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THE RETURN TO EUROPE

Woodrow Wilson won the presidency in 1912 on behalf of a “new free-
dom,” a program involving lower tariffs, banking reform, antitrust leg-
islation, and, in foreign policy, the repudiation of Theodore Roosevelt's
gunboat diplomacy. Even after sending troops to various Caribbean
countries and to Mexico, Wilson claimed that his main concern was to
promote peace and democracy in the world. When World War |
erupted in Europe, Wilson saw the war as the result of imperialistic ri-
valries (“a war with which we have nothing to do”) and urged, despite
personal sympathy with Great Britain, that the United States stay neu-
tral so as to influence the peace negotiations.

Wilson won reelection in 1916 largely on a promise to keep the
country out of war, a policy that would continue the long-standing
trend of American expansion west toward the Pacific rather than east-
ward toward Europe. But a combination of pro-British propaganda in
American newspapers and German submarine attacks on American
ships proved formidable, and in April 1917, Wilson finally requested
a declaration of war in the following address to Congress. The sweep-
ing, visionary arguments of this remarkable speech shaped not only
America’s expectations about the war itself but also attitudes about the
proper U.S. role in international affairs for years to come.

Born in 1856 in Virginia, Woodrow Wilson grew up in the South; his
father was a Presbyterian minister. He attended Princeton and Johns
Hopkins, where he earned a doctorate, and began to write and teach
in the field of constitutional government and politics. He gained na-
tional stature while president of Princeton from 1902 until 1910; he
became the Democratic governor of New Jersey in 1911 and, two
years later, president of the United States. Wilson’s main objective at
the peace conference after World War | was to create a League of
Nations to help keep the peace. In 1919 during an intensive speech-
making campaign to arouse public support for the League, Wilson
suffered a debilitating stroke. He died in Washington, D.C., in 1924,

Questions to Consider. Note, in reading the following message, that
although Woodrow Wilson believed in the unique and superior
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character of American institutions, he was willing to enter into al-
liances with European powers. What were the four principal grounds
on which Wilson was willing to reverse the American diplomatic tra-
dition? Which of these did he seem to take most seriously? Were there
other American interests that he might have stressed but did not? What
reasons might Wilson have had for stressing so strongly America’s at-
tachment to Germany’s people as opposed to its government? Might
Wilson’s arguments and rhetoric have served to prolong rather than to
shorten the war?
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Address to Congress (1917)
WOODROW WILSON

I have called the Congress into extraordinary session because there are seri-
ous, very serious choices of policy to be made, and made immediately, which
it was neither right nor constitutionally permissible that I should assume the
responsibility of making.

On the third of February last I officially laid before you the extraordinary
announcement of the Imperial German Government that on and after the
first day of February it was its purpose to put aside all restraints of law or of
humanity and use its submarines to sink every vessel that sought to ap-
proach either the ports of Great Britain and Ireland or the western coasts of
Europe or any of the ports controlled by the enemies of Germany within the
Mediterranean. . ..

I was for a little while unable to believe that such things would in fact be
done by any government that had hitherto subscribed to the humane prac-
tices of civilized nations. International law had its origin in the attempt to set
up some law which would be respected and observed upon the seas, where
no nation had right of dominion and where lay the free highways of the
world. . . . This minimum of right the German Government has swept aside
under the plea of retaliation and necessity and because it had no weapons
which it could use at sea except these which it is impossible to employ as it is
employing them without throwing to the winds all scruples of humanity or
of respect for all understandings that were supposed to underlie the inter-
course of the world. I am not now thinking of the loss of property involved,
immense and serious as that is, but only of the wanton and wholesale de-
struction of the lives of noncombatants, men, women, and children, engaged
in pursuits which have always, even in the darkest periods of modern his-
tory, been deemed innocent and legitimate. Property can be paid for; the lives

The New York Times, April 3, 1917.
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of peaceful and innocent people cannot be. The present German submarine
warfare against commerce is a warfare against mankind.

It is a war against all nations. American ships have been sunk, American
lives taken, in ways which it has stirred us very deeply to learn of, but the
ships and people of other neutral and friendly nations have been sunk and
overwhelmed in the waters in the way. There has been no discrimination.
The challenge is to all mankind. Each nation must decide for itself how it will
meet it. The choice we make for ourselves must be made with a moderation
of counsel and a temperateness of judgement befitting our character and our
motives as a nation. We must put excited feeling away. Our motive will not
be revenge or the victorious assertion of the physical might of the nation, but
only the vindication of right, of human right, of which we are only a single
champion. . ..

With a profound sense of the solemn and even tragical character of the
step I am taking and of the grave responsibilities which it involves, but in un-
hesitating obedience to what I deem my constitutional duty, I advise that the
Congress declare the recent course of the Imperial German Government to
be in fact nothing less than war against the government and people of the
United States; that it formally accept the status of belligerent which has thus
been thrust upon it; and that it take immediate steps not only to put the coun-
try in a more thorough state of defense but also to exert all its power and em-
ploy all its resources to bring the Government of the German Empire to terms
and end the war. . . .

We have no quarrel with the German people. We have no feeling towards
them but one of sympathy and friendship. It was not upon their impulse that
their government acted in entering this war. It was not with their previous
knowledge or approval. It was a war determined upon as wars used to be de-
termined upon in the old, unhappy days when peoples were nowhere con-
sulted by their rulers and wars were provoked and waged in the interest of
dynasties or of little groups of ambitious men who were accustomed to use
their fellow men as pawns and tools. . . .

We are accepting this challenge of hostile purpose because we know that
in such a Government, following such methods, we can never have a friend;
and that in the presence of its organized power, always lying in wait to ac-
complish we know not what purpose, there can be no assured security for
the democratic Governments of the world. We are now about to accept gauge
of battle with this natural foe to liberty and shall, if necessary, spend the
whole force of the nation to check and nullify its pretensions and its power.
We are glad, now that we see the facts with no veil of false pretense about
them, to fight thus for the ultimate peace of the world and for the liberation
of its peoples, the German peoples included: for the rights of nations great
and small and the privilege of men everywhere to choose their way of life
and of obedience. The world must be made safe for democracy. Its peace
must be planted upon the tested foundations of political liberty. We have
no selfish ends to serve. We desire no conquest, no dominion. We seek no
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indemnities for ourselves, no material compensation for the sacrifices we
shall freely make. We are but one of the champions of the rights of mankind.
We shall be satisfied when those rights have been made as secure as the faith
and the freedom of nations can make them. . ..

It will be all the easier for us to conduct ourselves as belligerents in a high
spirit of right and fairness because we act without animus, not in enmity
towards a people or with the desire to bring any injury or disadvantage upon
them, but only in armed opposition to an irresponsible government which
has thrown aside all considerations of humanity and of right and is running
amuck. We are, let me say again, the sincere friends of the German people,
and shall desire nothing so much as the early reestablishment of intimate re-
lations of mutual advantage between us,—however hard it may be for them,
for the time being, to believe that this is spoken from our hearts. We have
borne with their present Government through all these bitter months be-
cause of that friendship,—exercising a patience and forbearance which
would otherwise have been impossible. We shall, happily, still have an op-
portunity to prove that friendship in our daily attitude and actions towards
the millions of men and women of German birth and native sympathy who
live amongst us and share our life, and we shall be proud to prove it towards
all who are in fact loyal to their neighbors and to the Government in the hour
of test. They are, most of them, as true and loyal Americans as if they had
never known any other fealty of allegiance. They will be prompt to stand
with us in rebuking and restraining the few who may be of a different mind
and purpose. If there should be disloyalty, it will be dealt with with a firm
hand of stern repression; but, if it lifts its head at all, it will lift it only here and
there and without countenance except from a lawless and malignant few.

It is a distressing and oppressive duty, Gentlemen of the Congress, which
I have performed in thus addressing you. There are, it may be, many months
of fiery trial and sacrifice ahead of us. It is a fearful thing to lead this great
peaceful people into war, into the most terrible and disastrous of all wars,
civilization itself seeming to be in the balance. But the right is more precious
than peace, and we shall fight for the things which we have always carried
nearest our hearts,—for democracy, for the right of those who submit to au-
thority 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 it-
self at last free. To such a task we can dedicate our lives and our fortunes,
everything that we have, with the pride of those who know that the day has
come when America is privileged to spend her blood and her might for the
principles that gave her birth and happiness and the peace which she has
treasured. God helping her, she can do no other.
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