Chapter 23

War and Society, 

1914–1920 

The First World War broke out in Europe in August 1914. The Triple Alliance of 

Germany, Austria-Hungary, and the Ottoman Empire squared off against the Triple 

Entente of Great Britain, France, and Russia. The United States entered the war on the side 

of the Entente (the Allies, or Allied Powers, as they came to be called) in 1917. Over the 

next year and a half, the United States converted its large, sprawling economy into a disciplined war production machine, raised a 5-million-man army, and provided both the 

war matériel and troops that helped propel the Allies to victory. The United States emerged 

from the war as the world’s mightiest country. In these and other respects, the war was a 

great triumph. 

But the war also convulsed American society more deeply than any event since the Civil 

War. This was the first “total” war, meaning that combatants devoted virtually all of their 

resources to the fight. Thus the U.S. government had no choice but to pursue a degree of 

industrial control and social regimentation that was unprecedented in American history. 

Needless to say, this degree of government control was a controversial measure in a society that had long distrusted state power. Moreover, significant numbers of Americans from 

a variety of constituencies opposed the war. To overcome this opposition, Wilson couched 

American war aims in disinterested and idealistic terms: The United States, he claimed, 

wanted a “peace without victory,” a “war for democracy,” and liberty for the world’s 

oppressed peoples. Because these words drew deeply on American political traditions, 

Wilson believed that Americans would find them inspiring, put aside their suspicions, and 

support him. 

Although many people in the United States and abroad responded enthusiastically to 

Wilson’s ideals, Wilson needed England and France’s support to deliver peace without victory, and this support never came. At home, disadvantaged groups stirred up trouble by 

declaring that American society had failed to live up to its democratic and egalitarian 

ideals. Wilson supported repressive policies to silence these rebels and to enforce unity 

and conformity on the American people. In the process, he tarnished the ideals for which 

America had been fighting. Only a year after the war ended, Wilson’s hopes for peace without victory abroad had been destroyed, and America was being torn apart by violent labor 

disputes and race riots at home. 

Europe’s Descent into War 

Europe began its descent into war on June 28, 1914, in Sarajevo, Bosnia, when a Bosnian 

nationalist assassinated Archduke Franz Ferdinand, heir to the Austro-Hungarian 

throne. This act was meant to protest the Austro-Hungarian imperial presence in the 

Balkans and to encourage the Bosnians, Croatians, and other Balkan peoples to join the 

Serbs in establishing independent nations. Austria-Hungary responded to this provocation on July 28 by declaring war on Serbia, holding it responsible for the archduke’s 

murder. 

The conflict might have remained local if an intricate series of treaties had not 

divided Europe into two hostile camps. Germany, Austria-Hungary, and Italy, the socalled Triple Alliance, had promised to come to each other’s aid if attacked. Italy would 

soon opt out of this alliance, to be replaced by the Ottoman Empire.Arrayed against the 

nations of the Triple Alliance were Britain, France, and Russia in the Triple Entente.Russia 

was obligated by another treaty to defend Serbia against Austria-Hungary, and consequently on July 30, it mobilized its armed forces to go to Serbia’s aid. That brought 

Germany into the conflict to protect Austria-Hungary from Russian attack. On August 3, 

German troops struck not at Russia but at France, Russia’s western ally. To reach 

France, Germantroops had marched through neutral Belgium. On August 4, Britain 

reacted by declaring war on Germany. Within the space of only a few weeks, Europe was 

engulfed in war. 

Complicated alliances and defense treaties of the European nations undoubtedly 

hastened the rush toward war. But equally important was the competition among the 

Europeanpowers to build the strongest economies, the largest armies and navies, and the 

grandest colonial empires. Britain and Germany, in particular, were engaged in a bitter struggle for European and world supremacy. Few Europeans had any idea that these military 

buildups might lead to a terrible war that would kill nearly an entire generation of 

young men and expose the barbarity lurking in their civilization. Historians now 

believe that several advisers close to the German emperor, Kaiser Wilhelm II, were 

actually eager to engage Russia and France in a fight for supremacy on the European continent. They expected that a European war would be swift and decisive—in Germany’s 

favor. England and France also believed in their own superiority. Millions of young 

men, rich and poor, rushed to join the armies on both sides and share in the expected 

glory. 

Victory was not swift. The two camps were evenly matched. Moreover, the first 

wartime use of machine guns and barbed wire made defense against attack easier than 

staging an offensive. (Both tanks and airplanes had been invented by this time, but military strategists on both sides were slow to put them to offensive use.) On the western 

front, after the initial German attack narrowly failed to take Paris in 1914, the two opposing armies confronted each other along a battle line stretching from Belgium in the north 

to the Swiss border in the south. Troops dug trenches to protect themselves from artillery 

bombardment and poison gas attacks. Commanders on both sides mounted suicidal 

ground assaults on the enemy by sending tens of thousands of infantry, armed only with 

rifles, bayonets, and grenades, out of the trenches and directly into enemy fire. Barbed 

wire further retarded forward progress, enabling enemy artillery and machine guns to cut 

down appalling numbers of men. In 1916, during one 10-month German offensive at 

Verdun (France), 600,000 German troops died; 20,000 British troops were killed during 

only the first day of an Entente assault on the Somme River (also in France). Many of 

those who were not killed in combat succumbed to disease that spread rapidly in the 

cold, wet, and rat-infested trenches. In Eastern Europe, the armies of Germany and AustriaHungary squared off against those of Russia and Serbia. Although that front did not 

employ trench warfare, the combat was no less lethal. By the time the First World War 

ended, an estimated 8.5 million soldiers had died and more than twice that number had 

been wounded. Total casualties, both military and civilian, had reached 37 million. 

Europe had lost a generation of young men, as well as its confidence, stability, and global 

supremacy. 

American Neutrality 

Focus Question 

Why did the U.S. policy of neutrality fail, and why did the United States get drawn 

into war? 

Soon after the fighting began, Woodrow Wilson told Americans that this was a European 

war; neither side was threatening a vital American interest. The United States would therefore proclaim its neutralityand maintain normal relations with both sides while seeking 

to secure peace. Normal relations meant that the United States would continue trading 

with both camps. Wilson’s neutrality policy met with lively opposition, especially from 

Theodore Roosevelt, who was convinced that the United States should join the Entente to 

check German power and expansionism. Most Americans, however, applauded Wilson’s 

determination to keep the country out of war. 

Neutrality was easier to proclaim than to achieve, however. Many Americans, especially 

those with economic and political power, identified culturally more with Britain than with 

Germany. They shared with the English a language, a common ancestry, and a commitment 

to liberty. Wilson revered the British parliamentary system of government. His closest foreign policy adviser, Colonel Edward M. House, was pro-British, as was Robert Lansing, a 

trusted counselor in the State Department. William Jennings Bryan, Wilson’s secretary of 

state, objected to this pro-British tilt, but he was a lone voice in Wilson’s Cabinet. Germany 

had no such attraction for U.S. policy makers. On the contrary, Germany’s acceptance of 

monarchical rule, the prominence of militarists in German politics, and its lack of democratic traditions inclined U.S. officials to judge Germany harshly. 

The United States had strong economic ties to Great Britain as well. In 1914, the United 

States exported more than $800 million in goods to Britain and its allies, compared with 

$170 million to Germany and Austria-Hungary (which came to be known as the Central 

Powers). As soon as the war began, the British and then the French turned to the United 

States for food, clothing, munitions, and other war supplies. The U.S. economy, which had 

been languishing in 1914, enjoyed a boom as a result. Bankers began to issue loans to the 

Allied Powers, further knitting together the American and British economies and giving 

American investors a direct stake in an Allied victory. Moreover, the British navy had 

blockaded German ports, which damaged the United States’ already limited trade with 

Germany. By 1916, U.S. exports to the Central Powers had plummeted to barely $1 million, 

a fall of more than 99 percent in two years. 

The British blockade of German ports clearly violated American neutrality. The Wilson 

administration protested the British navy’s search and occasional seizure of American merchant ships, but it never retaliated by suspending loans or exports to Great Britain. To do 

so would have plunged the U.S. economy into a  recession. In failing to protect its right to 

trade with Germany, however, the United States compromised its neutrality and allowed 

itself to be drawn into war. 

Submarine Warfare 

To combat British control of the seas and to check the flow of U.S. goods to the Allies, 

Germanyunveiled a terrifying new weapon, the Unterseeboot, or U-boat, the first militarily 

effective submarine. Early in 1915, Germany announced its intent to use its U-boats to 

sink on sight enemy ships en route to the British Isles. On May 7, 1915, without warning, 

a German U-boat torpedoed the British passenger liner Lusitania,en route from New York 

to London. The ship sank in 22 minutes, killing 1,198 men, women, and children, 128 of 

them U.S. citizens. Americans were shocked by the sinking. Innocent civilians who had 

been given no warning of attack and no chance to surrender had been murdered in cold 

blood. The attack appeared to confirm what anti-German agitators were saying: that the 

Germans were by nature barbaric and uncivilized. The circumstances surrounding the 

sinking of the Lusitania, however, were more complicated than most Americans realized. 

Before its sailing, the Germans had alleged that the Lusitaniawas secretly carrying a 

large store of munitions to Great Britain (a charge later proved true), and that it therefore 

was subject to U-boat attack. Germany had warned American passengers not to travel on 

British passenger ships that carried munitions. Moreover, Germany claimed, with some 

justification, that the purpose of the U-boat attacks—the disruption of Allied supply 

lines—was no different from Britain’s purpose in blockading German ports. Because its 

surface ships were outnumbered by the British navy, Germany claimed it had no alternative but to choose the underwater strategy. If a submarine attack seemed more reprehensible than a conventional sea battle, the Germans argued, it was no more so than the British 

attempt to starve the German people into submission with a blockade. 

American political leaders might have used the Lusitaniaincident to denounce both 

Germany’s U-boat strategy and Britain’s blockade as actions that violated the rights of citizens of neutral nations. Only Secretary of State Bryan had the courage to say so, however, 

and his stand proved so unpopular in Washington that he resigned from office; Wilson 

chose the pro-British Lansing to take his place. Wilson denounced the sinking of the Lusitania 

and demanded that Germany pledge never to launch another attack on the citizens of neutral nations, even when they were traveling in British or French ships. Germany acquiesced 

to Wilson’s demand. 

The resulting lull in submarine warfare was short-lived, however. In early 1916, the 

Allies began to arm their merchant vessels with guns and depth charges capable of destroying German U-boats. Considering this a provocation, Germany renewed its campaign of 

surprise submarine attacks. In March 1916, a German submarine torpedoed the French 

passenger liner Sussex, causing a heavy loss of life and injuring several Americans. Again 

Wilson demanded that Germany spare civilians from attack. In the so-called Sussex pledge, 

Germany once again relented but warned that it might resume unrestricted submarine 

warfare if the United States did not prevail on Great Britain to permit neutral ships to pass 

through the naval blockade. 

The German submarine attacks strengthened the hand of Theodore Roosevelt and others who had been arguing that war with Germany was inevitable and that the United States 

must prepare to fight. By 1916, Wilson could no longer ignore these critics. Between January 

and September of that year, he sought and won congressional approval for bills to increase 

the size of the army and navy, tighten federal control over National Guard forces, and 

authorize the building of a merchant fleet. Although Wilson had conceded ground to the 

pro-war agitators, he did not share their belief that war with Germany was either 

inevitable or desirable. To the contrary, he accelerated his diplomatic initiatives to secure 

peace, and he dispatched Colonel House to London in January 1916 to draw up a peace 

plan with the British foreign secretary, Lord Grey. This initiative resulted in the HouseGrey memorandum of February 22, 1916, in which Britain agreed to ask the United States 

to negotiate a settlement between the Allies and the Central Powers. The British believed 

that the terms of such a peace settlement would favor the Allies. They were furious when 

Wilson revealed that he wanted an impartial, honestly negotiated peace in which the 

claims of the Allies and Central Powers would be treated with equal respect and consideration. Britain now rejected U.S. peace overtures, and relations between the two countries 

grew unexpectedly tense. 

The Peace Movement 

Underlying Wilson’s 1916 peace initiative was a vision of a new world order in which relations between nations would be governed by negotiation rather than war and in which justice would replace power as the fundamental principle of diplomacy. In a major foreign 

policy address on May 27, 1916, Wilson formally declared his support for what he would 

later call the League of Nations, an international parliament dedicated to the pursuit of 

peace, security, and justice for all the world’s peoples. 

Many Americans supported Wilson’s efforts to commit national prestige to the cause of 

international peace rather than conquest and to keep the United States out of war. Carrie 

Chapman Catt, president of the National American Woman Suffrage Association, and Jane 

Addams, founder of the Women’s Peace Party, actively opposed the war. In 1915, an international women’s peace conference at The Hague (in the Netherlands) had drawn many 

participants from the United States. A substantial pacifist group emerged among the nation’s 

Protestant clergy. Midwestern progressives such as Robert La Follette, William Jennings 

Bryan, and George Norris urged that the United States steer clear of this Europeanconflict, 

as did leading socialists such as Eugene V. Debs. In April 1916, many of the country’smost 

prominent progressives and socialists joined hands in the American Union Against 

Militarismand pressured Wilson to continue pursuing the path of peace. 

Wilson’s peace campaign also attracted support from the country’s sizable Irish and 

German ethnic populations, who wanted to block a formal military alliance with Great 

Britain. That many German ethnics, who continued to feel affection for their native land 

and culture, would oppose U.S. entry into the war is hardly surprising. And the Irish 

viewed England as an arrogant imperial power that kept Ireland subjugated. That view was 

confirmed when England crushed the Easter Rebellion that Irish nationalists had launched 

on Easter Monday 1916 to win their country’s independence. The Irish in America, like 

those in Ireland, wanted to see Britain’s strength sapped (and Ireland’s prospects for freedom 

enhanced) by a long war. 

Wilson’s Vision:“Peace without Victory” 

The 1916 presidential election revealed the breadth of peace sentiment. At the Democratic 

convention, Governor Martin Glynn of New York, the Irish American speaker who renominated Wilson for a second term, praised the president for keeping the United States out 

of war. His portrayal of Wilson as the “peace president” electrified the convention and 

made “He kept us out of war” a campaign slogan. The slogan proved particularly effective 

against Wilson’s Republican opponent, Charles Evans Hughes, whose close ties to 

Theodore Roosevelt seemed to place him in the pro-war camp. Combining the promise of 

peace with a pledge to push ahead with progressive reform, Wilson won a narrow victory. 

Emboldened by his electoral triumph, Wilson intensified his quest for peace. On 

December 16, 1916, he sent a peace note to the belligerent governments, entreating them 

to consider ending the conflict and, to that end, to state their terms for peace. Although 

Germany refused to specify its terms and Britain and France announced a set of conditions 

too extreme for Germany ever to accept, Wilson pressed ahead, initiating secret peace 

negotiations with both sides. To prepare the American people for what he hoped would 

be a new era of international relations, Wilson appeared before the Senate on January 22, 

1917, to outline his plans for peace. In his speech, he reaffirmed his commitment to the 

League of Nations, but for such a league to succeed, Wilson argued, it would have to be 

handed a sturdy peace settlement. This entailed a “peace without victory.”Only a peace 

settlement that refused to crown a victor or humiliate a loser would ensure the equality of 

the combatants, and “only a peace between equals can last.” 

Wilson listed the crucial principles of a lasting peace: freedom of the seas; disarmament; 

and the right of every people to self-determination, democratic self-government, and security against aggression. He was proposing a revolutionary change in world order, one that 

would allow all of the world’s peoples, regardless of their size or strength, to achieve political independence and to participate as equals in world affairs. These views, rarely expressed 

by the leader of a world power, stirred the despairing masses of Europe and elsewhere 

caught in deadly conflict. 

German Escalation 

Wilson’s oratory came too late to serve the cause of peace. Sensing the imminent collapse 

of Russian forces on the eastern front, Germany had decided, in early 1917, to throw its full 

military might at France and Britain. On land it planned to launch a massive assault on the 

trenches, and at sea it prepared to unleash its submarines to attack all vessels heading for 

British ports. Germany knew that this last action would compel the United States to enter 

the war, but it was gambling on being able to strangle the British economy and leave France 

isolated before significant numbers of American troops could reach European shores. 

On February 1, the United States broke off diplomatic relations with Germany. Wilson 

continued to hope for a negotiated settlement, however, until February 25, when the British 

intercepted and passed on to the president a telegram from Germany’s foreign secretary, 

Arthur Zimmermann, to the German minister in Mexico. The infamous “Zimmermann 

telegram”instructed the minister to ask the Mexican government to attack the United States 

in the event of war between Germany and the United States. In return, Germany would pay 

the Mexicans a large fee and regain for them the “lost provinces” of Texas, New Mexico, and 

Arizona. Wilson, Congress, and the American public were outraged by the story. 

In March, news arrived that Tsar Nicholas II’s autocratic regime in Russia had collapsed 

and had been replaced by a liberal-democratic government under the leadership of 

Alexander Kerensky. As long as the tsar ruled Russia and stood to benefit from the Central 

Powers’ defeat, Wilson could not honestly claim that America’s going to war against Germany 

would bring democracy to Europe. The fall of the tsar and the need of Russia’s fledgling 

democratic government for support gave Wilson the rationale he needed to justify American 

intervention. 

Appearing before a joint session of Congress on April 2, Wilson declared that the 

United States must enter the war because “the world must be made safe for democracy.” 

He continued: 
We shall fight for the things which we have always carried nearest our hearts—for democracy, 

for the right of those who submit to authority to have a voice in their own Governments, 

for the rights and liberties of small nations, for a universal dominion of right by such a 

concert of free peoples as shall bring peace and safety to all nations and make the world 

itself at last free. To such a task we dedicate our lives and our fortunes. 

Inspired by his words, Congress broke into thunderous applause. On April 6, Congress 

voted to declare war by a vote of 373 to 50 in the House and 82 to 6 in the Senate. 

The United States thus embarked on a grand experiment to reshape the world. Wilson 

had given millions of people around the world reason to hope, both that the terrible war 

would end soon and that their strivings for freedom and social justice would be realized. 

Although he was taking America to war on the side of the Allies, he stressed that America 

would fight as an “associated power,” a phrase meant to underscore America’s determination to keep its war aims separate from and more idealistic than those of the Allies. 

Still, Wilson understood all too well the risks of his undertaking. A few days before his 

speech to Congress, he had confided to a journalist his worry that the American people, once 

at war, will “forget there ever was such a thing as tolerance. To fight you must be brutal and 

ruthless, and the spirit of ruthless brutality will enter into the very fibre of our national life, 

infecting Congress, the courts, the policeman on the beat, the man in the street.” 

American Intervention 

The entry of the United States into the war gave the Allies the muscle they needed to defeat 

the Central Powers, but it almost came too late. Germany’s resumption of unrestricted submarine warfare took a frightful toll on Allied shipping. From February through July 1917, 

German subs sank almost 4 million tons of shipping, more than one-third of Britain’s 

entire merchant fleet. One of every four large freighters departing Britain in those months 

never returned; at one point, the British Isles were down to a mere four weeks of provisions. American intervention ended Britain’s vulnerability in dramatic fashion. U.S. and 

British naval commanders now grouped merchant ships into convoys and provided them 

with warship escorts through the most dangerous stretches of the North Atlantic. Destroyers 

armed with depth charges were particularly effective as escorts. Their shallow draft made 

them invulnerable to torpedoes, and their great acceleration and speed allowed them to 

pursue slow-moving U-boats. The U.S. and British navies had begun to use sound waves 

(later called “sonar”) to pinpoint the location of underwater craft, and this new technology 

increased the effectiveness of destroyer attacks. By the end of 1917, the tonnage of Allied 

shipping lost each month to U-boat attacks had declined by two-thirds, from almost 1 million 

tons in April to 350,000 tons in December. The increased flow of supplies stiffened the 

resolve of the exhausted British and French troops. 

The French and British armies had bled themselves white by taking the offensive in 

1916 and 1917 and had scarcely budged the trench lines. The Germans had been content 

in those years simply to hold their trench position in the West because they were 

engaged in a huge offensive against the Russians in the East. The Germans intended first 

to defeat Russia and then to shift their eastern armies to the West for a final assault on 

the weakened British and French lines. Their opportunity came in the winter and spring 

of 1918. 

A second Russian revolution in November 1917 had overthrown Kerensky’s liberaldemocratic government and had brought to power a revolutionary socialist government 

under Vladimir Lenin and his Bolshevik Party. Lenin pulled Russia out of the war on the 

grounds that the war did not serve the best interests of the working classes, that it was a 

conflict between rival capitalist elites interested only in wealth and power (and indifferent 

to the slaughter of soldiers in the trenches). In March 1918, Lenin signed a treaty at BrestLitovsk that added to Germany’s territory and resources and enabled Germany to shift its 

eastern forces to the western front. 

Russia’s exit from the war hurt the Allies. Not only did it expose French and British 

troops to a much larger German force, but it also challenged the Allied claim that they 

were fighting a just war against German aggression. Lenin had published the texts of secret 

Allied treaties showing that Britain and France, like Germany, had plotted to enlarge their 

nations and empires through war. The revelation that the Allies were fighting for land and 

riches rather than democratic principles outraged large numbers of people in France and 

Great Britain, demoralized Allied troops, and threw the French and British governments 

into disarray. 

The treaties also embarrassed Wilson, who had brought America into the war to fight for 

democracy, not territory. Wilson quickly moved to restore the Allies’ credibility by unveiling, 

in January 1918, a concrete program for peace. His Fourteen Pointsreaffirmed America’s 

commitment to an international system governed by laws rather than by might and 

renounced territorial aggrandizement as a legitimate war aim. This document provided the 

ideological cement that held the Allies together at a critical moment. (The Fourteen Points 

are discussed more fully in the section “The Failure of the International Peace.”) 

In March and April 1918, Germany launched its huge offensive against British and 

French positions, sending Allied troops reeling. A ferocious assault against French lines on 

May 27 met with little resistance; German troops advanced 10 miles a day—a faster pace 

than any on the western front since the earliest days of the war—until they reached the 

Marne River, within striking distance of Paris. The French government prepared to evacuate the city. At this perilous moment, a large American army—fresh, well-equipped, and 

oblivious to the horrors of trench warfare—arrived to reinforce what remained of the 

French lines. 

In fact, these American troops, part of the American Expeditionary Force (AEF) commanded by General John J. Pershing, had begun landing in France almost a year earlier. 

During the intervening months, the United States had had to create a modern army from 

scratch, because its existing force was so small, ranking only 17th in the world. Men had 

to be drafted, trained, and supplied with food and equipment; ships for transporting them 

to Europe had to be found or built. In France, Pershing put his troops through additional 

training before committing them to battle. He was determined that the American soldiers— 

or “doughboys,” as they were called—should acquit themselves well on the battlefield. The 

army he ordered into battle to counter the German spring offensive of 1918 fought well. 

Many American soldiers fell, but the German offensive ground to a halt. Paris was saved, 

and Germany’s best chance for victory slipped from its grasp. 

Buttressed by this show of AEF strength, the Allied troops staged a major offensive of 

their own in late September. Millions of Allied troops (including more than a million from 

the AEF) advanced across the 200-mile-wide Argonne forest in France, cutting German 

supply lines. By late October, they had reached the German border. Faced with an invasion 

of their homeland and with rapidly mounting popular dissatisfaction with the war, German 

leaders asked for an armistice, to be followed by peace negotiations based on Wilson’sFourteen Points. Having forced the Germans to agree to numerous concessions, the Allies 

ended the war on November 11, 1918. The carnage was finally over. 

Mobilizing for “Total”War 

Focus Question 

What problems did the United States encounter in mobilizing for total war, and how 

successfully were those problems overcome? 

Compared to Europe, the United States suffered little from the war. The deaths of 

112,000 American soldiers paled in comparison to European losses: 900,000 by Great 

Britain, 1.2 millionby Austria-Hungary, 1.4 million by France, 1.7 million by Russia, and 

2 million by Germany. The U.S. civilian population was spared most of the war’s ravages— 

the destruction of homes and industries, the shortages of food and medicine, the spread 

of disease—that afflicted millions of Europeans. Only with the flu epidemic that swept 

across the Atlantic from Europe in 1919 to claim approximately 500,000  lives did Americans 

briefly experience wholesale suffering and death. 

Still, the war had a profound effect on American society. Every military engagement the 

United States had fought since the Civil War—the Indian wars, the Spanish-American 

War, the American-Filipino War, the Boxer Rebellion, the Latin American interventions— 

had been limited in scope. Even the troop mobilizations that seemed large at the time— 

the more than 100,000 needed to fight the Spanish and then the Filipinos—failed to tax 

severely American resources. 

The First World War was different. It was a “total” war to which every combatant had 

committed virtually all of its resources. The scale of the effort in the United States became 

apparent early in 1917 when Wilson asked Congress for a conscription law that would 

permit the federal government to raise a multimillion-man army. The United States would 

also have to devote much of its agricultural, transportation, industrial, and population 

resources to the war effort if it wished to end the European stalemate. Who would organize this massive effort? Who would pay for it? Would Americans accept the sacrifice and 

regimentation it would demand? These were vexing questions for a nation long committed to individual liberty, small government, and a weak military. 

Organizing Industry 

At first, Wilson pursued a decentralized approach to mobilization, delegating tasks to local 

defense councils throughout the country. When that effort failed, however, Wilson created 

several centralized federal agencies, each charged with supervising nationwide activity in 

its assigned economic sector. 

The success of these agencies varied. The Food Administration, headed by mining 

engineer and executive Herbert Hoover, substantially increased production of basic 

foodstuffs and put in place an efficient distribution system that delivered food to millions 

of troops and European civilians. Treasury Secretary William McAdoo, as head of the 

U.S. Railroad Administration, also performed well in shifting the rail system from private to public control, coordinating dense train traffic, and making capital improvements 

that allowed goods to move rapidly to eastern ports, where they were loaded onto ships 

and sent to Europe. At the other extreme, the Aircraft Production Board and Emergency 

Fleet Corporation did a poor job of supplying the Allies with combat aircraft and merchant vessels. On balance, the U.S. economy performed wonders in supplying troops 

with uniforms, food, rifles, munitions, and other basic items; it failed badly, however, 

in producing more sophisticated weapons and machines such as artillery, aircraft, and 

ships. 

At the time, many believed that the new government war agencies possessed awesome 

power over the nation’s economy and thus represented a near revolution in government. 

Most such agencies, however, were more powerful on paper than in fact. Consider, for 

example, the War Industries Board(WIB), an administrative body established by Wilson 

in July 1917 to harness manufacturing might to military needs. The WIB floundered for 

its first nine months, lacking the statutory authority to force manufacturers and the military to adopt its plans. Only the appointment of Wall Street investment banker Bernard 

Baruch as WIB chairman in March 1918 turned the agency around. Rather than attempting to force manufacturers to do the government’s bidding, Baruch permitted industrialists to charge high prices for their products. He won exemptions from antitrust laws for 

corporations that complied with his requests. In general, he made war production too 

lucrative an activity to resist; however, he did not hesitate to unleash his wrath on corporations that resisted WIB enticements. 

Baruch’s forceful leadership worked reasonably well throughout his nine months in 

office. War production increased, and manufacturers discovered the financial benefits of 

cooperation between the public and private sectors. But Baruch’s approach created problems, too. His favoritism toward large corporations hurt smaller competitors. Moreover, 

the cozy relationship between government and corporation that he encouraged violated 

the progressive pledge to protect the people against the “interests.” Achieving cooperation 

by boosting corporate profits, finally, was a costly way for the government to do business. 

The costs of the war soared to $33 billion, a figure more than three times expectations. 

Securing Workers, Keeping Labor Peace 

The government worried as much about labor’s cooperation as about industry’s compliance, for the best-laid production plans could be disrupted by a labor shortage or an 

extended strike. War increased the demand for industrial labor while cutting the supply. 

European immigrants had long been the most important source of new labor for American 

industry, and during the war they stopped coming. Meanwhile, millions of workers 

already in America were conscripted into the military and thus lost to industry. 

Manufacturers responded to the labor shortage by recruiting new sources of labor from 

the rural South; a half million African Americans migrated to northern cities between 1916 

and 1920. Another half million white southerners followed the same path during that 

period. Hundreds of thousands of Mexicans fled their revolution-ridden homeland for jobs 

in the Southwest and Midwest. Approximately 40,000 northern women found work as 

streetcar conductors, railroad workers, metalworkers, munitions makers, and in other jobs 

customarily reserved for men. The number of female clerical workers doubled between 

1910 and 1920, with many of these women finding work in the government war bureaucracies. Altogether, a million women toiled in war-related industries. 

These workers alleviated but did not eliminate the nation’s labor shortage. Unemployment, which had hovered around 8.5 percent in 1915, plunged to 1.2 percent in 1918. 

Workers were quick to recognize the benefits of the tight labor market. They quit jobs they 

did not like and took part in strikes and other collective actions in unprecedented numbers. From 1916 to 1920, more than 1 million workers went on strike every year. Union 

membership almost doubled, from 2.6 million in 1915 to 5.1 million in 1920. Workers 

commonly sought higher wages and shorter hours through strikes and unionization. 

Wages rose an average of 137 percent from 1915 to 1920, although inflation largely 

negated these gains. The average workweek declined in that same period from 55 to 51 hours. 

Workers also struck in response to managerial attempts to speed up production and 

tighten discipline. As time passed, increasing numbers of workers began to wonder why 

the war for democracy in Europe had no counterpart in their factories at home. “Industrial 

democracy” became the battle cry of an awakened labor movement. 

Wilson’s willingness to include labor in his 1916 progressive coalition reflected his 

awareness of labor’s potential power (see chapter 21). In 1918, he bestowed prestige on 

the newly formed National War Labor Board(NWLB) by appointing former president 

William Howard Taft to be co-chair alongside Samuel Gompers, president of the American 

Federation of Labor. The NWLB brought together representatives of labor, industry, and 

the public to resolve labor disputes. 

Raising an Army 

To raise an army, the Wilson administration committed itself to conscription—the drafting of most men of a certain age, irrespective of their family’s wealth, ethnic background, 

or social standing. The Selective Service Act of May 1917 empowered the administration 

to do just that. By war’s end, local Selective Service boards had registered 24 million young 

men age 18 and older and had drafted nearly 3 million of them into the military; another 

2 million volunteered for service. 

Relatively few men resisted the draft, even among recently arrived immigrants. Foreignborn men constituted 18 percent of the armed forces—a percentage greater than their 

share of the total population. Almost 400,000 African Americans served, representing 

approximately 10 percent of armed forces, the same as the percentage of African Americans 

in the total population. 

The U.S. Army, under the command of Chief of Staff Peyton March and General 

John J. Pershing, faced the difficult task of fashioning these ethnically and racially 

diverse millions into a professional fighting force. Teaching raw recruits to fight was 

hard enough, Pershing and March observed; the generals refused the task of teaching 

them to put aside their prejudices. Rather than integrate the armed forces, they segregated black soldiers from white. Virtually all African Americans were assigned to allblack units and barred from combat. Being stripped of a combat role was particularly 

galling to blacks, who, in previous wars, had proven themselves to be among the best 

American fighters. Pershing was fully aware of the African American contribution. He had 

commanded African Americantroops in the 10th Cavalry, the all-black regiment that had 

distinguished itself in the Spanish-American War (chapter 22). Pershing’s military reputation had depended so heavily on the black troops who fought for him that he had 

acquired the nickname Black Jack. 

For a time, the military justified its intensified discrimination against blacks by referring to the results of rudimentary IQ (intelligence quotient) tests administered by psychologists to 2 million AEF soldiers. These tests allegedly “proved” that native-born Americans 

and immigrants from the British Isles, Germany, and Scandinavia were well endowed with 

intelligence, whereas African Americans and immigrants from Southern and Eastern 

Europe were poorly endowed. The tests were scientifically so ill-conceived, however, that 

their findings revealed nothing about the true distribution of intelligence in the soldier 

population. Their most sensational revelation was that more than half of the soldiers in the 

AEF—white and black—were “morons,” men who had failed to reach the mental age of 

13. After trying to absorb the apparent news that most U.S. soldiers were feeble-minded, 

the military sensibly rejected the pseudo-science on which these intelligence findings were 

based. In 1919, it discontinued the IQ testing program. 

Given the racial and ethnic differences among American troops and the short time Pershing and his staff had to train recruits, the AEF’s performance was impressive. The United 

States increased the army from a mere 100,000 to 5 million in little more than a year. The 

Germans sank no troop ships, nor were any soldiers killed during the dangerous Atlantic 

crossing. In combat, U.S. troops became known for their sharpshooting skills. The most 

decorated soldier in the AEF was Sergeant Alvin C. York of Tennessee, who captured 

35 machineguns, took 132 prisoners, and killed 17 German soldiers with 17 bullets. York 

had learned his marksmanship hunting wild turkeys in the Tennessee hills. “Of course, it 

weren’t no trouble no how for me to hit them big [German] army targets,” he later commented. 

“They were so much bigger than turkeys’ heads.” One of the most decorated AEF units was 

New York’s 369th Regiment,a black unit recruited in Harlem. Bowing to pressure from civil 

rights groups to allow some black troops to fight, Pershing had offered the 369th to the 

French army. The 369th entered the French front line, served in the forward Allied 

trenches for 191 days (longer than any other U.S. regiment), and scored several major successes. In gratitude for its service, the French government decorated the entire unit with 

one of its highest honors—the Croix de Guerre (War Cross). 

Paying the Bills 

The government incurred huge debts buying food, uniforms, munitions, weapons, vehicles, and sundry other items for the U.S. military. To help pay its bills, it sharply increased 

tax rates. The new taxes hit the wealthiest Americans the hardest: The richest were slapped 

with a 67 percent income tax and a 25 percent inheritance tax. Corporations were ordered 

to pay an “excess profits” tax. Proposed by the Wilson administration and backed by 

Robert La Follette and other congressional progressives who feared that the “interests” would 

use the war to enrich themselves, these taxes were meant to ensure that all Americanswould 

sacrifice something for the war. 

Tax revenues, however, provided only about one-third of the $33 billion that the government ultimately spent on the war. The rest came from the sale of Liberty Bonds.These 

30-year government bonds offered individual purchasers a return of 3.5 percent in annual 

interest. The government offered five bond issues between 1917 and 1920, and all quickly sold 

out, thanks, in no small measure, to a high-powered sales pitch, orchestrated by Treasury 

SecretaryWilliam G. McAdoo, that equated bond purchases with patriotic duty. McAdoo’s 

agents blanketed the country with posters, sent bond “salesmen” into virtually every American 

community, enlisted Boy Scouts to go door-to-door, and staged rallies at which movie stars 

such as Mary Pickford, Douglas Fairbanks, and Charlie Chaplin stumped for the war. 

Arousing Patriotic Ardor 

The Treasury’s bond campaign was only one aspect of an extraordinary government effort 

to arouse public support for the war. In 1917, Wilson set up a new agency, the Committee 

on Public Information(CPI), to popularize the war. Under the chairmanship of George 

Creel, a midwestern progressive and a muckraker, the CPI distributed 75 million copies 

of pamphlets explaining U.S. war aims in several languages. It trained a force of 75,000 

“Four-Minute Men” to deliver succinct, uplifting war speeches to numerous groups in their 

home cities and towns. It papered the walls of virtually every public institution (and many 

private ones) with posters, placed advertisements in mass-circulation magazines, sponsored exhibitions, and peppered newspaper editors with thousands of press releases on the 

progress of the war. 

Faithful to his muckraking past (see chapter 21), Creel wanted to give the people the 

facts of the war, believing that well-informed citizens would see the wisdom of Wilson’s 

policies. He also saw his work as an opportunity to achieve the progressive goal of uniting 

all Americans into a single moral community. Americans everywhere learned that the 

United States had entered the war “to make the world safe for democracy,” to help the 

world’s weaker peoples achieve self-determination, and to bring a measure of justice into 

the conduct of international affairs. Americans were asked to affirm those ideals by doing 

everything they could to support the war. 

This uplifting message affected the American people, although not necessarily in ways 

anticipated by CPI propagandists. It imparted to many a deep love of country and a sense 

of participation in a grand democratic experiment. Among others, particularly those experiencing poverty and discrimination, it sparked a new spirit of protest. Workers, women, 

European ethnics, and African Americans began demanding that America live up to its 

democratic ideals at home as well as abroad. Workers rallied to the cry of “industrial 

democracy.” Women seized on the democratic fervor to bring their fight for suffrage to a 

successful conclusion (see chapter 21). African Americans began to dream that the war 

might deliver them from second-class citizenship. European ethnics believed that Wilson’s 

support of their countrymen’s rights abroad would improve their own chances for success 

in the United States. 

Although the CPI had helped to unleash it, this new democratic enthusiasm troubled 

Creel and others in the Wilson administration. The United States, after all, was still deeply 

divided along class, ethnic, and racial lines. Workers and industrialists regarded each other 

with suspicion. Cultural differences compounded this class division, for the working class 

was overwhelmingly ethnic in composition, and the industrial and political elites consisted 

mainly of the native-born whose families had been Americans for generations. Progressives 

had fought hard to overcome these divisions. They had tamed the power of capitalists, 

improved the condition of workers, encouraged the Americanization of immigrants, and 

articulated a new, more inclusive idea of who could belong to the American nation. 

But their work was far from complete when the war broke out, and the war opened up 

new social and cultural divisions. German immigrants still formed the largest foreign-born 

population group at 2.3 million. Another 2.3 million immigrants came from some part of 

the Austro-Hungarian Empire, and more than 1 million Americans—native-born and 

immigrants—supported the Socialist Party and the Industrial Workers of the World, both 

of which had opposed the war. The decision to authorize the CPI’s massive unity campaign 

indicates that the progressives understood how widespread the discord was. Still, they had 

not anticipated that the promotion of democratic ideals at home would exacerbate, rather 

than lessen, the nation’s social and cultural divisions. 

Wartime Repression 

By early 1918, the CPI’s campaign had developed a darker, more coercive side. Inflammatory advertisements called on patriots to report on neighbors, coworkers, and ethnics 

whom they suspected of subverting the war effort. Propagandists called on all immigrants, 

especially those from Central, Southern, and Eastern Europe, to pledge themselves to 

“100 percent Americanism” and to repudiate all ties to their homeland, native language, 

and ethnic customs. The CPI aroused hostility toward Germans by spreading lurid tales of 

German atrocities and encouraging the public to see movies such as The Prussian Cur and 

The Beast of Berlin. The Justice Department arrested thousands of German and Austrian 

immigrants whom it suspected of subversive activities. Congress passed the Trading with 

the Enemy Act, which required foreign-language publications to submit all war-related 

stories to post office censors for approval. 

German Americans became the objects of popular hatred. American patriots sought to 

expunge every trace of German influence from American culture. In Boston, performances 

of Beethoven’s symphonies were banned, and the German-born conductor of the Boston 

Symphony Orchestra was forced to resign. Although Americans would not give up the 

German foods they had grown to love, they would no longer call them by their German 

names. Sauerkraut was rechristened “liberty cabbage,” and hamburgers became “liberty 

sandwiches.” Libraries removed works of German literature from their shelves, and 

Theodore Roosevelt and others urged school districts to prohibit the teaching of the German 

language. Patriotic school boards in Lima, Ohio, and elsewhere burned the German books 

in their districts. 

German Americans risked being fired from work, losing their businesses, and being 

assaulted on the street. A St. Louis mob lynched an innocent German immigrant whom 

they suspected of subversion. After only 25 minutes of deliberation, a St. Louis jury acquitted the mob leaders, who had brazenly defended their crime as an act of patriotism. German 

Americans began hiding their ethnic identity, changing their names, speaking German 

only in the privacy of their homes, and celebrating their holidays only with trusted friends. 

This experience devastated the once-proud German American community; many would 

never recover from the shame and vulnerability they experienced in those years. 

The anti-German campaign escalated into a general anti-immigrant 

crusade. Congress passed the 

Immigration Restriction Act of 

1917, over Wilson’s veto, which 

declared that all adult immigrants 

who failed a reading test would be 

denied admission to the United 

States. The act also banned the 

immigration of laborers from 

India, Indochina, Afghanistan, 

Arabia, the East Indies, and 

several other countries within 

an Asiatic Barred Zone. This 

legislation marked the beginning 

of a movement in Congress that, 

four years later, would close the 

immigration door to virtually all 

transoceanic peoples. 

Congress also passed the 18th 

Amendment to the Constitution, 

which prohibited the manufacture and distribution of alcoholic 

beverages (see chapter 21). The 

crusade for prohibition was not 

new, but anti-immigrant feelings 

generated by the war gave it 

added impetus. Prohibitionists 

pictured the nation’s urban ethnic ghettos as scenes of drunkenness, immorality, and disloyalty. 

They also accused German American brewers of operating a “liquor trust” to sap people’s 

will to fight. The states quickly ratified the 18th Amendment, and in 1919, Prohibition 

became the law of the land. 

More and more, the Wilson administration relied on repression to achieve domestic 

unity. In the Espionage, Sabotage, and Sedition Actspassed in 1917 and 1918, Congress gave the administration sweeping powers to silence and  imprison dissenters. These 

acts went far beyond outlawing behavior that no nation at war could be expected to tolerate, such as spying for the enemy, sabotaging war production, and calling for the enemy’s 

victory. Now citizens could be prosecuted for writing or uttering any statement that could 

be construed as profaning the flag, the Constitution, or the military. These acts constituted 

the most drastic restrictions of free speech at the national level since the Alien and Sedition 

Acts of 1798 (see chapter 8). 

Government repression fell most heavily on the IWW and the Socialist Party. Both 

groups had opposed intervention before 1917. Although they subsequently muted their 

opposition, they continued to insist that the true enemies of American workers were to be 

found in the ranks of American employers, not in Germany or Austria-Hungary. The government responded by banning many socialist materials from the mails and by disrupting 

socialist and IWW meetings. By spring 1918, government agents had raided countless 

IWW offices and had arrested 2,000 IWW members, including its entire executive board. 

Many of those arrested would be sentenced to long jail terms. William Haywood, the IWW 

president, fled to Europe and then to the Soviet Union rather than go to jail. Eugene V. Debs, 

the head of the Socialist Party, received a 10-year jail term for making an antiwar speech 

in Canton, Ohio, in summer 1918. 

This federal repression, carried out in an atmosphere of supercharged patriotism, 

encouraged local governments and private citizens to initiate their own antiradical crusades. In the mining town of Bisbee, Arizona, a sheriff with an eager force of 2,000 deputized citizens kidnapped 1,200 IWW members, herded them into cattle cars, and dumped 

them onto the New Mexico desert with little food or water. Vigilantes in Butte, Montana, 

chained an IWW organizer to a car and let his body scrape the pavement as they drove the 

vehicle through city streets. Next, they strung him up to a railroad trestle, castrated him, 

and left him to die. The 250,000 members of the American Protective League, most of 

them businessmen and professionals, routinely spied on fellow workers and neighbors. 

They opened mail and tapped phones and otherwise harassed those suspected of disloyalty. Attorney General Thomas Gregory publicly endorsed the group and sought federal 

funds to support its “police” work. 

The spirit of coercion even infected institutions that had long prided themselves on tolerance. In July 1917, Columbia University fired two professors for speaking out against 

U.S. intervention in the war. The National Americanization Committee, which before 

1917 had pioneered a humane approach to the problem of integrating immigrants into 

American life, now supported surveillance, internment, and deportation of aliens suspected 

of anti-American sentiments. 

Wilson bore responsibility for this climate of repression. He did attempt to block certain 

pieces of repressive legislation; for example, he vetoed both the Immigration Restriction Act and 

the Volstead Act (the act passed to enforce Prohibition), only to be overridden by Congress.But 

Wilson did little to halt Attorney General Gregory’s prosecution of radicals or Postmaster 

General Burleson’s campaign to exclude Socialist Party publications from the mail. He ignored 

pleas from progressives that he intervene in the Debs case to prevent the ailing 62-year-old 

from going to jail. His acquiescence in these matters cost him dearly among progressives 

and socialists. Wilson believed, however, that once the Allies, with U.S. support, won the war 

and arranged a just peace in accordance with the Fourteen Points, his administration’s 

wartime actions would be forgiven and the progressive coalition would be restored. 

The Failure of the International Peace 

In the month following Germany’s surrender on November 11, 1918, Wilson was confident about the prospects of achieving a just peace. Both Germany and the Allies had publicly accepted the Fourteen Points as the basis for negotiations. Wilson’s international prestige was enormous. People throughout the world were inspired by his dream of a 

democratic, just, and harmonious world order free of poverty, ignorance, and war. Poles, 

Lithuanians, and other Eastern Europeans whose pursuit of nationhood had been frustrated for 100 years or more now believed that independence might be within their reach. 

Zionist Jews in Europe and the United States dared to dream of a Jewish homeland within 

their lifetimes. Countless African and Asian peoples imagined achieving their freedom 

from colonial domination. 

To capitalize on his fame and to maximize the chances for a peace settlement based on 

his Fourteen Points, Wilson broke with diplomatic precedent and decided to head the 

American delegation to the Paris Peace Conference in January 1919. Enormous crowds of 

enthusiastic Europeans turned out to hail Wilson’s arrival on the Continent in December. 

Some 2 million French citizens—the largest throng ever assembled on French soil—lined 

the parade route in Paris to catch a glimpse of “Wilson,le juste [the just].” In Rome, Milan, 

and La Scala, Italians acclaimed him “The Savior of Humanity” and “The Moses from 

Across the Atlantic.” 

In the Fourteen Points, Wilson had translated his principles for a new world order 

into specific proposals for international peace and justice. The first group of points 

called for all nations to abide by a code of conduct that embraced free trade, freedom of 

the seas, open diplomacy, disarmament, and the resolution of disputes through mediation. A second group, based on the principle of self-determination, proposed redrawing 

the map of Europe to give the subjugated peoples of the Austro-Hungarian, Ottoman, 

and Russian empires national sovereignty. The last point called for establishing the 

League of Nations, an assembly in which all nations would be represented and in which 

all international disputes would be given a fair hearing and an opportunity for peaceful 

solutions. 

The Paris Peace Conference and the Treaty of Versailles 

Focus Question 

What were Woodrow Wilson’s peace proposals, and how did they fare? 

Although representatives of 27 nations began meeting in Paris on January 12, 1919, to discuss Wilson’s Fourteen Points, negotiations were controlled by the “Big Four”: Wilson, 

Prime Minister David Lloyd George of Great Britain, Premier Georges Clemenceau of 

France, and Prime Minister Vittorio Orlando of Italy. When Orlando quit the conference 

after a dispute with Wilson, the Big Four became the Big Three. Wilson quickly learned 

that his negotiating partners’ support for the Fourteen Points was much weaker than he 

had believed. The cagey Clemenceau mused: “God gave us the Ten Commandments, and 

we broke them. Wilson gives us Fourteen Points. We shall see.” Clemenceau and Lloyd 

George refused to include most of Wilson’s points in the peace treaty. The points having 

to do with freedom of the seas and free trade were omitted, as were the proposals for open 

diplomacy and Allied disarmament. Wilson won partial endorsement of the principle of 

self-determination: Belgian sovereignty was restored, Poland’s status as a nation was 

affirmed, and the new nations of Czechoslovakia, Yugoslavia, Finland, Lithuania, Latvia, and 

Estonia were created. In addition, some lands of the former Ottoman Empire—Armenia, 

Palestine, Mesopotamia, and Syria—were to be placed under League of Nations’ trusteeships with the understanding that they would someday gain their independence. Wilson 

failed in his efforts to block a British plan to transfer former German colonies in Asia to 

Japanese control, an Italian plan to annex territory inhabited by 200,000 Austrians, and a 

French plan to take from Germany its valuable Saar coal mines. (See Map 23.2, Europe 

and the Near East After the First World War, in the color insert following page 912.) 

Nor could Wilson blunt the drive to punish Germany for its wartime aggression. In addition to awarding the Saar basin to France, the Allies gave portions of northern Germany to 

Denmark and portions of eastern Germany to Poland and Czechoslovakia. Germanywas 

stripped of virtually its entire navy and air force, and forbidden to place soldiers or fortifications in western Germany along the Rhine. It was allowed to keep an army of only 

100,000 men. In addition, Germany was forced to admit its responsibility for the war. In 

accepting this “war guilt,” Germany was, in effect, agreeing to compensate the victors in 

cash (reparations) for the pain and suffering it had inflicted on them. 

Lloyd George and Clemenceau brushed off the protests of those who viewed this desire 

to prostrate Germany as a cruel and vengeful act. That the German people, after their 

nation’s 1918 defeat, had overthrown the monarch (Kaiser Wilhelm II) who had taken 

them to war, and had reconstituted their nation as a democratic republic—the first in their 

country’s history—won them no leniency. On June 28, 1919, Great Britain, France, the 

United States, Germany, and other European nations signed the Treaty of Versailles. 

In 1921, an Allied commission notified the Germans that they were to pay the victors 

$33 billion, a sum well beyond the resources of a defeated and economically ruined Germany. 

The League of Nations 

The Allies’ single-minded pursuit of self-interest disillusioned many liberals and socialists 

in the United States, but Wilson seemed undismayed. He had won approval of the most 

important of his Fourteen Points—that which called for the creation of the League of 

Nations. The League, whose structure and responsibilities were set forth in the Covenant 

attached to the peace treaty, would usher in Wilson’s new world order. Drawing its membership from the signatories to the Treaty of Versailles (except, for the time being, Germany), 

the League would function as an international parliament and judiciary, establishing rules 

of international behavior and resolving disputes between nations through rational and 

peaceful means. A nine-member executive council—the United States, Britain, France, 

Italy, and Japan would have permanent seats on the council, while the other four seats 

would rotate among the smaller powers—was charged with administering decisions. 

Wilson believed that the League would redeem the failures of the Paris Peace Conference. Under its auspices, free trade and freedom of the seas would be achieved, reparations 

against Germany would be reduced or eliminated, disarmament of the Allies would proceed, and the principle of self-determination would be extended to peoples outside 

Europe. Moreover, the Covenant (Article X)would endow the League with the power to 

punish aggressor nations through economic isolation and military retaliation. 

Wilson versus Lodge: The Fight over Ratification 

The League’s success, however, depended on Wilson’s ability to convince the U.S. Senate 

to ratify the Treaty of Versailles. Wilson knew that this would not be easy. The Republicans had gained a majority in the Senate in 1918, and two groups within their ranks were 

determined to frustrate Wilson’s ambitions. One group was a caucus of 14 midwesterners 

and westerners known as the “irreconcilables.”Most of them were conservative isolationists who wanted the United States to preserve its separation from Europe, but a few 

were prominent progressives—Robert La Follette, William Borah, and Hiram Johnson— 

who had voted against the declaration of war in 1917. The self-interest displayed by England 

and France at the peace conference convinced this group that the Europeans were incapable 

of decent behavior in international matters. 

Senator Henry Cabot Lodgeof Massachusetts led the second opposition group. Its 

members rejected Wilson’s belief that every group of people on earth had a right to form 

their own nation; that every state, regardless of its size, its economic condition, and the 

vigor and intelligence of its people, should have a voice in world affairs; and that disputes 

between nations could be settled in open, democratic forums. They subscribed instead to 

Theodore Roosevelt’s vision of a world controlled by a few great nations, each militarily 

strong, secure in its own sphere of influence, and determined to avoid war through a carefully 

negotiated balance of power. These Republicans preferred to let Europe return to the 

power politics that had prevailed before the war rather than experiment with a new world 

order that might constrain and compromise U.S. power and autonomy. 

This Republican critique was a cogent one that merited extended discussion. Particularly 

important were questions that Republicans raised about Article X, which gave the League the 

right to undertake military actions against aggressor nations. Did Americans want to authorize an international organization to decide when the United States would go to war? Was this 

not a violation of the Constitution, which vested war-making power solely in the Congress? 

Even if the constitutional problem could be solved, how could the United States ensure that 

it would not be forced into a military action that might damage its national interest? 

It soon became clear, however, that several Republicans, including Lodge, were as interested in humiliating Wilson as in developing an alternative approach to foreignpolicy. They 

accused Wilson of promoting socialism through his wartime expansion of government 

power. They were angry that he had failed to include any distinguished Republicans, such as 

Lodge, Elihu Root, or William Howard Taft, in the Paris peace delegation. And they were still 

bitter about the 1918 congressional elections, when Wilson had argued that a Republican victory would embarrass the nation abroad. Although Wilson’s electioneering had failed to sway 

the voters (the Republicans won a majority in both Houses), his suggestion that a Republican 

victory would injure national honor had infuriated Theodore Roosevelt and his supporters. 

Roosevelt died in 1919, but his close friend Lodge kept his rage alive: “I never thought I could 

hate a man as much as I hate Wilson,” Lodge conceded in a moment of candor. 

As chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, charged with considering the 

treaty before reporting it to the Senate floor, Lodge did everything possible to obstruct ratification. He packed the committee with senators who were likely to oppose the treaty. He 

delayed action by reading every one of the treaty’s 300 pages aloud and by subjecting it to 

endless criticism in six long weeks of public hearings. When his committee finally 

reported the treaty to the full Senate, it came encumbered with nearly 50 amendments 

whose adoption Lodge made a precondition of his support. Some of the amendments 

expressed reasonable concerns—namely, that participation in the League not diminish the 

role of Congress in determining foreign policy, compromise American sovereignty, or 

involve the United States in an unjust or ill-advised war—but many were meant only to 

complicate the task of ratification. 

Despite Lodge’s obstructionism, the treaty’s chances for ratification by the required 

two-thirds majority of the Senate remained good. Many Republicans were prepared to vote 

for ratification if Wilson indicated his willingness to accept some of the proposed amendments. Wilson could have salvaged the treaty and, along with it, U.S. participation in the 

League of Nations, but he refused to compromise with the Republicans and announced 

that he would carry his case directly to the American people instead. In September 1919, 

Wilson undertook a whirlwind cross-country tour that covered more than 8,000 miles 

with 37 stops. He addressed as many crowds as he could reach, sometimes speaking for 

an hour at a time, four times a day. 

On September 25, after giving a speech at Pueblo, Colorado, Wilson suffered excruciating headaches throughout the night. His physician ordered him back to Washington, 

where on October 2 he suffered a near-fatal stroke. Wilson hovered near death for two 

weeks and remained seriously disabled for another six. His condition improved somewhat 

in November, but his left side remained paralyzed, his speech was slurred, his energy level 

low, and his emotions unstable. Wilson’s wife, Edith Bolling Wilson, and his doctor isolated him from Congress and the press, withholding news they thought might upset him 

and preventing the public from learning how much his body and mind had deteriorated. 

Many historians believe that the stroke impaired Wilson’s political judgment. He 

refused to consider any of the Republican amendments to the treaty, even after it had 

become clear that compromise offered the only chance of winning U.S. participation in the 

League of Nations. When Lodge presented an amended treaty for a ratification vote on 

November 19, Wilson ordered Senate Democrats to vote against it; 42 (of 47) Democratic 

senators complied, and with the aid of 13 Republican irreconcilables, the Lodge version was 

defeated. Only moments later, the unamended version of the treaty—Wilson’s version— 

received only 38 votes. 

The Treaty’s Final Defeat 

As the magnitude of the calamity became apparent, supporters of the League in Congress, the 

nation, and the world urged the Senate and the president to reconsider. Wilson would not 

budge. A bipartisan group of senators desperately tried to work out a compromise without 

consulting him. When that effort failed, the Senate put to a vote, one more time, the Lodge 

version of the treaty. Because 23 Democrats, most of them southerners, still refused to break 

with Wilson, this last-ditch effort at ratification failed on March 8, 1920, by a margin of seven 

votes. Wilson’s dream of a new world order died that day. The crumpled figure in the White 

House seemed to bear little resemblance to the hero who, barely 15 months before, had been 

greeted in Europe as the world’s savior. Wilson filled out his remaining 12 months in office 

as an invalid, presiding over the interment of progressivism. He died in 1924. 

The judgment of history lies heavily on these events, for many believe that the flawed 

treaty and the failure of the League contributed to Adolf Hitler’s rise in Germany and the 

outbreak of a second world war more devastating than the first. It is necessary to ask, then, 

whether American participation in the League would have significantly altered the course 

of world history. 

The mere fact of U.S. membership in the League would not have magically solved Europe’s 

postwar problems. The U.S. government was inexperienced in diplomacy and prone to mistakes. Its freedom to negotiate solutions to international disputes would have been limited by 

the large number of American voters who remained strongly opposed to U.S. entanglement 

in European affairs. Even if such opposition could have been overcome, the United States 

would still have confronted European countries determined to go their own way. 

Nevertheless, one thing is clear: No stable international order could have arisen after 

the First World War without the full involvement of the United States. The League of 

Nations required American authority and prestige in order to operate effectively as an 

international parliament. We cannot know whether the League, with American involvement, would have offered the Germans a less humiliating peace, allowing them to rehabilitate their economy and salvage their national pride; nor whether an American-led 

League would have stopped Hitler’s expansionism before it escalated into full-scale war in 

1939. Still, it seems fair to suggest that American participation would have strengthened 

the League and improved its ability to bring a lasting peace to Europe. 

The Postwar Period:A Society in Convulsion 

The end of the war brought no respite from the forces convulsing American society. Workers 

were determined to regain the purchasing power they had lost to inflation. Employers were 

determined to halt or reverse the wartime gains labor had made. Radicals saw in this conflict 

between capital and labor the possibility of a socialist revolution. Conservatives were certain 

that the revolution had already begun. Returning white servicemen were nervous about regaining their civilian jobs and looked with hostility on the black, Hispanic, and female workers who 

had been recruited to take their places. Black veterans were in no mood to return to segregation and subordination. The federal government, meanwhile, uneasy over the centralization of 

power during the war, quickly dismantled such agencies as the War Industries Board and the 

National War Labor Board. By so doing, it deprived itself of mechanisms that might have 

enabled it to intervene in social conflicts and keep them from erupting into rage and violence. 

Labor-Capital Conflict 

Focus Question 

What issues convulsed American society in the immediate aftermath of war, and 

how were they resolved? 

Nowhere was the escalation of conflict more evident than in the workplace. In 1919, 

4 millionworkers—one-fifth of the nation’s manufacturing workforce—went on strike. In 

January 1919, a general strike paralyzed the city of Seattle when 60,000 workers walked 

off their jobs. By August, walkouts had been staged by 400,000 eastern and midwestern 

coal miners, 120,000 New England textile workers, and 50,000 New York City garment workers. Then came two strikes that turned public opinion sharply against labor. In September, 

Boston policemen walked off their jobs after the police commissioner refused to negotiate 

with their newly formed union. Rioting and looting soon broke out. MassachusettsGovernor Calvin Coolidge, outraged by the policemen’s betrayal of their sworn public duty, 

refused to negotiate with them, called out the National Guard to restore order, and fired 

the entire police force. His tough stand would bring him national fame and the Republican vice presidential nomination in 1920. 

Hard on the heels of the policemen’s strike came a strike by more than 300,000 steelworkers in the Midwest. No union had established a footing in the steel industry since the 

1890s, when Andrew Carnegie had ousted the ironworkers’ union from his Homestead, 

Pennsylvania, mills. Most steelworkers labored long hours (the 12-hour shift was still standard) for low wages in dangerous workplaces. The organizers of the 1919 steel strikehad 

somehow managed to persuade steelworkers with varied skill levels and ethnic backgrounds to put aside their differences and demand an eight-hour day and union recognition. When the employers rejected those demands, the workers walked off their jobs. The 

employers responded by procuring armed guards to beat up the strikers and by hiring 

nonunion labor to keep the plants running. In many areas, local and state police prohibited union meetings, ran strikers out of town, and opened fire on those who disobeyed 

orders. In Gary, Indiana, a confrontation between unionists and armed guards left 18 strikers 

dead. To arouse public support for their antiunion campaign, industry leaders portrayed the 

strike leaders as dangerous and violent radicals bent on the destruction of political liberty 

and economic freedom. They succeeded in arousing public opinion against the steelworkers, 

and the strike collapsed in January 1920. 

Radicals and the Red Scare 

The steel companies succeeded in putting down the strike by fanning the public’s fear that 

revolutionary sentiment was spreading among workers. Radical sentiment was indeed on 

the rise. Mine workers and railroad workers had begun calling for the permanent nationalization of coal mines and railroads. Longshoremen in San Francisco and Seattle refused 

to load ships carrying supplies to the White Russians who had taken up arms against 

Lenin’s Bolshevik government. Socialist trade unionists mounted the most serious challenge to Gompers’s control of the AFL in 25 years. In 1920, nearly a million Americans 

voted for the Socialist presidential candidate Debs, who ran his campaign from the Atlanta 

Federal Penitentiary. Small groups of anarchists contemplated, and occasionally carried 

out, bomb attacks on businessmen and public officials. 

This radical surge did not mean, however, that leftists had fashioned themselves into a 

single movement or political party. On the contrary, the Russian Revolution had split the 

AmericanSocialist Party. One faction, which would keep the name Socialist and wouldcontinue under Debs’s leadership, insisted that radicals follow a democratic path to socialism. 

The other group, which would take the name Communist, wanted to establish a Lenin-style 

“dictatorship of the proletariat.” Small groups of anarchists, some of whom advocated campaigns of terror to speed the revolution, represented yet a third radical tendency. 

Few Americans noticed the disarray in the radical camp. Most assumed that radicalism 

was a single, coordinated movement bent on establishing a communist government on 

American soil. They saw the nation’s immigrant communities as breeding grounds for 

Bolshevism. Beginning in 1919, this perceived “red scare”prompted government officials 

and private citizens to embark on yet another campaign of repression. 

The postwar repression of radicalism closely resembled the wartime repression of dissent. Thirty states passed sedition laws to punish those who advocated revolution. Numerous public and private groups intensified Americanization campaigns designed to strip foreigners of their subversive ways and remake them into loyal citizens. Universities fired 

radical professors, and vigilante groups wrecked the offices of socialists and assaulted 

IWW agitators. A newly formed veterans’ organization, the American Legion, took on the 

American Protective League’s role of identifying seditious individuals and organizations 

and ensuring the public’s devotion to “100 percent Americanism.” 

The Red Scare reached its climax on New Year’s Day 1920, when federal agents broke 

into the homes and meeting places of thousands of suspected revolutionaries in 33 cities. 

Directed by Attorney General A. Mitchell Palmer, these widely publicized “Palmer raids” 

were meant to expose the extent of revolutionary activity. Palmer’s agents uncovered three 

pistols, no rifles, and no explosives. Nevertheless, they arrested more than 4,000 people and 

kept many of them in jail for weeks without formally charging them with a crime. Finally, 

those who were not citizens (approximately 600) were deported and the rest were released. 

Palmer’s failure to expose a revolutionary plot blunted support for him in official circles, but, undeterred, Palmer now alleged that revolutionaries were planning a series of 

assaults on government officials and government buildings for May 1, 1920. When nothing 

happened on that date, his credibility suffered another blow. 

As Palmer’s exaggerations of the Red threat became known, many Americans began to 

reconsider their near-hysterical fear of dissent and subversion. Even so, the political 

atmosphere remained hostile to radicals, as the Sacco and Vanzetti caserevealed. In May 

1920, two Italian-born anarchists, Nicola Sacco and Bartolomeo Vanzetti, were arrested in 

Brockton, Massachusetts, and charged with armed robbery and murder. Both men proclaimed their innocence and insisted that they were being punished for their political 

beliefs. Their foreign accents and their defiant espousal of anarchist doctrines in the courtroom inclined many Americans, including the judge who presided at their trial, to view 

them harshly. Despite the weak case against them, they were convicted of first-degree murder and sentenced to death. Their lawyers attempted numerous appeals, all of which 

failed. Anger over the verdicts began to build among Italian Americans, radicals, and liberal intellectuals. Protests compelled the governor of Massachusetts to appoint a commission to review the case, but no new trial was ordered. On August 23, 1927, Sacco and 

Vanzetti were executed, still insisting they were innocent. 

Racial Conflict and the Rise of Black Nationalism 

The more than 400,000 blacks who served in the armed forces believed that a victory for 

democracy abroad would help them achieve democracy for their people at home. At first, 

despite the discrimination they encountered in the military, they maintained their conviction 

that they would be treated as full-fledged citizens upon their return. Many began to talk about 

the birth of a New Negro—independent and proud. Thousands joined the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), an organization at the forefront of the 

fight for racial equality. By 1918, 100,000 African Americans subscribed to the NAACP’s magazine, The Crisis, whose editor, W. E. B. Du Bois, had urged them to support the war. 

This wartime optimism made the postwar discrimination and hatred African Americans 

encountered difficult to endure. Many black workers who had found jobs in the North 

were fired to make way for returning white veterans. Returning black servicemen, meanwhile, had to scrounge for poorly paid jobs as unskilled laborers. In the South, lynch mobs 

targeted black veterans who refused to tolerate the usual insults and indignities; 10 of the 

70 blacks lynched in the South in 1919 were veterans. 

The worst anti-black violence that year occurred in the North, however. Crowded conditions during the war had forced black and white ethnic city dwellers into uncomfortably 

close proximity. Many white ethnics regarded blacks with a mixture of fear and prejudice. 

They resented having to share neighborhoods, trolleys, parks, streets, and workplaces with 

blacks. Many also wanted African Americans barred from unions, seeing them as threats 

to their job security. 

Racial tensions escalated into race riots. The deadliest explosion occurred in Chicago in 

July 1919, when a black teenager who had been swimming in Lake Michigan was killed 

by whites after coming too close to a whites-only beach. Rioting soon broke out, with 

white mobs invading black neighborhoods, torching homes and stores, and attacking 

innocent residents. Led by war veterans, some of whom were armed, blacks fought back, 

turning the border areas between white and black neighborhoods into battle zones. Fighting raged for five days, leaving 38 dead (23 black, 15 white) and more than 500 injured. 

Race rioting in other cities pushed the death toll to 120 before summer’s end. 

The riots made it clear to blacks that the North was not the Promised Land. Confined 

to unskilled jobs and to segregated neighborhoods with substandard housing and exorbitant rents, black migrants in Chicago, New York, and other northern cities suffered economic hardship throughout the 1920s. The NAACP carried on its campaign for civil rights 

and racial equality, but many blacks no longer shared its belief that they would one day 

be accepted as first-class citizens. They turned instead to a leader from Jamaica, Marcus 

Garvey,who gave voice to their bitterness: “The first dying that is to be done by the black 

man in the future,” Garvey declared in 1918, “will be done to make himself free. And then 

when we are finished, if we have any charity to bestow, we may die for the white man. But 

as for me, I think I have stopped dying for him.” 

Garvey called on blacks to give up their hopes for integration and to set about forging 

a separate black nation. He reminded blacks that they possessed a rich culture stretching 

back over the centuries that would enable them to achieve greatness as a nation. Garvey’s 

ambition was to build a black nation in Africa that would bring together all of the world’s 

people of African descent. In the short term, he wanted to help American and Caribbean 

blacks to achieve economic and cultural independence. 

Garvey’s call for black separatism and self-sufficiency—or black nationalism, as it came 

to be known—elicited a favorable response among African Americans. In the early 1920s, 

the Universal Negro Improvement Association (UNIA), which Garvey had founded, 

enrolled millions of members in 700 branches in 38 states. His newspaper, the Negro 

World, reached a circulation of 200,000. The New York chapter of UNIA undertook an 

economic development program that included the establishment of grocery stores, restaurants, and factories. Garvey’s most visible economic venture was the Black Star Line, a 

shipping company with three ships flying the UNIA flag from their masts. 

This black nationalist movement did not endure for long. Garvey entered into bitter disputes with other black leaders, including W. E. B. Du Bois, who regarded him as a flamboyant, self-serving demagogue. Garvey sometimes showed poor judgment, as when he 

expressed support for the Ku Klux Klan on the grounds that it shared his pessimism about 

the possibility of racial integration. Inexperienced in economic matters, Garvey squandered 

UNIA money on abortive business ventures. The U.S. government regarded his rhetoric as 

inflammatory and sought to silence him. In 1923, he was convicted of mail fraud involving the sale of Black Star stocks and was sentenced to five years in jail. In 1927, he was 

deported to Jamaica, and the UNIA folded. Nevertheless, Garvey’s philosophy of black 

nationalism endured. 

Conclusion 

The resurgence of racism in 1919 and the consequent turn to black nationalism among 

African Americans were signs that the high hopes of the war years had been dashed. Industrial workers, immigrants, and radicals also found their pursuit of liberty and equality 

interrupted by the fear, intolerance, and repression unleashed by the war. They came to 

understand as well that Wilson’s commitment to these ideals counted for less than did his 

administration’s and Congress’s determination to discipline a people whom they regarded 

as dangerously heterogeneous and unstable. Of the reform groups, only woman suffragists 

made enduring gains—especially the right to vote—but, for the feminists in their ranks, 

these steps forward failed to compensate for the collapse of the progressive movement and, 

with it, their program of achieving equal rights for women across the board. 

A similar disappointment engulfed those who had embraced and fought for Wilson’s 

dream of creating a new and democratic world order. The world in 1919 appeared as 

volatile as it had been in 1914. More and more Americans—perhaps even a majority— 

were coming to believe that U.S. intervention had been a mistake. 

In other ways, the United States benefited a great deal from the war. By 1919, the 

Americaneconomy was by far the world’s strongest. Many of the nation’s leading corporations had improved productivity and management during the war. U.S. banks were 

poised to supplant those of London as the most influential in international finance. The 

nation’s economic strength triggered an extraordinary burst of growth in the 1920s, and 

millions of Americans rushed to take advantage of the prosperity that this “people’s capitalism” had put within their grasp. But even affluence failed to dissolve the class, ethnic, 

and racial tensions that the war had exposed. And the failure of the peace process added 

to Europe’s problems, delayed the emergence of the United States as a leader in world 

affairs, and created the preconditions for another world war. 

