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In 1918, President Woodrow Wilson proposed a series of principles and ideas in order to promote and
secure international peace, after the world witnessed the destruction of the First World War. The last of
these Fourteen Points called for an “association of nations” sworn to protect countries and to prevent future
conflicts. President Wilson received his wish, but at an ironic cost. The League of Nations, in combination
with the Treaty of Versailles, would ultimately prove unable to prevent another world war. As you read, take
notes on why the U.S. refused to join the League of Nations, as well as what contributed to the
organization’s ineffectiveness in a post-WWI world.

As the war drew to a close, Woodrow Wilson1 set
forth his plan for a “just peace.” Wilson believed
that fundamental2 flaws in international relations
created an unhealthy climate that led inexorably3

to the World War.4 His Fourteen Points5 outlined
his vision for a safer world. Wilson called for an
end to secret diplomacy,6 a reduction of
armaments,7 and freedom of the seas. He
claimed that reductions to trade barriers, fair
adjustment of colonies, and respect for national
self-determination8 would reduce economic and
nationalist9 sentiments that lead to war. Finally,
Wilson proposed an international organization
comprising10 representatives of all the world’s
nations that would serve as a forum11 against
allowing any conflict to escalate.12 Unfortunately,
Wilson could not impose13 his world view on the
victorious Allied Powers.14 When they met in Paris
to hammer out the terms of the peace, the
European leaders had other ideas.

[1]

1. Woodrow Wilson (1856-1924) served as the 28th President of the United States from 1913 until 1921. Wilson
presided over American participation in WWI.

2. Fundamental (adjective): forming a necessary core or base; of central importance
3. Inexorably (adverb): impossible to prevent or stop
4. World War I, also called The Great War, was an international conflict that began in Europe in July 1914 (following the

assassination of Archduke Ferdinand) to November 1918. It was one of the deadliest wars in history.
5. Fourteen Points was a statement of ideas and plans for world peace that was intended for use as peace negotiations

to end World War I. They were outlined in a January 8, 1918 speech by President Wilson.
6. Diplomacy is the profession, act, or skill of managing international relations, typically through representatives sent

abroad.
7. “Armament” is another term for military weapons and equipment.
8. “Self-determination” is the process by which a country determines its own statehood (or independence) and forms its

own allegiances and government.
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The Paris Peace Conference

Most of the decisions made at the Paris Peace Conference were made by the Big Four, consisting of
President Wilson, David Lloyd George15 of Great Britain, Georges Clemenceau16 of France, and Vittorio
Orlando17 of Italy. The European leaders were not interested in a just peace. They were interested in
retribution.18 Over Wilson’s protests, they ignored the Fourteen Points one by one. Germany was to
admit guilt for the war and pay unlimited reparations.19 The German military was reduced to a
domestic20 police force and its territory was truncated to benefit the new nations of Eastern Europe.
The territories of Alsace and Lorraine21 were restored to France. German colonies were handed in
trusteeship to the victorious Allies. No provisions were made to end secret diplomacy or preserve
freedom of the seas. Wilson did gain approval for his proposal for a League of Nations.22 Dismayed by
the overall results, but hopeful that a strong League could prevent future wars, he returned to present
the Treaty of Versailles23 to the Senate.

9. “Nationalism” refers to a feeling that people have of being loyal to and proud of their country often with the belief
that it is better and more important than other countries.

10. Comprise (verb): to be made up of
11. Forum (noun): a place or meeting where ideas can be freely exchanged
12. Escalate (verb): to increase rapidly
13. Impose (verb): to force something to be accepted or put in place
14. The Allied Powers were the countries that opposed the Central Powers in World War I and notably included: France,

the British Empire, Russia, Italy (which was originally allied with the Central Powers), Serbia, Japan, and the United
States.

15. David Lloyd George (1863-1945) was a British politician and served as Prime Minister of the United Kingdom from
1916 to 1922.

16. Georges Clemenceau (1841-1929) was a French politician, physician, and journalist who served as Prime Minister of
France from 1917 to 1920.

17. Vittorio Orlando (1860-1952) was an Italian law professor, writer, and statesman, best known for representing Italy in
the 1919 Paris Peace Conference and serving as the Prime Minister of Italy (1917-1919). He was president of the
Constitutional Assembly that changed the Italian government into a Republic.

18. Retribution (noun): punishment inflicted on someone as revenge for a wrong or crime
19. A “reparation” is the amends for a wrong that someone has done, often through some form of repayment.
20. Domestic (adjective): of or relating to issues within a particular country; not international or foreign
21. Alsace and Lorraine are cultural and historical territories in eastern France over which Germany and France fought

for control for many years.
22. The League of Nations (founded January 1920) was the first international organization dedicated to maintaining

world peace. It formed as a result of the Paris Peace Conference that ended World War I. It lasted until 1946 and at
its height only included 58 members. It was soon after replaced by the United Nations (or UN).

23. The Treaty of Versailles was one of the peace treaties signed at the end of World War I. It officially ended the state of
war between Germany (a major player in the Central Powers) and the Allied Powers. It was signed on June 28, 1919.
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Defeating the League of Nations

Unfortunately for Wilson, he was met with stiff opposition. The Republican leader of the Senate, Henry
Cabot Lodge,24 was very suspicious of Wilson and his treaty. Article X of the League of Nations required
the United States to respect the territorial integrity25 of member states. Although there was no
requirement that would compel the United States to declare war if another country violated any of
these principles, the United States might still be bound to impose embargos26 or to sever diplomatic
relations with the guilty party. Either way, the chance to remain neutral or uninvolved in future
conflicts would be taken away. Lodge viewed the League as a supranational27 government that would
limit the power of the American government from determining its own affairs. Others believed the
League was the sort of entangling28 alliance the United States had avoided since George Washington’s
Farewell.29 Lodge sabotaged30 the League covenant31 by declaring the United States exempt32 from
Article X. He attached reservations, or amendments, to the treaty to this effect. Wilson, bedridden from
a debilitating33 stroke, was unable to accept these changes. He asked Senate Democrats to vote against
the Treaty of Versailles unless the Lodge reservations were dropped. Neither side budged, and the
treaty went down to defeat.

Why did the United States fail to ratify34 the Versailles Treaty and join the League of Nations? Personal
enmity35 between Wilson and Lodge played a part. Wilson might have prudently36 invited a
prominent37 Republican to accompany him to Paris to help ensure its later passage. Wilson’s fading
health eliminated the possibility of making a strong personal appeal on behalf of the treaty. Ethnic
groups in the United States helped its defeat. German Americans felt their fatherland was being
treated too harshly. Italian Americans felt more territory should have been awarded to Italy. Irish
Americans criticized the treaty for failing to address the issue of Irish independence. Diehard American
isolationists38 worried about a permanent global involvement. The stubbornness of President Wilson
led him to ask his own party to reject the treaty. The final results of all these factors had mammoth39

long-term consequences. Without the involvement of the world’s newest superpower, the League of
Nations was doomed to failure.

24. Henry Cabot Lodge (1850-1924) was an American Senator and historian from Massachusetts. He was also the first
Senate Majority Leader.

25. The “territorial integrity” is the principle that nation-states should not promote division or changing borders of other
nations.

26. An embargo is an official ban on trade or other economic activity with a particular country.
27. “Supranational” means to have power or influence that goes beyond national boundaries or governments.
28. Entangling (adjective): causes something(s) to become twisted or get caught up in
29. In George Washington’s Farewell Address, he warned against permanent alliances between the United States and

other nations, arguing instead for a neutral stance.
30. Sabotage (verb): to deliberately destroy, damage, or prevent something from happening, especially for political

advantage
31. Covenant (noun): an agreement or pact
32. Exempt (adjective): free from an obligation or participation that others must follow
33. Debilitating (adjective): making someone to become very weak and infirm
34. to give formal consent to something, making it official or legal
35. Emnity (noun): hatred or hostility
36. Prudently (adverb): in a way that shows care and thought for the future
37. Prominent (adjective): important; famous
38. An “isolationist” is someone who believes that a nation’s best interests are served by keeping other countries at a

distance and now becoming involved in their affairs.
39. Mammoth (adjective): huge, enormous
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Over the next two decades, the United States would sit on the sidelines as the Treaty of Versailles and
the ineffective League of Nations would set the stage for an even bloodier clash. Under the heavy
weight of reparations (an estimated 132 billion gold marks, or 31.5 billion U.S. dollars), Germany’s
economy suffered. The Weimar Republic40 printed a tremendous amount of money in order to combat
these costs—only to dramatically devalue their own currency41 and cause hyperinflation.42 In the midst
of this economic depression and territorial loss, there was a feeling of excessive humiliation and blame
being placed on Germany for the war. Propaganda43 began surfacing in Germany that supported this
position, exciting nationalist sentiments. Likewise, Italian nationalists felt they had been cheated and
began showing similar signs of unrest. With its weak structure, its low membership, and its lack of
authority to carry out its purpose, the League of Nations could do nothing to prevent this and other
threats to world peace. It failed to protect China from Japanese invasion and imperialism.44 It failed to
prevent the Italian invasion of Ethiopia, the Spanish Civil War,45 or the expansion of the Soviet Union.46

Perhaps most importantly, it failed to thwart47 the rise of fascism48 in Europe, allowing leaders such as
Adolf Hitler49 and Benito Mussolini50 to take power. By then, World War II was near unavoidable.

[5]

40. The Weimar Republic was the name of the German state from 1919 until 1933, following the end of World War I and
the German Empire.

41. “Currency” refers to a system of money.
42. “Hyperinflation” occurs when a country experiences a very high and fast form of inflation, wherein the value of

money decreases in value and the prices of goods and services skyrockets.
43. “Propaganda” is information (especially biased and misleading information) used to promote a particular political

cause or point of view.
44. “Imperialism” is the policy of expanding a country’s power and influence through diplomacy and/or military force,

thus creating an empire.
45. The Spanish Civil War (1936-1939) was fought between the Republicans, who were loyal to the Second Spanish

Republic, and the Nationalists, a rebel and rightist group led by General Francisco Franco. In the end, the Nationalists
won and Franco ruled over Spain until his death in 1975.

46. The Soviet Union, or the USSR, was a socialist union of multiple Soviet republics, including the former Russia and
other Eastern European satellites, that lasted from 1922 until 1991.

47. Thwart (verb): to prevent
48. “Fascism” is a form of radical and authoritarian nationalism. It is characterized by an extremely strong central power

and limited political freedoms. It is placed on the far-right within the left–right political spectrum (in which the right
represents conservative values and the left represents liberal ones). It began in Italy during World War I.

49. Adolf Hitler (1889-1945) was the German leader of the Nazi Party, the elected Chancellor of Germany (1933-1945),
and dictator or Führer of Nazi Germany (1934-1945). He initiated World War II with the invasion of Poland in
September 1939 and carried out the Holocaust, which was the mass murder of approximately 11 million people,
notably including 6 million Jews.

50. Benito Mussolini (1883-1945) was the Italian leader of the National Fascist Party. He was served as Prime Minister
from 1922 until his death, at first appearing to be adhering to democracy until 1925 when he set up a dictatorship.
He allied Italy with Germany and thus Hitler in World War II.
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[RI.2]

[RI.1]

[RI.4]

[RI.1]

Text-Dependent Questions
Directions: For the following questions, choose the best answer or respond in complete sentences.

1. PART A: Which of the following statements best summarizes a central idea of the text?
A. President Wilson’s Fourteen Points were met with total enthusiasm and

agreement, but his ideals on paper were largely ineffective in practice, even with
U.S. participation.

B. The Treaty of Versailles was not written with the intention to blame Germany,
which did not start WWI, but international resentment was so strong that it
overpowered the treaty.

C. President Wilson’s personal health was the main reason the U.S. did not ratify
the Treaty of Versailles; his weakened state did not inspire Congress to follow
his lead.

D. The harsh policies of the Treaty of Versailles and the toothless authority of the
League of Nations contributed to future tragedy and conflict.

2. PART B: Which of the following quotes best supports the answer to Part A?
A. “Unfortunately, Wilson could not impose his world view on the victorious Allied

Powers.” (Paragraph 1)
B. “Wilson’s fading health eliminated the possibility of making a strong personal

appeal on behalf of the treaty.” (Paragraph 4)
C. “German Americans felt their fatherland was being treated too harshly.”

(Paragraph 4)
D. “Over the next two decades, the United States would sit on the sidelines as the

Treaty of Versailles and the ineffective League of Nations would set the stage for
an even bloodier clash.” (Paragraph 5)

3. PART A: What does the word “truncate” most likely mean as used in paragraph 2?
A. enthusiastically gifted
B. restored
C. cut or reduced
D. restrained

4. PART B: Which of the following quotes from paragraph 2 best supports the answer to
Part A?

A. “The European leaders were not interested in a just peace.”
B. “Germany was to admit guilt for the war and pay unlimited reparations.”
C. "to benefit the new nations of Eastern Europe.”
D. “German colonies were handed in trusteeship to the victorious Allies.”
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[RI.3][RI.6]5. Based on your reading of the text, analyze the perspectives of Henry Cabot
Lodge and President Woodrow Wilson. What values did each figure represent,
and how did their relationship contribute to or impact the formation of the League of
Nations?
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Discussion Questions
Directions: Brainstorm your answers to the following questions in the space provided. Be prepared to
share your original ideas in a class discussion.

1. Based on your reading, do you think WWII could have been avoided? Even with the
ratification of the Treaty of Versailles and U.S. membership in the League of Nations? Why
or why not?

2. The United Nations eventually replaced the League of Nations in 1945, following WWII. It
currently has 193 members. Has this organization been more effective than the League of
Nations? Why do you think that is or is not? Do you agree that these organizations should
exist? Is it the responsibility of some nations to intervene in others’ affairs—even under the
claim of protecting the peace?

3. In the context of this passage, how has America changed over time? How did WWI and WWII
affect American policies concerning war and foreign relations? Can you give an example?
Cite evidence from this text, your own experience, and other literature, art, or history in
your answer.

4. In the context of this passage, why do people resist change? Why were some people against
the League of Nations and the changes made after WWI? How are we changed by war? Cite
evidence from this text, your own experience, and other literature, art, or history in your
answer.
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5. In the context of this passage, how do we achieve peace? How did President Wilson set out
to achieve peace? Did the League of Nations ultimately follow this outline? What does it say
about peace treaties if documents like the Treaty of Versailles inadvertently caused so
much damage? Cite evidence from this text, your own experience, and other literature, art,
or history in your answer.
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