Woodrow Wilson at 150 – Fourteen Points




By G. John Ikenberry 

Woodrow Wilson was born 150 years ago, on December 28, 1856. 88 years ago -- on January 8, 1918 -- Wilson gave his famous Fourteen Points address to Congress, using the occasion of the Great War to propose ideas to remake the world. Several historical eras later, we still are in the grip of Wilson’s ideas. 

Indeed, most American presidents since Wilson have had to confront his vision – adapting his ideas, borrowing his rhetoric, learning from his mistakes, pushing off against his fanciful schemes, and tapping into the American idealism to which Wilson gave voice. George Bush is only the most recent president to simultaneously draw upon and push off against the Wilsonian vision. Depending on who you listen to, Bush is either a direct heir of Woodrow Wilson or the ultimate anti-Wilson. Bush’s neo-con advisors have been described as “Wilsonians in boots.” But the Bush administration has had no use for international law and collective security which is the heart of Wilsonianism. 

In the quest to untangle Wilson’s legacy today, here are my Fourteen Points on Woodrow Wilson. 
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1- Woodrow Wilson had a radical liberal vision of world order but, ironically, he did not bring a developed view of world affairs or an ambitious foreign policy agenda to his presidency in 1913. Nor did he expect to be consumed by foreign affairs. “It would be the irony of fate if my administration had to deal chiefly with foreign affairs,” is what he told a Princeton colleague before he went off to Washington to take the oath of office. (Sound familiar?) 

2- Nonetheless, Wilson became the founding father of the liberal tradition of American foreign affairs. He did it initially with speeches. It began in his justification of war with Germany, speaking before a joint session of Congress in the spring of 1917 seeking a declaration of war against Germany so that the world could be “made safe for democracy.” 

Indeed, the entering intellectual wedge of Wilson’s liberal vision was the conviction – felt most emphatically about Germany – that the internal characteristics of states matter most in matters of war and peace. Autocratic and militarist states make war; democracies make peace. This is the cornerstone of Wilsonianism and, more generally, the liberal international tradition. As Wilson said it: “A steadfast concert of peace can never be maintained except by a partnership of democratic nations. No autocratic nation could be trusted to keep faith within it or observe its covenants . . . Only free peoples can hold their purpose and their honor steady. . . “ 

3- Six big ideas make up Wilsonianism. First, as noted above, the foundation of a peaceful order must be built on a community of democratic states. War was the product of antiquated social systems. Second, free trade and socioeconomic exchange have a modernizing and civilizing effect on states, undercutting tyranny and oligopoly and strengthening the fabric of international community. Third, international law and international bodies of cooperation and dispute settlement also have a modernizing and civilizing effect on states, promoting peace and strengthening the fabric of international community. Fourth, a stable and peaceful order must be built around a “community of power.” This was a new concept that Wilson introduced by which he essentially meant a system of collective security. Fifth, these conditions – democracy, trade, law, collective security – were possible because the world was moving in a progressive and modernizing direction. A “new order of things” was emerging. Finally, the United States was at the vanguard of this movement and it had special responsibilities to lead, direct, and inspire the world – due to its founding ideas, geopolitical position, and enlightened leadership (read Wilson). America was the great moral agent in history. 

4- Wilson’s famous Fourteen Points speech to Congress, delivered on January 8, 1918, is arguably the most important statement of American foreign policy in the 20th century. (The Atlantic Charter is a close second in my view). It was Wilson’s statement of America’s war aims – but it was also a blueprint to reorganize world politics (wielding the ideas mentioned above). The actual drafting of the speech occurred on January 5, 1918, at the White House when Wilson and Colonel House hammered it into shape. Colonel House records in his diary: “We actually got down to work at half past ten, and finished remaking the map of the world, as we would have it, by half past twelve-o-clock.” (Not bad for one night’s work!) 

5- The Wilsonian tradition has dominated 20th century American diplomacy. No less than Henry Kissinger has suggested so (in his Diplomacy in 1994). “It is above all to the drumbeat of Wilsonian idealism that American foreign policy has marched since his watershed presidency, and continues to march to this day.” 

6- Wilson’s vision embodied both impulses toward “liberal imperialism” (or, more politely, “liberal interventionism”) and “liberal internationalism” – an awkward and problematic duality that continues among liberals today. 

The “liberal imperial” impulse was on display in Wilson’s earlier interventions in Mexico in 1914 and 1916. Wilson said that America’s deployment of force was to help Mexico “adjust her unruly household.” Regarding Latin America, Wilson said: “We are friends of constitutional government in America; we are more than its friends, we are its champions. I am going to teach the South American republics to elect good men.” Indeed, Wilson used military force in an attempt to teach Southern republics, intervening in Cuba, the Dominion Republic, Haiti, Honduras, Mexico, and Nicaragua. 

The “liberal internationalist” impulse was articulated later during the Great War in the Fourteen Points address and in proposals for collective security and the League of Nations. This sentiment was stated perhaps most clearly in the summer of 1918 as the war was reaching its climax. Wilson gave his July 4th address at Mount Vernon and described his vision of postwar order: “What see seek is the reign of law, based on the consent of the governed and sustained by the organized opinion of mankind.” 

7- Wilson’s vision was deeply progressive. The world could be made anew. The old world of autocracy, militarism, and despotism could be overturned and a new world of democracy and rule of law was over the horizon. America had a leading role to play in this progressive world-historical drama, but the forces of history were already moving the world in this direction. America was God’s chosen midwife of progressive change. 

8- Wilson championed a world ordered by international law (Anne-Marie, he would have liked the phrase “forging a world of liberty under law,” yes?), but he had a very 19th century view of international law. That is, Wilson did not see international law primarily as formal, legal-binding commitments that transferred sovereignty upward to international or supranational authorities. International law had more of a socializing dynamic, creating norms and expectations that states would slowly come to embrace as their own. Wilson did not see the great liberal project involving a deep transformation of states themselves – as sovereign legal units. States would just act better – which for Wilson meant they would act in less selfish and nationalist ways. So international laws and the system of collective security anchored in the League of Nations would provide a socializing role, gradually bringing states into a “community of power.” 

9- The popular historical account that America “chose isolation over internationalism” after World War I is a myth. The Senate rejection of the Peace Treaty was not inevitable. A majority of the Senate was in fact internationalist. Wilson blew it. A majority of the Senate was willing to buy onto the treaty, although some wanted clarifying reservations. The “Irreconcilables” (such as Borah, LaFollette, and Norris) who sought to defeat the treaty were a minority. Wilson would not compromise and, as a result, he was unable or unwilling to split the mild reservationists off from the hard-line opponents. (Remember that the mild reservationists included senators like Frank Kellogg from Minnesota who went on to be Secretary of State under Coolidge and negotiated the infamous Kellogg-Briand Pact of 1928 that “outlawed war.” His later ideas might have been fanciful, but he was an internationalist.) 

The main issue was Article X of the League of Nations Covenant which defined the obligations of member states to uphold the peace in the face of “external aggression” against “the territorial integrity and existing independence of all Members of the League.” The worry of some Senators was that the treaty violated the Senate’s constitutional authority to decide if and when to use force abroad. Wilson explicitly acknowledged that the treaty did not abridge the nation’s sovereign rights or the Senate’s prerogatives. The Senate’s constitutional authority was not altered. As such, he did not think the mild reservationists were subverting the technical commitments and liabilities inherent in the treat. Why did Wilson resist? I think what was most important was the moral blow that these reservations would mean to the treaty, as he saw it (enfeebled as he was at this point). Recall his view of international law. He was not trying to trap America in sovereignty-restricting treaties. He was trying to bring the U.S. and other states into a community of nations whose views of commitments and collective action would evolve in a progressive direction. 

10- Wilson’s bold proposals at Versailles were premised on a belief that the world was in the midst of a major democratic revolution. The crowds who cheered him in Europe seemed to be confirmation of this fast-developing global revolution. Russia’s revolution was initially seen in this light. With the assumption that Europe and the wider world would embrace American democratic principles, Wilson could pass over otherwise thorny issues of the postwar settlement. The view in Wilson’s head that a democratic revolution was gaining strength – not an altogether silly idea when Wilson headed for Paris in December 1918 – meant that history was on his side and its forces would bring leaders to power in Europe that would buy into his new vision. Alas, in retrospect, the winter of 1918-19 was a democratic high tide rather than a gathering flood. 

11- Wilson’s liberal vision of order was expanded and deepened in the 1940s when America again had an opportunity to remake the world. FDR and Truman had both been young Wilsonians during the first world war. Wilson did not have the last word on how to build liberal international order. Wilson’s liberal ideas were modified, expanded, and updated. 

To be sure, FDR shared Wilson’s vision of an enlightened peace, as he made clear in the Atlantic Charter in 1941. Truman’s deep belief in the necessity of the United Nations was shaped by his earlier devotion to Wilson’s proposal for a League of Nations. FDR and Truman also learned lessons from Wilson. They cared much more about getting the postwar international economic system organized in an open and orderly manner, and indeed they started working on this part of the postwar agenda even before the United States entered the war. More importantly, they saw that Wilson’s vision of a world democratic order was a bridge too far. Postwar order would need to be built around a Western core of states that formed a natural political community. Atlantic community came first. Collective security would be built around traditional alliance partnership. Specific strategic bargains – political, economic, and security – were also part of the post-1945 liberal international order. A broader array of institutions were built and capacities deployed to manage and sustain liberal order. Finally, American power – or hegemony – was built into the postwar liberal order. All of these innovations updated the Wilsonian vision. 

12- Wilson was the first American president to wield “soft power” on the global stage. He did this by speaking not just to other statesmen but to public audiences in Europe and around the world. As the war ended, he had the extraordinary support of European public opinion as he gave voice to their war-weary hopes. When Wilson sailed form Europe in December 1918 aboard the George Washington, he had a top hat on his head and the world in his hands. 

Here is Wilson scholar Thomas Knock’s description of Wilson entering Paris: “Thirty-six thousand French soldiers held back the crowds as the procession of eight horse-drawn carriages, the first carrying Wilson and President Raymond Poncare, passed along the avenues. Cannon boomed in the distance. Bouquets of violets rained down on Mrs. Wilson, almost burying her carriage. The cheers were deafening, even frightening. ‘I saw Foch pass, Clemenceau pass, Lloyd George, generals, returning troops,’ wrote one journalist, ‘but Wilson heard from the carriage something different, inhuman – or superhuman.’” As Knock notes, the same scene repeated itself when Wilson visited London, Carlisle, and Manchester the next week. “After his entrance into Rome in early January – where the streets were sprinkled with golden sand, in accordance with ancient tradition, and the banners read ‘Welcome to the God of Peace’ – it was said that Caesar had never had a grander triumph. In Milan, the ovations verged on hysteria, and Wilson was moved to tears.” 

13- Wilson’s big ideas and ultimate failure in remaking the world after the war was a boon to realist critics – most famously, E.H. Carr – and the debate that ensued laid the foundation for the modern discipline of international relations. But the mid-century critics of Wilson were wrong on most of their big claims. 

E.H. Carr’s Twenty-Years Crisis laid out the indictment of Wilson. He and the other liberal utopians built their grand schemes on false assumptions about states, power, and history. Of course, Carr looked pretty persuasive when he stepped forward in the 1930s to argue that liberal utopians had it all wrong; the return of anarchy and war reveals the enduring truth of power politics. But Carr and the realists had it wrong: (1) Wilson and the liberals were not utopian -- they had a reasonable theory about how the world worked and, given that, how to build order. (2) Wilson and the liberals were not idealists – they were actually, at least in part, liberal historical materialists or liberal modernization theorists who saw democracy, trade, and institutionalized governance as springing from deep materialist historical forces. (3) Wilson and the liberals did not ignore power politics but saw how it could be tamed and bound through collective policies and practices. For at least half a century after World War II, the West and the wider community of democracies pioneered a political order that seem to confirm the core of Wilsonian thinking – updated and modified as noted above. 

14- Wilsonianism has made it into the 21st century -- but it is in trouble. (1) The uncomfortable duality of “liberal imperialism” and “liberal internationalism” mentioned earlier has worsened. David Rieff and others have helped us debate this issue on this blog. (2) Bush has wrapped himself in the first core idea of Wilsonian – championing the spread democracy to promote peace and security. But his foreign policy has been a disaster and in many political quarters it is deeply discredited. Wilsonianism and liberal internationalism – which are so much more than Bush understands – will also take a hit. Bush did not get into trouble in foreign policy by embracing Wilsonianism. He got into trouble in foreign policy and sought refugee embracing aspects of it. But the political hit will be sustained nonetheless. (3) The liberal breakthrough after World War II – updated Wilsonianism – required a form of American hegemony to make it work, and that postwar liberal, rule-based hegemony is now at risk, at least in the hands of the Bush administration. (4) the 21st century version of Wilsonianism is actually much more radical than anything Wilson proposed. The rights and obligations of the “international community” has moved way beyond anything Wilson foresaw. He talked about a “community of power” but this was really just a highly socialized democratic state system in which members made security commitments to each other. The more complex and extensive forms of collective action and interventions that are embedded in today’s international order have generated an authority crisis that liberal international theory itself cannot explain or solve. Wilsonianism is in crisis but it is a crisis of success. The historical success – or triumph – of Wilsonanism has brought us to this crisis. 

Not bad for a President who came down to Washington from Princeton largely uninterested in foreign affairs!

