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A History of the American People: Woodrow Wilson

Woodrow Wilson, the 28th President of the United States, served from 1913 to 1921 during a
transformative period in American history. His presidency was marked by significant domestic
reforms, a commitment to internationalism, and a leadership role during World War I. Wilson's vision
for America and the world was rooted in his belief in democracy, freedom, and self-determination.
This article explores his early life, political career, key policies, wartime leadership, and lasting impact
on the American people.

Early Life and Education

Woodrow Wilson was born on December 28, 1856, in Staunton, Virginia. He was the son of a
Presbyterian minister and grew up in a household that valued education and civic duty. His early
education took place in various Southern cities, but he eventually graduated from Princeton University
in 1879. Wilson’s academic pursuits continued at Johns Hopkins University, where he earned a PhD in
political science in 1886.

Academic Career

Wilson’s academic career began at Bryn Mawr College and later at Wesleyan University. However, it
was at Princeton University where he made his most significant contributions. He became the
university's president in 1902, advocating for educational reforms, expanding the curriculum, and
emphasizing research and scholarship.

Political Rise

Wilson's entry into politics was somewhat unexpected. His academic background and progressive
ideas gained attention, and in 1910, he was elected Governor of New Jersey. As governor, Wilson
focused on progressive reforms, including the establishment of worker protections and the regulation
of utilities, which earned him national recognition.

Presidential Campaign

In 1912, Wilson secured the Democratic nomination for president after a contentious primary battle.
He campaigned on a platform known as the "New Freedom," which aimed to dismantle monopolies,
reduce tariffs, and reform the banking system. His campaign was notable for the split in the
Republican Party, with former President Theodore Roosevelt running as a third-party candidate,



allowing Wilson to win the election with a plurality of the popular vote.

Domestic Policies

Wilson’s presidency was characterized by significant domestic reforms that aimed to address the
challenges of the early 20th century.

Key Legislation

1. Underwood Tariff Act (1913): This act lowered tariffs and implemented a graduated income tax,
which aimed to reduce economic inequality.

2. Federal Reserve Act (1913): This landmark legislation created the Federal Reserve System,
providing a central banking mechanism to stabilize the economy and manage monetary policy.

3. Federal Trade Commission Act (1914): This act established the Federal Trade Commission (FTC) to
prevent unfair business practices and promote consumer protection.

4. Clayton Antitrust Act (1914): This act strengthened antitrust laws and protected labor unions from
being prosecuted under antitrust laws, marking a significant victory for workers' rights.

5. Keating-Owen Child Labor Act (1916): Although later declared unconstitutional, this act sought to
limit child labor by prohibiting the sale of goods produced by factories employing children under
certain ages.

Foreign Policy and World War I

Wilson’s foreign policy was initially characterized by a commitment to neutrality. However, as World
War I intensified in Europe, his administration faced mounting pressure to take a stand.

Neutrality and Engagement

Wilson's approach to foreign relations was rooted in the belief in moral diplomacy, which emphasized
the promotion of democracy and human rights over imperialism. He sought to mediate conflicts and
promote peace, famously stating, “The world must be made safe for democracy.”

However, several incidents challenged Wilson’s neutrality:

- Sinking of the Lusitania (1915): The German U-boat attack on the British ocean liner resulted in the
deaths of 128 Americans, stirring public outrage.

- Unrestricted Submarine Warfare: Germany’s policy of targeting neutral ships prompted Wilson to
demand accountability and ultimately shifted public opinion toward war.



- Zimmermann Telegram (1917): The interception of a secret communication from Germany to Mexico
proposing a military alliance against the U.S. further inflamed tensions.

Entry into World War I

On April 2, 1917, Wilson asked Congress to declare war on Germany, framing it as a fight for
democracy and global stability. Congress approved the declaration, and the U.S. joined the Allied
Powers.

Leadership During the War

Wilson’s leadership during the war was marked by a focus on mobilizing the nation for the war effort
and formulating a vision for postwar peace.

War Efforts and Domestic Policies

- Selective Service Act (1917): This act instituted the draft, enabling the U.S. to raise a large military
force.

- War Industries Board: Established to coordinate the production of war materials and ensure efficient
resource allocation.

- Committee on Public Information: Led by George Creel, this agency was responsible for promoting
the war effort through propaganda, fostering a sense of national unity.

Fourteen Points and the League of Nations

In January 1918, Wilson presented his Fourteen Points, a blueprint for peace that emphasized self-
determination, free trade, and the establishment of a League of Nations. His vision aimed to prevent
future conflicts and promote international cooperation.

Following the end of the war in November 1918, Wilson played a crucial role in the Paris Peace
Conference. His advocacy for the League of Nations was a central theme, although it faced opposition
both internationally and domestically.

Post-War Challenges and Legacy

Despite his efforts to shape a postwar world, Wilson faced significant challenges upon returning to the
U.S.



Opposition and the Treaty of Versailles

Wilson’s vision for the League of Nations was met with resistance in the Senate, particularly from
Republican leaders led by Henry Cabot Lodge. The Senate ultimately rejected the Treaty of Versailles,
which included the League, leading to a profound disappointment for Wilson.

Domestic Turmoil

The postwar period was fraught with social upheaval, including labor strikes, racial tensions, and the
Red Scare. Wilson’s inability to effectively address these issues further diminished his popularity.

Conclusion: Wilson’s Impact on American History

Woodrow Wilson's presidency was a complex interplay of progressive domestic reforms and a bold
international vision. His belief in democracy and self-determination shaped American foreign policy
and left a lasting legacy. While his ideals were not fully realized during his time, they influenced
future generations and the trajectory of American politics. The challenges he faced, both at home and
abroad, continue to resonate in contemporary debates about democracy, internationalism, and the
role of the United States in global affairs. Wilson's story is a testament to the aspirations and
contradictions of the American people, reflecting a nation in the midst of profound change.

Frequently Asked Questions

What were the main principles of Woodrow Wilson's New
Freedom agenda?
Woodrow Wilson's New Freedom agenda focused on three main principles: tariff reform, banking
reform, and business reform. He aimed to eliminate monopolies and restore economic competition,
emphasizing the importance of small businesses and individual entrepreneurship.

How did Woodrow Wilson's presidency impact U.S. foreign
policy?
Woodrow Wilson significantly transformed U.S. foreign policy by promoting the idea of self-
determination and advocating for democracy worldwide. His Fourteen Points outlined a vision for a
post-World War I order based on democracy and collective security, leading to the establishment of
the League of Nations.

What role did Woodrow Wilson play in the United States'
entry into World War I?
Woodrow Wilson initially maintained a policy of neutrality during World War I. However, several



factors, including unrestricted submarine warfare by Germany and the Zimmermann Telegram, led
him to ask Congress for a declaration of war in April 1917, framing it as a fight to make the world
'safe for democracy.'

What was Wilson's stance on civil rights during his
presidency?
Woodrow Wilson's presidency is often criticized for its lack of support for civil rights. He implemented
segregationist policies in federal offices and did not advocate for anti-lynching legislation, reflecting
the racial attitudes of his time and disappointing many African Americans who had hoped for
progress.

What were the significant outcomes of the Treaty of Versailles
for Woodrow Wilson?
The Treaty of Versailles, which concluded World War I, incorporated many of Wilson's ideas, including
the establishment of the League of Nations. However, it faced opposition in the U.S. Senate, leading
to its rejection and contributing to Wilson's declining popularity and health.

How did Woodrow Wilson's leadership style influence his
presidency?
Woodrow Wilson's leadership style was characterized by idealism and a strong belief in his vision for
America and the world. He often bypassed Congress to push his agenda and relied heavily on his
personal charisma and oratory skills, which sometimes alienated political allies and contributed to
political strife.
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