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Patricia O’Toole’s new book, The Moralist:
Woodrow Wilson and The World He Made, lays
out a critical interpretation of the statecraft of one
of the most consequential US presidents of the
twentieth century. A biography, the volume touch-
es on Woodrow Wilson’s family life, domestic poli-
tics, and several foreign and military policies of
the Wilson administration. But overwhelmingly
the book focuses on Wilson and World War I, so
this review will limit itself to discussing that topic.
O’Toole portrays the president’s approach to the
war and peacemaking as a product of his moral-
ism (hence the book’s title), his faith in American
exceptionalism, and his isolated, self-righteous
style of decision-making. Her case is engagingly
presented; a prolific author of popular works of
history, O’Toole is a good writer. She oversimpli-
fies Wilson’s policies toward the war and their un-
derlying rationale, however, which makes her ar-
gument unconvincing.

This problem becomes apparent early in the
book, in O’Toole’s analysis of Wilson’s neutrality
policies. She argues that Wilson’s goal was to stay
out of the war so that the United States could me-
diate an end to it on the basis of a “peace without
victory” and the establishment of a worldwide
collective security organization (p. 240). This pro-
gram was rooted in Wilson’s belief in the moral
superiority of the United States and his sense of

duty; “he justified U.S. neutrality not on grounds
of national interest but as a noble response to a
senseless war” (p. xvii). According to O’Toole, Wil-
son’s policy was naive and “ethereal” because the
belligerents never had any interest in the presi-
dent’s mediation efforts (p. 205). “Lost in dreams
of peace” and too stubborn to accept the failure of
his policy to produce results, Wilson persisted in
his mediation attempts far too long, leaving Amer-
ica unprepared for fighting when Germany forced
it into the war (p. 235).

Certainly few historians would disagree that
Wilson had a moralistic streak and believed in
American exceptionalism. But it is inaccurate to
attribute Wilson’s goal of international reform to
these factors alone. Security considerations influ-
enced the president too. To Wilson, the war re-
vealed that the United States had lost its ability to
isolate itself from the currents of international
power politics. On several occasions, for example,
he worried that if Germany won the war, the
United States would have to expand its military
defenses to a point threatening to its democracy.
He also repeatedly observed that the war pro-
foundly affected America’s economy and politics
and that its scale made neutrality almost impossi-
ble to maintain. O’Toole includes some of these
statements in her descriptive narrative but does
not comment on them. They reveal, though, that



Wilson saw the creation of a postwar peace
league not just as morally good or as the fulfill-
ment of America’s mission to serve humanity but
also as vital to US national security.

It is also problematic to characterize Wilson’s
pursuit of mediation as naive and detached from
European political reality. Various scholars have
demonstrated that significant factions within the
British and German governing class—the targets
of Wilson’s mediation efforts—recognized by 1916
that the war might not be winnable at an accept-
able cost and that a compromise peace therefore
might be worth exploring. Indeed, the months im-
mediately after the United States entered the war
witnessed a flurry of peace initiatives in Europe
as the Allied military situation deteriorated and
Germany’s liberal and socialist parties challenged
their government’s war aims. O’Toole displays lit-
tle interest in these events or the scholarship ana-
lyzing them, but they indicate that Wilson’s quest
to mediate an end to the war, while facing an up-
hill climb, was hardly quixotic.[1]

O’Toole’s treatment of Wilson’s policies after
April 1917 is similarly cursory. After Germany’s
submarine campaign rendered neutrality impos-
sible and Wilson accepted war with the Reich, the
president, O’Toole asserts, dedicated himself to
defeating its armed forces and destroying its au-
tocracy. Once Wilson accomplished that goal, he
still wanted to build a new world order based on
a league of nations to provide collective security
and on such principles as arms reduction and
self-determination. This vision of peace included
Germany, O’Toole emphasizes; Wilson’s Fourteen
Points Address and other statements “proposed a
world order that rested on the equality of all na-
tions” and promised “impartial justice for all,” in-
cluding Germany (pp. 307, 326). According to
O’Toole, Wilson fought for this program at the
Paris Peace Conference in the face of intense op-
position from the Allies, who, unlike Wilson,
thought of peace only in terms of national inter-
est, spoils, and treating Germany “as history’s
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greatest villain” (p. 392). Unfortunately, Wilson’s
moralism, vanity, and poor political skills crippled
his ability to gain his ends. His moral self-right-
eousness was “made for oratory, not negotiation,”
O’Toole laments, so his agenda for international
reform was “cut to the bone” at Paris (pp. 402,
401).

This is a familiar narrative of Wilson’s
wartime goals and peacemaking, echoing one fa-
mously put forward by John Maynard Keynes in
1920 (The Economic Consequences of the Peace). It
does not accord with the evidence, however. Wil-
son’s policy toward Germany during the war was
complicated and it was not static; it changed over
time. In the summer of 1917, the president hoped
that the combination of military setbacks and
promises of a peace of equality to a democratic
Germany would induce Germany’s majority par-
ties in the Reichstag to take power and begin
peace talks. He made this nuanced policy clear in
his reply to the Vatican’s peace initiative in August
1917—a statement that O’Toole does not mention.
By late 1917, however, Wilson began to perceive
that Germany’s democratic parties and its auto-
cratic leaders shared a commitment to driving
Russia out of the war and expanding the Reich’s
power in eastern and southeastern Europe. Begin-
ning in his December 1917 annual message (an-
other key statement that O’Toole does not ad-
dress) and continuing in subsequent speeches, in-
cluding the Fourteen Points Address of January
1918, Wilson indicated he did not trust Germany’s
democratic parties and would not genuinely nego-
tiate with them if they took power. Instead, prior
to any end to the fighting, they had to accept Wil-
son’s Fourteen Points. While this program includ-
ed general principles of a new world order and
promises of a place of equality for Germany, it
also implied Germany would lose some of its 1914
territory and would have to pay reparations to
Belgium and France—key parts of Wilson’s peace
program that O’Toole leaves unmentioned. More-
over, Wilson suggested that although Germany
probably would be allowed into a league of na-



tions whether it democratized or not, it would be
subjected to economic coercion to ensure it car-
ried out the terms of the peace treaty.[2]

This shift to a more punitive orientation in
Wilson’s German policy did not mean that he had
abandoned his goal of international reform;
O’Toole is correct in arguing that Wilson re-
mained committed to that objective during and
after the war. But the German policy that
emerged in December 1917 indicated that the
means to attain international reform had
changed. In 1915-16, the pathway to a world with-
out power politics lay through a peace without
victory; in 1917 it lay through a peace of equals
with a democratic Germany. Now, in contrast, it
lay through inflicting defeats on the German army
not so much to trigger a democratic revolution at
home as to show the German people the futility of
aggression that they themselves had willingly sup-
ported. Ideally, this would lead them to acknowl-
edge their crimes, to work to repair the wrongs
they had committed, and to accept some limits on
their future power to do harm again. Only
through this process could they “redeem” their
character, as Wilson put it, and then be welcomed
into a new world order.[3]

Consequently, at the Paris Peace Conference,
Wilson strove not for lenient treatment of Ger-
many, as O’Toole argues, but for terms that would
punish and weaken the Germans while leaving
open the possibility of future reconciliation with
them. At times this posture did lead to friction
with the Allies, as Wilson wanted to avoid terms
that he considered excessively harsh and likely to
lay the seeds for another war, such as detaching
the Rhineland from German sovereignty. Much
more frequently, he had no problem imposing
penalties on the Germans. He readily supported
the treaty’s disarmament provisions, the perma-
nent demilitarization of the Rhineland, France’s
annexation of Alsace-Lorraine, the creation of the
Polish corridor, the banning of Austrian unifica-
tion with Germany for the foreseeable future, and
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the transfer of Saarland coal to France in repara-
tion for Germany’s destruction of French coal
Even before the peace conference began, Wilson
decided to exclude Germany from the League of
Nations until it had a “decent” government and a
demonstrated willingness to observe its interna-
tional obligations. By weakening Germany’s dispo-
sition and capability to pursue aggression while
holding out the promise of league membership to
it if it behaved—*“justice” for Germany in Wilson’s
eyes—he could foster an international environ-
ment conducive to the new world order he want-
ed to build.[4]

The last part of O’Toole’s volume, covering
Wilson’s failed effort to secure Senate ratification
of the Versailles treaty, is more compelling than
her interpretation of Wilson’s diplomacy. Here
she provides a vivid description of the president’s
political miscalculations and health problems,
rightly placing the blame for the treaty’s defeat on
Wilson himself more than anyone else. Especially
after his massive stroke in early October 1919,
Wilson became more hostile than ever to the no-
tion of compromising with his opponents, despite
the fact he did not have the votes to get the treaty
ratified without reservations attached to it. Con-
vinced he was morally right to stand firm, he
“held his adversaries in contempt” and let the
treaty fail rather than shift course to accommo-
date political reality (p. 435).

Overall, however, The Moralist is a disap-
pointing book. Attributing Wilson’s statecraft dur-
ing World War I fundamentally to his personality
quirks can make for an entertaining story. But
such an interpretation ignores much of the schol-
arship written on the war and on Wilson in recent
decades. It also reduces Wilson to a one-dimen-
sional, almost cartoonish figure. Whatever one’s
assessment of the wisdom of Wilson’s approach to
the war and peacemaking, it was a complex se-
quence of policies reflecting a variety of factors,
including specific views of US national security,
the balance of power between the belligerents,



and the character of Germany’s people. To get a
grasp of those policies, one also has to pinpoint
their connections to Wilson’s overarching goal of
international reform and to be alert to how they
changed over time. O’Toole’s book does not do
that, which makes it of limited value to those in-
terested in learning what Wilson was trying to do
and why he did it.
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