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INTRODUCTION
ARROGANCE AND POWER
PRESIDENT WOODROW WILSON, according to the conventional  view, was a great “progressive,” a president who showed how the  United States can do good by intervening in the affairs of other nations.
“I am in complete sympathy with Wilson’s broad program and  with his vision for the future,” wrote diplomatic historian Thomas A.  Bailey. “He spoke with unchallengeable realism when he said that isolationism had been repealed by the forces of history; he spoke with  prophetic vision when he said that if we did not set up an agency to  prevent war, another and more terrible holocaust would engulf the  next generation.” 1 Arthur S. Link, long a guardian of Wilson’s reputation, credited him with helping to “lay the foundations of a new  world order.” 2
The conventional view must be challenged, because Wilson made  a decision that led to tens of millions of deaths. Far from helping  “make the world safe for democracy,” as he claimed, he contributed  to the rise of some of the most murderous dictators who ever lived.  No other U.S. president has had a hand—however unintentional—in  so much destruction. Wilson surely ranks as the worst president in  American history.
Wilson’s fateful decision was for the United States to enter  World War I. This had horrifying consequences.
First, American entry enabled the Allies—principally Britain  and France—to win a decisive victory and dictate harsh surrender  terms on the losers, principally Germany.
Until the United States entered the war, which had begun in August 1914, it was stalemated. The British and French together always  had more soldiers on the Western Front than the Germans, but the  Germans had smarter generals and more guns.3 The British navy  maintained a blockade that prevented the Germans from importing  just about anything, including food, and the Germans had no way to  invade England. Both sides suffered millions of fatalities, and their  fighting forces were weary. Neither side had the capacity to dictate  harsh terms to the other.
After two years of war, there was increasing support for peace on  both sides. In Russia, as early as the summer of 1915, there were widespread protests against the war.4 Wilson repeatedly offered his services  as a mediator for peace, but as historian Barbara Tuchman noted,  “The talk exasperated the Allies. It was not mediation they wanted  from America but her great, untapped strength.”5 In December 1916,  the Germans proposed peace talks, but they wanted to retain the  French and Belgian territory they occupied, and the idea was rejected;  the British and French anticipated that the United States would enter  the war and enable them to win a decisive victory that would avoid  compromise with the Germans. Politicians on both sides knew they  would be toppled if they couldn’t brag about territorial gains and if it  became obvious that millions of people had died for nothing. In February 1917, the Hapsburg emperor Karl I pursued peace negotiations  with the British and French, aimed at getting Austria-Hungary out of  the war even if their ally Germany continued fighting, but Italy objected. If the United States had stayed out, the British and French  would have been under more pressure to compromise. There probably would have been a negotiated settlement.
American entry in the war undermined efforts to develop a viable  German republic. German generals Paul von Hindenburg and Erich  von Ludendorff, who controlled the military and the government, recognized that the individual who carried out the surrender—by signing the armistice agreement—would be hated. They resigned, and the  king, Kaiser Wilhelm II, abdicated. These men didn’t want their fingerprints on the Armistice. A republic was declared on November 9,  and the thankless task of signing the Armistice fell to Matthias  Erzberger, a civilian and leader of the Catholic Centre Party, who had   spoken out for peace. The humiliating list of surrender terms included a shocker: the British naval blockade would continue indefinitely even though the German soldiers had stopped fighting, and  German children were starving to death. The newborn German republic, not the military, was discredited by the Armistice. Erzberger  was later murdered as one of the “November criminals.”
Having enabled the French and British to win the war, Wilson  imagined that he could persuade them to agree on a peace settlement  according to the high-minded principles he outlined in his January 18,  1918, “Fourteen Points” speech before a joint session of Congress—  principles including self-determination for peoples, freedom of the  seas, and no more secret treaties. But at the Paris Peace Conference,  beginning in January 1919, Wilson participated in secret diplomacy—  from which the Germans were excluded—and an old-fashioned  scramble among victors for the spoils of war.
Wilson failed to stop French prime minister Georges Clemenceau.  Known as “the Tiger,” Clemenceau was determined to avenge Germany’s defeat of France in 1870—a war France had started—and the  loss of 1.3 million Frenchmen during World War I. Clemenceau got  the notorious “war guilt” clause (Article 231) claiming that Germany  was 100 percent responsible for the war, and he made sure the treaty  obligated Germany to pay huge reparations and surrender a long list  of assets including coal, trucks, guns, and ships—private property as  well as property of the German government.6
Despite Wilson’s professed ideals about self-determination, he  didn’t stop the Allies from dividing German colonies among themselves. Neither the British nor the French were about to dismantle  their colonial empires. The British Empire expanded by taking over  the former German colonies of Tanganyika and part of Togoland  and the Cameroons. Belgium and South Africa divided the rest of  Germany’s holdings in Africa. To bribe Italy to enter the war on  their side, the British and French had signed the secret Treaty of London (1915), which promised the Italians war spoils in Austria-Hungary, the Balkans, Asia Minor, and elsewhere, and the Italians  wanted it all; they were outraged to find that the British and French  planned on giving them little.7 The Japanese demanded Chinese  territory and a statement affirming racial equality, and while they   didn’t get those things, they ended up receiving German assets in  China’s Shantung province, including a port, railroads, mines, and  submarine cables.8
Maybe the Germans deserved to be treated as they had treated  others, but the harsh surrender terms, made possible by American  entry in the war and enshrined in the Treaty of Versailles, further  discredited the German republic and triggered a dangerous nationalist reaction. Many Germans became convinced that armed force was  ultimately the only way to make up for “the shame of Versailles.” A  year after the signing of the Versailles Treaty, former German corporal Adolf Hitler took over the tiny German Workers Party, transformed it into the National Socialist German Workers Party, and  began recruiting thousands of members by denouncing the treaty,  Jews, and Bolsheviks. As far as Bolsheviks were concerned, one might  say that Hitler found one of his most politically useful adversaries  thanks to Woodrow Wilson. Among Hitler’s early recruits, becoming  Nazis in 1922, were Joseph Goebbels, who was to play a vital role orchestrating Nazi propaganda and mass rallies; and Rudolf Hoess,  who was to manage the extermination of Jews at Auschwitz.
The reparations bill, which the Allies presented to the Germans in  1921, created powerful incentives for the Germans to inflate their currency and try paying their debts with worthless marks. Reparations  weren’t the only factor in the ruinous runaway inflation—the Germans were trying to maintain a deficit-ridden welfare state, including  government-run sausage factories, at the same time—but unquestionably reparations added incentives to inflate. It was no coincidence that  the German inflation was worse than any other inflation following  World War I. Before the war, marks were being exchanged at the rate  of 4.2 per U.S. dollar, and by the end of 1923 the rate was about 4  trillion marks per dollar.9 The inflation wiped out life savings, made  a mockery of honest contracts, disrupted production, devastated  rich and poor, young and old, men and women.
Hitler effectively appealed to these bitter people, whom he referred to as “starving billionaires.” In a speech he gave during the  summer of 1923, he told a story that illustrated the agony of inflation:  “We have just had a big gymnastic festival in Munich . . . athletes  from all over the country assembled here. That must have brought   our city lots of business, you think. Now listen to this: There was an  old woman who sold picture postcards. She was glad because the festival would bring her plenty of customers. She was beside herself  with joy when sales far exceeded her expectations. Business had been  good—or so she thought. But now the old woman is sitting in front  of an empty shop, crying her eyes out. For with the miserable paper  money she took in for her cards, she can’t buy a hundredth of her old  stock. Her business is ruined, her livelihood absolutely destroyed. She  can go begging. And the same despair is seizing the whole people. We  are facing a revolution.”10
Near the climax of the inflation, November 8, 1923, Hitler made  his first attempt to seize power, in a Munich beer hall where German  government officials had gathered. Present for the “Beer Hall Putsch”  were men who were to become key collaborators in the Nazi regime:  Rudolf Hess (not to be confused with Rudolf Hoess) served as Hitler’s  personal secretary and deputy (Hitler dictated the manuscript for his  book Mein Kampf to Hess); Ernst Röhm, a street brawler who was an  army captain during World War I, helped organize the Sturmabteilung  (SA)—the brown-shirted Stormtroopers who formed Hitler’s first private army; Gregor Strasser was another key figure in the SA; Wilhelm  Frick was a lawyer who for a while headed Hitler’s private armies and  drafted laws for the Nazi regime; Hermann Göring, an ace fighter pilot,  became a leader of the SA and later head of armed forces in Nazi Germany; Heinrich Himmler headed the Gestapo and the black-shirted  Schutzstaffel (SS) secret police forces, set up the first Nazi concentration camp, and planned the Holocaust.
Suppose, for a moment, that Germany had won the land war on  the Western Front. How bad might that have been? The Germans  showed they could be tough in the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk (March 3,  1918). As a condition for ending the war on the Eastern Front, it provided that Germany would gain large chunks of the Russian empire—including Ukraine, Georgia, Finland, and the Baltic states.  These territories, though, had non-Russian peoples who had long  yearned to be free from Russian control. If the Germans had won on  the Western Front, presumably they would have acquired territory  their soldiers occupied in France and Belgium. This probably would  have amounted to less than the German territory seized by the French   conqueror Napoleon Bonaparte a century earlier. The rivalry between the French and Germans had been going on for a long time,  and one wonders why American lives should have been sacrificed  when the French and Germans got into another war.
The Germans probably wouldn’t have been able to enjoy their  victory for long. Although German submarines had threatened to cut  off Britain from imported food and war materials, the British countered with the convoy system; from May 1917 to November 1918  there were 1,134 convoys protecting 16,693 merchant ships, and reportedly 99 percent delivered the goods.11 Britain would have retained  its independence, protected by its navy, which would have continued  the hunger blockade against Germany. In all likelihood, Germany  would have become bogged down in endemic conflicts along the vast  frontier with Russia, complicated by nationalist rebellions in the  wreckage of Germany’s ally, Austria-Hungary. All this probably  would have proven too much for the war-weary German army, which  was already struggling to put down mutinies. Such an outcome  would surely have been preferable to what did happen, namely the  rise of Hitler, World War II, and the Holocaust.
Ironically, despite Wilson’s high-minded ideals, when entering  World War I he joined the side that placed a lower value on human  life. British and French generals were notorious for squandering  human lives—as many as 19,240 in a single day, and hundreds of  thousands in a single battle. The British and French wanted American bodies to order out of the trenches into enemy machine-gun fire,  replacing British and French bodies that had been thrown away in  battle. At every turn the British and French resisted the idea that  American soldiers should be under American command. They wanted  American soldiers under the same generals responsible for so much  mindless slaughter. Almost half of American soldiers were transported to Europe in British ships, and the British relentlessly tried to  break up American command units, so they could claim the soldiers  would have no choice but to go into British command units and serve  under British generals.
Historian John Mosier cited one of General Douglas Haig’s many  blunders: “advancing in long rows at a walk was suicidal, but that was  the plan. On 1 July 1916, the British infantry—all 100,000 of them—   climbed out of their trenches in four distinct waves, and began to advance across to the other side. The German machine gunners could  hardly believe their eyes. In two years of fighting they had never seen  anything like it. As one German who was there wrote: ‘We were surprised to see them walking. We had never seen that before. . . . When  we started to fire we just had to load and reload. They went down in  their hundreds. We didn’t have to aim, we just fired into them.’ ”12
By contrast, because the Germans were outnumbered on the  Western Front, they were more inclined to conserve soldiers and make  tactical retreats to locations that could be more easily defended.  British and French generals repeatedly misinterpreted such tactical retreats as weakness. They kept hoping for one big battle that might enable them to win the war, for which they committed all possible  resources, whereas the Germans generally focused on smaller, more  attainable, less risky objectives. German fatalities were almost always  much lower than British and French fatalities. Mosier explained, “If  the choice was between the probability of fatally weakening the army  on the chance of a great victory, or preserving it intact for a long war,  the correct decision was preservation.”13
Wilson’s decision to enter World War I had terrible consequences not only in Germany but also in Russia: the November 1917  Bolshevik coup. It’s important to realize that the Bolsheviks had difficulty seizing power. Lenin failed three times between April and July  1917.14 He never had much popular support. In elections for the  Constituent Assembly, the Bolsheviks didn’t receive more than a  quarter of the votes. They needed everything in their favor, and Wilson’s decision made a difference.
Of course, the initial mistake was made by the Russian Czar  Nicholas II, who decided to enter the war in 1914. It led to millions  of Russian casualties, drained the country’s finances, generated devastating inflation, caused pervasive shortages, and discredited the  government and the army. Despite Russia’s deterioration, Britain and  France pressured the Russians to stay in the war, so that substantial  German forces would continue to be tied up on the Eastern Front.  The last thing Britain and France wanted was for Russia to make a  separate peace with Germany and thereby enable the Germans to  transfer forces to the Western Front.
Following the spontaneous revolution and abdication of the  czar in February 1917, Wilson’s ambassador in Petrograd, David R.  Francis, congratulated the Provisional Government “that the great  Russian people have joined the powerful democracies who are struggling against autocracy [Germany].” Wilson authorized Francis to  offer the Provisional Government $325 million of credits—equivalent  to almost $4 billion today—provided it agree to stay in the war.15 This  was a modest sum compared with what Russia had already spent on  the war, and because of Russia’s worsening crisis, it came too late to  do much good, but the Provisional Government was broke, and it  accepted the deal. Republican lawyer and former secretary of state  Elihu Root led an American mission to Russia, underscoring Wilson’s terms: “No fight, no loans.”
Root returned to the United States in August 1917 and filed a report that, as Wilson’s secretary of state, Robert Lansing, summarized it, “showed great confidence in the existing Government of  Russia and in its determination and ability to continue the war.”  Lansing was skeptical because he thought Alexander Kerensky, head  of the Provisional Government, invited trouble by compromising too  much with radicals. Lansing didn’t see continuing the war as a problem for Russia.16
Wilson disregarded the fact that ordinary Russians had nothing to  gain from whatever happened on the Western Front, which was his  sole concern. He was blissfully unaware of Russia’s disintegration,  which had been under way since 1916. The Bolsheviks benefited from  deteriorating conditions brought on or aggravated by the war, because  they were the only ones on the Russian political scene advocating  withdrawal. The longer Russia stayed in the war, the more disgruntled  people became, and the weaker the army. Lenin’s slogan was “Peace,  Land and Bread.” Lenin himself said, “Our revolution was born of the  war.”17 By the fall of 1917 the Russian army collapsed, and there  wasn’t anything left to defend the Provisional Government.
Russian expert and Pulitzer Prize–winning historian George F.  Kennan observed with characteristic understatement, “It may be questioned whether the United States government, in company with other  western Allies, did not actually hasten and facilitate the failure of the  Provisional Government by insisting that Russia should continue the   war effort, and by making this demand the criterion for its support. In  asking the leaders of the Provisional Government simultaneously to  consolidate their political power and to revive and continue participation in the war, the Allies were asking the impossible.”18
Biographer Robert Service observed that “Lenin had been given  his chance because of the wartime economic dislocation, administrative breakdown and political disarray.”19 Lenin seized power on October 25 (old Russian calendar, November 7 by the Western calendar).  Lenin was more single-minded and ruthless than any of his rivals,  and he understood he would probably be overthrown if he didn’t consolidate power fast. On December 20, 1917, he established the All-Russian Extraordinary Commission, the secret police better known  as Cheka that was to be a model adopted by Hitler and other mass  murderers. Lenin ordered the assassination of rivals, had “unreliable  elements” imprisoned in concentration camps, and launched a reign  of terror.
Lenin understood, too, the urgency of getting Russia out of  World War I. He dispatched Leon Trotsky, People’s Commissar of  External Affairs, to negotiate with the Germans at Brest-Litovsk, the  town closest to the Eastern Front. Because the Germans demanded  big territorial concessions, Trotsky wanted to stall the proceedings  and hope for something “neither war nor peace.” But Lenin was concerned that the Germans would end up demanding even more. The  Germans resumed fighting and advanced to within 400 miles of Petrograd. The Treaty of Brest-Litovsk was signed on March 3, 1918.  Lenin, however, was afraid of having his name on the treaty since the  concessions would make it unpopular among many Russians. He  had one of his comrades, Central Committee member Grigori Sokolnikov, do the dirty deed.
“If Lenin had not won the debate,” observed Robert Service,  “there is little doubt the Central Powers would have concluded that  the Bolsheviks were no longer of any use to them. The result would  have been the occupation of the Russian heartland and the collapse  of the October Revolution.”20 So the peace that could have saved the  Provisional Government ended up securing Bolshevik power.
Ironically, Lenin went on to launch a civil war aimed at crushing  “White Russians,” dissident minorities, and other political opponents.   After Lenin’s death on January 21, 1924, his comrade Joseph Stalin  outmaneuvered rivals to seize power and commit an unprecedented  number of mass murders. We wouldn’t have had Stalin without Lenin,  and Lenin probably would have been a forgotten man if Woodrow  Wilson hadn’t pressured and bribed the Provisional Government to  stay in World War I.
The result was seven decades of Soviet communism. Historian  R. J. Rummel estimated that “61,911,000 people, 54,769,000 of them  citizens, have been murdered by the Communist party—the government—of the Soviet Union. . . . Old and young, healthy and sick,  men and women, and even infants and the infirm, were killed in cold  blood. They were not combatants in civil war or rebellions and they  were not criminals. Indeed, nearly all of them were guilty of nothing.
“Some were from the wrong class,” Rummel continued: “bourgeoisie, land owners, aristocrats, kulaks. Some were from the wrong  nation or race: Ukrainians, Black Sea Greeks, Kalmyks, Volga Germans. Some were from the wrong political faction: Trotskyites,  Mensheviks, Social Revolutionaries. Or some were just their sons  and daughters, wives and husbands, or mothers and fathers. Some  were those occupied by the Red Army: Balts, Germans, Poles, Hungarians, Rumanians. Then some were simply in the way of social  progress, like the mass of peasants or religious believers. Or some  were eliminated because of their potential opposition, such as writers, teachers, churchmen, the military high command, or even high  and low Communist party members themselves.
“Part of this mass killing was genocide,” Rummel added, “as in  the wholesale murder of hundreds of thousands of Don Cossacks in  1919, the intentional starving to death of about 5,000,000 Ukrainian  peasants in 1932–33, or the deportation to death of 50,000 to 60,000  Estonians in 1949. Part was mass murder, as of the wholesale extermination of perhaps 6,500,000 kulaks (in effect, the better-off peasants and those resisting collectivization) from 1930 to 1937, the  execution of perhaps a million party members in the Great Terror of  1937–38, and the massacre of all Trotskyites in the forced labor  camps. Moreover, part of the killing was so random and idiosyncratic that journalists and social scientists have no concept for it, as   in hundreds of thousands of people being executed according to preset government quotas.”21
Events in Russia had a dynamic impact on Germany. As historian Richard Pipes observed, “Had it not been for the Russian Revolution, there very likely would have been no National Socialism;  probably no Second World War and no decolonization; and certainly  no Cold War, which once dominated our lives.”22
What might have happened in Russia if the United States had  stayed out of World War I? As a genuine neutral, the United States  surely wouldn’t have pressured and bribed the Russians to stay in.  Perhaps, with the more objective viewpoint of a neutral power, the  United States would have responded to the signs of deterioration by  encouraging the Russians to leave the war before things got worse.
If American representatives had been less enthusiastic about socialism, they would have been concerned about the news coming out  of Russia. Pipes observed that “Woodrow Wilson seems to have believed that the Bolsheviks truly spoke for the Russian people and  formed a detachment of that grand international army that he imagined advancing toward universal democracy and eternal peace. . . .  Every message which the U.S. government transmitted to the Bolshevik  authorities in the early months of 1918 conveyed the sense that Washington took at face value the Bolsheviks’ professions of democratic  and peaceful intentions and ignored their calls for world revolution.” 23
On August 23, 1939, Hitler and Stalin agreed that they wouldn’t  go to war against each other and that they would divide Poland and  the Baltic states between them. The resulting pact, signed by German  foreign minister Joachim von Ribbentrop and Soviet foreign minister  Vyacheslav Molotov, assured Hitler that he could launch a war in  the west without being concerned about a war in the east—with the  Soviets. Hitler invaded Poland a week later, and World War II was  under way.
Stalin, of course, survived that conflict, expanded into Eastern  Europe, and launched a Cold War that continued for more than five  decades until the Soviet Union collapsed. Without Stalin, we probably wouldn’t have had the arms buildup, the subversion of regimes  around the world, and the rest of the Cold War as it developed.
Nothing Wilson did could avert the consequences of his decision to enter World War I. His fabled crusade to establish the League  of Nations accomplished little. He claimed it would help prevent future wars, but he never seems to have thought through the inherent  limitations and contradictions of the scheme. Charter members of  the League of Nations included the winners of World War I and  their friends—countries that hadn’t been fighting one another. Supposedly the big breakthrough idea was that the charter members  would swear to a “Covenant” affirming that they would continue to  not fight one another. Member nations agreed to join in defending a  member nation from attack. Consequently the League amounted to  just another alliance, and if all members fulfilled their obligations,  an attack on one member nation would lead to a big war involving  all member nations. This, of course, is how a 1914 assassination in a  Balkan town led to World War I!
Notably excluded from the League of Nations were the supposed troublemakers, the losers of World War I—Germany, Austria,  Hungary, and Turkey. One of the Allies, Russia, wasn’t in the League  of Nations either. By imposing humiliating penalties on the losers,  the Treaty of Versailles, of which the League of Nations was a part,  provided powerful incentives to get revenge at the earliest opportunity. Hence the widespread view that World War I and the Treaty of  Versailles set the stage for World War II.
Wilson complained that the U.S. Senate, by rejecting the Treaty  of Versailles and keeping America out of the League of Nations, prevented the world body from fulfilling its peacemaking potential. But  if the League couldn’t function without the United States, it never  was more than a way of tapping American taxpayers and soldiers to  solve the problems of the world.
What about the provocations that led Wilson to ask Congress for  a declaration of war against Germany? There were two. The first was  the announcement, by Admiral Alfred von Tirpitz on February 1,  1917, that Germany would resume submarine warfare against all  shipping in the North Atlantic. Germany did this because the European land war wasn’t going anywhere, and the British naval blockade  was preventing Germans from getting food. Germany didn’t have  enough surface ships to rival the British navy, so the aim was to establish a blockade around Britain with submarines. They weren’t more  sinister than any other weapons of war, certainly no more sinister  than Britain’s surface ships. Nor was a blockade with submarines  morally different from a blockade with surface ships. Wilson took the  absurd position that Americans had a God-given right to travel in a  war zone. Well, if anybody wants to venture into a war zone, that’s  their business, but they need to accept responsibility for the risks  they’re taking. As a practical matter, a war zone is best avoided.
The second provocation was the so-called Zimmermann  Telegram. This was sent January 19, 1917, by German foreign minister  Arthur Zimmermann to Germany’s ambassador in Mexico, Heinrich  von Eckhardt, suggesting that if— if—the United States declared war  against Germany, Mexico might want to consider becoming an ally of  Germany, for which Germany would provide financial support. Zimmermann offered “an understanding on our part that Mexico is to reconquer the lost territory in Texas, New Mexico, and Arizona.” How  Germany, embroiled in the European war, could conceivably help  Mexico reconquer U.S. territory, Zimmermann didn’t say. He suggested the possibility of Japan, an ally of Britain and France, becoming an ally of Germany and Mexico. The telegram, intercepted and  decoded by British intelligence, was published in American newspapers on March 1, and it provoked a wave of anti-German feeling  that propelled the United States into war.
Such complications didn’t come out of the blue. Wilson seems to  have alienated just about everybody in Mexico with a succession of  bungled interventions. For thirty-five years, until 1911, the military  leader Porfirio Díaz had ruled the country. He was overthrown by  Francisco Madero, a wealthy owner of agricultural properties, when  Díaz refused to permit honest elections. But in February 1913, Victoriano Huerta, a general in the government’s army, had Madero assassinated and seized power for himself. Wilson, who had just begun his  first term, remarked, “It would be an irony of fate if my administration had to deal chiefly with foreign affairs.” 24 Wilson denounced  Huerta and waded into the thickets of Mexican politics, determined  to pick a decent leader for the Mexicans. Wilson refused to extend  diplomatic recognition to Huerta, and he supported general Venustiano Carranza, who led the “Constitutionalist Revolution”—Wilson   liked the sound of the word “constitutionalist.” A misunderstanding  involving a U.S. ship anchored in Mexican waters off Tampico became an insult against Mexico. Then Wilson dispatched American  forces to seize Veracruz, inflaming Huerta as well as revolutionary  leaders. Huerta was ousted in 1914, and Carranza seized power. He  soon proved to be another tyrant, and Wilson offended him. Wilson  found himself dealing with yet another adversary, the bandit and  guerrilla leader Pancho Villa, who conducted an embarrassing raid  into New Mexico in March 1916. Wilson dispatched general John  Pershing and some 6,600 American soldiers to chase Villa around  northern Mexico, but they couldn’t catch him. Wilson fumed, “I am  going to teach the Latin American republics to elect good men!”25
All this unnerved the British, who wanted somebody, anybody,  to establish a stable regime in Mexico, so that business could function. At that time, Mexico supplied about a quarter of the world’s  oil, and the British navy got most of its oil from Mexico. Carranza  denied receiving any proposal of an alliance from Germany, and  Zimmermann couldn’t get an answer from Carranza, either. Carranza was eventually overthrown, Villa was assassinated, and the  saga continued, oblivious of Wilson’s good intentions.
The consequences of Wilson’s fateful decision to enter World  War I played out long after he died in 1924, because of Hitler, Lenin,  and Stalin. Those ruthless killers would not have come to power as  they did if the United States had stayed out of the war. Their crimes  are part of Wilson’s story, ignored in Wilson biographies and history  books. Wilson biographies, like other biographies, typically end with  the subject’s death. American history books focus on the ways World  War I affected Americans; these books say little, if anything, about  how Wilson’s decision played out in Germany and Russia. Conversely, books about German and Russian history say little about  Wilson, although they make clear the consequences of keeping Russia in the war and imposing vindictive surrender terms on Germany.
This is the first book attempting to tell how the consequences of  Wilson’s decision played out in both Germany and Russia. Moreover,  Hitler and Stalin were the principal instigators of World War II, so  that’s a consequence of Wilson’s decision—part of his story. After  World War II, Stalin grabbed Eastern Europe and provoked the Cold   War, and Wilson’s legacy continued. The Cold War involved two  major hot wars—Korea and Vietnam—and the United States entered both in the Wilsonian tradition of trying to do good even when  there wasn’t a direct threat to America’s national security. Wilson’s  shadow has loomed over the Middle East as well, since bitter adversaries were forced into a new nation—Iraq—thanks to the Versailles  Treaty made possible by Wilson.
It’s important to understand why things turned out the way they  did, and what the United States might have done differently. Did  Woodrow Wilson really botch the Versailles Treaty? Could any  American president have overcome the determination of the French  to avenge the huge casualties they suffered on their soil? Could some  of the postwar problems have been avoided by doing a better job of  redrawing the map of Europe? How important was the Allied decision to force their civilian leaders—rather than their generals—to  accept responsibility for the surrender? How effective are we ever  likely to be when intervening in the affairs of people far away, whose  culture, language, and situation are very different from ours? What  can we learn about the risks of intervening in other people’s wars  and trying to build other people’s nations?
This book aims to answer these and many more questions. One  thing is certain: we should focus less on a president’s good intentions  and more on the consequences of a president’s actions.

1
HOW DID THAT  MONSTROUS WAR HAPPEN?
WORLD WAR I MARKED the end of a glorious era, the  most peaceful period in modern history. The last general European war had concluded a century earlier, in 1815, when the  French emperor Napoleon Bonaparte was defeated and banished to  a shabby house on St. Helena, a British-controlled island in the  South Atlantic Ocean, about 1,140 miles west of South Africa.
The Napoleonic Wars helped convince several generations that  war was an evil to be avoided. The dapper Corsican Napoleon had  emerged as a military strongman amid the wreckage of the French  Revolution. In 1799 and 1800 he led successful French military campaigns against Austro-Hungarian armies in Italy and Germany. In  1799 he seized power in a coup. He declared himself to be consul for  life. He resolved to conquer Egypt, gain French territory in the  Caribbean, and extend his influence throughout the Mediterranean.  He annexed Piedmont and forced a more congenial government on  the Swiss Confederation.
Napoleon established the first modern police state. He tapped  Joseph Fouché, who had been educated for the clergy but had never  taken his vows as a priest, to organize a secret police force. As a Jacobin during the French Revolution, Fouché had organized mass  shootings. He developed Napoleon’s spy network throughout Europe, and he arranged to have adversaries abducted and shot.
The nationalist fury that swept through Germany during the  mid-twentieth century, providing political support for Hitler, began   to develop after Napoleon humiliated the German-speaking people.  He defeated the Austrian army at Austerlitz (1805) and crushed the  Prussians at Jena (1806). Prussian generals turned out to be cowards,  and the Prussian army quickly disintegrated. Prussia had built a system of forts that were expected to provide a sturdy defense, but they  generally surrendered without much resistance.1 Napoleon ordered  that German-speaking states, including Bavaria, Württemberg, Baden,  Hesse-Darmstadt, Nassau, and Berg, be combined to form the Confédération du Rhin—the Confederation of the Rhine. The French  had already, in 1792, annexed territories west of the Rhine, notably  Cologne and Mainz.
Napoleon dismissed corrupt old tyrants, an action that local  people surely appreciated, but in many cases they were replaced by  Napoleon’s relatives, who became corrupt new tyrants. He imposed  his Code Napoléon on conquered territories. Based on Roman law  and some 14,000 decrees issued during the French Revolution, this was  a simplified civil law code providing uniform rules for people to live by.  Napoleon abolished the hodgepodge of feudal laws and customs. As  historian J. M. Thompson noted, “The  Code Napoléon contained less  than 120,000 words and could be carried in the pocket.”2
Some 100,000 of Napoleon’s troops occupied Prussia at the nation’s expense.3 In 1807 he signed the Treaty of Tilsit with Russia,  stripping Prussia of German-speaking provinces north and west of  the lower Elbe River, and Polish provinces to the east.4 Altogether,  Prussian territory was cut from 89,120 square miles to 46,032.  Napoleon demanded that the Prussian government pay him 140 million francs.5 This amounted to a huge tax that devastated the economy. Making things worse was Napoleon’s “Continental System,”  aimed at harming Britain by closing Europe’s ports. The Continental  System meant that Prussia couldn’t earn its accustomed revenues  from grain exports.
When Napoleon was paid off, he withdrew his forces from Prussia and turned his attention elsewhere, and the Prussian king pondered how his state might regain its place in the world. He was  persuaded to name Karl vom Stein as chief minister. Stein was fascinated by Anne-Robert-Jacques Turgot, who had urged dramatic reforms on the last French king to possess absolute power, Louis XVI.   Stein persuaded Frederick William III to issue the Edict of Emancipation, in October 1807, which abolished feudal privileges and restrictions on the sale of land. In other words, he opened up property  markets, erasing legal distinctions among aristocrats, merchants, or  peasants. Stein also extended civil rights to Jews. He was convinced  these reforms would unleash the energies of the people.
Prussia also reformed what was left of its army: ineffective officers were dismissed; junior officers were promoted on merit; army  policies were adopted to improve efficiency. The long process of rebuilding got under way. The consequences of the Napoleonic Wars  were devastating as they played out decades later in Prussia and  throughout Europe.
The Napoleonic Wars themselves were bad enough. Historian  Paul Johnson observed that the wars “set back the economic life of  much of Europe for a generation. They made men behave like beasts,  and worse. The battles were bigger and much more bloody. The  armies of the old regimes were of long-service professional veterans,  often lifers, obsessed with uniforms, pipe clay, polished brass, and  their elaborate drill—the kings could not bear to lose them. Bonaparte cut off the pigtails, ended the powdered hair, supplied mass-produced uniforms and spent the lives of his young, conscripted  recruits as though they were loose change. His insistence that they live  off the land did not work in subsistence economies like Spain and  Russia, where if the soldiers stole, the peasants starved. . . . Throughout Europe, the standards of human conduct declined as men and  women, and their growing children, learned to live brutally.”6
The savagery was shocking. Reporting on Napoleon’s campaign  in Spain, historian Antonina Vallentin wrote: “French corpses piled up  in the mountain ravines. . . . Drunk with fury against the servants of  Christ who preached hatred, the French soldiers sacked the churches,  carried away the objects of veneration, profaned the House. The village priests slaughtered the French who sought refuge among them.  Farms were left burning like torches when the French had passed by.  The wounded and the ill were murdered as they were being taken  from one place to another. The roads were strewn with denuded  corpses; the trees were weighed down with the bodies of men hanged;  blind hate was loosed against hate, a nameless terror roamed the   deserted countryside, death came slowly through the most frightful  mutilations.” 7
Napoleon’s worst horrors occurred during the Russian campaign. In the spring of 1812, he assembled some 600,000 soldiers—  his “Grand Army” including Prussians, Austrians, and Italians. They  crossed the Niemen River, which flows from western Russia into the  Baltic, and headed east in a front some 300 miles wide. Napoleon  wanted a decisive battle that would force Czar Alexander I to become his subject, but the czar’s forces harassed Napoleon’s soldiers  in skirmishes, then withdrew into the interior of the country, destroying fields, towns, and cities as they went, denying Napoleon the  opportunity to replenish his supplies. The farther Napoleon advanced, the farther Russian forces withdrew, and the more devastation Napoleon encountered. His forces entered Smolensk, only to  find it consumed by flames.
According to historian Christopher Herold, “The progress of his  carriage along a road choked with limping cripples, stretchers, and  ambulances set him into a somber mood. In Smolensk he passed carts  loaded with amputated limbs. In the hospitals the surgeons ran out of  dressings and used paper and birch bark fibers as substitutes; many of  those who survived surgery died of starvation, for the supply service  had virtually broken down. In addition to the battle casualties, hundreds of men fell victim to the Russian secret weapon, vodka, dying  by the roadside from a combination of raw spirits and exposure.  Such, it must be emphasized, was the condition of the Grand Army  not during its tragic retreat but during its victorious advance.” 8
Although Napoleon’s supply lines were stretched to the limit, he  could see that his forces would disintegrate if they spent the winter  in Smolensk. He decided they must continue on to Moscow. The  September 1812 Battle of Borodino was among the few engagements—there were some 30,000 French casualties and 45,000 Russian casualties. On September 14, Napoleon reached the outskirts of  Moscow with about 90,000 soldiers. He stopped advancing and  waited for a Russian delegation to surrender, but they never came. By  the time Napoleon actually entered Moscow, it was burning.9
French soldiers reveled in the riches they looted from the city, but   they needed food. Foraging in the countryside yielded less and less.  Their boots had worn out, and they had nothing else to wear. They  didn’t have winter clothing when the weather turned bitter cold in  October. By then, Napoleon recognized that he had to retreat, and  he headed for Smolensk. As his soldiers retreated, they were attacked  by Cossack fighters and peasant guerrillas. One of Napoleon’s generals, Philippe-Paul Ségur, recalled that “the earth was littered with  battered helmets and breastplates, broken drums, fragments of  weapons, shreds of uniforms, and blood-stained flags. Lying amidst  this desolation were half-devoured corpses.” 10
The first heavy snowfall was on November 6. Ségur wrote, “Objects changed their shape; we walked without knowing where we  were or what lay ahead, and anything became an obstacle. . . . Yet  the poor wretches [Napoleon’s soldiers] dragged themselves along,  shivering, with chattering teeth, until the snow packed under the  soles of their boots, a bit of debris, a branch, or the body of a fallen  comrade tripped them and threw them down. Then their moans for  help went unheeded. The snow soon covered them up and only low  white mounds showed where they lay.” Cossack fighters and peasant  guerrillas massacred the stragglers, and Russian armies joined the  rout. When Napoleon’s Grand Army had been reduced to about  9,000, he went ahead to raise another army in an effort to suppress  Germans and other rebellious nationalities.
One of the most eloquent French liberals, Benjamin Constant,  denounced Napoleon: “Are we here only to build, with our dying  bodies, your road to fame? You have a genius for fighting; what good  is it to us? You are bored by the inactivity of peace. Why should your  boredom concern us? Learn civilization, if you wish to reign in a civilized age. Learn peace, if you wish to rule over peaceful peoples.  Man from another world, stop despoiling this one.” 11
Altogether, Napoleon’s wars resulted in the deaths of some 2  million people.12 Undoubtedly the memories of Napoleonic war  horrors convinced many people that they should refrain from war. In  September 1814, five months after Napoleon’s first abdication, European foreign ministers met at the Congress of Vienna to negotiate  history’s most comprehensive and successful peace treaty.
LAISSEZ-FAIRE AND PEACE
Vivid memories of Napoleon’s war horrors weren’t the only reasons  why the nineteenth century was comparatively peaceful. This was a  period when the intellectual movement known as classical liberalism  was in its heyday. Classical liberals cherished individual liberty, toleration, and peace, and to achieve these things they embraced constitutional limitations on government power.
These were radical ideas, because for centuries the prevailing  view had been that private individuals couldn’t be trusted to make  their own choices. The fear was that if people were free to choose  their church, or to buy and sell as they wished, there would be chaos.  Hence it was thought that kings were needed to maintain order by  enforcing religious and business monopolies. But by the 1700s it had  become clear that government-enforced religious monopolies and  business monopolies led to wars. Those who didn’t agree with the  church monopoly or the business monopoly had to fight or be  crushed. As people grew weary of all the bloodshed, governments in  Western Europe gradually let people make more of their own  choices, and there was more peace. The movement toward a separation of church and state meant that Roman Catholics could go to  their places of worship, and Lutherans, Congregationalists, Quakers, and Jews to theirs, and none of them had to fight about it. There  was harmony. Similarly, a separation of the economy and the state  meant that increasingly people could do business where and with  whom they wished, and business conflicts didn’t have to cause military conflicts. The battle cry of eighteenth-century French liberals  like Jacques Turgot was “Laissez faire!” which meant “Let it be!”  Classical liberals began to sweep away thousands of taxes, tariffs, restrictions, and special privileges that had kept people down.
Throughout Europe, people debated and adopted written constitutions.  The Spirit of the Laws (1748) by Charles-Louis Secondat,  Baron de Montesquieu, was an early discussion of constitutions that  inspired America’s founders to develop a modern constitution for a  large country. Another influential Frenchman, Benjamin Constant,  had witnessed the horrors of the French Revolution as well as the  horrors of Napoleon. He recognized that for liberty to flourish, government power must be limited, whether it was exercised in the name  of the king or of the people.
Ironically, although Britain didn’t have a written constitution, its  unwritten scheme, which evolved over the centuries, influenced people  everywhere. According to historian Carleton J. H. Hayes: “The  English system of government—with its full complement of a bill of  rights, a king who reigned but did not rule, a parliament which levied  the taxes and made the laws, and a ruling ministry responsible to the  parliament—all this had been formally embodied in written constitutions in Spain, Portugal, Belgium, Italy, Greece, Austria and Hungary.  In France, where there had been a plethora of written constitutions  ever since the revolutionary days of 1791, the English system finally  prevailed in the ‘constitutional laws’ of 1875, except that the titular  head was a president instead of a king. Written constitutions obtained in other countries, but while they provided for parliaments and  ministries more or less in the English fashion, they usually left the  ministry responsible to the monarch rather than to the parliament.” 13
It was during the nineteenth century that the West became the  first civilization to abolish slavery on its own initiative. Thomas Sowell observed that “although Western Europeans had for centuries enslaved principally the peoples of Eastern Europe and the Balkans, by  the time the Western Hemisphere was discovered and conquered,  Africa was one of the few remaining areas of the world where massive enslavement continued to be feasible. After still more centuries,  however, the ideological contradiction between the European conception of freedom and the brutal reality of their enslavement of  Africans began to produce, first in Britain and later in other European and European-offshoot nations, a growing political opposition  to slavery as such—the first such mass opposition to this ancient institution in the history of the world. Because this moral opposition  developed within countries with overwhelming military power and  worldwide imperial hegemony, slavery came under growing pressure  all over the planet—and was eventually destroyed by Europeans, despite opposition within their own ranks, as well as opposition and  evasion by virtually every non-European civilization.”14
During the nineteenth century, more than twenty Western societies abolished slavery without the kind of civil war that devastated the   United States. Among these were Argentina (1813), Colombia (1814),  Chile (1823), Central America (1824), Mexico (1829), Bolivia (1831),  British colonies (1840), Uruguay (1842), French colonies (1848), Danish  colonies (1848), Ecuador (1851), Peru (1854), Venezuela (1854), Dutch  colonies (1863), Puerto Rico (1873), Brazil (1878), and Cuba (1886).15
Support for free trade and peace grew hand-in-hand. One of the  most crucial insights of classical liberal economists like Adam Smith  was that nations could become more prosperous through trade  rather than through conquest. It didn’t matter where political borders might be drawn, as long as people were free to trade, invest, and  travel. Adam Smith presented his case in The Wealth of Nations  (1776), and it began to have an impact in Britain after the Napoleonic  Wars. Smith’s ideas inspired Manchester textile entrepreneurs  Richard Cobden and John Bright, who led the movement to repeal  the “corn laws”—tariffs on imported grain. The corn laws were  abolished in 1846. Just as earlier champions of liberty had agitated  for a separation of church and state, Cobden and his associates agitated for a separation of economy and state. By reducing if not eliminating trade restrictions, people on one side of a border had the  same economic advantages as people on the other side. Neither side  was penalized by tariffs, taxes, or other discriminatory measures.  Free trade reduced the risks that economic disputes would escalate  into political disputes and war.
Cobden and Bright were eloquent foes of colonialism and imperialism, a common source of conflict among nations. Cobden declared, “It will be a happy day when England has not an acre of  territory in Continental Asia. But how such a state of things is to be  brought about is more than I can tell. . . . For where do we find even  an individual who is not imbued with the notion that England would  sink to ruin if she were deprived of her Indian Empire? Leave me,  then, to my pigs and sheep, which are not labouring under any such  delusions.”16
Meanwhile, in Bordeaux, France, journalist Frédéric Bastiat organized the Association for Free Trade, and he kept French people  informed about what the British free traders were doing. Born in  1801, he had been a gentleman farmer in Mugron, absorbing the  work of Adam Smith and Jean-Baptiste Say, who popularized Smith’s   ideas in France. Bastiat became a prolific pamphleteer, doing much  of his work on the socially beneficial effects of trade. In 1845 he published Cobden et la Ligue, ou l’Agitation Anglaise pour la Liberté  des Échanges [ Cobden and the League, or The English Agitation for  Freedom of Trade ]. Bastiat issued a succession of clever satires, the  most famous of which was about a petition from candlemakers who  wanted the government to block competition from sunlight. Bastiat  insisted that a country gained by opening its borders, even though  other countries retained restrictions.
In July 1859, Bright gave a speech suggesting that England cut its  military spending—much of which was to protect against a possible  attack from France—and that both countries should liberalize trade  to help promote peace. This, he declared, “would bring about a state  of things which history would pronounce to be glorious.”17 Six  months later, on January 23, 1860, a treaty was signed, liberalizing  trade between the two countries. In December 1860, Cobden persuaded the French minister of the interior to abolish passports for  English subjects, thereby achieving greater freedom of travel.18
The treaty had a dynamic impact. Between 1862 and 1866, the  French negotiated trade liberalization treaties with the Zollverein  (German customs union), Italy, Belgium, the Netherlands, Switzerland, Spain, Portugal, Sweden, Norway, the Papal States, and North  German commercial cities. Most of these, in turn, liberalized trade  with one another. Trade restrictions were reduced or eliminated on  international waterways such as the Baltic and the North Sea channel (1857), as well as the Danube (1857), Rhine (1861), Scheldt (1863),  and Elbe (1870) rivers. Even Russia lowered tariffs somewhat, in  1857 and 1868.19 Because each treaty observed the “most favored  nation” principle, it liberalized trade not only for the signatory nations, but for everyone else, as well. Never before in European history had people been able to go about their daily business so freely.
Britain continued to set an example. Prime Minister William  Ewart Gladstone led a successful campaign to abolish more than a  thousand—95 percent—of Britain’s tariffs that remained after the  abolition of the corn laws.20 Gladstone cut Britain’s income tax to 1.25  percent. Although he was less successful campaigning to stop British  imperialism and give the oppressed Irish people self-government, it   was remarkable that a British government leader would mount such  a campaign at all. His biographer, H. C. G. Matthew, observed,“In  offering freedom, representative government, free-trade economic  progress, international co-operation through discussion and arbitration, probity in government and society generally, as the chief objectives of public life, and an ideology which combined and harmonized  them, Gladstone offered much to the concept of a civilized society of  nations.”21
Classical liberal ideas prevailed through the 1860s in western  Europe, and military conflicts were few and limited. There was substantial separation between the economy and the state. Political borders were more open than they had been before, and if private  businessmen in one country wanted to do a deal in another country,  they could negotiate directly with their counterparts. They weren’t  thwarted or discriminated against by regulations in the other country, so they didn’t have any reason to be concerned about where the  political borders happened to be. As long as governments stayed out  of business, competition among private firms from different countries wasn’t likely to have political consequences, any more than the  success of imported Mercedes cars would be viewed as a national  security threat today, even though it might mean less business for a  U.S.-based car producer like General Motors.
INTELLECTUALS ATTACK LAISSEZ-FAIRE
There are always intellectual countercurrents, and attacks on laissez-faire began before it was at a peak.
The most explicit, influential case for government interference  in the economy came from the German political activist Friedrich  List (1789–1846). He had spent his early adult years helping to promote a German customs union as a way of retaliating against the  British corn laws that prevented German farmers from selling their  grain in Britain. List developed his ideas after a visit to the United  States, where prevailing policy at the time was Henry Clay’s high-tariff “American System,” based on Alexander Hamilton’s ideas about  protecting domestic manufacturers at the expense of foreign competitors. In his National System of Political Economy (1841), List attacked free trade as a devious means for industrialized nations, especially Britain, to exploit backward nations. He believed the primary  objective of economic policy should be to enhance national power.  He claimed that backward nations could foster industrialization  with high tariffs, thereby enhancing their national power. Some passages suggest that List favored expanding German-controlled territory and building a colonial empire. He had limited influence during  his lifetime, but his book became a bible of economic nationalism. It  was translated into English in 1856.
In The Communist Manifesto (1848), Karl Marx and Friedrich  Engels denounced “that single, unconscionable freedom—Free Trade.  In one word, for exploitation, veiled by religious and political illusions,  it has substituted naked, shameless, direct, brutal exploitation.” They  advocated “the Communist abolition of buying and selling, of the  bourgeois conditions of production, and of the bourgeoisie itself.” 22
British socialists founded the Fabian Society (1883), which relentlessly promoted the expansion of government power to remedy  the perceived ills of laissez-faire. They wanted social welfare spending, nationalization of public utilities, credit, transportation, and  mining, and they steadfastly opposed free trade. Playwright George  Bernard Shaw, among the most famous of Fabians, urged people to  “turn our backs on Adam Smith and Cobden, and confess that both  the old Tories and modern Socialists are right, and that there is no  salvation for the world in Free Contract and Free Trade.”
Sidney Webb, perhaps the most prolific Fabian propagandist, revealed the collectivism underlying these views: “The perfect and fitting development of each individual is not necessarily the utmost  and highest cultivation of his own personality, but the filling, in the  best possible way, of his humble function in the great social machine.  We must abandon the self-conceit of imagining that we are independent units, and bend our jealous minds, absorbed in their own cultivation, to this subjection to the higher end, the Common Weal.”23
IMPERIALISM AND WAR
Otto von Bismarck did more than anyone else to begin turning the  world away from the principles of laissez-faire, free trade, and peace.   Though he was considered a conservative, he saw that socialist ideas  could help expand his government’s power to strike at real or imagined  adversaries, and he accelerated trends that exploded into World War I.
Bismarck was the prime minister of Prussia (1862-1890) and  founder and first chancellor of the German Empire (1871–1890).  Historian A. J. P. Taylor described him as “a big man, made bigger  by his persistence in eating and drinking too much. He walked stiffly,  with the upright carriage of a hereditary officer. Yet he had a small,  fine head; the delicate hands of an artist; and when he spoke, his  voice, which one would have expected to be deep and powerful, was  thin and reedy—almost a falsetto—the voice of an academic, not of  a man of action. Nor did he always present the same face to the  world. He lives in history clean-shaven, except for a heady moustache. Actually he wore a full beard for long periods of his life; and  this at a time when beards were symbols on the continent of Europe  of the Romantic movement, if not of radicalism.”24
He was born in Schönhausen, Prussia, April 1, 1815, the son of a  minor landowning aristocrat. On his mother’s side were government  officials and academics. His mother pushed him to study law at the  University of Göttingen, but he didn’t do well. He spent some time at  the University of Berlin, then went to work for the Prussian government. At the time, before unification, “Germany” consisted of many  small states, the strongest of which was Prussia. He accepted the traditional view that the role of the government was to enforce order. He  rejected the liberal idea that Britain was a good model for Prussia.
In 1849 Bismarck was elected to the Prussian Chamber of  Deputies—one of the two parts of their Diet (legislature), meeting  in Berlin. He came to resent Austria-Hungary’s—the Hapsburg empire’s—dominance of Central Europe. He became a defender of the  Prussian monarchy and an advocate of Prussian supremacy. King  Frederick William IV of Prussia named Bismarck as the Prussian representative at the federal Diet in Frankfurt. By 1859 Bismarck was  Prussia’s ambassador to Russia, and three years later he was Prussia’s  ambassador to France.
Meanwhile, Frederick William struggled with liberal members  of the Chamber of Deputies, who demanded control over military  expenditures. The king insisted that the military was his prerogative.   In 1862 he appointed Bismarck as Prussia’s prime minister and foreign minister, hoping that Bismarck would find a way to prevail. Bismarck declared that a loophole in Prussia’s constitution provided  that if the king and Diet couldn’t agree on a budget, previous spending and taxing levels continued in force, and the king’s ministers  could make decisions until there was an agreement. For three years  Bismarck used the opportunity to strengthen Prussia’s military.
He declared, “Prussia’s frontiers as laid down by the Vienna  treaties are not conducive to a healthy national life; it is not by  means of speeches and majority resolutions that the great issues of  the day will be decided—that was the great mistake of 1848 and  1849—but by blood and iron.” He maneuvered Austria-Hungary  into a quick war that Prussia won in 1866. While he didn’t seek territory from Austria-Hungary, he annexed Hanover, Hesse-Kassel,  Nassau, and Frankfurt—German territories that had fought against  him. He established the North German Confederation. He worked  to achieve a German free-trade area and joint military exercises  among various German armies.
When, in 1869, the Spanish throne was offered to the Prussian  king’s cousin, the French emperor Napoleon III opposed this as a  threat to his country, and he declared war on Prussia the following  year. Prussia made quick work of France and annexed the provinces  of Alsace and Lorraine, for which the French never forgave the Germans. By January 1871, southern German territories joined the  North German Confederation to form the German Empire. With  these foreign policy successes, Bismarck trumped the liberals who  had tried to control the government’s budget. He became known as  the “Iron Chancellor.”
The German historian Heinrich von Treitschke, a professor at  the government-controlled University of Berlin, declared that the  mission of a powerful government was to expand its territory. He  crusaded for Prussia to annex more territory. He wrote a friend that  “only the good sword of the conqueror can unite these lands with  the North.” Bismarck launched Germany’s overseas empire in 1884  by claiming Southwest Africa as a protectorate. Italy, Belgium, and  other countries joined the scramble for territory.
Apparently, in just a few decades, the horrors of the Napoleonic   Wars had been forgotten, and more people began to dream about  imperial glory. Britain had lost its American colonies but had developed trading posts in India, and after 1870 people wanted more.  Randolph Churchill launched the “Primrose League” to promote imperialism in the name of securing overseas markets, finding outlets  for excess population, and denying advantages to rivals.
Britain’s Benjamin Disraeli promoted imperialism. A thin and  dark-complexioned man, with long ringlets of black hair, for years  he was known as a dandy who wore jeweled shirts and sported rings  worn over his gloves.25 He was born in December 1804, the son of a  Jewish man of letters, but was later baptized into the Church of  England. As Tory prime minister from 1874 to 1880, he defended the  monarchy, the House of Lords, and the Church of England.
Disraeli spent more money on armaments. He got involved in the  war between Russia and Turkey. He occupied Cyprus. He had British  forces invade Transvaal, South Africa, and Kabul, Afghanistan. He  guaranteed to protect three states on the Malay Peninsula.26 He  claimed about 200 Pacific islands. He acquired a controlling interest  in the Suez Canal, a move that afforded more secure access to British  India but became an eighty-year occupation of Egypt, including wars,  big military expenditures, and political embarrassments.27 Disraeli  flattered Queen Victoria by naming her Empress of India, and she  cherished the thought that the sun never set on the British Empire.
The French Republican premier, Jules Ferry, warned that if his  country didn’t gain imperial territory while it was still available, it  would “descend from the first rank to the third or fourth.” In 1881,  Ferry seized territory in Africa and East Asia.
Advocates of imperialism cited the protectionist Friedrich List,  who had declared: “Companies should be founded in the German  seaports to buy lands in foreign countries and settle them with the  German colonies; also companies for commerce and navigation  whose object would be to open new markets abroad for German  manufacturers and to establish steamship lines. . . . Colonies are the  best means of developing manufactures, export and import trade,  and finally a respectable navy.”
Socialists blamed imperialism on capitalism. Yet conquerors pillaged the earth for centuries before anyone ever heard of free markets. Some of the highest living standards were recorded in countries  like Norway, Sweden, and Denmark when those countries didn’t  have an empire. Countries without much investment capital, like  Russia and Italy, eagerly pursued imperial glory. Germany exported  capital only after it had established an overseas empire. Once  colonies were acquired, European investments still flowed not to the  colonies but to other prosperous countries—established markets.  French investors, for instance, concentrated their efforts in Eastern  Europe, Russia, and Argentina. Similarly, European countries continued to conduct an estimated three-quarters of their trade with  one another. Poor colonial people simply couldn’t afford to buy  many European manufactured goods. Nor did many Europeans migrate to the colonies, especially those in the tropics. As a financial  proposition, most colonies were losers, since there was little trade,  and the cost of defending the colonies and building infrastructure  was high. Imperialism was a competition for power and prestige, not  wealth. British, French, and German imperial ambitions clashed in  the Middle East, Africa, and Asia. Russia clashed with Japan.
TRADE WARS AND POLITICAL CONFLICTS
The reaction against free trade was strongest in the most backward,  brutal, authoritarian regimes like Russia, which had never cut their  tariffs much. Czar Alexander II ruled by imperial decree and police  action. The czar reintroduced a secret police that dispatched dissenters to forced labor in Siberian mines. Officials encouraged the  murder of Jews. In 1876 the czar raised tariffs 50 percent and demanded that they be paid in gold, throttling imports of coal, steel,  machinery, and other manufactured goods.28 Following his assassination in 1881, the new czar, Alexander III, intensified these authoritarian policies.
The same year in Spain, the Conservative premier, Antonio  Canovas del Castillo, announced a new constitution that curtailed  freedom of religion, of the press, and of association. He reasserted a  high-tariff policy. Moreover, he introduced tariff discrimination—a  schedule of lower tariffs for countries that signed reciprocal trade  agreements, and a schedule of higher tariffs for everyone else. He   was driven from power following his violent repression of demonstrators, then returned in 1890. Two years later he successfully promoted a tougher tariff policy. Spain’s railroad traffic, international  trade, and finance declined, bringing on an economic crisis that persisted through the 1890s.
When Italian states were unified in 1861, they adopted Piedmont’s trade liberalization policy, but farmers agitated for higher  tariffs to prevent Italian consumers from buying cheaper food elsewhere. Since, as a result of higher tariffs, the cost of raw materials  rose, manufacturers wanted higher tariffs, too, and in 1878 Italy enacted higher tariffs for both agricultural commodities and manufactured goods.29
In 1881 French legislators abandoned the trade liberalization  treaty with Britain and raised tariff rates about 24 percent on manufactured goods and such agricultural commodities as sugar beets,  wheat, rye, barley, and flour.30 The government subsidized shipping  and shipbuilding. The 1892 Méline tariff provided two tariff schedules, much higher rates on products imported from “bad guys,” and  lower rates on products imported from “good guys.”31
By 1886 both France and Italy raised tariffs against each other’s  products. The following year the Italian legislature raised tariffs to  about 60 percent and denounced trade liberalization treaties
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