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AMERICAN COMMUNITIES: VIGILANTE JUSTICE IN BISBEE, ARIZONA In 1917 armed men began rounding up strikers at a copper mine in Bisbee, Arizona. Of the 2,000 men kept under armed guard, 1400 men refused to return to work and were forced at gunpoint on to a freight train and taken 173 miles to a small town in the desert. Mining towns like Bisbee were dominated by giant corporations and worked by immigrants. The Industrial Workers of the World (“Wobblies”) organized a strike that won support from over half the town’s miners. Even though the strike had been peaceful, the sheriff and town’s businessmen took matters into their own hands. They justified vigilantism by invoking patriotism and racial purity – although, of the 1400 men deported, nearly 500 had already registered for the draft. The men set up a refugee camp and protested. But neither the federal nor the state government would act. The Arizona mines operated without unions into the 1930s and with very few immigrant workers.  The vignette shows how the war aroused strong emotions, and sometimes prompted illegal acts.

BECOMING A NEW WORLD POWER Americans believed that they had a God-given role to promote a moral world order.

Theodore Roosevelt’s “big stick” approach called for intervention. He secured a strip of Panama for a canal, completed in 1914. He expanded the Monroe Doctrine to justify armed intervention in the Caribbean. In Asia, the United States pursued the “Open Door” policy. TR mediated a settlement of the Russo-Japanese War in an effort to secure continued access to markets in China.

President William Howard Taft used business investment as a weapon in foreign policy. Central American investments grew rapidly, but, in the end, had to be supported with U.S. forces. Trade with China was even more fraught, and the United States was outmaneuvered by Japan and Russia.

Woodrow Wilson had no diplomatic experience before becoming president. He favored expanding the Open Door principle of equal access to markets, believing that American industrial strength would lead to commercial dominance. He saw expansion of American capitalism in moral terms, thinking it would improve the world. The complex realities of power politics interfered with his moral vision. This was evident in Mexico, which was in the midst of a revolution. Unable to control the revolution, Wilson sent troops to Veracruz and northern Mexico. When relations with Germany worsened, Wilson accepted an international commission’s recommendation and withdrew U.S. troops from Mexico.

THE GREAT WAR  In August 1914, both sides predicted quick victory in the Great War. Four years later, America’s experience as a late-entering support player had changed the nation politically, economically, and culturally.

A political assassination in the Balkans in 1914 plunged Europe into the most destructive war in its history. Competition between Britain and Germany had led to competing camps of alliances: The Triple Alliance (or Central Powers) included Germany, Austria-Hungary, and Italy, and the Triple Entente (or Allies) included Great Britain, France, and Russia. The alliance system’s web of obligations meant that conflict quickly escalated into a general war. The heart of the war was a bloody stalemate in northern France.

Wilson and most Americans wanted to stay neutral, a policy necessitated by Americans’ divided loyalties. Both sides bombarded the Americans with propaganda, but more crucial were economic ties with the Allies and the British blockade.

Germany declared the waters around Britain to be a war zone and began submarine attacks. In May of 1915 Germans sank the Lusitania, a British passenger ship secretly loaded with armaments, killing 1,198 people including 128 Americans. In March 1916, Germany changed its submarine policy, but Wilson pushed for greater war preparation. Opponents of war mobilized on the streets and in Congress. Wilson acknowledged the strong opposition when in 1916 he won re-election with the slogan “He Kept Us Out of War.”

Germans resumed unrestricted submarine warfare in February 1917, gambling that they could destroy the Allies before America intervened. The Zimmerman note (a secret cable calling for a German-Mexican alliance) provoked an outpouring of anti-German feeling. Wilson spoke to a special session of Congress on April 2, 1917, eloquently making the case for war. On April 6, 1917, Congress declared war.

AMERICAN MOBILIZATION Uncertain about public backing for the war, Wilson emphasized national unity.

Wilson appointed George Creel to head the Committee on Public Information, which tried to create public support. Creel enlisted over 150,000 people to promote the cause. The CPI published literature, sponsored huge rallies featuring movie stars, and used other means to stir up patriotism, while depicting Germans as bestial monsters.

Wilson succeeded in defining the war as a moral crusade. Liberals and progressives saw opportunities for betterment through war. Many activist middle-class women found war-related work very fulfilling. Only a few feminists, such as Jane Addams, and a few intellectuals, such as Randolph Bourne, opposed the war.

Recruiting a large army required a draft, which was carried out in a more even-handed way than in previous wars and met with only scattered organized resistance. Nearly 10 million men registered for the draft and 2.8 million were eventually called up; another 2 million volunteered. Recruits took a range of psychological and intelligence tests.

African American troops were organized into separate units and subjected to white harassment. Most had non-combat jobs, but those African Americans who did fight served with distinction, and were well treated by the French.

American combat role was brief but intense. In 1918, fresh troops shored up defensive lines to stop a German advance that came within 50 miles of Paris. Americans joined the counter-offensive that followed and helped force the Germans into signing an armistice. Over 100,000 Americans died, half from disease, and twice that number were wounded, far less than the millions of losses suffered by European nations.

OVER HERE In a sense, WWI was the ultimate progressive crusade.

Wilson established the War Industries Board to coordinate industrial mobilization. Headed by Bernard Baruch, the WIB forced industries to comply with government plans. Herbert Hoover ran the Food Administration and promoted conservation through voluntary controls. Financing the war required new taxes. Ten times as many individuals paid. But most of the needed financing came from borrowing, especially through Liberty Bond drives.

Industrialists saw the war as an opportunity for expansion and high profits. Businessmen and farmers saw the war years as a golden age of high demand and high profits. The need to coordinate war mobilization required more efficient management, leading to an organizational shift toward corporatism in business and an unprecedented business-government partnership.

The wartime labor shortage led to higher wages and a growth in union membership. The National War Labor Board (NWLB) included AFL President Samuel Gompers and former President Taft. It mediated wage disputes and arbitrated solutions that generally led to higher wages. The NWLB supported workers’ rights to organize unions and the eight-hour day. Although the moderate AFL prospered during WWI, the radical IWW was destroyed. Its radical opposition led businesses and government officials to crack down on it. Over 300 “Wobblies” were arrested in a single government roundup, effectively destroying it.

The war allowed women to shift from low paid domestic service to higher-paying industrial jobs. The Women in Industry Service advised industry on the use of women workers and won improved conditions. Still, women earned much less than their male counterparts. At the end of the conflict, nearly all women lost their war-related jobs.

The war also brought a successful conclusion to the woman suffrage campaign. Prior to WWI, women in several western states had won the vote. Carrie Chapman Catt, leader of the National American Woman Suffrage Association, convinced her organization to back the war effort. At the same time, militants like Alice Paul pursued a strategy of agitation. Paul’s radical approach made Catt seem moderate. Catt won Wilson’s support and in 1920 the 19th amendment became law.

Temperance also gained support during the war, leading to passage of the eighteenth amendment – Prohibition – in 1919. This was the result of factors including women’s increasing political power, the moral fervor of wartime, the linkage in many people’s minds between Germans and beer, and the need to conserve grains. 

The government became increasingly involved in public health, particularly sex hygiene, child welfare, and disease prevention. Military education campaigns told soldiers that contracting an STD made one a traitor. The Children’s Bureau dated to 1912, but it gained clout during the war. The influenza epidemic of 1918–1919 killed 20 million people around the world, but received relatively little attention in the United States.

REPRESSION AND REACTION WWI intensified many of the deepest social tensions in American life, leading to greater oppression of dissent.

The Espionage Act of June 1917 set severe penalties for anyone found guilty of aiding the enemy and allowed the postmaster to reject any periodicals the postmaster considered treasonous. Forty-five newspapers lost their mailing rights. The Bureau of Intelligence (precursor to the FBI) was established. The Sedition Act widened the government’s power to crush anti-war opposition. Over 2,100 people were arrested, mainly Socialists and other radicals. The Supreme Court upheld the constitutionality of these measures.

Economic opportunity triggered a mass African American migration out of the South and into northern cities. Most migrant men settled for lower-paid jobs as laborers, janitors, and porters. In the North, white outrage at the black influx exploded in a series of riots. Many black veterans returned with an increased sense of militancy.

Peace in Europe shattered the labor peace at home. Inflation, non-recognition of unions, poor working conditions, and concerns about job security contributed to postwar labor unrest. In 1919, there were 3,600 strikes involving four million workers.

AN UNEASY PEACE  Leaders of Britain, France, Italy, and the United States dominated the conference that met in Versailles to work out a peace settlement. Wilson was frustrated at Versailles, and ultimately defeated in the United States, by his idealistic failure to confront power politics.

Wilson arrived at Versailles having offered his vision for peace in his Fourteen Points, which he saw as the moral path to a lasting and humane peace. Wilson envisioned collective security through a League of Nations as a way to maintain a stable world.

Wilson’s fellow negotiators shared little of his idealism. His ideal of self-determination found limited expression when independent states were carved out of the homelands of the beaten Central Powers. The victorious Allies seized control of the former German colonies. Germany was forced to take full responsibility for starting the war and to accept a reparations bill of $33 billion. Wilson was unhappy with many of the compromises in the final treaty but was pleased by the commitment to the League of Nations.

The League did not enjoy wide support at home, however. Republicans had won control of Congress and many senators opposed American participation in any treaty. Some were adamant isolationists; others were racist xenophobes. But more influential were those, including Senate majority leader Henry Cabot Lodge of Massachusetts, who feared the League would impinge on American autonomy. Wilson refused to make any compromises. He went on a grueling speaking tour to drum up support for the League. He collapsed and had a stroke. Wilson continued to oppose any compromise, and as a result, the treaty did not pass Congress. The United States never joined the League.

The Bolshevik revolution in Russia in 1917 changed the climate of foreign and domestic affairs. Czar Nicholas II had been overthrown in March 1917; in November of that year, the Bolsheviks seized power, and in March 1918 they negotiated a separate peace with Germany. Wilson initially refused to intervene in Russia’s civil war, but eventually the need to protect the Trans-Siberian railways forced his hand.

In the United States, the charge of Bolshevism became a weapon against dissent. A growing fear of foreigners fueled a new round of government repression. Attorney General A. Mitchell Palmer rounded up 6,000 alleged radicals, despite the absence of any evidence against them. Business groups found “Red-baiting” to be an effective tool for keeping unions out of factories.

The election of Warren G. Harding in 1920 showed that Americans wanted to retreat from the turmoil of international affairs and “return to normalcy.”

CONCLUSION World War I stimulated tremendous changes in American life. The desire to return to “normalcy” reflected the deep anxieties wrought by these changes.

Lecture Suggestions

1.   

Make a connection between the goals of American foreign policy before 1900 (see Chapter 20) and those that emerged afterwards. The focus of the text is that there is a basic continuity at work. Rather than being an aberration, entry into WWI is a continuation of a policy of using power to protect its overseas economic interests. The ties between the United States and the Allies are a continuation of that pattern.

2.   

Make a connection between the policies pursued during the progressive era (see Chapter 21) and those that governed the home front during the war. The text refers to the war as “the ultimate progressive crusade.” Students need to be reminded of the connection between the previous decade’s policies and those pursued during the war. Emphasize the role of government to promote efficiency.

3.   

Use the Fourteen Points as a way of defining American goals in the war. First, Wilson sought the goal of “national self-determination.” Link this to the causes of the war in the first place. Wilson understood that a stable order could not be created without taking nationalism into consideration. Second, Wilson sought to create an open door. Make the connection with the Open Door Policy discussed in Chapter 20. Third, Wilson tried to create structures for promoting global stability through collective security. You might juxtapose Wilson’s liberal vision of a New World order with that posed by Lenin and the Bolsheviks.

Discussion Questions

1.   

What are the key differences between the foreign policies of Roosevelt, Taft, and Wilson? Aren’t they really using slightly different tools to accomplish the same ends?

2.   
Was the United States a neutral power in the years leading up to its entry into the war?

3.   

Can you make a connection between the policies pursued at home during WWI and those of the progressive era? What is it?

4.   
Was the United States justified in muzzling dissent during the war? Are there any lessons we can learn from this?

5.   

Why didn’t the United States join the League of Nations?  Would we have been better off if we had?

Out of Class Activity

The decision to enter WWI was contested. Students could be assigned to portray representative Americans and recreate that debate. Students might be pro- or anti-war representatives, radical or moderate labor leaders, radical or moderate suffragists, etc. The debate should focus not only on what is good for the United States, but how these individuals see the war affecting the interests they represent.

If You’re Going to Read One Book on the Subject

A good guide to U.S. foreign policy is Walter LaFeber, The American Age (Norton, 2nd Edition, 1994). LaFeber connects economic goals with diplomatic policies and brings in the home front.

Audio-Visual Aids

“Men of Bronze” Discusses the story of the African American combat regiment that served with the Fourth French Army (Color, 52 minutes, 1977).

“The Great War(1918” From “The American Experience.” Chronicles the story of U.S. soldiers in the closing battle of WWI. Uses letters, diaries, and interviews (Color, 60 minutes, 1990).

“Woodrow Wilson: Peace and War and the Professor President” E. G Marshall hosts a look at Wilson (Color, 23 minutes, 1983).
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The New York Times covers the sinking of the Lusitania, 1915.

A 1918 Liberty Loan poster.

An American Red Cross recruitment poster.
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