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World War I 

 
 

Learning Targets: 
 I can describe the events that led the United 

States into World War I, & I can analyze the 
war’s impact on American society. 

 I can describe Wilson's vision for world 
peace, & I can analyze the opposing points 
of view that emerged in the United States. 
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Precarious U.S. Neutrality 
During the summer of 1914, the tensions in 
Europe that had been growing for many years 
culminated with the assassination of Austrian 
Archduke Franz Ferdinand by a Serbian 
terrorist organization. Following the 
assassination, the Austrian-Hungary 
government (backed by Germany) and Serbia 
(strongly backed by Russia) entered into what 
became an intricate chain of political 
confrontations. Within less than a month, two 
coalitions emerged—the Central Powers, which 
primarily consisted of Germany and Austria-
Hungary, and the Allied Powers, which 
included France, Russia, and Great Britain. 
 
As posturing between the two coalitions 
persisted, Russia began to mobilize its forces to 
strike against Germany. Feeling threatened, 

Germany declared war on Russia on August 1, 
1914. Only days later, in an attempt to neutralize 
any opposition from France, Germany moved its 
forces through Belgium to strike the French 
nation. As a result of the German invasion of 
Belgium, Great Britain quickly sided with France 
to prevent Germany from accessing the French 
coastline from Belgium. 
 
As war raged in Europe, President Woodrow 
Wilson argued that the United States should 
remain neutral in this conflict, urging Americans 
to be “impartial in thought as well as in action.”  
 
The dilemma was how to remain neutral without 
inflicting serious damage on the American 
economy. Cutting off trade completely with 
Europe would have had severe consequences 
for American citizens. At first Wilson tried to limit 
America’s financial involvement in the war by 
banning private American bank loans to the 
belligerent nations. Secretary of State William 
Jennings Bryan believed the loan ban would 
“hasten a conclusion to the war” by making it 
impossible for the countries at war to buy the 
arms that they needed to continue fighting. 
Wilson, however, lifted the ban in 1915. The 
Allies were running short of cash, and Wilson 
feared a widespread U. S. recession if these 
nations stopped buying American goods. 
 
America’s disproportionate aid to the Allies 
alarmed the sizable German American and Irish 
American communities (the latter hated British 
rule of Ireland). People in the Midwest and 
South accused Eastern banks of violating the 
principle of neutrality, thereby pulling the nation 
slowly into a war most Americans did not want to 
fight. These critics embraced a strict vision of 
neutrality and wanted the government to 
announce an arms embargo that would prevent 
American companies from trading with nations 
at war. 
 
When the war spread to the high seas, these 
conflicting visions provoked heated debate over 
America’s role in the war. Facing a stalemate on 
the Western Front, Britain used its superior navy 
to establish a blockade around the Central 
Powers that included mining the North Sea. The 
blockade immediately affected American trade. 
American ships could not sail through the North  



Sea to Germany without first allowing the British 
to search their cargo for contraband, 
merchandise such as guns or ammunition that 
Britain wanted to stop from entering Germany. In 
mounting its blockade Britain soon violated 
international law by adding cotton and food to 
the contraband list. 
 
Although Wilson immediately protested this 
illegal act, he did not act against Great Britain. 
Instead, Wilson attempted to maintain a neutral 
position as Britain continued to throttle American 
trade with Germany. American ships traveling 
through the North Sea, which was the only route 
to access German ports, often found themselves 
illegally searched and seized, sometimes being 
held for months. 
 
The president proved less accommodating when 
Germany declared all the waters around Britain 
a war zone and threatened to attack any ship 
that entered the area. To combat the British 
blockade Germany turned to a new weapon, its 
U-boat, or submarine, to launch surprise 
torpedo attacks against Allied merchant and 
naval ships. International law recognized a naval 
blockade as a legal weapon of war, but it 
required that the attacking ship give the 
merchant vessel’s crew time to evacuate, and if 
necessary, take them aboard before sinking the 
ship and cargo. These pre-war customs 
rendered the U-boat useless, removing the 
element of surprise that made it such an 
effective weapon.  
 
On May 7, 1915, a German U-boat sunk the 
Lusitania, a British passenger ship sailing off 
the coast of Ireland. Nearly 1,200 persons were 

killed, including 128 Americans. 
Germany defended the sinking of 
the Lusitania by correctly 
asserting that the ship was 
transporting a large supply of 
small-arms ammunition. This fact 
did little to convince Americans 
that Germany was justified.  
While many openly called for war, 
President Woodrow Wilson 
remained cautious against any 
action that would bring America 
into the battle. 
 
Instead, President Wilson began 
to make a series of diplomatic 
moves to persuade Germany to 
shift its tactics. Wilson sent a 
series of notes demanding that 
Germany pay reparations and 

accept the right of Americans to travel on any 
ship they wished. Germany responded with an 
explanation of their military situation but not an 
apology for their warfare tactics, nor any 
indication that they were willing to change their 
strategy. About one month later, Wilson issued a 
second, more strongly worded note. This time, 
Bryan, rather than signing a letter that could 
provoke a war with Germany, resigned from his 
position. 
 
In reaction to the storm of criticism and anger 
concerning the sinking of the Lusitania, the 
German government secretly ordered its military 
to avoid sinking defenseless passenger ships. 
However, in August of 1915, Germany sunk the 
Arabic, another British liner, killing two 
Americans. With Allied pressure mounting, the 
German government finally agreed publicly to 
not sink unarmed ships without warning. 
 
Germany’s pledge proved to be temporary. 
Seven months after the sinking of the Arabic, a 
German U-boat sunk the Sussex, a French 
steamer. In response, Wilson issued the Sussex 
Ultimatum, a decree that said the U.S. would 
break diplomatic relations with Germany if 
German U-boats continued to sink unarmed 
vessels. Again, Germany signaled that they 
would not sink passenger vessels without 
warning. However, Germany’s latest 
reassurance came with one major stipulation: 
the United States would have to persuade the 
Allies to stop blockading commodities to 
Germany. Wilson accepted Germany’s pledge, 
but he did not accept the decree concerning the 
Allies. 



The Election of 1916 
Aware of the antiwar 
sentiment in the country, 
Wilson ran for reelection 
in 1916 on the slogan “He 
Kept Us Out of War.” At 
the same time he 
campaigned on the 
slogan of preparedness to 
underscore his 
commitment to defending 
the country if necessary. 
 
In contrast to the Wilson 
campaign, the Republican 
challenger Supreme 
Court Justice Charles 
Evan Hughes never 
developed an effective 
slogan or theme. The 
Hughes campaign 
believed that Woodrow Wilson had won the 
presidency in 1912 because progressive 
Republicans had supported Theodore 
Roosevelt’s run as a third-party Progressive 
Party candidate over the incumbent Republican 
president William Howard Taft. Hughes now 
tried to avoid controversy with vague calls “for 
law and liberty” and “undiluted Americanism.” 
On election night, with returns from California 
still uncounted, Wilson went to bed certain that 
he had lost the election. He awoke to discover 
that he had won reelection by only 23 electoral 
votes, 277– 254. 
 
After the election Wilson tried once again to 
negotiate a settlement. On January 22, 1917, he 
outlined a plan for “peace without victory” 
based on “American principles, American 
policies.” Democracy, freedom of the seas, no 
entangling alliances, and equality of rights 
among nations were, Wilson asserted, “the 
principles and policies of forward-looking men 
and women everywhere, of every modern 
nation, of every enlightened community.” 
 

U.S. Entry into the War 
Wilson’s words had little effect on European 
leaders. Unbeknownst to the president Germany 
had already decided to resume unrestricted 
submarine warfare. Although Wilson broke 
diplomatic relations with Germany, he refused to 
ask Congress for a declaration of war, arguing 
that Germany had still not committed any “actual 
overt acts” that warranted a military response. 
 
 

 

The “overt acts” that would bring America into 
the war came during the next two months with 
the sinking of four more unarmed American 
vessels. At about the same time, newspapers 
published an intercepted the Zimmerman 
Telegram which claimed that in the event of war 
with the United States, Germany would help 
Mexico recover Texas, New Mexico, and 
Arizona if Mexico started a borderland war with 
the United States. This proposed alliance 
concerned all Americans and was particularly 
troublesome to those living in the southwestern 
United States. Wilson was forced to 
acknowledge that the worst-case scenario for 
America was coming to pass and continuing to 
manage the German threat was no longer an 
option. 
 
On April 2, 1917, Wilson requested a declaration 
of war from Congress. Congress complied with 
only six senators and 50 representatives voting 
against the war resolution. In his war message, 
Wilson declared, “It is a fearful thing to lead this 
great peaceful people into war.” Nevertheless, 
the crisis of war would soon engulf the United 
States. 
 

Mobilizing the Nation for War 
In April of 1917, President Woodrow Wilson 
received a declaration of war from Congress. 
Even as America prepared for war, the country 
remained split over the prospects of sending 
American troops to fight the nations that 
comprised the Central Powers. In an attempt to 
unify the nation, the Wilson administration 
undertook a remarkable propaganda campaign 



to sway American opinion toward intervention in 
the European conflict. The centerpiece of this 
campaign was the Committee on Public 
Information, also known as the Creel 
Committee. 
 
Headed by George Creel, a well-known 
progressive journalist, the committee’s purpose 
was to sell the American public on the war, to 
communicate the aims and goals of the Allied 
Powers, and to demoralize the Central Powers 
in the eyes of Americans. The committee 
mobilized about 75,000 individuals, known as 
“four-minute men,” to deliver pro-American 
addresses in public places. The committee also 
created and distributed millions of copies of 
pamphlets, posters, and leaflets exhorting the 
dangers of the Central Powers. 
 

 
 
The Food Administration, headed by Herbert 
Hoover, worked to ensure the well-being of the 
nation’s food supply. Hoover sought voluntary 
compliance for the food administration’s policies. 
To save food for export, Hoover asked 
Americans to observe “meatless Tuesdays” and 
“wheatless Wednesdays” in the name of 
patriotism. He also asked Americans to plant 
“victory gardens,” small gardens that sprouted 

up in backyards and empty lots, to help make 
Americans more self-sufficient and less 
dependent on the national food supply. 
 
Hoover’s efforts paid off for both the U.S. and 
the Allies. Food produced in America increased 
in yield by 25 percent, while food exported to the 
Allied nations swelled to over three times the 
amount before the push of voluntary 
conservation. The success of the Food 
Administration did not go unnoticed by other 
agencies. The Fuel Administration enacted 
similar voluntary measures by proposing 
“heatless Mondays” and “gasless Sundays.” 
 
During this time of conservation, Congress also 
restricted the use of food materials for 
manufacturing alcoholic beverages. The 
exercise of self-denial that emerged among 
citizens in reaction to the war accelerated the 
prohibition movement, which was already 
sweeping across the country. 
 
As Americans struggled with conservation on 
the home front, the government struggled with 
how to provide the necessary food and 
munitions to troops. Although Wilson was a 
powerful and inspiring war leader, he found 
himself unable to build the necessary 
cooperation between military and civilian 
agencies. As a result of disorganized and often 
conflicting information about the amounts of 
food, munitions, and money required to wage 
the war, the American government found itself 
unable to provide troops and the other Allied 
Powers with much-needed supplies. 
 
Wilson placed the task of organizing this crucial 
information into the hands of the War Industries 
Board, headed by stock speculator Bernard 
Baruch. The board was charged with effectively 
allocating scarce resources, standardizing the 
production of war goods, fixing prices, and 
coordinating American and Allied purchasing. 
 
To minimize potential labor disputes that would 
hinder production, and therefore the country’s 
war efforts, Wilson formed the National War 
Labor Board. The board, chaired by former 
President William Howard Taft, was charged 
with maintaining order in the nation’s 
commercial sector by settling disputes between 
management and workers. The board used its 
power to strong-arm management into 
establishing higher wages and eight-hour 
workdays; however, the board’s most significant 
contribution was its recognition of workers’ rights 



to unionize, which revolutionized management-
labor relations. In fact, union membership had 
nearly doubled to three million by the war’s end. 
 

Restrictions on Civil Liberties 

As a part of the American government’s 
propaganda effort to bolster public support for 
the war, the Committee on Public Information 
established powerful anti-German sentiment in 
the U.S. As a result, Americans rejected all 
things German, including German music, 
literature, and food. Some American citizens 
readily reported, without factual knowledge, 
spying and sabotage in the U.S. by German 
agents. 
 
To reassure American citizens and to quash the 
dissenting political opinions of the anti-war 
factions, the U.S. government established the 
Espionage Act of 1917. Under this act, anyone 
convicted of aiding the enemy, obstructing 
military recruiting, or inciting rebellion in the 
military was subject to fines of up to $10,000 
and imprisonment for up to 20 years. 
 
Almost one year later, Congress passed the 
Sedition Act of 1918. In an effort to expand the 
powers of the Espionage Act, the Sedition Act 
made it illegal to speak against the purchase of 
war bonds or to “utter, print, write or publish any 
disloyal, profane, scurrilous or abusive 
language” against the U.S. government or the 
Constitution. 
 
These two acts provided the legal foundation for 
almost two thousand prosecutions, many of 
which involved antiwar Socialists and members 
of a radical group called the Industrial Workers 
of the World. In 1918, Socialist Eugene V. 
Debs was convicted under the Espionage Act 
and sentenced to 10 years in a federal 
penitentiary for giving an anti-war speech. 
Industrial Workers of the World leader William 
D. Haywood and 99 of his associates were also 
convicted. 
 
Many in America argued that the Espionage and 
Sedition Act were in violation of the 
Constitution’s First Amendment. The argument 
was ultimately debated in the Supreme Court in 
the case of Schenck v. U.S. in 1919. Charles 
Schenck was the general secretary of the 
Socialist Party. Schenck believed that the 
military draft was unlawful and mailed letters to 
draftees urging them not to report for military  
 
 

 
 
duty, an action clearly in violation of the 
Espionage Act. Like Debs and Haywood, 
Schenck was arrested, charged, and convicted 
for the crime of criticizing a government 
initiative. 
 
During Schenck’s appeal, the Supreme Court 
upheld the legality of his conviction, thereby 
supporting the structure and purpose of the 
Espionage Act. Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes 
argued that during a time of war the nation had 
the right to protect its interest even if that meant 
suppressing certain freedoms. 
 
Holmes argued that if Schenck had mailed his 
letters challenging the draft during peacetime, 
he would be safe from prosecution. During a 
time of war, however, Holmes contended that 
Schenck’s actions represented a “clear and 
present danger” to the United States. If words 
are used to create a clear and present danger to 
the nation, Justice Holmes said, the government 
has the right to suppress such behavior. 
 

The U.S. – “Over There”  
Seeking to rally Americans to the war effort in 
1917, President Woodrow Wilson promised a 
“war to end all wars,” and pledged to “make the 
world safe for democracy.” Making the world 
safe for democracy seemed a noble and just  
 



pursuit to Americans who watched as 
Europeans and Russians struggled with 
increasingly limited freedoms and leaders who 
acted out of vengeance, creating economic 
turmoil. 
 
The first military measures adopted by the 
United States were on the seas. Joint Anglo-
American operations were highly successful at 
stopping the dreaded submarine. Following the 
thinking that there is greater strength in 
numbers, the U.S. and Britain developed an 
elaborate convoy system to protect vulnerable 
ships. In addition, mines were placed in many 
areas formerly dominated by German U-boats. 
The campaign was so effective that not a single 
American soldier was lost on the high seas in 
transit to the Western front. 
 
The American Expeditionary Force began 
arriving in France in June 1917, but the original 
numbers were quite small. Time was necessary 
to inflate the ranks of the United States Army 
and to provide at least a rudimentary training 
program. The timing was critical. 
 
During the summer and fall of 1917, large 
numbers of U.S. troops arrived in Europe to 
support the Allied Powers. About two million 
Americans served overseas and about 75 
percent of those saw combat action during the 
next 18 months. 
 
When the Bolsheviks took over Russia in 1917 
in a domestic revolution, Germany signed a 
peace treaty with the new government. The 
Germans could now afford to transfer many of 
their soldiers fighting in the East to the 
deadlocked Western front. Were it not for the 
fresh supply of incoming American troops, the 
war might have followed a very different path. 
 
The addition of the United States to the Allied 
effort was as elevating to the Allied morale as it 
was devastating to the German will. Refusing to 
submit to the overall Allied commander, General 
John Pershing retained independent American 
control over the U.S. troops. 
 
By the spring of 1918, the “doughboys” were 
seeing fast and furious action. A German 
offensive came within fifty miles of Paris, and 
American soldiers played a critical role in turning 
the tide at Chateau-Thierry and Belleau Wood. 
In September 1918, efforts were concentrated 
on dislodging German troops from the Meuse 
River. Finding success, the Allies chased the 

Germans into the Battle of the Argonne 
Forest, where America suffered heavy 
casualties. 
 
As the war drew toward its conclusion, many 
began to consider what would be the outcome. 
Recognizing the need for a plan, Wilson devised 
an outline for peace that would become known 
as his Fourteen Points. 
 
On January 18, 1918, Wilson delivered his 
Fourteen Points Address to Congress to 
encourage the Allies to victory. In it, he hoped to 
keep a reeling Russia in the war and to appeal 
to the Central Powers’ disenfranchised minority 
members. The points, which represented 
Wilson’s lofty goals for the future of the world, 
included five general principles for a peace 
settlement: 1) “Open covenants of peace, openly 
arrived at” should replace secretive diplomacy; 
2) a guaranteed freedom of the seas should 
exist during wartime and peace time; 3) nations 
should be able to trade freely without fear of 
retribution; 4) armaments should be drastically 
reduced; and 5) colonial claims should be 
adjusted to reflect the needs of native peoples. 
 

Versailles Peace Conference 
Nearly one year after President Woodrow 
Wilson addressed Congress and laid out his 
Fourteen Points, fighting in Europe had reached 
its end. In the last weeks of the war, Wilson 
used the promise of his Fourteen Points to 
persuade the German people to overthrow 
Kaiser Wilhelm II and establish an armistice. 
Under the armistice, Germany had to withdraw 
behind the Rhine River and surrender its 
submarines and munitions. 
 
To establish the conditions of surrender for the 
defeated Central Powers, members of the Allied 
Powers came together in Paris. Representatives 
of the Big Four—the United States, France, 
Britain and Italy—attended the conference. 
Fearing his Fourteen Points would not be well 
received by European leaders with their own 
agendas, Wilson attended the conference as the 
leader of the American delegation. Wilson’s aim 
was to create a world parliament to be known as 
the League of Nations, an agency that would 
ensure international stability. 
 
Wilson’s fear over the reception of his Fourteen 
Points proved to be well founded. Although 
Wilson was a popular figure, many European 
leaders felt his plans would interfere with their 
imperialistic ambitions. The English were mostly  



interested in the expansion of the British Empire, 
and the French wanted solid assurances that 
France would never be invaded by Germany 
again. Millions in Europe rejected the idea that 
there could be peace without retribution against 
Germany—the cry of vengeance resounded 
throughout the Allied European nations, and 
they demanded that Germany pay for its actions. 
Wilson, temporarily disheartened, left Paris 
without solidifying any specific agreement to 
help aid the Democratic Congressional 
campaign. 
 
During the Congressional election of 1918, 
Wilson faced a new battle on the home front. 
Republicans and Democrats had minimized 
open partisan politicking during the war. Wilson 
broke the bi-partisan truce to plea for a 
Democratic victory in the Congressional 
elections of 1918. Wilson’s move backfired when 
Republicans won majorities in both houses. 
Wilson, who had staked his prestige on a 
Democratic victory, returned to Europe as a less 
influential leader. 
 
From January to May of 1919, the Allied Powers 
hammered out the treaty. To preserve his prized 
League of Nations, Wilson made sacrifices on 
many of the other 13 points. Although the Allied 
victors would not take control of the conquered 
areas outright, they would be allowed to oversee 
the territories under the guise of the League of 
Nations.    
 
Under Wilson’s plans, the League of Nations 
was to consist of 42 Allied and neutral countries, 
with five permanent members: the U.S., France, 
Britain, Italy, and Japan. Wilson’s concessions 
led to the establishment of the League 
Covenant, a constitution for the League of 
Nations. Under the Covenant, the League’s chief 
goal was collective security among all nations. 
The Covenant required all League members to 
protect the “territorial integrity” and “political 
independence” of all other members. 
 
Signed on June 28, 1919, the Treaty of 
Versailles outlined several provisions for peace. 
A “war-guilt” clause, clause 231, placed sole 
blame for the war on Germany and required 
Germany to pay reparations to the Allies, which 
totaled about $33 billion. The treaty required 
Germany to accept military restrictions and a 
loss of territory and barred Germany from joining 
the League of Nations. The Treaty also granted 
national sovereignty to Poland, Czechoslovakia, 

Finland, and the Baltic States of Latvia, 
Lithuania, Estonia, and Yugoslavia. 
 
Germany, which had capitulated based on 
assurances that it would be granted a peace 
based on the Fourteen Points, felt betrayed by a 
treaty that only included about four of Wilson’s 
original points. 
 
The treaty, however, did little to advance 
Wilson’s quest to establish freedom of the seas, 
free trade between nations, and military 
disarmament. Always the optimist, Wilson 
believed that such oversights could be easily 
addressed through the powers of the League of 
Nations. He believed that once convened, the 
League would have the authority to solve these 
problems through arbitration and negotiation. 
 
When Wilson went to Europe to fight for his 
Fourteen Points and negotiate the Treaty of 
Versailles, he was largely viewed as a 
worldwide hero. Once the treaty was signed and 
he returned to America, he was greeted with a 
cold reception. American isolationists feared 
greater international entanglement through 
participation in the League of Nations. Anti-
German critics believed the treaty did not go far 
enough to punish Germany, while many liberals 
found the treaty too harsh and heavy-handed 
toward the German people. With opposition in 
America, the treaty faced a difficult road toward 
ratification in the U.S. Senate. 
 

Defeat of Treaty in U.S. 
President Woodrow Wilson felt optimistic about 
returning to America with the completed Treaty 
of Versailles. His return, however, was marked 
with a mixed reaction from the public and the 
Congress. Initially, Republican Senator Henry 
Cabot Lodge, who had ardently opposed the 
treaty, had little hope of defeating it in the 
Senate. Instead, Lodge and other Republican 
Senators hoped to amend the treaty, so that 
they could take credit for the changes. These 
individuals were known as “reservationists,” 
since they were willing to accept the treaty with 
modifications. If someone was opposed to the 
idea of the U.S. moving toward internationalism 
altogether, then they were called 
“irreconcilables.” Lodge’s delay tactics, which 
included reading the 264-page treaty aloud in a 
committee meeting, helped to muddy the once-
favorable public opinion. 
 
 
 



 
Wilson was concerned that any modification to 
the Treaty by the Senate would encourage the 
Europeans allies to also make modifications, 
and he was afraid that too many amendments 
would lead to elimination of his League of 
Nations altogether. To galvanize public support 
for the treaty, Wilson began a speechmaking 
tour in spite of the urging of his wife and 
physicians to stay home.  Republican 
“irreconcilables” such as Hiram Johnson of 
California and William Borah of Idaho followed 
behind Wilson and made speeches against the 
treaty at every stop Wilson has been. Although 
the Midwest reacted coldly to Wilson's pleas, he 
experienced tremendous support in the Rocky 
Mountain region and the Pacific Coast, two 
areas where he also had a solid political base. 
During a speaking stop in Colorado, Wilson 
collapsed from physical and nervous exhaustion. 
Taken by train back to Washington, Wilson had 
a stroke a few days later that paralyzed one side 
of his body. Wilson recovered in the privacy of 
the White House for the next seven months. 
 
With Wilson removed from the political spotlight, 
Lodge took control of the treaty debate. 
Although Lodge was unable to amend the treaty 
outright, he mockingly created Fourteen formal 
reservations, known as the “Lodge 
Reservations,” to it—a reference to Wilson’s 
Fourteen Points—and attached the reservations 
to the treaty for all to review before they voted 
whether or not to pass it. Lodge and other critics 
had particular disdain for Article X, which morally 
bound the United States to aid any League 
member who was victimized by external 
aggression. Rather than morally bind the 
government to act, Congress wanted to reserve 
the power to declare war for itself. 

 
Wilson, who had little respect for Lodge, 
rejected the Fourteen Reservations 
outright. Although Wilson was willing to 
accept some compromises, he believed 
that Lodge’s reservations contradicted 
the pact’s spirit. Wilson sent word to all 
Democrats to vote against the treaty, 
which now included Lodge’s 
reservations. In November of 1919, loyal 
Democrats, who had once strongly 
supported the treaty, voted against 
ratification. 
 

In March of 1920, strong public support 
of the treaty required the Senate to once 
again vote on the treaty. Again, Wilson 
asked Democrats to vote down the 

treaty with Lodge’s reservations attached. For a 
second time, the Senate voted against 
ratification, thereby ending any chance for the 
treaty’s ratification in America and creating a 
deadlock in Washington. 
 
Wilson believed that the Election of 1920 would 
serve as a “solemn referendum” on the Treaty of 
Versailles and the League of Nations and 
eliminate the political impasse the country faced. 
Since Wilson did not run for another term, 
Democrats nominated James M. Cox from Ohio, 
a strong supporter of the League. Republicans, 
hoping to bring a “return to normalcy” to the 
country, nominated Warren G. Harding, a 
Senator from Ohio who remained intentionally 
ambiguous about the League. 
 
Although Democrats attempted to make the 
election a referendum on the League, the public 
had grown tired of high-browed idealism and 
turned to Harding’s message of normalcy. In the 
end, a Republican landslide elected Harding as 
President. Republican isolationists turned the 
election’s results into a mandate against the 
League of Nations. American participation in the 
League, Wilson’s long-held dream, would not be 
a reality. Because of the U.S.’s refusal to enter 
the League, it never had the power that Wilson 
had envisioned. 
 
In July of 1921, Congress officially ended the 
war with the Central Powers by passing a joint 
resolution. Separate peace treaties with 
Germany, Austria, and Hungary were ratified on 
October 18, 1921. 


