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Praise for


HOW WARS END


“This is a brilliant book on an important subject. Americans are always disappointed with the outcomes of wars and the troubled peaces that follow. Gideon Rose explains that this is because of the way we think—or don’t think—about war and peace. The book is a masterpiece of historical analysis with lessons for our strategy in Afghanistan and beyond.”


—Fareed Zakaria, author of The Post-American World


“A sharp overview of the late stages of modern wars. . . . Essential reading for national policymakers.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“A timely assessment of the political, military, and social quandary that confronts our leaders in times of war. . . . Essential reading for anyone who is seeking a historical perspective on a problem that seems doomed to repeat itself as long as nations rely on military might alone to achieve their goals.”


—Dan Sampson, culturemob.com


“This is just what its title says: a book about how American wars have ended over the past century and why they’ve ended (or continued to sputter on) the way they did. . . . This is the first book I’ve read that really laid out the problem methodically.”


—Kevin Drum, Mother Jones (one of the five best nonfiction books of 2010)


“A masterful piece of research on the decisions and actions leading to war termination. . . . A brilliant in-depth analysis of each conflict from World War I through the ongoing conflicts in Iraq and Afghanistan.”


—James N. Soligan, PRISM


“Gideon Rose’s wise, trenchant review of the last century of world conflict is one of the startlingly rare books that gets the connection between war and politics, means and ends.”


—Fred Kaplan, “War Stories” columnist, Slate


“Fred Ikle’s 1971 book Every War Must End has influenced analysts and policymakers for decades. Gideon Rose’s How Wars End is likely to be just as influential for generations to come. You may think you know something about the wars he writes about, but you are guaranteed to learn something new here. Rose is always accurate and fair, neither sycophantic nor unduly scathing. This is a book that should be read by everyone involved in military planning—and everyone affected by the decisions those planners make.”


—Max Boot, the Jeane J. Kirkpatrick senior fellow in national security studies at the Council on Foreign Relations and author of The Savage Wars of Peace and War Made New


“Gideon Rose’s meticulously researched book shows that America forgets the political aspects of war; its leaders focus on military victories and neglect the creation of a stable postwar order, most recently in Iraq. Rose, who earned his doctorate in political science under Samuel Huntington at Harvard, taught at Princeton, and now edits Foreign Affairs, tells the riveting story of American wars and politics from Woodrow Wilson’s decision to join World War I, through Roosevelt’s involvement in World War II and Truman’s Korean war, to the failures of the Kennedy and Johnson administrations in Vietnam without any exit plans. How Wars End is a superb recreation of the choices American presidents and their advisers made during these crucial moments in the U.S. history, choices that affected millions of lives and shaped our world. This is a must-read.”


—Basharat Peer, Granta, “Best Books of 2010”


“By focusing on the intricate, often overlooked endgames of conflicts, Gideon Rose makes a compelling case that the unintended consequences of wars have overwhelmed even the best-intentioned plans of American leaders. Every top official contemplating military action should read this terrific book—and take its lessons to heart.”


—Andrew Nagorski, author of The Greatest Battle


“Thought-provoking. . . . An excellent read, particularly for those with a passion for national security issues and strategic planning. . . . An excellent volume to begin the process of postwar planning and to consider how to use history as a model to address the complex issues involved in ending a war.”


—Proceedings magazine (U.S. Naval Institute)
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To the victims of bad planning
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No one starts a war—or rather, no one in his senses
ought to do so—without first being clear in his mind
what he intends to achieve by that war and how he
intends to conduct it.


Carl von Clausewitz, On War





FOREWORD


This book makes three central arguments: that ending a war successfully involves establishing durable political arrangements for the territories in question, that American leaders have repeatedly botched this challenge by making a variety of unforced errors, and that they could do better in the future if they forced themselves to think more clearly and plan more carefully. Since the book’s publication, these issues have continued to bedevil American foreign policy, in both the continuing conflicts of Iraq and Afghanistan, and a new one in Libya.


As turmoil erupted in one Middle Eastern country after another in early 2011, the Obama administration was as surprised as everybody else. Washington played a largely passive and reactive role during the early stages of what would come to be called the Arab Spring, letting the degree of success of each rebellion be the driving factor in shaping the U.S. response. The administration’s undeclared policy seemed to be to support its authoritarian allies so long as they could remain in control, but abandon them if protestors gained the upper hand. Thus, in Tunisia and Egypt, Washington did not move to undermine Presidents Zine el-Abidine Ben Ali or Hosni Mubarak until after their ultimate fate was largely sealed, and stuck by its friendly tyrants in the Persian Gulf so long as they were able to suppress their domestic opposition.


Following this pattern, the Obama administration kept its distance from the rebellion against Muammar al-Qaddafi’s regime in Libya—which was if not a friend, then at least not an enemy—until the uprising seemed to be on the verge of success, at which point the president duly called for Qaddafi’s removal. But then the rebels faltered and the Libyan regime’s forces regained the upper hand, putting the administration in a quandary. And so in mid-March, with little warning or public discussion, it embraced a dramatic new course, joining Britain and France in a military operation to enforce a no-fly zone over rebel areas, stave off a Libyan government victory, and prevent any retaliatory killings that might follow.


In explaining their actions, U.S. officials cited an imperative to prevent a humanitarian disaster, a desire to keep the Arab Spring moving forward, and a need to support allies and regional institutions (such as the Arab League) that were taking a strong line. As in other wars I describe in the book, perceived lessons from recent conflicts apparently played an important role in driving decisions, with key administration figures determined to replay the humanitarian crises of the 1990s (such as Bosnia and Rwanda) with the addition of a strong, early U.S. intervention this time around. History was supposed to repeat itself not as farce but as force.


But the Libyan intervention was launched with even less care and forethought than usual. Instead of starting with a desired end state and working backward to develop a strategy for achieving it, the administration lurched into battle with no clear vision of what a successful and stable outcome would look like. Instead of defining postwar goals precisely and matching means to ends, different officials set out a broad range of objectives, even as they announced severe restrictions on the measures being considered to achieve them. And the administration did little if any contingency planning for what would happen if Qaddafi did not fold or fall quickly.


Sure enough, given such slapdash preparation, the Libyan intervention soon ran into trouble. Qaddafi proved stronger than expected, the rebels weaker. Having committed itself merely to avoid losing, NATO initially achieved only that and no more. Keeping its pledge to limit its involvement, the United States found others unwilling or unable to push matters forward to a conclusion. As the spring and summer passed, a military stalemate accompanied a de facto partition of the country.


Having first claimed to be fighting for a pure and narrow goal, moreover—the protection of some innocent civilians—the Obama administration ended up confronting the political issue that had always loomed behind the humanitarian one, which was who would rule Libya. So the administration was forced to eat its words, ramp up its objective to regime change, and start to play the game of thrones in earnest.


In late August, rebel forces finally seized Tripoli, driving Qaddafi out of power. Supporters of the operation hailed it as a success, and it is true that a brutal authoritarian regime was ousted with what has been comparatively little cost and trouble (at least so far). But if Qaddafi lost, it is not yet clear what it will mean for the United States and NATO to win, since the mission was begun with no sense of what a post-Qaddafi Libya should look like or how order would be maintained there. History suggests that a smooth transition to a significantly better future regime is unlikely.


As the Libyan intervention was playing out, the Obama administration continued its diminution of the U.S. presence in Iraq and announced the beginning of U.S. troop withdrawals from Afghanistan, signaling a possible beginning to the endgame of the American war there. Unlike in Iraq, however, whether the United States began to walk out only after the insurgency was largely defeated, in Afghanistan the drawdown is scheduled to start with the insurgency still ongoing. This means that the Afghan case may prove more comparable to Vietnam than Iraq, with the White House trying to pull off a strategy of extrication—tiptoeing out of ground combat involvement in the war even as the local belligerents continue their struggle.


The situation confronting Obama in Afghanistan actually shares a number of features with the one that confronted Nixon in Vietnam. Now as then, the United States finds itself embroiled in a thankless counterinsurgency in a remote theater of operations with little intrinsic strategic importance. Now as then, the enemy appears capable, resilient, and unwilling to accept defeat or negotiate a partial solution. Now as then, Washington’s local ally is relatively ineffective, corrupt, and difficult to deal with, and there seems little prospect of nurturing a robust, friendly local political order in a reasonable period of time. Now as then, the enemy can make use of easily accessible sanctuaries in a neighboring country as bases of operations and staging areas for attacks. Now as then, the American public has tired of the war. Now as then, the U.S. global economic position is declining and a broader policy of grand strategic reorientation is under consideration. And now as then, a new president has been elected with the de facto mandate of cleaning up the mess left behind by his predecessor, and has tried initially to end the war on positive terms through a new strategy—one that has not produced a settlement.


The good news is that the differences between the Vietnamese and Afghan situations make the latter significantly more promising. New technology, such as drones, allows American forces to harry their foes more successfully and less controversially than the Vietnam-era’s reliance on massive indiscriminate bombing. The enemy the United States confronts today is weaker than the one it confronted then, more like the southern guerrilla forces in Vietnam than the regular northern conventional army that ultimately conquered Saigon. Domestic U.S. opposition to continued participation in the war effort today is less fervent, giving the administration more breathing room and making another forced abandonment of Washington’s local ally improbable. And the administration’s political position and the U.S. global position are both stronger. All this suggests that it may be possible to achieve a more successful extrication this time around—one that not only withdraws U.S. ground combat forces from battle, but also protects U.S. interests in the area afterward.


The Obama administration, in short, might just be able to accomplish what Nixon and Kissinger tried to but couldn’t—getting 1973 without 1975. If the administration could manage to do that, then any missteps it may have taken in Libya would be dwarfed by its accomplishments in a much more important theater.


—Gideon Rose
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THE CLAUSEWITZIAN CHALLENGE


In late March 2003, the United States and a few allies invaded Iraq. Some of the war’s architects thought things would go relatively smoothly once the enemy was beaten. As National Security Adviser Condoleezza Rice put it in early April, “We fundamentally believe that when the grip of terror that Saddam Hussein’s regime has wreaked on its own people is finally broken and Iraqis have an opportunity to build a better future, that you are going to see people who want to build a better future—not blow it up.”1


Others involved in the operation were more apprehensive. Lieutenant Colonel Steven Peterson was on the military staff that planned the ground campaign. He noted afterward:


Over a month before the war began, the Phase IV planning group concluded that the campaign would produce conditions at odds with meeting strategic objectives. They realized that the joint campaign was specifically designed to break all control mechanisms of the [Iraqi] regime and that there would be a period following regime collapse in which we would face the greatest danger to our strategic objectives. This assessment described the risk of an influx of terrorists to Iraq, the rise of criminal activity, the probable actions of former regime members, and the loss of control of WMD that was believed to exist. It . . . identif[ied] a need to take some specific actions including: planning to control the borders, analyzing what key areas and infrastructure should be immediately protected, and allocating adequate resources to quickly reestablish post-war control throughout Iraq.


These concerns and recommendations were brought to the attention of senior military leaders, “but the planners failed to persuade the Commanding General and dropped these issues with little resistance.”


In retrospect, this episode seems mystifying. It is bad enough not to see trouble coming. But to see it coming and then not do anything about it might be even less forgivable. How could such crucial, and ultimately prescient, concerns have been dismissed and abandoned so cavalierly? “Because,” Peterson continued,


both the planners and the commander had been schooled to see fighting as the realm of war and thus attached lesser importance to post-war issues. No officer in the headquarters was prepared to argue for actions that would siphon resources from the war fighting effort, when the fighting had not yet begun. . . . Who could blame them? The business of the military is war and war is fighting. The war was not yet started, let alone finished, when these issues were being raised. Only a fool would propose hurting the war fighting effort to address post-war conditions that might or might not occur.2


Lieutenant General James Conway, the commander of the 1st Marine Expeditionary Force, which helped capture Baghdad, was even more succinct. Asked whether postwar planning inevitably gets short shrift compared to planning for combat, he replied, “You know, you shoot the wolf closer to the sled.”3


The Iraq War will long be remembered as a striking example of such attitudes and their unfortunate consequences, but it is hardly the only one. In fact, the notion of war-as-combat is deeply ingrained in the thinking of both the American military and the country at large. Wars, we believe, are like street fights on a grand scale, with the central strategic challenge being how to beat up the bad guys. This view captures some basic truths: America’s enemies over the years have been very bad indeed, and winning wars has required beating them up. But such a perspective is misleading because it tells only half the story.


Wars actually have two equally important aspects. One is negative, or coercive; this is the part about fighting, about beating up the bad guys. The other is positive, or constructive, and is all about politics. And this is the part that, as in Iraq, is usually overlooked or misunderstood.


The coercive aspect of war involves fending off the enemy’s blows while delivering your own, eventually convincing your opponent to give up and just do what you want. This is why Carl von Clausewitz, the great Prussian military theorist, defined war as “an act of force to compel our enemy to do our will.” The constructive aspect involves figuring out what it is that you actually want and how to get it. This is why Clausewitz also defined war as “an act of policy . . . simply a continuation of political intercourse, with the addition of other means.”4


Keeping this dual nature of war fully in mind at all times is difficult. It means recognizing that every act in war has to be judged by two distinct sets of criteria—political and military—and perhaps even by two distinct institutional sources of authority. This is messy, and nobody likes a mess. So there is a great temptation for governments to clean up matters by creating a clear division of responsibility. Civilians should deal with political matters, in this view, and military leaders should deal with military matters, and control should be handed off from the politicians and diplomats to the generals at the start of a conflict and then back to the politicians and diplomats at the end. As U.S. Central Command (Centcom) commander Tommy Franks put it to the deputy secretary of defense on the eve of the Iraq War, “You pay attention to the day after, I’ll pay attention to the day of.”5


Unfortunately, the clear-division-of-labor approach is inherently flawed, because political issues can permeate every aspect of war. The flaws can sometimes be obscured during the early and middle stages of a conflict, as each side tries to defeat the other on the battlefield. But at some point, every war enters what might be called its endgame, and then any political questions that may have been ignored come rushing back with a vengeance. “The main lines along which military events progress,” Clausewitz observed, “are political lines that continue throughout the war into the subsequent peace. . . . To bring a war, or one of its campaigns, to a successful close requires a thorough grasp of national policy. On that level strategy and policy coalesce: the commander-in-chief is simultaneously a statesman.”6


With the war’s general outcome starting to become clear, the endgame is best thought of as a discussion over what the details of the final settlement will be and what will happen after the shooting stops. The problem is that this discussion, whether implicit or explicit, takes place under extremely trying circumstances. At least some officials on both sides may now be considering sheathing their swords, but they are doing so against the backdrop of the fighting itself: the triumphs and disasters experienced, the blood and treasure spent, the hopes and passions raised. By this point, moreover, leaders and publics have usually gotten so caught up in beating the enemy that they find it hard to switch gears and think clearly about constructing a stable and desirable political settlement. So they rarely handle endgame challenges well and usually find themselves at the mercy of events rather than in control of them.


Americans have fared on average no better than others in these situations, and sometimes worse. The country’s leaders have rarely if ever closed out military conflicts smoothly and effectively. Trapped in the fog of war, they have repeatedly stumbled across the finish line without a clear sense of what would come next or how to advance American interests amid all the chaos. They have always been surprised by what is happening and have had to improvise furiously as they pick their way through an unfamiliar and unfriendly landscape.


For all endgames’ drama and historical importance, however, they have received far less attention than other phases of war. A few books look at the ends of individual wars, and there is a small academic literature on what political scientists call war termination.7 But in general, endgames have been as neglected by scholars as they have been by policymakers. This book is intended to help fix that problem. It tells the stories of the ends of American wars over the last century, exploring how the country’s political and military leaders have handled the Clausewitzian challenge of making force serve politics in each major conflict from World War I to Iraq.


From one angle, therefore, this is a book about American history. Drawing on a broad range of primary and secondary sources, as well as extensive original interviews with participants in the more recent conflicts, I have tried to recreate the endgame choices that presidents and their advisers confronted during each war. The goal is to put readers inside the room with U.S. officials as they make decisions that affect millions of lives and shape the modern world—seeing what they saw, hearing what they heard, feeling what they felt.


From another angle, though, this is a book about how to think about war, foreign policy, and international relations more generally. Marx once noted, “Men make their own history, but they do not make it as they please,” and in this, at least, he was exactly right. The agency that American leaders have displayed—their freedom of action to choose one course over another—has been constrained by various kinds of structures, aspects of their environment that nudged them toward some courses rather than others. To explain endgame decisionmaking properly, therefore, you have to focus not on agency or structure alone, but on how they interact.


As for which kinds of constraints on policymakers matter most, this is a matter of intense debate inside the academy. Followers of “realist” theories argue that a country’s foreign policy is concerned above all with the pursuit of its security and material interests. Look to power politics and the country’s external environment, they say, and you can predict how its leaders will behave. Critics of realism, in contrast, argue that foreign policy is driven primarily by internal factors, such as domestic politics, political ideology, or bureaucratic maneuvering. And followers of psychological theories, finally, argue that foreign policy is shaped by the cognitive structures inside leaders’ minds—such as the lessons they have drawn from the country’s last war. Throughout the book, I weigh the relative merits of these different approaches in accounting for what happened in each war. My conclusion is that all of them help explain at least some things some of the time, but a surprisingly large amount of the picture can be sketched out by looking at power and lessons alone. (The technical term for the theoretical approach I follow here—one that begins with power factors but then layers on other variables to gain greater insight—is “neoclassical realism.”8)


From a third angle, finally, this is a book about future policy and strategy. The specific mix of factors that led to chaos in Iraq after Baghdad fell are not going to come together again, but that doesn’t mean similar mistakes won’t be repeated. Time and again throughout history, political and military leaders have ignored the need for careful postwar planning or approached the task with visions of sugarplums dancing in their heads—and have been brought up short as a result. But there is simply no reason this process has to play itself out over and over, and if officials can manage to learn a few general lessons from past failures, perhaps it won’t.



THE AMERICAN EXPERIENCE


For two and a half years, Woodrow Wilson kept the United States aloof from formal participation in World War I, entering in early 1917 only in response to Germany’s unrestricted submarine attacks. While neutral, Wilson had tried to end the conflict through negotiations and a “peace without victory.” He eventually added a grand international organization to his postwar wish list, an institutional arrangement that would oversee a liberal global order and help the world transcend the evils of war and the balance of power. When the United States finally joined the war, these objectives did not change; rather, Wilson and the nation came to identify German militarism as the main obstacle to achieving them. But since the Allies never really bought into Wilson’s idealistic vision, they too presented an obstacle that had to be overcome.


During 1918, American intervention made German defeat inevitable, setting up an intricate triangular dance during the war’s endgame. Germany sought to get off as easy as possible. The Allies sought the opposite, trying to recoup their losses and more at German expense. And Wilson, in the middle, pushed for “regime change” in Germany while trying to play both sides off against each another and usher in a new and better world. This delicate balancing act would probably have collapsed even if a master manipulator such as Bismarck were in charge—and the stiff-necked, high-minded Wilson was no Bismarck.


As a neutral, the United States had been unable to get the settlement it wanted because the two evenly matched European coalitions were determined to fight the war to a finish. By becoming a belligerent, Wilson gained a seat at the peace table, but only by helping one side win, paving the way for just the sort of illiberal peace he was desperate to avoid. With no reason to take American concerns seriously once the fighting was done, the Allies simply did what they wanted. And so the tragedy of Versailles—of hapless American attempts to forestall Allied impositions on a prostrate German Republic—is best understood as the working out of the tensions inherent in the war’s final acts.


A generation later, the United States was back battling the Germans once again. The American effort in World War II was partly a fight against the Axis: the Roosevelt administration chose to seek total victory over its enemies and then achieved it. But the American effort was also a fight for a certain vision of international political and economic order. Even before the Japanese attacked, American leaders had hoped for a postwar settlement that would provide the United States and the world with lasting peace and prosperity.


The negative and positive fights occurred simultaneously, but American policymakers did not link them very well. In particular, they failed to recognize that even the total defeat of the Axis powers would be only a necessary but not a sufficient condition for the emergence of their desired postwar order. Washington had to ally with Stalin to destroy Hitler, and the price of that alliance was giving the Soviets control of half of Europe after the war. The reality of this Faustian bargain took a while to sink in, however, and so the endgame of the positive fight continued long after VE Day—until the emergence of NATO and the postwar settlement in the late 1940s and early ’50s.


The Cold War, in other words, is best understood not as some new struggle, but rather as a continuation of the positive fight America had already been pursuing for several years. Given the Soviet Union’s different vision for the world, such a clash was probably inevitable; only one side’s abdication of the field could have prevented it. But the disillusionment and hysteria accompanying its onset was not inevitable, and stemmed in part from the failure of the Western allies to acknowledge the gap between their political and military policies during the first half of the decade.


As late as the beginning of 1945, Washington expected fighting in the Pacific to continue long after it had stopped in Europe. But the endgame in the east began in earnest in late spring that year, and Japan’s capitulation followed a few months after Germany’s. In the Pacific, three new factors came into play. Unlike the Nazis, Japanese leaders actually tried to negotiate and end the war short of total defeat. The divergence of long-term interests between the United States and the Soviet Union grew increasingly obvious. And the atomic bomb became available for use. During the summer of 1945, accordingly, U.S. officials actively debated which war-termination policies in the Pacific would best promote American interests. In dealing with Japan, as with Germany, they looked more to the lessons of the past and national ideology than to the calculations of Realpolitik. But beneath American decisions, underwriting policymakers’ extraordinary ambition in both theaters, was the strongest relative power position the modern world had ever seen.


That strength remained largely intact several years later, and helps explain one of the most puzzling episodes in American military and diplomatic history—the final stages of the Korean War. Once North Korean troops surged across the 38th Parallel in late June 1950, the fortunes of war shifted back and forth until both sides agreed to begin armistice negotiations the following summer. Six months of haggling dispensed with routine military matters such as the armistice line and postwar security requirements, and by the end of 1951 a settlement seemed imminent. But then an extremely unusual issue rose to the top of the agenda—the question of whether Communist prisoners in UN hands would be forced to go home against their will at the end of the conflict or instead be allowed to refuse repatriation.


Still smarting from having to accept a stalemate and feeling guilty about having forced the return of Soviet POWs to Stalin’s tender mercies back in 1945, Harry S. Truman and Secretary of State Dean Acheson decided that there was no reason they had to witness such heart-rending scenes this time around, so they made the principle of voluntary repatriation official U.S. policy. Yet thanks to poor planning and extraordinary bureaucratic incompetence on the ground in Korea, the repatriation stance kept the fighting going for close to another year and a half.


More than 124,000 UN casualties, including nine thousand American dead, came during the period when prisoner repatriation was the sole contested issue at the armistice talks, and the policy cost tens of billions of dollars. Yet rather than end the war by reverting to the routine historical practice of an all-for-all prisoner swap, two successive American administrations chose to continue fighting, and one of them even seriously mulled the possibility of escalation to nuclear war. The only way to make sense of this behavior is to look at the lessons policymakers had drawn from the previous war along with the mid-century hegemony that gave the U.S. leaders extraordinary freedom of action to do pretty much whatever they wanted.


A decade further on, American officials believed that the fall of South Vietnam to communism would have terrible consequences at home and abroad, so they decided to do what was necessary to prevent such an outcome. During the Kennedy and Johnson administrations, the toughest question—whether to accept the true costs of victory or defeat—was kicked down the road. By gradually increasing the scale of the American effort, officials hoped, the United States could persuade the enemy to cease and desist. Once the patience of the American public wore thin, however, such an approach was no longer feasible. By 1968, the war was causing such domestic turmoil and costing so much blood and treasure that finding a way out became just as important as avoiding a loss.


Richard Nixon’s first Vietnam strategy stemmed from the lessons policymakers had drawn from the endgame of the Korean War—that negotiations with Communists could be successful if you continued military operations and threatened radical escalation. When that strategy didn’t work, the White House opted for what seemed to be a politically palatable middle path between staying the course and withdrawing quickly. It started withdrawing troops and reduced the U.S. role in ground combat while holding off a South Vietnamese collapse. In the end, the twists and turns of policy and negotiations yielded an agreement that permitted the United States to walk out, get its prisoners back, and not formally betray an ally. That same agreement, nevertheless—together with a changed domestic context in the United States—paved the way for the fall of South Vietnam two years later.


The lessons of Vietnam were very much on the minds of policymakers in the George H. W. Bush administration as they responded to Saddam Hussein’s invasion of Kuwait in August 1990. Those lessons, officials believed, argued for a quick, decisive use of force to achieve carefully limited political objectives—something that the military campaign in the Persian Gulf accomplished by pushing Iraqi forces out of Kuwait within weeks.


But while undoing the invasion of Kuwait was the Bush administration’s chief war aim, it was not the only one, since Washington also wanted to deal with the ongoing threat Iraq posed to the security of the Gulf region. And here the lessons of recent wars were problematic. Both a Korean-style solution (garrison Kuwait forever) and a Vietnam-like approach (get deeply entangled in nation-building in Iraq) seemed unattractive. So Washington convinced itself that it could have its cake and eat it, too—that Saddam was bound to be dispatched by one of his minions following a humiliating defeat, something that would make the problem go away without direct or ongoing American intervention in Iraqi politics or the Gulf more generally.


In the end, however, Saddam managed to retain control over his regime’s security apparatus and use the reconstituted remnants of Iraq’s armed forces to suppress popular uprisings against him by Shiites in the south and Kurds in the north. Days after celebrating their quick and relatively easy triumph, American officials found themselves watching their defeated enemy rise from the ashes and savage the very people Washington had called on to revolt. Just when Bush thought he was out, therefore, Iraq pulled him back in, as the administration wound up permitting Saddam to reestablish his control over the country while backing into the Korean-style containment it had tried so hard to avoid.


Over the course of the next decade, Washington continued to contain Iraq while hoping for Saddam to fall—less because officials thought this policy was a good one than because they thought the alternatives were even worse. Then came the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, which convinced the administration of a different George Bush that the Middle East status quo was unacceptable. Afghanistan was the first front in Washington’s subsequent “war on terror,” but within days of the fall of Kabul the president ordered planning to start for what would become a second front in Iraq.


Previous administrations had shied away from toppling Saddam because they did not want to take responsibility for what would happen in Iraq afterward. The second Bush team got around such concerns by convincing itself that American commitments in a postwar Iraq could be limited without ill effect. Conventional wisdom about the need for extensive nation-building was misguided, senior officials believed; a light footprint on the ground and a quick handoff to friendly locals was all that was required to get things on track and allow the United States to move on to the next security challenge.


When this theory was put to the test, however, it failed spectacularly, and having toppled Saddam the United States was left presiding over a country rapidly spinning out of control, with officials having no plans or resources for what to do next. Liberation turned into occupation; local ambivalence into insurgency and then civil war. Four years later, a new and better-resourced American strategy managed to build on some positive local trends and stabilize the situation, so that by the end of the decade Iraq had pulled back from the brink and gained a chance at a better future. But even then nothing was guaranteed.


For all the attention devoted to the second Bush administration’s distinctive ideas about national security policy, what made its approach to Iraq possible was its unfettered power. International primacy removed limits on American foreign policy imposed by the world at large, and the 9/11 attacks swept away limits imposed by the domestic political system. The administration’s leading figures thus found themselves with extraordinary freedom of action and decided to use it to the fullest. Ironically, the mistakes they made had the effect of squandering the surplus capital they had inherited and leaving their successors constrained once again.


THE FIRE NEXT TIME


In early 2009, the Obama administration assumed responsibility for the still-unfinished wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. Some of the new president’s supporters were surprised and dismayed when the administration failed to dramatically change U.S. policy toward either conflict and even increased U.S. involvement in the latter. They should not have been: wars are difficult to close out even when they are started well, and mistakes at the beginning complicate the job exponentially, no matter who is in charge later on. The crucial test for Barack Obama and his successors, accordingly, will be not simply whether they can muddle through the struggles they were bequeathed, but whether they can avoid making major mistakes themselves in the wars that will inevitably follow down the road.


When future American leaders tackle the Clausewitzian challenge, they will still possess great power and will have the advantage of knowing what their predecessors did and how they fared. As this book shows, lessons from previous wars can serve as cognitive blinders, narrowing the way officials think about the situations they face, and power can be a trap, underwriting hubris and folly. But lessons can also guide and power can create opportunities. So if new generations of wartime policymakers fail to think clearly about what they are doing and stumble badly once again, they will have nobody to blame but themselves.





2


WORLD WAR I


As dawn broke on Saturday, November 9, 1918, Matthias Erzberger paced up and down a railroad car in a forest near the village of Compiègne, France. The leader of the Center Party in the Reichstag, he had been sent out to negotiate the terms of an armistice ending the war between Imperial Germany and the Allies. Crossing the French border, he had noted in his diary: “Three weeks ago I traveled to [the officers’ school in] Karlsruhe to the death-bed of my only son. . . . My feelings on the journey . . . which any father can readily understand, were no more depressed and painful than my feelings at the present moment.”1


When Erzberger and his delegation had arrived at their destination on Friday morning and heard the conditions being imposed—the return of all territories occupied by Germany, the occupation of key positions in the German homeland by the Allies, the gutting of the German military machine, and a continuation of the Allied naval blockade—they had struggled to contain their shock and despair. Erzberger tried to get the terms softened and the seventy-two-hour signing deadline extended, but France’s Marshall Ferdinand Foch, in charge on the Allied side, would not budge. Erzberger was allowed to send a message back home, and that was it. He did so, explaining the situation and asking for authority to sign. After working through the night on some further arguments for leniency, by Saturday morning the German delegation had little to do but wait.


Back in Berlin, Prince Max of Baden, the imperial chancellor, was getting desperate. He had sent Erzberger on his mission knowing that events were rapidly coming to a head—that Germany was threatened not only by military pressure abroad but also by political chaos at home. A moderate trying to end the war while preserving as much of the old regime as possible, Max had put matters bluntly to his cousin the Kaiser in a telephone call Friday evening:


Your abdication has become necessary to save Germany from civil war. . . . The great majority of the people believe you to be responsible for the present situation. The belief is false, but there it is. If civil war and worse can now be prevented through your abdication, your name will be blessed by future generations. . . . [W]hatever step is decided on, it must be taken with the greatest possible speed. This sacrifice, if made after blood has once flowed, will have lost all its power for good. . . .


The Kaiser had coldly dismissed the suggestion, then denied Max’s request to resign: “You sent out the armistice offer; you will also have to accept the conditions.”2


Now, on Saturday morning, Max knew there was no time left. The mainstream Social Democratic leaders Friedrich Ebert and Philipp Scheidemann, recognizing that they themselves had only a brief moment to try to ride the political whirlwind before losing control of the situation, were demanding immediate abdication as a condition of their party’s continued support of the government. Scheidemann called the Chancellery before 7 A.M. threatening to resign from the cabinet if Wilhelm did not abdicate within the hour. It would happen very soon, he was told. At 9 A.M. he called back and heard that the abdication would come “perhaps at noon.” Not good enough, Scheidemann replied, and resigned right then.


At the headquarters of the Supreme Command in Spa, Germany’s military leadership was also in turmoil. Field Marshall Paul von Hindenburg and First Quartermaster General Wilhelm Groener, the chief and deputy chief of the Imperial General Staff, had finally accepted the inevitable and went to meet with the Kaiser at 10 A.M. Tears running down his cheeks, Hindenburg could only beg to resign. It was up to Groener, a Wurtemberger less constrained by feudal loyalties than his Prussian colleagues, to break the news: the situation of the army was desperate, revolution was imminent, and an immediate armistice was an absolute necessity—with all that required. The Kaiser refused to believe it, proposing to lead the army himself back to Germany to quell the troubles. Groener burst his bubble: “Sire, you no longer have an army. . . . The army will march home in peace and order under its leaders and commanding generals, but not under the command of Your Majesty, for it no longer stands behind Your Majesty.”3


Furious and incredulous, the monarch demanded written confirmation of this from all his generals. Since Wilhelm had raised similar issues the day before, on Friday evening Hindenburg and Groener had sent orders for the senior German field commanders to assemble at Spa immediately for consultations. Traveling through the night, thirty-nine of them had arrived by Saturday morning, when they were assembled in a separate room and asked two questions: would their troops fight to reconquer the homeland under the Kaiser’s personal leadership, and would the troops fight against Bolshevism in a domestic civil war? Just before 1 P.M., a military aide brought in word of the officers’ answers: essentially, no and no. After some more discussion, the Kaiser gave in and started to dictate a message for Prince Max that “he was prepared to renounce the Imperial Crown, if thereby alone general civil war in Germany were to be avoided, but that he remained King of Prussia and would not leave the army.” An aide noted that such a momentous decision should really have some formal record, so the group decided to break for lunch and draw one up afterward.4 “That silent gathering, in that cheerful, well-lit room, where, round a table decorated with freshly cut flowers, there was gathered nothing but anxiety, misery and despair, will always remain one of my saddest memories,” Crown Prince Rupprecht wrote later.5


As the morning passed without a definitive answer from Spa, however, Prince Max grew tired of waiting and decided to take matters into his own hands. At 11:30 A.M. he issued a statement to the Wolff Telegraph Agency: “The Kaiser and King has resolved to renounce the throne. The Imperial Chancellor will remain at his post until decisions have been made on questions connected with the Kaiser’s abdication, the Crown Prince’s renunciation of the Imperial and Prussian thrones, and the creation of a regency.” Max and other senior officials then met with the leaders of the Social Democrats and offered Ebert the chancellorship, which he accepted.


Soon afterward, when Ebert and Scheidemann were having lunch at the Reichstag, some workers and soldiers broke in to say that a crowd had gathered outside expecting a speech. As Scheidemann went out to the balcony, he was told that Karl Liebknecht, a more radical socialist leader, was speaking right then to another crowd from another balcony not far away. Determined not to be beaten to the punch, Scheidemann shouted to the cheering throng, “The old and the rotten, the monarchy, has collapsed! Long live the new! Long live the German Republic!” Then he went back to his potato soup.6


Out in Spa, the Kaiser and his advisers reconvened after their own meal to review the formal statement of abdication. Just after 2 P.M., they called Berlin to give officials there the text—at which point the undersecretary of state interrupted to tell them that the Kaiser’s abdication had already been announced, and his renunciation of the Prussian throne, too. Dumbfounded and appalled, Wilhelm raged against such “barefaced, outrageous treason,” but there was little he could do. Later that night he was packed off on a train to Holland.


Near 4 P.M., still haranguing his crowd in Berlin, Liebknecht shouted, “The day of liberty has dawned! . . . I proclaim the free Socialist Republic of Germany, which shall comprise all Germans. . . . We extend our hands to them and call on them to complete the world revolution.” Two hours late and several crowds short, however, the insurrection never had much of a chance, and a couple of months later, their revolution stalled, Liebknecht and his colleague Rosa Luxemburg would be killed by right-wing militias in a government-sponsored crackdown against radicalism.


At dusk, Prince Max came to say good-bye to Ebert. The Social Democrat asked the aristocrat to stay in Berlin and help administer the new regime, but Max declined. “Herr Ebert,” he said, “I commit the German Empire to your keeping.” “I have already given it two sons,” the new chancellor replied sadly. Later that evening, a telephone on Ebert’s desk rang. Picking it up, he discovered it was a direct line to Supreme Command headquarters and that Groener was on the other end. Was the new government willing to maintain order and protect Germany from anarchy, the general wanted to know? Yes, Ebert responded. “Then the Supreme Command will maintain discipline in the army and bring it peacefully home.”7


The following evening, still waiting in his railroad car in Compiègne, Erzberger finally received instructions from Berlin authorizing him to agree to the armistice terms. After some additional haggling, the document was signed just after 5 A.M. on Monday, to take effect six hours later. After it was done, Erzberger read out a short statement protesting the harshness of the agreement. It concluded: “A nation of seventy millions suffers but it does not die.” For playing his part in Germany’s humiliation, Erzberger himself was assassinated by right-wing radicals three years later.


•   •   •


Despite their extraordinary drama, the final moments of the Great War have received far less attention than the conflict’s origins or diplomatic aftermath. But it was precisely in the fires of that fall that the outlines of the ultimate settlement were forged, along with the next, even bloodier war. The gap between the reality and the perception of Germany’s military position, the gap between Woodrow Wilson’s idealistic rhetoric and postwar German suffering, and the fact that the armistice was signed by a new, civilian leadership rather than the officials who had actually lost the war all combined to hobble the Weimar Republic from birth and pave the way for the rise of its Nazi successor.


The sheer scale of the war made turmoil and recriminations afterward inevitable. But the amount and nature of that turmoil, and the targets of those recriminations, were driven in part by the choices made by key actors during the conflict’s final stages. It was then, for example, that Wilson, controlling the richest and least-bloodied state in the winning coalition, was forced to answer two questions that had been simmering in his consciousness for months: exactly what to demand of the Central Powers (principally Germany and Austria-Hungary) and what of the Allies (principally Britain, France, and Italy).


When war had broken out in Europe in August 1914, Wilson’s assertion of American neutrality was automatic; any other course would have been unthinkable. And for two and a half years, he kept the United States aloof from formal participation, until Germany’s unrestricted submarine attacks triggered America’s entry. Absent territorial ambitions in Europe, seeking international stability and a harmonious liberal trading order, Wilson’s America had tried while neutral to end the conflict through negotiations and a “peace without victory.” Eventually a grand international organization was added to Wilson’s wish list, an institutional arrangement that would permit all nations to transcend the evils of war and the balance of power. These American goals did not change when the United States joined the war in 1917; rather, Wilson and the nation came to identify German militarism as the main threat to this vision, a threat that had to be eliminated so that their original war aims could be achieved. The Allies, however, did not seem to share America’s high-minded purposes, and therefore they too represented a threat to Wilson’s vision—something the president made clear from the beginning by joining their coalition only as an “associate.”


As American strength tipped the military balance during 1918 and made German defeat inevitable, the stage was set for triangular diplomacy during the war’s endgame. Germany would naturally try to escape with as soft a punishment as possible. The Allies would seek the opposite result, trying to satisfy their own passions, greed, and fear. And Wilson, holding the whip hand, would try to reform Germany while playing both sides off against each other and midwifing a new world.


But in geopolitics, unlike geometry, triangles are the least stable of all configurations. The United States could not bring about its desired settlement from 1914 to 1917 because the two evenly matched coalitions were determined to fight the war to a finish. By joining the contest, Washington gained a seat at the peace table—but only by enabling one side to triumph, creating irresistible temptations for just the kind of illiberal peace Wilson wanted to avoid.


Others recognized what the Americans never did; as the French foreign minister commented to a colleague two weeks before the armistice, “Wilson cannot be a belligerent and an arbitrator at the same time.”8 Moreover, Wilson failed to understand just how difficult it was going to be to achieve any of his ambitious goals, let alone all of them simultaneously. He put his differences with the Allies to one side during the fighting rather than trying to hammer out a unified stance; he paid little attention to unifying his own country behind his controversial agenda; and he didn’t bother to think through in advance what crucial concepts such as “democratization” would mean in practice.


As a consequence, the diplomatic flurries of October–November 1918 that began with such hope ended in chaos, with the capitulation of a defeated and barely democratized Germany, coupled with token Allied promises to keep Wilson’s program in mind when drawing up the final settlement. The tragedy of Versailles—where the Allies brushed off American attempts to promote a generous peace—was merely the final working out of the tensions inherent in the war’s final acts.



1914–1917: NEUTRALITY AND BELLIGERENCY


The outbreak of war in 1914 caught Americans by surprise, and their president with them. The policy response seemed so obvious as not to require discussion: remain uninvolved. And had the war not settled into a lengthy stalemate, that is precisely what would have happened. But when neither side proved able to force a decision on the battlefield, the conflict became a war of attrition, with each coalition striving to mobilize its own resources while preventing the other from doing the same. In this situation, given how economically powerful the United States had become, American “noninvolvement” was impossible—because any substantial commercial and financial relations with Europe were bound to affect the balance of resources somehow.9 Three economic flows were particularly important: U.S. trade with the Central Powers and other continental nations, financing for the Allied war effort by private U.S. institutions, and U.S. trade with the Allies. British suppression of the first would cause frictions; the second would permit the Allies to remain in the war while tarnishing American neutrality in German eyes; and German attacks on the third would bring Washington into the conflict for real.


The logic of war usually leads belligerents to fight with whatever tools are at hand. For Britain, this meant using control of the seas to cut off German access to the outside world. At the start of the war, American trade with the continent was not insignificant and would have increased as the conflict wore on, so British efforts to isolate Germany led directly to tensions with the United States. By 1916, these had grown so great that Congress and the president both seriously considered major retaliatory action. There was no rupture in U.S.-Allied relations, however, for three reasons. First, British leaders realized that such a break would be disastrous for them, and carefully avoided provoking an impasse.10 Second, at the same time that American trade with the Central Powers and their commercial partners was being curtailed, American trade with the Allies was booming, so any retaliatory measures against Britain would necessarily have hurt U.S. economic interests as well.11 Third and most important, most Americans found Germany’s actions even more distressing than the Allies’: “In the glorious annals of German achievements,” wrote the British ambassador in Washington, “nothing is so remarkable as the fact that Germany has almost made England popular in America.”12


Apart from its other depredations, Germany sought through its submarine warfare to do to Britain what Britain was doing to Germany through the blockade: cut the enemy off from the outside world. The problem for Berlin was that this required sinking commercial shipping and thus killing civilians directly (rather than indirectly, as the British did). Even worse, it involved killing neutral citizens, including Americans who happened to be on board the ships in question.


The German strategy had a certain brutal logic, but it lacked the British strategy’s outstanding quality of prudence. Wilson was personally sympathetic to the Allied cause, but he tried hard to keep the United States out of the war.13 The president nonetheless made it clear that he would not restrict American commerce, that he considered the lives of Americans sacrosanct, and that he would respond harshly to unrestricted submarine warfare. German diplomats realized the danger, but could not get their military colleagues to take it seriously. And so at the end of 1916, when the war’s continued stalemate seemed to offer Germany no choice other than a compromise peace or a gamble for outright victory, Berlin bet on its submarines and precipitated American intervention.


During the period of American neutrality, Wilson had reflected on international relations and decided that after the war things had to change. The fix he settled on was an ambitious international organization that would keep the peace once the war ended with no clear winner. That Wilson tried hard to achieve such an outcome shows that he initially thought Wilhelmine Germany could be a tolerable component of his new order—that “regime change,” as we might put it today, was not necessary.14 But German actions changed his mind; they “served to convince” him, as he told Congress in April 1917, “that the Prussian autocracy was not and could never be our friend.” Unrestricted submarine warfare struck at both American interests and American ideals; those who could perpetrate such acts had to be both countered and reformed. “I have exactly the same things in mind now,” Wilson declared, “that I had in mind” a few months earlier (when he delivered his “peace without victory” speech). What was new, however, was his conviction that “a steadfast concert for peace can never be maintained except by a partnership of democratic nations. No autocratic government could be trusted to keep faith within it or observe its covenants.”15


The United States, in short, entered an illiberal war in order to achieve a generous peace and usher in a liberal world full of liberal nations. The contradictions inherent in this posture would come to the fore in the fall of 1918.


THE AMERICAN WAR


Wilson knew and cared little about military affairs, and so had not thought much beforehand about how the United States would achieve its war aims. American mobilization started practically from scratch in 1917, and was handled at first by men with little aptitude for the job. As a result, for more than a year after entering the conflict the United States contributed few soldiers and little materiel to the Allied war effort.


Where U.S. aid was crucial, however, was in averting an economic catastrophe for the Allied cause. As British foreign secretary Arthur Balfour wrote bluntly to Wilson’s confidant Colonel Edward House at the end of June 1917, “we seem on the verge of a financial disaster which would be worse than defeat in the field.”16 Lord Northcliffe, chief of the British War Mission, badgered House again a few weeks later: “Unless the United States government can meet in full our expenses in America, including exchange, the whole financial fabric of the alliance will collapse. This conclusion will not be a matter of months but of days.”17 These financial pressures led eventually to the development of inter-Allied economic and administrative coordination, which channeled U.S. help where it was needed. As one of the key French participants in this network would later write: “Without means of payment in dollars . . . the Allies would have been beaten before the end of 1917. America’s entry into the war saved them. Before the American soldier, the American dollar turned the tide.”18


Thanks to slow mobilization and the decision to form a separate U.S. army rather than feed American soldiers piecemeal into existing Allied units, it was well into 1918 before American troops entered battle in significant numbers, and at that point the war was practically over. As Russia withdrew, the Germans decided to make a final attempt at victory in the west as well as the east. A series of offensives in early 1918 achieved initial success but ultimately failed to break the Allied line, and by summer, with the Americans coming in droves, the tide of the war had turned irreversibly against the Central Powers.


On August 8, powerful Allied attacks sent German defenders reeling; it was “the black day of the German Army in the history of this war,” wrote Erich von Ludendorff, Groener’s predecessor and the true master of the German military machine.19 At a conference a week later, Hindenburg told the Kaiser and the civilian leadership, “we can no longer hope to break down the fighting spirit of our enemies by military action, and . . . we must set as the object of our campaign that of gradually wearing down the enemy’s fighting spirit by a strategic defensive.” The meeting concluded: “Diplomatic feelers must be thrown out at an opportune moment preparatory to an understanding with the enemy. Such a moment might present itself after the next successes in the west.”20 By stubbornly refusing to seek peace until every hope of victory had been extinguished, however, the Germans had long since passed the point where such a strategy might have worked. There would be no more “successes in the west”; there was no room left to maneuver.


WILSON AND THE GERMANS


German leaders actually faced a double dilemma, because military defeat brought their domestic troubles to a boil as well. Much of the Prussian military aristocracy that had provided the social support for the Kaiserreich was killed off early in the war; as Arthur Rosenberg put it, “the old Bismarckian Germany was destroyed on the battlefield of the Marne.”21 Since 1916, the nation had been run by Hindenburg and Ludendorff, with the Kaiser increasingly detached and acquiescent in a de facto military dictatorship. Despite growing restiveness within some political parties, meanwhile, the Reichstag went with the flow also, as did a succession of imperial chancellors of little consequence. The bristling front Germany presented to the world concealed a social and political vacuum; when that front gave way, the Kaiserreich was set to implode.


After deciding in early August that the war was unwinnable, German leaders dithered for a few more weeks. The other members of the Central Powers, however, were in even worse shape, and in the end it was their collapse that forced Germany’s hand. In mid-September, Austria publicly appealed to the Allies for an end to the war, and days later Bulgaria capitulated outright. Both actions made the German people realize the direness of the situation and prodded the Reichstag parties out of their slumber; the collapse of Bulgaria also dealt Germany a massive military blow by opening a gap in its defenses and cutting the link to Turkey. On the western front, moreover, Allied tanks and the dearth of German reserves combined to force continual German retreat.


These pressures came to a head at the end of the month. On September 28, Hindenburg and Ludendorff decided they had to stop the fighting immediately in order to protect the German army from being routed. When they told this the next day to Paul von Hintze, the secretary of state for foreign affairs, he suggested three possible courses of action: unify the country under an absolute dictatorship and fight to the end; proclaim democratic reforms to channel and co-opt domestic political unrest; or appeal for an armistice directly to Wilson, whose Fourteen Points promised a generous peace settlement. The generals agreed to a combination of the second and third courses, and the three men went to see the Kaiser. He agreed that the first option was out of the question, and accepted the moves to “canalize” the revolutionary upheaval and ask for an end to the fighting.22


When told of the decision, the aged chancellor Georg Graf von Hertling resigned his post rather than preside over the old elite’s loss of power. Ludendorff was now desperate both to get a cease-fire and to shirk responsibility for defeat, and on October 1 he told fellow officers he wanted Social Democrats in the new government so that they would be the ones “to make the peace which now has to be made. They should now eat the soup which they have prepared!”23 On October 3, a new government headed by Prince Max was bullied by military leaders into sending out a prewritten peace note requesting Wilson’s help in “bring[ing] about the immediate conclusion of an armistice on land, on water, and in the air,” with the Fourteen Points and subsequent pronouncements serving “as a basis for the peace negotiations.”24


The German note reached the United States on October 6 and set off a frenzy of speculation. The British and French immediately suspected a German move to cheat them of victory and were determined to prevent such an occurrence at all costs. Many in the United States felt the same way. But Wilson, wanting more than just Germany’s defeat and feeling uncertain about future military and political trends, was less decisive. His first draft of a reply was almost polite, insisting that the prerequisites for discussion of an armistice were outright acceptance of the Fourteen Points, withdrawal of German troops to prewar boundaries, and abandonment of a “scorched earth” policy during retreats.25 The final result was tighter and cooler: it kept the demands for acceptance of Wilson’s program and evacuation from occupied territories but added a clause asking “whether the Imperial Chancellor is speaking merely for the constituted authorities of the Empire who have so far conducted the war.”26


To prepare himself for dealing with Wilson’s response, on October 8 Max did something German leaders had failed to do for several years: he demanded from his generals an immediate account of the nation’s politico-military position. Ludendorff was asked how long his army could hold out, whether the situation was likely to improve, and whether the government could afford to resist a demand for evacuation from all occupied territories.27 Wilson’s note arrived in the middle of this internal discussion, and the contradictions in the high command’s arguments now began to emerge: military leaders, the cabinet was told, wanted “to save the Army, so that we can use it as a means of pressure during the peace negotiations”—but they could not offer any strategy for doing so and accepted the necessity of evacuation to German borders.28 On October 12, therefore, the government agreed to Wilson’s conditions.


Word of the German response reached the United States on the evening of October 13; when Wilson attended the opera soon afterward, the crowd cheered him enthusiastically. As the conflicting demands of the Allies, American public opinion, and his own ideals became clearer, however, the president was once again uncertain how to respond. House noted in his diary: “I never saw [Wilson] more disturbed. He said he did not know where to make the entrance in order to reach the heart of things. He wanted to make his reply final so there would be no exchange of notes. It reminded him, he said, of a maze. If one went in at the right entrance, he reached the center, but if one took the wrong turning, it was necessary to go out again and do it over.”29


The resulting diplomatic note, composed during a day of discussions between Wilson and his advisers, contained three new elements. First, it told the Germans bluntly that “no [armistice] arrangement can be accepted by the government of the United States which does not provide absolutely satisfactory safeguards and guarantees of the maintenance of the present military supremacy of the armies of the United States and of the Allies in the field.” Second, raising the point about “scorched earth” policies and referring to recent victims of unrestricted submarine warfare, it declared that an armistice would not even be “consider[ed] . . . so long as the armed forces of Germany continue the illegal and inhumane practices which they still persist in.” Finally, it reminded the Germans of Wilson’s earlier call for “the destruction of every arbitrary power . . . that can . . . disturb the peace of the world; or . . . at least its reduction to virtual impotency.” “The power which has hitherto controlled the German nation is of the sort here described,” Wilson wrote; the “choice of the German nation to alter it” was a “condition precedent to peace.”30


This note drove home to the Germans that they had lost the war and that any favorable treatment in the final settlement would come from the kindness of the Allies rather than residual German strength. The military leadership, shocked and disbelieving, demanded the government reject Wilson’s conditions and risk breaking off the negotiations. As one officer told the cabinet on October 17, “When the Supreme Army Command decided to make peace proposals, it acted on the supposition that an honorable peace can be concluded. Now for the first time it is evident that it is to be a case of ‘to be or not to be.’ ” If Wilson persisted in offering “dishonorable terms,” the government should “accept a fight to the end,” summoning the German people to a final, purifying Götterdämmerung.31 The civilian leadership, in contrast, saw little choice but to comply, especially after Ludendorff’s unsatisfactory answers to a second questionnaire about the prospects for successful resistance. Exchanges between the two factions were bitter:


IMPERIAL CHANCELLOR: So [you are saying that] the situation is no longer the same as it was . . . when we were persuaded to make a peace offer to Wilson.


GENERAL LUDENDORFF: I am under the impression that before accepting the conditions of this note, which are too severe, we should say to the enemy: Win such terms by fighting for them.


IMPERIAL CHANCELLOR: And when they have won them, will they not impose worse conditions?


GENERAL LUDENDORFF: There can be no worse conditions.


IMPERIAL CHANCELLOR: Oh, yes, they can invade Germany and lay waste the country.


General Ludendorff: Things have not gone that far yet.32


Ultimately the government decided to overrule the army’s opposition to the note’s first demand (the guarantee of Allied military superiority) and the navy’s opposition to its second (the restriction of submarine warfare). This still left the note’s third demand, the abolition of “arbitrary power.” No one was sure exactly what Wilson had in mind, although most felt he was asking for the abdication of the Kaiser.33 Before pushing for such a dramatic step, however, the government decided to placate Wilson (and bolster its own position) by institutionalizing the democratic reforms that had recently occurred. The third German note of October 20 thus included, along with diplomatically phrased concessions regarding the military conditions of the armistice and submarine warfare, the following statement:


Hitherto the representation of the people in the German Empire has not been endowed with an influence on the formation of the government. . . . These conditions have just now undergone a fundamental change. The new government has been formed in complete accord with the wishes of the representation of the people. . . . In future no government can take or continue in office without possessing the confidence of the majority of the Reichstag. The responsibility of the Chancellor of the Empire to the representation of the people is being legally developed and safeguarded. The first act of the new government has been to lay before the Reichstag a bill to alter the Constitution of the Empire so that the consent of the representation of the people is required for decisions on war and peace.34


Germany’s third note, like its second, made American leaders ponder just what to do next. “Long conference at White House,” noted Secretary of the Navy Josephus Daniels in his diary for October 21. “General opinion that Germany has accepted W.W.’s demands. Was she in good faith.”35 Wilson explicitly rejected “hard” alternatives such as demanding unconditional surrender, prolonging negotiations further, or consulting with the British and French. He also rejected, implicitly, the “softest” option of accepting the German position completely. His response, sent on October 23, informed the Germans that as a result of their concessions he was passing the correspondence on to the Allies and thus putting his weight behind a quick armistice, acceptance of which would entitle Germany to a peace based on the Fourteen Points. Yet the note also pressed for further political reforms:


Significant and important as the [recent] constitutional changes seem to be . . . it does not appear that the principle of a government responsible to the German people has yet been fully worked out. . . . It may be that future wars have been brought under the control of the German people, but the present war has not been. . . . [T]he German people have no means of commanding the acquiescence of the military authorities of the Empire in the popular will. . . . [T]he United States cannot deal with any but veritable representatives of the German people who have been assured of a genuine constitutional standing as the real rulers of Germany. If it must deal with the military masters and the monarchical autocrats of Germany now, or if it is likely to have to deal with them later . . . it must demand, not peace negotiations, but surrender.36


The German government responded with a fourth note on October 27 to tell Wilson that it awaited concrete armistice proposals, emphasizing once again the reforms that had been made. Wilson remained silent. As the German government persisted on its diplomatic course, Ludendorff resigned, and momentum grew within Germany to force the Kaiser’s resignation and end the war quickly.37 A note from Wilson on November 5 instructed the Germans that armistice conditions were ready for them to sign, and informed them that the Allies too accepted the Fourteen Points as a basis for the final settlement, albeit with two reservations. As Germany descended into political chaos, Prince Max’s government dispatched Erzberger’s delegation to France. Within days the Kaiser was gone, Max’s government had evaporated, and a republic had been declared. The Great War officially ended on November 11, mere hours after the demise of its central protagonist, Wilhelmine Germany.


WILSON AND THE ALLIES


Wilson considered the Central Powers the main but not the sole obstacle to his vision of the postwar world. The Allies, he felt, also practiced the old-school politics he wanted to transcend; their behavior too would have to change if things were to be truly different after the war. Four main points were in contention. First, the Allies wanted to treat the Central Powers harshly in defeat while Wilson wanted to bring a democratized Germany back into the community of nations on generous terms. Second, the Allies wanted to rely on their own strength and alliances for security, while Wilson wanted general disarmament supported by a collective security system institutionalized in the League of Nations. Third, Britain wanted to retain naval hegemony while Wilson wanted guaranteed freedom of the seas for all (and particularly the United States). Finally, the Allies wanted to pursue their own economic interests through exclusive arrangements, while Wilson wanted to create a multilateral liberal order based on free trade.


Wilson had kept these differences in mind when he joined the war, intending to deal with them at the close of hostilities. He spelled out his strategy in a letter to House during the summer of 1917:


England and France have not the same views with regard to peace that we have by any means. When the war is over we can force them to our way of thinking, because by that time they will, among other things, be financially in our hands; but we cannot force them now. . . . [T]hese are very real difficulties and disclose some deep dangers. Our real peace terms—those on which we shall undoubtedly insist—are not now acceptable to either France or Italy (leaving Great Britain for the moment out of consideration).38


At the beginning of 1918 Wilson decided to state his own war aims explicitly, partly in response to the ideological challenge posed by the Bolsheviks in Russia and partly in an attempt to develop the contradictions within Germany. These famous fourteen items included, in addition to demands for the evacuation of occupied territories and other boundary issues, calls for a new and open diplomacy, freedom of the seas, freer trade, disarmament, and the creation of a League of Nations.39 These themes were elaborated (and their details somewhat modified) in other Wilson speeches during the year.


No real effort was made, however, to coordinate this peace program with those of the Allies. As their military successes gained momentum and victory seemed increasingly certain, House raised this question with the president. “Do you not think,” he wrote on September 3, “the time has come for you to consider whether it would not be wise to try to commit the Allies to some of the things for which we are fighting? As the Allies succeed, your influence will diminish. This is inevitable. . . . Therefore I believe that you should commit the Allies now to as much of your program as is possible.”40 This led to a speech by Wilson on September 27, “stat[ing] . . . this government’s interpretation of its own duty with regard to peace.” The speech called again for a League of Nations and demanded impartial justice for all in a consistent general peace settlement, no separate security or economic arrangements between nations outside the League framework, and public revelation of all treaties.41


Not surprisingly, the arrival of the first German peace note soon afterward focused attention on transatlantic divisions. The Germans appealed to Wilson deliberately and he just as deliberately tried to keep control of the subsequent negotiations. The British and French, meanwhile, watched anxiously from the sidelines; they called for more stringent armistice conditions than Wilson was discussing and suggested that Wilson finally send an American political representative to the Supreme War Council (the body that coordinated the Allies’ strategy) so that disagreements among them could be settled.42 As the Allies’ desire for coordination matched the American desire to secure acceptance of the Fourteen Points, House was dispatched to Europe in mid-October as Wilson’s representative.


By the time he arrived in Paris near the end of the month, the situation had progressed to the point where only the details of the armistice terms remained for discussion. Wilson had demanded guarantees of outright victory, the Germans had grudgingly accepted, and the correspondence had been forwarded to the Allies. Wilson persisted in wanting more generous terms than others, however, both to avoid driving Germany into revolution and to maintain German power as a balance against England and France in the postwar world. As he cabled House, “My deliberate judgment is that our whole weight should be thrown for an armistice which will prevent a renewal of hostilities by Germany but which will be as moderate and reasonable as possible within those limits, because it is certain that too much success or security on the part of the Allies will make a genuine peace settlement exceedingly difficult if not impossible. . . . Foresight is wiser than immediate advantage.”43


The tokens of victory demanded by Allied military leaders in late October and the German domestic collapse in early November combined to produce a far greater disparity in strength between the European belligerents than Wilson desired. As German capitulation neared, however, the American president continued to insist that the Allies accept his peace program prior to the war’s end. When House told his friend that their counterparts were dragging their feet, Wilson instructed him to force a showdown: “England cannot . . . dispense with our friendship in the future and the other Allies cannot without our assistance get their rights as against England. If it is the purpose of the Allied statesmen to nullify my influence, force the purpose boldly to the surface and let me speak of it to all the world. . . .”44 Wilson told him to threaten the Allies with the prospect of a separate peace: “I . . . authorize you to say that I cannot consent to take part in the negotiation of a peace which does not include freedom of the seas because we are pledged to fight not only to do away with Prussian militarism but with militarism everywhere. Neither could I participate in a settlement which did not include league of nations because peace would be without any guarantee except universal armament which would be intolerable.”45


After intense debates, the Allied leaders offered a compromise: they would accept Wilson’s program subject to two tweaks. They refused to accept “certain interpretations” of the phrase “freedom of the seas” and they insisted on a provision stating that German reparations would cover “all damage done to the civilian population of the Allies,” not merely the restoration of invaded territories. Wilson was upset with these conditions, particularly the former. On House’s recommendation, nevertheless, he consented to this arrangement and sent his final note to Germany informing it that armistice terms were ready.


As one fight ended, however, Wilson girded himself for another. He decided to slow the flow of American help to the Allies to express his displeasure and started planning for future tension. “I wish no ships & nothing done till peace,” Wilson told his cabinet on November 6. “I intend to carry as many weapons to the peace table as I can conceal on my person[.] I will be cold & firm. GB [is] selfish.”46


EXPLAINING WILSON’S WAR AIMS


During the fall of 1918, the Wilson administration made three crucial decisions: to demand acceptance of the Fourteen Points by all the belligerents, to press Germany for democratic reforms, and to acquiesce in pressing Germany for armistice terms guaranteeing complete Allied military superiority. Interestingly, each decision was largely independent of the others, the product of different influences requiring separate consideration.47


The administration’s overarching war aims, for example, encapsulated in the Fourteen Points, were a combination of routine items advancing American national interests and a more distinctive insistence on generous treatment of the vanquished powers and their integration into the postwar political and economic system. The former would have been pursued by most leaders in Wilson’s position; the latter were driven more by Wilson’s personal experiences and liberal political ideology.


From early on in the war, Wilson “hope[d] for a deadlock in Europe.” A military stalemate would dispirit potential aggressors all around; “the chance of a just and equitable peace, and of the only possible peace that will be lasting,” he noted in December 1914, “will be happiest if no nation gets the decision by arms; and the danger of an unjust peace, one that will be sure to invite further calamities, will be if some one nation or group of nations succeeds in enforcing its will upon the others.”48 This is easily interpretable as that classic American strategic goal of a balance of power in Europe. To the extent that Wilson held on to this goal even after entering the war—and it is clear that in key respects he did, believing his fight to be with the German regime and not the German nation—this aspect of his plan was reminiscent of Castlereagh’s in 1815: Wilson wanted to make the United States part of a European concert, to check British and French hubris, and to make a revived Germany a key part of the postwar system.


Other elements of the desired American settlement are also consistent with routine realist predictions. “There was only one point on which an island nation could not yield,” it has been written of Britain at the Congress of Vienna: “that of maritime rights.”49 This held true a century later as well. By the end of the First World War, the development of American industry and commerce, together with its status as a continental island, made Washington care about maritime rights because of material interests as much as legalism or moralism. In late 1916 Wilson wrote that “the absolute control of the seas by Great Britain” was a menace as great as “German militarism”;50 not surprisingly, the secretary to the British War Council told his prime minister that if the United States insisted on freedom of the seas, “the American peace would be more dangerous to the British Empire than the German War.”51 When the British balked at accepting this part of Wilson’s vision in early November 1918, the president was furious, and told House to remind them that “if [they] cannot . . . accept the principle of the freedom of the seas, they can count upon the certainty of our using our present great equipment to build up the strongest navy our resources permit, as our people have long desired.”52 American insistence on freer trade, furthermore, is precisely what a realist would expect from a nation whose industry and technology had become the most advanced in the world.


But in his thinking about the postwar world, Wilson was clearly an idealist as well. Commentators usually view this in intellectual terms, as a matter of political ideology, but its true source might well lie in something more personal. At the start of a speech in 1909, Wilson noted that “it is all very well to talk of detachment of view, and of the effort to be national in spirit and in purpose, but a boy never gets over his boyhood, and never can change those subtle influences which have become a part of him, that were bred in him when he was a child. So I am obliged to say again and again that the only place in the country, the only place in the world, where nothing has to be explained to me is the South.”


He went on to speak that day about Robert E. Lee, whom Wilson had met as a child and whose presence and cause had dominated the American South for half a century. “The Civil War,” Wilson remarked, “is something which we cannot even yet uncover in memory without stirring embers which may spring into a blaze.” In going to war to defend convictions and character, he argued, the South had done the right thing, and in the process “retained her best asset, her self-respect.”53


The true imprint on a southerner of Wilson’s generation, however, was not really the war itself—he was eight years old at its close—but its aftermath, Reconstruction. From the perspective of southern whites, that era consisted of vindictive havoc wreaked by northern conquerors. Writing at the turn of the century, when “Reconstruction [was] still revolutionary matter,” then-professor Wilson noted how “that dark chapter of history” made “the name of Republican forever hateful in the South. . . . The negroes were exalted; the states were misgoverned and looted in their name; and a few men . . . went away with the gains.” He argued that an important cause of these events was “the dangerous intoxication of an absolute triumph upon the side which won [the war].”54


Some months after his 1901 article on Reconstruction, Wilson closed his introduction to an encyclopedia of U.S. history thus: “A nation hitherto wholly devoted to domestic development now finds its first task roughly finished and turns about to look curiously into the tasks of the great world at large, seeking its special part and place of power. . . . A new age has come . . . but the past is the key to it; and the past of America lies at the centre of modern history.”55 As president a decade and a half later, Wilson would give those words life; the minister’s son would do unto the beaten Germans as he wished others had done unto the beaten confederates.


But generous treatment of his defeated enemies was also part of a more comprehensive attempt to transcend international politics as ordinarily conceived. The first of the Fourteen Points, for example, famously called for “open covenants of peace, openly arrived at,” directly challenging the theory and methods of the Old Diplomacy. This was no mere rhetorical flourish; to the astonishment and horror of the Allies, Wilson at the end of the war actually tried to put such concepts into practice. The fourth point called for general international disarmament, which again was not mere rhetoric but something Wilson considered crucial to his overall vision. The fifth point called for handling colonial claims with equal attention paid to the interests of the colonized as well as the colonizers. Various planks called for self-determination of peoples and adjustment of borders based on national lines. And capping it all off, of course, there was the League of Nations.


The British director of intelligence in the United States, Sir William Wiseman, understood what was going on and tried to explain it to his government in October 1918: “It would be misleading . . . to take any one of the Fourteen Points . . . and separate it from the rest of the speech. Each of the fourteen propositions put forward simultaneously . . . constitutes a part of a complete and consistent whole. In the President’s mind, the whole future peace of the world is a single conception based on the League of Nations. If that fails, all is useless.”56


The League was the centerpiece of Wilson’s program, designed specifically to overcome what he saw as the inevitable troubles that arose when individual countries tried to solve their security problems alone. “If [the war] be only a struggle for a new balance of power,” he asked in early 1917, “who will guarantee, who can guarantee, the stable equilibrium of the new arrangement? . . . There must be, not a balance of power, but a community of power; not organized rivalries, but an organized common peace.”57 The concert Wilson had in mind was not a great power condominium, but a universal collective security system; it would, as the fourteenth point put it, guarantee “political independence and territorial integrity to great and small states alike.”


These ideas drew on a distinct liberal theory of international relations dating back to the early nineteenth century and beyond. According to this view, war was the product of nations’ self-interested jockeying for power in an uncertain environment; if a general institutional framework could regulate international interactions and guarantee security to all, conflict could be eliminated. Arms races fueled destructive competition; popular will and commerce, on the other hand, were pacific, and if given free rein would produce a natural harmony of interest in the international sphere. Unlike those who stressed premeditated German aggression, Wilson saw the Great War as having arisen from the basic fact of competition under anarchy, and he was determined to attack this problem at its source. As he put it only six months before American entry into the war,


Have you ever heard what started the present war? If you have, I wish you would publish it, because nobody else has. So far as I can gather, nothing in particular started it, but everything in general. There had been growing up in Europe a mutual suspicion, an interchange of conjectures about what this government and that government was going to do, an interlacing of alliances and understandings, a complex web of intrigue and spying, that presently was sure to entangle the whole of the family of mankind on that side of the water in its meshes. Now, revive that after this war is over, and, sooner or later, you will have just such another war. . . . We must have a society of nations.58


The creation of such a society was the core of Wilson’s program because it addressed what he considered the fundamental cause not simply of this particular war, but of War in general. Without it, there was no hope for the world; once it started to work its beneficent effects, any residual problems could be settled within its framework.


Liberals in other countries held similar views; with the exception of the freedom of the seas plank, in fact, “the Fourteen Points . . . constituted the most comprehensive and striking presentation yet of a liberal program, almost exactly endorsing the aims of the British radicals.”59 In the United States, however, unique social conditions gave these traditions a special and widespread resonance, and favorable economic and geopolitical circumstances facilitated their adoption as a national program. Although a bit oversimplified, Gordon Levin’s interpretation seems generally correct: “Unlike the European liberals and democratic-socialists, who operated in societies in which pre-liberal military and traditional values were still powerful, . . . Wilson was the leader of a nation-state in which pre-liberal values and classes did not exist.” In these particular historical circumstances, the liberal foreign policy program served both American values and American interests. “For Wilson, there was no conflict between the needs of a burgeoning American political-economy to expand commercially and morally throughout the world and the European liberal-internationalist and moderate democratic-socialist program of a progressive, rationalized, and peaceful international-capitalist system.”60


THE DEMOCRATIZATION OF GERMANY


In his notes to Germany, Wilson himself distinguished between his general peace program and his calls for democratization. Unlike the Fourteen Points, moreover, which were stated clearly before the war’s endgame and accepted in toto by the Germans from the beginning of the negotiations, American demands for domestic reform in Germany were expressed vaguely and shifted over time in response to the changing situation. So even though the two issues are often linked, in fact they require separate treatment.


Wilson’s own liberalism placed the greatest emphasis on problems stemming from the anarchic nature of the international system in general, as opposed to its constituent units. His solutions, accordingly, were also systemic: international institutions, freer trade, collective security. Another strand in liberal thought about war and peace, however, emphasized the importance of domestic sources of aggressive foreign policy behavior. According to this view, militaristic or atavistic elites caused wars; the way to eliminate aggression, consequently, was not to reform relations between nations, but to reform politics within them, and in particular to spread democracy.


Secretary of State Robert Lansing expressed this latter view well in a letter to House in the spring of 1918:


No people on earth desire war, particularly an aggressive war. If the people can exercise their will, they will remain at peace. If a nation possesses democratic institutions, the popular will will be exercised. Consequently, if the principle of democracy prevails in a nation, it can be counted upon to preserve peace and oppose war. . . . [I]t comes down to this, that the acceptance of the principle of democracy by all the chief powers of the world and the maintenance of genuine democratic governments would result in permanent peace. If this view is correct, then the effort should be to make democracy universal. With that accomplished I do not care a rap whether there is a treaty to preserve peace or not. I am willing to rely on the pacific spirit of democracies to accomplish the desirable relations between nations. . . . It seems to me that the proper course, [therefore,] . . . is to exert all our efforts toward the establishment of the democratic principle in every country of sufficient power to be a menace to world peace. . . .


When dealing with Germany, in other words, Lansing felt that acceptance of the Fourteen Points and the League was not enough: “We must crush Prussianism so completely that it can never rise again, and we must end Autocracy in every other nation as well. . . . Let us uproot the whole miserable [German] system and have done with it.”61


Wilson was not unsympathetic to such views. He detested what he saw as the political philosophy underpinning the Kaiserreich’s political system and, more important, he became convinced during the course of the war itself that the German leadership could not be trusted. So he agreed that German domestic reform and democratization should be a prerequisite for a settlement. When Allied fortunes looked grim in the spring of 1918, he discussed with Wiseman the possibility of “sign[ing] a peace with the Military Party in Germany,” commenting that it was an “appalling prospect”—since the existing German regime could not be trusted and thus would have to be dealt with through traditional power politics. “The treaty itself with such people would be only a ‘scrap of paper,’ but they might be restrained from violating it by material rather than moral considerations.”62


But if Wilson knew that he wanted regime change in Germany, he was less certain about what the successor regime should look like. Relying on advisers such as Walter Lippmann and William Bullitt, he followed German politics closely during the war and tailored his speeches to encourage the Social Democrats in the Reichstag. And to the dismay of Allied leaders, he called openly on the German people to rise up against their government. Nevertheless, these appeals were couched in vague terms. This was due partly to Wilson’s fear that specific demands would backfire, creating a groundswell of support for hard-line militarists or triggering a full-scale revolution. (To critics advocating harsher political demands, he pointedly asked, “Had you rather have the Kaiser or the Bolsheviks?”)63 Yet Wilson also seems to have relied on what might be called a “Potter Stewart” conception of German democratization: he could not define it in the abstract, but he would know it when he saw it.


What the American president did not seem to grasp fully was that his real political mission in Germany was not democratization but parliamentarization. The Kaiserreich was not a democracy, but its political institutions did include the ingredients to build one.64 The Reichstag in particular was a true national legislature, elected on the basis of direct, secret, universal male suffrage from the 1870s on; in the early twentieth century its effectiveness was limited almost as much by failures of political will and skill as by the Bismarckian constitution. So the challenge for Wilson or other outsiders was not to create democratic institutions from scratch, but rather to readjust the wiring on the German political circuit board so that the democratic parts of the existing institutional structure received power and the nondemocratic parts were cut out, rather than vice versa.


By 1917, four alternative futures for the Kaiserreich were conceivable: 1) maintenance of the status quo; 2) democratic reform within the existing constitutional framework; 3) formation of a new, republican polity; and 4) revolution along Soviet lines. Wilson wanted to avoid the first and the fourth, and preferred the third. During October 1918, however, he was confronted with the second, and did not know how to respond. Moreover, he had been so careless in discussing these issues with the Allies and the American public that whatever he might have come to decide himself, there was no guarantee that others would agree. As a result, his eventual demands of Germany stemmed more from the pressures of domestic politics than from his own previous ideological position.


The first German note in early October put Wilson on the spot, because it forced him to evaluate whether Prince Max’s government passed muster politically. As House noted in his diary, “The President thought that if such an offer had been made by a reputable government, it would be impossible to decline it.”65 But quite apart from a general desire to press for full German defeat, most people in the United States did not believe that Max represented something dramatically new. Joseph Tumulty, one of Wilson’s closest aides, put this view bluntly to the president on October 8: “It is the hand of Prussianism which offers this peace to America. . . . The other day you said ‘we cannot accept the word of those who forced this war upon us.’ If this were true then, how can we accept this offer now? Certainly nothing has happened since that speech that has changed the character of thos[e] in authority in Germany.” Instead of “any attempt to deal with the present Prussian rulers of Germany,” Tumulty advised Wilson to make “a reply along the lines of your last speech,” pressing for a change in German leadership.66


Wilson’s first, instinctual response to the note had not referred to German domestic politics at all; the president’s political advisers, more in tune with their nation’s political temper, thought it too soft. Wilson “seemed much disturbed when I expressed a decided disapproval of it,” House noted; “I told him that I had thought of something quite different; that I did not believe the country would approve of what he had written.” Further drafting and rewriting yielded the final version—including the query about whether Max spoke “merely for the constituted authorities of the Empire who have so far conducted the war”—which was sent only after it had been vetted by Tumulty.


The German reply to Wilson’s note pointed out that Prince Max’s government, unlike its predecessors, “has been formed by conferences and in agreement with the great majority of the Reichstag.” This again put Wilson on the spot, because it represented a major step toward democratization within the existing German political system. At this point, the president received a detailed memorandum from the journalist David Lawrence analyzing “public opinion as it is reacting on the German note of yesterday,” stressing that the American public would be outraged if Wilson did not press for removal of the Kaiser and suggesting that the president point out that the terms accepted included his earlier remarks on the abolition of autocracy in Germany. It is worth quoting at length to give a sense of the domestic political context within which Wilson was operating:


Fortunately or unfortunately, America has been fed . . . hatred of the Kaiser and the Hohenzollerns by Liberty Loan posters, unchecked newspaper propaganda, and speeches galore. To a surprising extent the Kaiser has become the single issue. . . . The man on the street today doesn’t believe Germany ‘has been licked enough.’ . . . [That] carries with it two implications—that the Kaiser and his family must be swept from power and that the men who broke their pledges with the United States shall never be given an opportunity to make any more pledges. . . . You asked, first, if Germany accepted not your program but your terms. Germany said ‘Yes.’ You asked, secondly, if Germany would withdraw from all invaded territory for purposes of an armistice. Germany said ‘Yes.’ But your basic question which was the base of the pyramid itself was number three. On its answer depended the validity of number one and number two. . . . Unfortunately, our people have not been acquainted with the nature of the recent reforms and the decree of September 30th or they would see in . . . [the German] answer a very hopeful sign. . . . But we must face facts. Even if our people were fully acquainted with the tremendous strides that have been made toward reform, they would not be satisfied that the Thing as you so aptly christened the system of Prussianism had been totally eradicated. . . . [A]nything short of a positive definition of the issue as between the ‘constituted authorities who have thus far conducted the war’ and the elimination of those authorities before conditions one and two of your inquiry can be further considered, would be disastrous not merely to [your] prestige . . . but disastrous to the application of moral force. . . . [W]ould it not be in order to make your answer to the German note of last night a single question, asking, in effect, if the German people read and if their answer means they have agreed to that portion of your speech of September 30th referring to the present government of Germany[?] . . . Until the Hohenzollerns are gone . . . the American people will not be ready to accept Germany as a partner in [the] League.67


And Tumulty wrote again, drawing Wilson’s attention to a series of newspaper editorials and statements from prominent citizens demanding further German reforms.68


These were the pressures that led Wilson to include in his second note the paragraph reminding the Germans of his demand for “the destruction of every arbitrary power” and his comment that “the power which has hitherto controlled the German Nation is of the sort here described.” Despite the seeming definitiveness of these words, however, Wilson actually left unclear just how much of the Kaiserreich’s political structure he would permit the Germans to keep. His note was not a specific demand for the abolition of the monarchy, as can be seen by the caveat that Wilson would accept the “reduction . . . [of the arbitrary power] to virtual impotency.” The president would keep his own counsel as to “the definiteness and the satisfactory character of the guarantees which can be given in this fundamental matter.”69


As noted above, the other clauses of this note precipitated a political crisis in Germany because of the demand for a guarantee of permanent Allied military superiority. During that crisis Prince Max’s cabinet—representing the majority parties of the Reichstag—began to take control of the German state apparatus. In order to protect itself from future insubordination, moreover, as well as to meet Wilson’s demands, the government tabled a long list of important reforms locking democratization into the constitution. Prince Max announced these changes in a dramatic speech to the Reichstag on October 22, and hearing the news, Bullitt—the State Department’s real expert on German politics—decided that the new regime might now meet Wilson’s conditions: “If these reforms shall indeed be passed by the Reichstag and the Bundesrat, the chief obstacle to a government by the representatives of the people will have been removed.” Max’s speech, however, was delivered two days after the German reply to Wilson, and was read in Washington as the next American response was being sent.70


Bullitt was also the exception among Wilson’s advisers, both in his openness to changes in Germany and his focus on foreign policy considerations as opposed to domestic politics in the United States, where a midterm election was now only two weeks away. When discussing how to respond to the second German note, for example, Lansing had said bluntly that “we had to keep in mind the coming elections.”71 Wilson and House had demurred, but House was now on his way to Europe and others pressed Lansing’s point home. Several advisers linked the reply to the third German note to the elections, stressing the American public’s hatred of the German wartime leaders. As one “old hand at sounding public thought” put it, “never have I detected greater and more vigorous unanimity of opinion on any one subject.”72 A craving for more German reforms, said another, was “the almost universal temper of our people, and any answer which does not in substance, expression, and form speak the word which the people want to have spoken might lead to political disaster.”73


Wilson himself was torn. “Public sentiment here wants blood or to put [the] Kaiser on St. Helena,” the cabinet was told; the president felt this was “ridiculous.” There was “such intolerant hatred of Germans,” Wilson said, that “I may have to become their advocate for justice and against American Prussianism.” On the other hand, he noted, “public opinion . . . was as much a fact as a mountain and must be considered.” So Wilson decided to compromise: he would accept the German note and formally pass the correspondence on to the Allies, but he would also tack on to his acceptance a rhetorical flourish demanding further German democratization, going so far as to pay lip service to the public cry for “unconditional surrender.” This course, he recognized, would not be entirely popular, but nor would it be politically suicidal: “What effect on politics? On election?” the cabinet asked about his proposed reply. Wilson “could not avoid thinking of that and [said] he might find popular opinion so much against he might have to go into [a] cyclone cellar for 48 hours. But after 48 hours, the people would quit being hysterical and become reasonable and prefer getting what they are fighting for now than to fight on to Berlin and keep up war.”74


Despite what practically all Germans and Americans thought at the time and what most historians have written since, Wilson was not actually hell-bent on getting rid of the Kaiser. Klaus Schwabe’s conclusion about these events seems valid:


[T]he abdication of the Kaiser would certainly have been useful to Wilson and his party in the impending elections, but . . . it was not what Wilson was most intent upon achieving. His main goal was the rapid and most complete possible acceptance of his peace plan on the part of the Allies. The essential point in Wilson’s third note is the President’s favorable response to Germany’s request for an armistice and for peace . . . but the approaching elections in the United States obliged Wilson to veil this attitude in a language which seemed “strong” and carried heavy ideological overtones.75


Over the next several days, Wilson kept silent about German politics, responding neither to further German messages of reform nor to speculations that the continued existence of the German monarchy was holding up the settlement. This was caused both by a desire to allow German reforms to evolve further and by the fact that the final negotiations that had to take place were within the victorious coalition, not between the two sets of belligerents.


Had there been any political will in Germany to maintain a reformed parliamentary monarchy, in short, the Americans might well have accepted it. That the Kaiser’s descendants, and not simply Wilhelm himself, had no political future was due more to events within Germany than to pressure from without.



THE PUSH FOR MILITARY VICTORY


Beyond the general Wilsonian peace program and the pressure for democratic reform, the third aspect of American behavior that needs to be explained is the formulation of the specific armistice terms Germany was called upon to accept. These too shifted over the course of the October negotiations, and here again domestic political pressures help explain the evolution of the American position. In this case, however, Wilson overrode the most specific imperative of domestic politics, which was to demand unconditional surrender of Germany.


Wilson’s basic idea for the end of the war was to use a curbed and reformed Germany as a counterweight to the Allies; the United States, led by Wilson and aided by public opinion abroad, would then oversee the evolution of a new world order institutionalized in the League of Nations. Crucial to this plan was reasonably generous treatment of the defeated Germany—both to forestall feelings of bitterness and revanchism that might poison postwar international relations, and to restrain the Old Diplomatic ambitions of Britain and France. When the first German note arrived on October 6, therefore, Wilson himself was most concerned about acceptance of his political program, evacuation of occupied territories, and an end to what he considered the immoral conduct of the war by German forces. Much to his dismay, he found that the American people wanted just the sort of harsh settlement he sought to avoid—and that rather than a negotiated truce they wanted complete submission.76


While Wilson was writing the polite first draft of his reply on October 7, for example, a Republican senator was declaring to his colleagues: “The only condition of an armistice ought to be an allied victory; unconditional surrender of our enemies. Anything else would be approaching in a degree the betrayal of the great cause for which we are fighting, and would be action along the line of what the Bolsheviki of Russia perpetrated in a larger degree.” Every senator who took the floor during this debate agreed; one noted, “A wide pathway of fire and blood from the Rhine to Berlin should be the course our Army should take; and when our armies have reached Berlin, in the city of Berlin, the German government will be told what the peace terms will be.” At the end of the day, a resolution was introduced to the effect that “there should be no cessation of hostilities and no armistice until the German government had disbanded its armies, had surrendered its arms and munitions, and had unreservedly agreed to the principles of compensation, reparation, and indemnity.”77


The following day, not surprisingly, Wilson was sobered. “I found the President’s viewpoint had changed during the night,” House wrote in his diary. “He did not seem to realize before, the nearly unanimous sentiment in this country against anything but unconditional surrender. He did not realize how war mad our people have become.” House’s conclusion was impeccably Wilsonian: “This, I thought, had to be taken into consideration, but not, of course, to the extent of meeting it where it was wrong.”78 The tone of the first American note was therefore strengthened, and time bought by responding not with an answer but with more questions.


Wilson knew that the Allied nations also favored harsh terms. Alerted by an intercepted copy of the first German note, on October 6 their representatives had drafted a list of armistice conditions including evacuation from occupied territories, cessation of submarine warfare, and continuance of the naval blockade; two days later they added a variety of other conditions.79 Soon, noting with dismay Wilson’s inclusion of evacuation as his only material request of the Germans, they “drew the entire attention” of the president to the fact that “the conditions of an armistice cannot be fixed until after consultation with military experts.”80 Going some way to meet these fears, Wilson reassured an Allied representative that “it went without saying that the military commanders were alone competent to fix terms.”81


The second German note accepted the initial U.S. conditions, but Wilson included major new conditions in his response: an end to unrestricted submarine and “scorched earth” tactics during the German retreat and “absolutely satisfactory safeguards and guarantees” of Allied military supremacy after the fighting ceased. These new demands were ultimately accepted, Wilson passed the correspondence on to the Allies, and final armistice terms were drawn up and then presented (and accepted) in November.


Some have argued that the reason for the new harshness in Wilson’s position was his outrage at the sinking of the mail steamer Leinster in the English Channel on October 10. In fact, however, Wilson privately argued that the sinking had probably stemmed from a bureaucratic snafu rather than brazen German perfidy.82 The real explanation is more banal: with the correlation of forces having turned so clearly against the Germans, there was no natural stopping point short of absolute military defeat. While the Germans3 could still put up resistance and delay an outright Allied victory for several months, everyone knew that their relative strength would only diminish further. Once the negotiations began, therefore, it was only a matter of time before the actual Allied military superiority expressed itself in the armistice terms. Wilson made a halfhearted attempt to prevent this, but had few cards to play.


What molded the armistice terms into their final, implacable form, interestingly, was simple bureaucratic politics. Wilson sought only to keep the Germans from renewing the battle; he “stated that armistice terms framed by Naval and Military Officers must be viewed in [the] spirit that undue humiliation would be inexcusable except insofar as such terms are necessary to prevent [the] enemy taking advantage of armistice to reform their forces and better their position.” But even though he was “outstandingly fearful” that the Allied military bureaucracies would generate precisely such “humiliating” conditions, he did not interfere much in the actual armistice-drafting process.83


Wilson’s liberal abhorrence of war led him to assume absolute control over the ends of American policy (to make sure they would not be polluted by traditional motives of self-interest). A corollary of this, however, was his view that the administration of its means was something best left entirely to professionals. The Allied military chiefs sought, when given the opportunity, to write total defeat into the armistice terms, and they succeeded. (The chief dissenting voice among them was Britain’s Douglas Haig, but not out of any softheartedness: he just thought the Allied military situation was a bit less ideal than his colleagues did, and so did not want the terms so harsh that the Germans might refuse them.)


Ultimately the Germans were required to surrender vast amounts of military materiel; permit the occupation of a crucial stretch of their country for an indefinite period; surrender their submarines and most of their surface fleet; and agree to pay an amount of reparations to be named later. The Allied blockade of Germany, moreover, with all its attendant economic and human devastation, was to be kept in place.84 At the last minute, U.S. general John Pershing called for unconditional surrender instead of an armistice; Wilson quickly suppressed such insubordination, but more telling was the comment of the senior Allied commander: “Marshall Foch is in complete accord with your idea,” Pershing was told. “However, he says . . . [the Armistice] might not bear the name of unconditional surrender but virtually it would approximate to that.”85


When Erzberger’s delegation arrived at Compiègne to hear the terms of their country’s capitulation, they were appalled. They had little choice but to sign, and eventually did so; but their post-signing statement “stress[ed] forcibly the point that the execution of this treaty can precipitate the German people into anarchy and famine. After the discussions that brought about the Armistice, we expected conditions which, while assuring full and complete military security to our adversary, might bring the end of suffering to the noncombatants, the women and children.”86 The president of the United States could have said the same thing.


WILSON IN RETROSPECT


During the endgame of the Great War, Woodrow Wilson sought to usher in a new era of international relations. He wanted to spare Germany the ravages that had befallen his beloved South after its total defeat a half century earlier, which he saw as a recipe for lasting bitterness. He wanted to rid Germany of what he considered its untrustworthy authoritarian leadership. And he wanted to bind his friends as well as his enemies to his vision of a peaceful future built on democracy, free trade, and the League of Nations. He failed, and in the process helped ensure that the very things he feared most—revanchism and future war—would come to pass.


Wilson’s dream had its source in the liberal values that formed the heart of the United States’ own political tradition. Yet the extrapolation of those values to the world at large was driven not only by idealism but also by American power. Precisely because American relative strength was so great, and because, unlike the other belligerents, its borders and domestic security were not directly at stake in the conflict, the United States could afford to fight for its ideals and not simply its material interests. France needed to regain its occupied territory, Wilson noted to a British colleague in early 1918; Belgium, its independence; Italy, its ethnic irredenta. But the United States and England, he continued, “the two most powerful countries on the Allied side, had no such [issues]. This, he thought, was a good thing, because it made us better umpires, more disinterested in our discussion of the peace terms.”87
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