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Woodrow Wilson and World War I


On November 11, 1918, Germany surrendered to the Allies, ending World War I. A total of 19 million people had been killed in the war, including 117,465 Americans. President Woodrow Wilson had a plan to establish long-lasting peace in Europe called the 14-point plan, but the European Allies rejected it, and imposed a harsh treaty on Germany, which caused great resentment. This led to the rise of dictators such as Adolf Hitler and Benito Mussolini, and it ultimately led to the start of World War II. Although he was unsuccessful in preventing another war in Europe, Wilson succeeded in creating the League of Nations, which was a predecessor to the United Nations.

When World War I began in 1914, President Woodrow Wilson urged the American people to be “impartial in thought as well as action.”(Duffy). As President, Wilson made it one of his main goals to avoid entering the war. By the end of it, he was genuinely shocked by the brutality of it and developed a plan to prevent such a war from happening again. World War I did not seem to directly affect America’s interests, and so the majority of its population wanted to remain neutral. Although most of America’s population descended from England, millions of Americans also descended from Germany. Thus, many believed that intervention on either side would turn the American people against each other (Duffy).

Despite Wilson’s efforts to keep the US neutral, American opinion first started to shift in 1914 when Germany invaded Belgium in order to get past the heavily-fortified Maginot Line on the French border. The German army committed atrocities such as burning entire towns, and killing and raping civilians. The American journalist Richard Harding Davis wrote,

 “For two hours on Thursday night I was in what was for six hundred years the city of Louvain. The Germans were burning it. The story was told to us by German soldiers incoherent with excesses; and we could read it on the faces of the women and children being lead to concentration camps and of the citizens on their way to be shot.” (Lapansky, 618)

In 1915, the Germans launched an unrestricted submarine campaign to sink any ships that entered certain areas around the coast of Europe, especially in the English Channel.  Thousands of civilians, including several hundred Americans, died in these attacks (“U-boat Attacks”). The most famous attack was the sinking of the Lusitania, which resulted in the deaths of 128 Americans. In 1917, the British navy intercepted the Zimmermann telegram which asked Mexico to invade the US and promised them Texas, Arizona, and New Mexico after Germany won the war (“America in World War One”).


On April 2, 1917, President Woodrow Wilson presented his request for Congress to declare war (“War Message”).  Wilson later said “We entered this war because violations of rights had occurred which touched us to the quick and made the life of our own people impossible unless they were corrected and the world secured once and for all against their recurrence.”(Peacemaker). He wanted World War I to be “The war to end all wars” and a war that would “make the world safe for democracy” (Lapansky 627).  Congress voted in favor of war on April 6. The US troops that arrived in France were able to turn the tide, and Germany surrendered on November 11, 1918.

When Wilson and the other Allied leaders met to discuss the terms of the peace treaty with Germany, they all had different goals. Wilson wanted the treaty to be easy on Germany and warned that a harsh treaty would “leave a sting of resentment, a bitter memory upon which peace would last, not permanently, but only as upon quicksand” (“America in World War One”). He believed that if the peace was to last, it would have to come from forgiveness and reconciliation, and both sides must be completely sincere in their desire to bring peace. He had a plan to establish long-lasting peace in Europe and the world called the 14-point plan. His 14 points were: 

1. There would be no more secret diplomacy; all diplomatic agreements would be completely public.

2. Absolute freedom to navigate the seas in both peace and war.

3. Economic barriers between countries would be removed.

4. Countries would reduce weapon numbers to “the lowest point consistent with domestic safety”.

5. Colonial claims would be adjusted impartially.

6. The German army would withdraw from Russia.

7. Belgium would remain independent like it was before the war.

8. The territory of Alsace-Lorraine, which Germany took from France in the Franco-Prussian war in 1871, would be returned to France.

9. Italy’s borders would be adjusted along “clear lines of nationality”.

10. The Austro-Hungarian client states would be granted autonomy.

11.  The German army would withdraw from Romania, Serbia, and Montenegro. 

12. The provinces of the Ottoman Empire would be granted autonomy.

13. Poland would be granted independence and have access to the sea.

14. A general association of nations (which would become known as the League of Nations) would be formed to peacefully settle international disputes.

The plan seemed to focus on spreading freedom, independence, and democracy around the world. It put a lot of emphasis on the rights of nations and ethnic groups to decide their own governments. (Wilson)

To accomplish his goals, Wilson traveled to Europe himself, something that no President before him had ever done in his presidency. The other allies, especially France who had by far suffered the most during the war, did not want to be so lenient on Germany. The French Prime Minister, Georges Clemenceau, and the French public wanted to punish Germany for what happened in the war. They wanted to make sure Germany would never threaten Europe again and make them pay reparations. Although he and Wilson were allies in war, he said “I should not be telling the truth if I said I had always been in agreement with him [Wilson] on all points.” (“Clemenceau”) In a New York Times article published in 1918, he said that the European nations should “at last be liberated from the barbarian menace.” Furthermore, he said “We will fight until the hour when the enemy comes to understand that bargaining between crime and right is no longer possible.”(“ Clemenceau”)

While France was determined to completely remove Germany’s capacity to make war, the British Prime Minister, David Lloyd George, secretly agreed with Wilson, because he feared that if Germany was weakened too severely, its people would turn to communism, allowing it to spread into Western Europe. However, the British public wanted revenge against Germany. “Hang the Kaiser!” and “Make Germany pay!” were two common phrases at that time, and George went with it in order to preserve his reputation (“Treaty of Versailles’).

Most of Wilson’s 14 points were rejected by the European Allies; the rejected points included general disarmament, freedom to navigate the seas, the adjustment of colonial claims, and free trade. The Treaty of Versailles, which was signed on June 28, 1919, exactly five years after the assassination that triggered the war, was very harsh on Germany. The main terms were:

1. Germany would accept all the blame for the war. Article 231 of the treaty said:

“The Allied and associated governments affirm that Germany accepts the responsibility for causing all the loss and damage to which the Allied and associated governments have been subjected to as a consequence of the war imposed upon them by the aggression of Germany and her allies.” (byu.edu) 

2. Germany could not manufacture tanks, airplanes, submarines, or poison gas.

3. Germany would cede West Prussia, Posen, Danzig, and Upper Silesia to Poland, Alsace-Lorraine to France, and North Schleswig to Denmark.

4. The Rhineland was to be demilitarized.

5. The German army was to be reduced to 100,000 men.

6. Germany had to pay 132 billion Marks (German currency) to the Allied Powers.

(“Treaty of Versailles”)

In the treaty of Saint Germain, Austria-Hungary, Germany’s main ally was forced to give its ethnic minorities independence in their respective regions, creating several new nations and destroying the Austro-Hungarian Empire. Austria and Hungary were reduced to two tiny landlocked nations.

Although many of his 14 points were rejected, Wilson did succeed in creating the League of nations, which was created in 1919 and was based in Geneva, Switzerland.  Germany and Russia were not allowed to join because Germany was ostracized for causing the war, and Russia had a communist government after the 1917 Bolshevik Revolution, when Vladimir Lenin overthrew the Russian Czar. Ironically, the US did not join the League because congress voted against it. The league lasted from 1919 to 1946 and was successful in preventing several small wars from breaking out, but it did not stop World War II from occurring.

Kaiser Wilhelm II of Germany abdicated his throne shortly after he decided to surrender in 1918. He went into exile, and the Weimar Republic became the new government of Germany. However, it was severely weakened by several factors, including the crushing debt from the Treaty of Versailles.


The Great Depression was particularly bad in Germany, which struggled to pay the reparations from the treaty. When the US economy collapsed in 1929, American businesses around Europe failed, and American investments in German businesses stopped.  In 1932, factory production rates dropped to about 58% of 1928’s rates, and over 6 million Germans, or 26%, were unemployed in 1933 (“The Great Depression in Germany”). Christopher Isherwood, a British novelist living in Berlin, wrote,

“Morning after morning, all over the immense, damp, dreary town and the packing-case colonies of huts in the suburb allotments, young men were waking up to another workless empty day, to be spent as they could best contrive: Selling boot-laces, begging, playing draughts in the hall of the Labor exchange, hanging about urinals, opening the doors of cars, helping with crates in the market, gossiping lounging stealing, overhearing racing tips, and sharing stumps of cigarette end picked up in the gutter.” (“The Great Depression in Germany”.)

The Nazis, led by Adolf Hitler, a World War I veteran, took over the government in 1933 after having their political opponents assassinated. He blamed the Jews and several other races for Germany’s defeat in the war and had millions of them sent to concentration camps all over Europe to be tortured and killed. The German people believed him because anti-Semitic feelings had existed in Europe for many years before the Nazis existed, and many German businesses were owned by rich Jewish families (“Why Did Hitler hate the Jews?”). Hitler also said, 


“Rational anti-Semitism must lead to a systematic legal opposition and legal elimination of the special privileges that the Jews hold… Its final objective must unswervingly be the removal of the Jews altogether.” (“The Holocaust”)

To avoid having to fight another two-front war, Germany signed the German-Soviet non-aggression pact in 1939. Germany signed a separate treaty with Italy, which was taken over by a dictator named Benito Mussolini in 1922. Italy fought for the Allies in World War I, but they were disappointed at not getting the territory they desired from Austria-Hungary. In addition, Italy was mostly left out of the peace negotiations because they had an alliance with Germany before the war, but refused to fight with it, and chose to join the Allies to get territory from Austria-Hungary that France had promised it would get in a secret treaty in 1902. Japan, which had invaded China and was expanding its empire all over the Pacific, also joined the alliance.

In 1939, Germany invaded Poland. This caused Britain and France to declare war against Germany, and World War II began. After Poland fell, Germany invaded France in 1940 and easily conquered it. Britain had to defend itself from massive air raids over the next year, but it was never invaded. The United States entered the war in 1941 when Japanese planes bombed the Pearl Harbor naval base in Oahu, Hawaii. By the time the war ended in 1945, over 50 million people had died.

Had the European Allied leaders heeded Wilson’s warnings and implemented his plan at the end of World War I, World War II may have been prevented, and millions of lives may have been saved.  While Wilson could not prevent a second war in Europe, and the League of Nations fell apart after World War II, the League inspired the creation of another organization that would uphold peace in the world. In 1946, the United Nations was established, and continues to strive for peace to this day. The UN is currently made up of 193 nations and its headquarters is located in New York City. Because the UN was based on Wilson’s idea of an international peacekeeping organization, it can be argued that the United Nations is his legacy.
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