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THIS MAN WAS RIGHT

A Collection of Extracts from Addresses given from 1913-1918 by President James Woodrow Wilson appropriate to the Present Time

Arranged with an Introduction

by

HUGH J. SCHONFIELD

“By faith Abel offered unto God a more excellent sacrifice than Cain, by which he obtained witness that he was righteous, God testifying of his gifts; and by it HE BEING DEAD YET SPEAKETH. ’’

Hebrews xi. 4.

“Woodrow Wilson gave up his health and eventually his life in the first attempt, a generation ago, to preserve the world’s peace through united world action. At that time, there were many who said that Wilson had failed. Now we know that it was the world that failed, and the suffering and war of the last few years is the penalty it is paying for its failure.... Now at last the nations of the world have a second chance to erect a lasting structure of peace—a structure such as that which Woodrow Wilson sought to build but which crumbled away because the world was not yet ready. Wilson himself foresaw that it was certain to be re-built some day. This is related by Josephus Daniels in his book. The Life of Woodrow Wilson, as follows:


Wilson never knew defeat, for defeat never comes to any man until he admits it. Not long before the close of his life Woodrow Wilson said to a friend: ‘Do not trouble about the things we have fought for. They are sure to prevail. They are only delayed.' With the quaintness which gave charm to his sayings he added: ‘And I will make this concession to Providence—it may come in a better way than we propose. ’”



HENRY A. WALLACE, Vice-President of the United States.


From an address given on December 28, 1942, the eighty-sixth anniversary of the birth of Woodrow Wilson, under the auspices of the Woodrow Wilson foundation.
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There are great and generally understood differences between World War No. 2 and World War No. 1; but there are far greater and more striking similarities. Because of this there has been a tendency in certain quarters to play down these likenesses in order to invest the present struggle with an atmosphere of novelty, both as to its character and aims, in the interest of a maximum war effort, and to minimise the depressing effect of a second world war in twenty-five years, when the first was to have achieved the end of all war and a permanent international order.

It is natural, especially for older people, to feel that the conflict which now rages is but episode two of one and the same war, with the same principal foe and an almost identical array of allies in the camp of the United Nations. And, after all, the chief difference lies in the fact that World War No. 1 was an unprecedented experience. Public opinion is not to be blamed if mindful of the failure of statesmen—with a clear field—to carry out the promises and realize the ideals of the former occasion it is somewhat sceptical as to the prospects of fulfilment of the only slightly varied purposes proclaimed by statesmen this time. Many people think that they will again be let down by their governments, and that World War No. 3 will be the inevitable sequel.

The statesmen ought to be more conscious than they appear to be of this prevalent feeling, and they in particular should heed the words of Woodrow Wilson, who, in this volume, speaks to them and to the world again. It is a matter of personal judgment whether any of the present leaders is his equal in mental stature and vision. Certainly none is his superior.

Of course it may be urged that having a second chance we shall do better because we shall profit by our past mistakes. Knowing in what we went wrong then, we shall be wiser in our planning, more determined and unselfish in our actions, more fully alive in every way to our opportunities and responsibilities. But there is little that has transpired so far to encourage an optimistic view. Rather does leadership, in the political domain, with a few notable exceptions, still seem to be in the hands of the old discredited firm of Blimp, Bourbon and Co., who have learned nothing and forgotten nothing.

However, there is the chance; and in the hope of in some small way improving it this record has been compiled. For nothing emerges more clearly from it than its topicality today. Let it be the care of those who are prone to stress the distinctions between our two world wars. To study its pages; they will be surprised at the frequency of themes and phrases which, on the lips of our present spokesmen, are supposedly new, and uttered with all the conviction of originality. How little in fact has changed, how much is but a feeble echo! Even the terms in which German delinquency are described might be reported from current speeches. It has been the function of the editor to heighten the effect of this insistent topicality in the Divisions and Sub-Headings, and the Index of Notable Passages, and of course in his actual selection of the extracts. But, indeed, all that has been included might have been spoken by a man still with us in the flesh directly to our own time and circumstances, and in answer to our own questions and longings. For Woodrow Wilson is entitled to be called a prophet, and it is in the nature of prophetic messages that they often fall more aptly upon the ears of later generations than upon those of contemporaries.

Wilson was before his time, and his time did not understand him as we can understand him, and learn of him. This too is in the prophetic tradition. And we are the more eager to learn and understand because the consequences of heedlessness to his warnings and lack of resolution to realize his visions are matters of history. In possession of the tragic knowledge, which already shadowed his last years on earth, and indeed killed him, we could weep poignant tears, less for him than for ourselves, tears such as angels weep. But are these tears of mortified pride only, or of sincere repentance and promise of amendment?

For millions nowadays, however, Woodrow Wilson is just the name of the Democratic President of the United States during World War No. 1; he is not even a memory. His burning and eloquent words do not lose any of their force and appropriateness thereby, and they may have gained the quality of revelation as they are read for the first time. But a few basic facts about him will not detract from the impression created by his addresses.

James Woodrow Wilson was born in 1856, and in his earlier career, except for his legal capacity and interest in American history, he gave few indications of the great statesman he was to become in later life. From 1902-1910 he was President of Princeton University, and he was in the middle fifties when he took public office as Governor of New Jersey from 1910-1912. In the latter year he entered into a triangular fight for the U. S. Presidency, and succeeded in defeating both Taft and Theodore Roosevelt.

Previous to his election he had shown no special concern for international problems, though the idea of the Hague Courts had rather appealed to him. Now he was summoned almost abruptly to occupy the centre of a world stage which he had had no hand in setting, and to play a principal part which was alien to all his inclinations. Just before he went to the White House he had said: “It would be the irony of fate if my administration had to deal chiefly with foreign affairs.” Yet this fate was what destiny had in store for him, and at the most fateful period of history.

When war broke out in Europe in 1914 the crisis electrified Wilson. He saw it from the very beginning as the crisis of modern civilisation. All the ideals which were the mainspring of American national life as exhibited in the Declaration of Independence and the Bill of Rights were in the melting pot. Unless they emerged untarnished, and indeed enhanced by becoming universal, there was an end of America and of the cause of Liberty everywhere. The United States, therefore, personified in himself, not only could not stand aside but had a manifest duty and responsibility to be the mouthpiece of all peoples struggling for freedom against oppression. Wilson became the incarnate spirit of righteousness and judgment, with an unerring penetration of the shams and special pleadings with which the belligerents in varying degree sought to disguise the motives which actuated them. He challenged imperialism in the name of all subject races. He denied that the old imperialistic policy, or balance of power alliances, had any validity for the world of to-day, that governments had the right to act without the unqualified assent of the people they governed; and he discerned clearly and stated plainly that war such as this was intolerable unless it destroyed war for ever. Wilson would have no lesser results than absolute and openhanded fair dealing for all men and all nations, deliverance from fear of aggression, economic and social justice, and a permanent peace secured through the reign of law. He became the champion of the Rights of Man.

The effect of Wilson’s dynamic utterances has been ably summarised by W. E. Woodward: but because he was writing in the midst of our own pre-war crisis his conclusions betray some of that cynicism which in these years has infected so many. “Here,” says this author of A New American History (pp 601 - 602), “we have a college professor who will capture and hold the attention of all mankind. The people of the world will listen to his words as though he were an oracle speaking eternal truths. Despised and half-forgotten races will be thrilled by his name. He will be hailed as the saviour of men. Then we shall see his triumphs turn to ashes, wet with hopeless tears... The overwhelming disaster of his life came from his conviction that men are reasonable beings, that right and justice, sustained of course by logic, must win in the end. Such noble conceptions are not supported by experience, unfortunately. If the human race were inspired by logic and a sense of justice the great social problems that confront civilization would be solved in a few years. He was half blinded by looking upward at the stars, and it was his misfortune that he attempted to translate celestial ideals into terrestrial phenomena.”

Such comment is not quite fair; or, if it be thought fair, what becomes of President Roosevelt’s Four Freedoms, the Atlantic Charter, and all the other declarations and programmes that renew our encouragement to strive upwards to the stars? Are there never to be days of heaven upon earth?

Wilson was re-elected for a second term in 1916, and resumed office just before the entry of the United States into the war. He was succeeded by Harding in 1920 after his failure to secure the full co-operation for his Peace Programme of the Allied statesmen, and to carry the vote of the Senate for the Peace Treaties and participation in the League of Nations. He died on February 3, 1924, a broken man physically and mentally.

But who shall say that Wilson’s great mission was not accomplished? He had lit a torch than can never be extinguished while men believe in the abiding principles for which he stood. The evidence of his speeches shows no wilful blindness to the weaknesses of human nature, or lack of perception of the tortuous ways of politicians. He knew that he was issuing a challenge to do the big thing and the right thing to men whose training and background might prevent them from responding adequately. That is why he appealed directly to the people to goad their rulers along the straight and narrow path which they would not walk voluntarily. That is why in fundamental things he used exceeding plainness of speech, covering the same ground again and again. He was admittedly a logician. Studying his language we come upon one word, his favourite, constantly repeated: it is “process.” He saw the affairs of men and nations as a process, working out through inexorable laws. The completion might be delayed; but it was none the less inevitable. He had the natural desire of all mortals to see a partial fulfilment, at least, in his own time. And in this, as in the experience of other great leaders and prophets, he was disappointed. The Promised Land was not for the treading of his wearied feet.

Nearly all that Wilson said still remains true. It has a more weighty and conscience-pricking import now than when he spoke. It seems, indeed, that it was for us and to us that he was speaking. It may seem even more so to a generation beyond ours if we arc apathetic and therefore fail. But we need not fail. That is why this Volume purposely ends on the eve of Wilson’s setting out for Europe to attend the Peace Conferences. Like the Apostle Paul, he might have told his friends: “And now, behold, I go bound in the spirit unto Jerusalem, not knowing the things that shall befall me there.” It deliberately allows a great question mark to hang over the sequel, a ghostly question mark, materialising again in these days with increasing definition with the passing of every fateful hour that brings us nearer to the corresponding moment, to our own handling of essentially the same problems.

It remains briefly to describe the structure of this book and the material employed in it. The grouping of the extracts into six divisions has been undertaken by the editor in order to bring together under appropriate and currently used titles the statements of Woodrow Wilson on various occasions and over a period of six years, from 1913 to 1918. The quotations in each division are in chronological sequence, and therefore preserve the progress of thought on each theme; but while this means a going backwards and forwards the order of the divisions has been arranged so as to provide as far as possible a coherent and developing thesis which reaches a climax with the final passages. It has not been easy to make these divisions, and a certain amount of overlapping has been unavoidable; but none of the extracts is distributed between two divisions, and as far as quotation goes each is complete in itself. The sub-headings again are those of the editor, designed as an aid to the selection of subjects and convenience of reading. The unusual course has been followed of putting an Index of Notable Passages at the beginning of the book, for reasons already stated, to heighten the topical impression.

Most of the material consists of Public Addresses, and the greater part were issued at the time in pamphlet form by the President’s office. During the period also various collections were published in America, and that which the present editor has particularly made use of is Albert Bushnell Hart’s edition of Selected Addresses and Public Papers of Woodrow Wilson compiled in 1918. A very few items are from Press
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