Woodrow Wilson: The League of Nations (1919)

When the Paris Peace Conference convened in 1919, Woodrow Wilson lobbied strenuously for inclusion of a League of Nations
covenant in the final peace settlement. He was convinced that such a multilateral organization was essential to the
maintenance of peace. In June he returned to the United States, confident that the Senate would ratify the treaty and thereby
commit the United States to membership in the new League of Nations. He greatly underestimated the issues at stake and the
opposition they would arouse. Soon he found himself struggling to defend many of the treaty's provisions.

From Senate Documents, No. 76, 66th Cong., 1st sess., 1919, 13:6-19.

To the Senate Committee on Foreign Relations

MR. CHAIRMAN: | have taken the liberty of writing out a little statement in the hope that it might
facilitate discussion by speaking directly on some points that | know have been points of controversy and
upon which | thought an expression of opinion would not be unwelcome ....

Nothing, | am led to believe, stands in the way of ratification of the treaty except certain doubts with
regard to the meaning and implication of certain articles of the Covenant of the League of Nations; and |
must frankly say that | am unable to understand why such doubts should be entertained.... It was
pointed out that ... it was not expressly provided that the League should have no authority to act or to
express a judgment of matters of domestic policy; that the right to withdraw from the League was not
expressly recognized; and that the constitutional right of the Congress to determine all questions of
peace and war was not sufficiently safeguarded.

On my return to Paris all these matters were taken up again by the Commission on the League of
Nations and every suggestion of the United States was accepted.

The views of the United States with regard to the questions | have mentioned had, in fact, already
been accepted by the commission and there was supposed to be nothing inconsistent with them in the
draft of the Covenant first adopted the draft which was the subject of our discussion in March-but no
objection was made to saying explicitly in the text what all had supposed to be implicit in it. There was
absolutely no doubt as to the meaning of anyone of the resulting provisions of the Covenant in the
minds of those who participated in drafting them, and | respectfully submit that there is nothing vague
or doubtful in their wording.

The Monroe Doctrine is expressly mentioned as an understanding which is in no way to be impaired
or interfered with by anything contained in the Covenant and the expression "regional understandings
like the Monroe Doctrine" was used, not because anyone of the conferees thought there was any
comparable agreement anywhere else in existence or in contemplation, but only because it was thought
best to avoid the appearance of dealing in such a document with the policy of a single nation. Absolutely
nothing is concealed in the phrase.

With regard to domestic questions, Article 16 of the Covenant expressly provides that, if in case of
any dispute arising between members of the League, the matter involved is claimed by one of the
parties "and is found by the council to arise out of a matter which by international law is solely within
the domestic jurisdiction of that party, the council shall so report, and shall make no recommendation as
to its settlement." The United States was by no means the only Government interested in the explicit
adoption of this provision, and there is no doubt in the mind of any authoritative student of



international law that such matters as immigration, tariffs, and naturalization are incontestably domestic
guestions with which no international body could deal without express authority to do so. No
enumeration of domestic questions was undertaken because to undertake it, even by sample, would
have involved the danger of seeming to exclude those not mentioned.

The right of any sovereign State to withdraw1 had been taken for granted, but no objection was
made to making it explicit. Indeed, so soon as the views expressed at the White House conference were
laid before the commission it was at once conceded that it was best not to leave the answer to so
important a question to inference. No proposal was made to set up any tribunal to pass judgment upon
the question whether a withdrawing nation had in fact fulfilled "all its international obligations and all its
obligations under the covenant." It was recognized that that question must be left to be resolved by the
conscience of the Nation proposing to withdraw; and | must say that it did not seem to me worthwhile
to propose that the article be made more explicit, because | knew that the United States would never
itself propose to withdraw from the League if its conscience was not entirely clear as to the fulfillment of
all its international obligations. It has never failed to fulfill them and never will....

The United States will, indeed, undertake under Article 10 to «respect and preserve as against
external aggression the territorial integrity and existing political independence of all members of the
League;' and that engagement constitutes a very grave and solemn moral obligation. But it is a moral,
not a legal, obligation, and leaves our Congress absolutely free to put its own interpretation upon it in all
cases that call for action. It is binding in conscience only, not in law.

Article 10 seems to me to constitute the very backbone of the whole Covenant. Without it the
League would be hardly more than an influential debating society....

If the United States were to qualify the document in any way, moreover, | am confident from what |
know of the many conferences and debates which accompanied the formulation of the treaty that our
example would immediately be followed in many quarters, in some instances with very serious
reservations, and that the meaning and operative force of the treaty would presently be clouded from
one end of its clauses to the other.

Pardon me, Mr. Chairman, if | have been entirely unreserved and plainspoken in speaking of the
great matters we all have so much at heart. If excuse is needed, | trust that the critical situation of affairs
may serve as my justification. The issues that manifestly hang upon the conclusions of the Senate with
regard to peace and upon the time of its action are so grave and so clearly insusceptible of being thrust
on one side or postponed that | have felt it necessary in the public interest to make this urgent plea, and
to make it as simply and as unreservedly as possible.

REVIEW QUESTIONS
1. What specific objections did Wilson address in this speech?

2. Did Wilson expect the League to be a strong or weak organization? Explain.
3. Do you believe that American participation in the League would have represented a sharp break with
American tradition? Why or why not?

! i.e., from the League.



