product of constant pres-
sure on the legislature at a time when
"opinion was ripe on all these matters."
Wilson's break with the machine and drive
for reform reflected a genuine commit-
ment to improving the lot of New Jersey's
citizens. Most of all, they were a demonstra-
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WOODROW WILSON

tion of how an ambitious politician in a de-
mocracy bends to the popular will for the
sake of personal gain and simultaneously
serves legitimate public needs.

nomination for president by a
deeply divided Democratic conven-

tion in the summer of 1912 was an extraor-
dinary event in the history of the party and
the nation. Wilson himself called it "a sort
of political miracle.11 Although Wilson was
the frontrunner in 1911 after speaking trips
to every part of the nation, by May 1912
aggressive campaigns by Missouri's Champ
Clark, speaker of the House of Represen-
tatives, and Alabama Representative Oscar
W. Underwood made Wilson a decided un-
derdog. When Clark won a majority of the
delegates on the 10th ballot, it seemed cer-
tain that he would eventually get the two-
thirds vote needed for the nomination. In
every Democratic convention since 1844, a
majority vote for a candidate had translated
into the required two-thirds. But 1912 was
different. Wilson won the nomination on
the 46th ballot after his managers struck a
bargain, which kept Underwood's 100-plus
delegates from going to Clark. William Jen-
nings Bryan gave Wilson essential progres-
sive support, and the party's most powerful
political bosses - the men who, in the
words of one historian, had been Wilson's
"bitterest antagonists and who represented
the forces against which he had been strug-
gling" - decided to back him.

Wilson's campaign for the presidency
was another milestone in his evolution as a
brilliant democratic politician. He entered
the election without a clear-cut campaign
theme. The tariff, which he initially focused
on, inspired little popular response. In late
August, however, after conferring with
Louis D. Brandeis, Wilson found a con-
structive and highly popular campaign
theme. Persuading Wilson that political de-
mocracy could only follow from economic
democracy or diminished control by the
country's giant business trusts, Brandeis
sold him on the New Freedom - the idea
that regulated competition would lead to
the liberation of economic enterprise in the
United States. This in turn would restore
grassroots political power and control. Wil-
son accurately sensed that the country's
mood was overwhelmingly favorable to

Among Wilson's progressive measures was the
Underwood Tariff of 1914, the first downward
revision of the tariff since the Civil War.

progressive reform, especially the reduc-
tion of the economic power of the trusts.
He also saw correctly that Theodore Roose-
velt's plea for a New Nationalism - regu-
lated monopoly and an expanded role for
federal authority in the economic and so-
cial life of the nation - impressed most vot-
ers as too paternalistic and more a threat to
than an expansion of freedom. As a result,
Wilson won a plurality of the popular vote
in the four-way contest of 1912, 42 percent
to a combined 58 percent for William How-
ard Taft, TR, and socialist Eugene V. Debs.
Wilson's victory in the electoral column
was far more one-sided, 435 to 99 for TR
and Taft. His victory was also a demonstra-
tion of his talents as a speaker who could
satisfy the mass yearning for a new era in
national affairs.

Wilson's election represented a triumph
of democratic hopes. After nearly five de-
cades of conservative rule by the country's
business interests, the nation gave its back-
ing to a reform leader promising an end to
special privilege and the economic and po-
litical democratization of American life.
"Nobody owns me," Wilson declared at the
end of his campaign, signaling his readiness
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to act in behalf of the country's working
and middle classes. Despite his own largely
conservative background, his political agil-
ity and sensitivity to popular demands
made it likely that he would not disappoint
progressive goals.

first presidential term represents
one of the three notable periods of do-

mestic reform in 20th-century America.
What makes it particularly remarkable,
notes historian John Milton Cooper, is that
Wilson won his reforms without the na-
tional emergencies over the economy and
civil rights that respectively confronted the
country during the 1930s and the 1960s.
Wilson, in other words, lacked "the pecu-
liarly favorable political conditions" aiding
Franklin Roosevelt and Lyndon Johnson.

Wilson's successful leadership rested on
his effective management of his party and
Congress. Following the advice of Texas
Representative Albert S. Burleson, a superb
politician who became postmaster general,
Wilson filled his cabinet with "deserving"
Democrats and allowed Burleson to use pa-
tronage "ruthlessly to compel adoption of
administration measures." Despite Bryan's
ignorance of foreign affairs, for example,
his prominence persuaded Wilson to make
him secretary of state. Wilson's readiness to
set a bold legislative agenda found support
from both a 73-member Democratic major-
ity in the House and a decisive majority of
Democratic and Republican progressives
in the Senate. The 28th president quickly
proved himself to be an able manipulator
of Congress. Eager to create a sense of ur-
gency about his legislative program and to
establish a mood of cooperation between
the two branches of government, Wilson
called a special congressional session at the
start of his term and then spoke to a joint
meeting of both houses. Indeed, he was the
first president to appear in person before
Congress since John Adams. Presenting
himself as a colleague rather than "a mere
department of the Government hailing
Congress from some isolated island of ieal-
ous power," Wilson returned repeatedly to
Capitol Hill for conferences to advance his
reform program.

In the 18 months between the spring of
1913 and the fall of 1914, Wilson pushed
four key laws through the Congress. The

Underwood Tariff of October 1914 was the
first downward revision of the tariff since
the Civil War, it was inspired more by a de-
sire to reduce the cost of living for lower-
and middle-class Americans than by any
obligation to serve the interests of indus-
trial giants. Wilson drove the bill through
the upper house by exposing the lobbyists
representing businesses that sought "to
overcome the interests of the public for
their private profit." Making the tariff law
all the more remarkable was the inclusion
of the first graduated income tax in U.S. his-
tory. Shortly thereafter, Wilson won passage
of the most enduring domestic measure of
his presidency, the reform of the country's
banking and money system. Insisting on
public, centralized control of banks and the
money supply rather than a private, decen-
tralized system, Wilson once again came
before Congress to influence the outcome
of this debate. The Federal Reserve Act of
December 1913 combined elements of
both plans, providing for a mix of private
and public control. Although further re-
forms would occur later to make the Fed-

eral Reserve system a more effective instru-
ment for dealing with national economic
problems, the Wilson law of 1913 created
the basic elements of the banking system
that has existed for almost 80 years. During
the next nine months, by keeping Congress
in continuous session for an unprece-
dented year and a half, Wilson won passage
of the Clayton Antitrust and Federal Trade
Commission acts, contributing to the more
effective regulation of big business and
greater power for organized labor.

In November 1914, Wilson announced
that his New Freedom program had been
achieved and that the progressive move-
ment was at an end. A man of funda-
mentally conservative impulses (which he
believed reflected those of the nation at
large), Wilson did not wish to overreach
himself. His announcement bewildered ad-
vanced progressives, who had been unsuc-
cessfully advocating a variety of social-jus-
tice measures Wilson considered too
radical to support. Herbert Croly, the editor
of the New Republic, charged that "any
man of President Wilson's intellectual
equipment who seriously asserts that the
fundamental wrongs of a modern society
can be easily and quickly righted as a con-
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sequence of a few
laws . . . casts suspi-
cion either upon his
own sincerity or
upon his grasp of the
realities of modern
social and industrial
life." Similarly, Wil-
son's refusal to estab-
lish a National Race
Commission and his
active commitment
to racial segregation
in the federal govern-
ment incensed Afri-
can-American leaders
who had viewed him
as a likely supporter
of progressive mea-
sures for blacks.

Though he did lit-
tle to reverse course
on helping blacks,
Wilson stood ready to
return to the progres-
sive position for the sake of reelection in
1916. "I am sony for any President of the
United States who does not recognize every
great movement in the Nation," Wilson de-
clared in July 1916. "The minute he stops
recognizing it, he has become a back num-
ber." The results of the congressional elec-
tions in 1914 convinced Wilson that the key
to success in two years was a campaign at-
tracting TR's Progressive backers to his
standard. Consequently, in 1916, he ele-
vated Louis D. Brandeis to the Supreme
Court and signed seven additional reform
bills into law. Among other things, these
laws brought relief to farmers and workers
and raised income and inheritance taxes on
wealthy Americans. The election results in
November vindicated his strategy. Wilson
gained almost three million popular votes
over his 1912 total and bested Charles Ev-
ans Hughes, who headed a reunited Repub-
lican party, by 23 electoral votes. On this
count alone, Wilson's two consecutive vic-
tories as the head of a minority party mark
him as one of the century's exceptional
American politicians.

did Wilson's political astuteness
desert him during his second term in

his handling of the Versailles Treaty and the

This 1915 cartoon reflects growing American
skepticism that President Wilson would be able
to keep the United States out of the Great War.

League of Nations?
The answer is not na-
iveté about world
politics, though Wil-
son himself believed
"it would be the
irony of fate if my ad-
ministration had to
deal chiefly with for-
eign affairs." In fact,
the same mastery of
Congress he dis-
played in converting
so many significant
reform bills into law
between 1913 and
1916 was reflected in
his creation of a na-
tional consensus in
1917 for American
participation in the
Great War.

At the start of the
fighting in 1914, Wil-
son declared Amer-

ica neutral in thought and deed. And
though Wilson himself had a decidedly pro-
British bias, he understood that the country
then was only mildly pro-Allied and wanted
no part in the war. His policies initially re-
flected these feelings. Only as national sen-
timent changed in response to events in
Europe and on the high seas, where Ger-
man submarine violations of U.S. neutral
rights drove Americans more decisively
into the Allied camp, did Wilson see fit to
prepare the country for and then lead it
into the war. His prewar leadership became
something of a model for Franklin Roose-
velt in 1939-41 as he maneuvered to main-

tain a national majority behind his re-
sponses to World War II.

Wilson's failure in 1919-20, or, more
precisely, the collapse of his political influ-
ence in dealing with the peacemaking at
the end of the war, consisted of a number
of things - most of them beyond his con-
trol. His Fourteen Points, his formula for
making the world safe for democracy and
ending all wars, was beyond the capacity of
any political leader to achieve, then and
now. Yet there is every reason to believe
that Wilson enunciated his peace aims as-
suming that he would have to accept com-
promise agreements on many of his goals,

WQ AUTUMN 1991

113

This content downloaded from 
�������������149.10.125.20 on Thu, 24 Feb 2022 23:42:21 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



W00DR0W WILSON

as indeed he did in the Versailles negotia-
tions. A number of these compromises on
the Fourteen Points went beyond what he
hoped to concede, but he recognized that
the conclusion of the fighting had stripped
him of much of his hold over America's al-
lies and limited his capacity to bend the
strong-minded French, British, and Italian
leaders to his will or to influence the radi-
cal revolutionary regime in Russia. Events
were moving too fast in Europe and all
over the globe for him to make the world
approximate the postwar peace arrange-
ments he had enunciated in 1918.

Faced by such circumstances, Wilson
accepted the proposition that a League of
Nations, including the United States, would
be the world's best hope for a stable peace.
Wilson's prime objective after the Versailles
conference was to assure American partici-
pation in the new world body. But the po-
litical cards were stacked against him. After
six years of Democratic rule and a growing
conviction in Republican Party circles that
the Democrats would be vulnerable in
1920, Senate Republicans made approval
of the Versailles Treaty and American par-
ticipation in the League partisan issues
which could redound to their benefit.
Moreover, between 1918 and 1920, Wil-
son's deteriorating health, particularly a
major stroke in the fall of 1919, intensified
a propensity for self-righteousness and
made him uncharacteristically rigid in deal-
ing with a political issue that cried out for
flexibility and accommodation. As Edwin A.
Weinstein has persuasively argued in his
medical and psychological biography of
Wilson, "the cerebral dysfunction which re-
sulted from Wilson's devastating strokes
prevented the ratification of the Treaty. It is
almost certain that had Wilson not been so
afflicted, his political skills and facility with
language would have bridged the gap
between . . . [opposing Senate] resolutions,
much as he had reconciled opposing views
of the Federal Reserve bill ... or had ac-
cepted the modifications of the Treaty sug-

gested in February, 1919."

Wilson's political failure in 1919-20
was a striking exception in a career

marked by a substantial number of political
victories. His defeat and its consequences
were so stunning that they have eclipsed
the record of prior achievements and partly
obscured Wilson's contributions to Ameri-
can history.

But it is not only the disaster of 1919-20
that is responsible. Mainstream academia
today dismisses political history and par-
ticularly the study of powerful leaders as
distinctly secondary in importance to im-
personal social forces in explaining histori-
cal change. What seems lost from view
nowadays is just how essential strong and
skillful political leadership remains in
bringing a democracy to accept major re-
forms. Wilson is an excellent case in point.
For all the public's receptivity to progres-
sivism in the first two decades of the cen-

tury, it took a leader of exceptional political
skill to bring warring reform factions to-
gether in a coalition that could enact a lib-
eral agenda. By contrast, Wilson's physical
incapacity in 1919 assured the defeat of
American participation in a world league
for 25 years. This is not to say that an Amer-
ican presence in an international body
would have dramatically altered the course
of world affairs after 1920, but it might have
made a difference, and the collapse of Wil-
son's leadership was the single most impor-
tant factor in keeping the United States on
the sidelines.

Did social and economic and a host of
other factors influence the course of U.S.
history during Wilson's time? Without a
doubt. But a leader of vision and varied
abilities - not all of them purely admira-
ble - was needed to seize the opportunities
provided by history and make them reali-
ties. To forget the boldness of Wilson's lead-
ership, and the importance of political lead-
ers generally, is to embrace a narrow vision
of this nation's past - and of its future.
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