Woodow Wilson
WE MUST ACCEPT WAR
M essage to the Congress April 2, 1917

Waootkow Wilsn hed won rededtion as presidant in 1916, ruming an thedogan, Hekept usaut o war.O The
dogpn wastahnicaly true but WilsmOgdides had ben Qretral Oin nemeanly.  TheBritish nawy hed
uessully blodadad the Catral Povers autingthemdf fram Amaiicantrade Ameiican merdnants
menufadure's, and bankaswareeage tosdl supplies and lcan money toBritain and theAllies Wilson aloved
this burganingwar trade which boodted theailingU. S eaonamy, but it also eqoosad American shipping and
passngas tothe peils d Gemen bmarines By Mardh d 1917 ,it hed becomedear that Germany was na
gangtordant in nking Ameican mardnant shipsthet weretradingwith the Allies (and that Wilson hed alloved
tobearmad). Wilson thus dedared that neutrality was nolange passibleand asked Congessfar a dedaration o
war. Within amette d days Congress aonrplied with WilsonOsauest, with largemejarities vating far wer in
bath theH auseand Sanate Spesking in gopasition towar, Snatar GergeNarris o Nebraska arguetk QVeare
gangintowar upon theaommend d gdd. Wearegrng torun therisk of sarifidng millions of aur countrymenOs
livesin arder thet cther countrymen may aain their lifedlaod intomaney. O Narris resognized thelargdy eoonarric
jugtifications far gangtowar. WilsmOsrgumant prevailed, hovesr, becaused theaonneetian thet hesuccessfully
drev bewen thefresdom o thesess and thefutired libaty and denooagy. Wilsn dso aaretly redlized thet the
United Sateswauld havetopertidpetein thewar if hewereto havea diancetoimplerat his plansfa a peacdul
futre WilssnObapes an thisfrat werendt fully me, as the Saterdiusad toratify the peacetresty and thus
dedined marbadhip in theLesged Natios £D. Vadke

Gentlemen of the Congress

{1} I have called the Congressinto extraordinary sesson because there are serious, very serious
choices of policy to be made, and made immediately, which it wasneither right nor
conditutionally permissble that | should assume the responghbility of making.

{2} On the 3d of February lag | officially laid before you the extraordinary announcement of the
Imperial German Government that on and after the fird day of February it wasitspurposeto
put asde all redraintsof law or of humanity and use its submarinesto snk every vessl that
sought to approach either the portsof Great Britain and Ireland or the wedern coasts of Europe
or any of the ports controlled by the enemies of Germany within the Mediterranean. . . .

GERMANY®RUTHLESSPOLICY

{3} ... VesHlsof every kind, whatever their flag, their character, their cargo, their detination,
their errand, have been ruthlesdy sent to the bottom without warning, and without thought of
help or mercy for those on board, the vessls of friendly neutrals along with those of belligerents
Even hospital-shipsand ships carrying relief to the sorely bereaved and sricken people of
Belgium, though the latter were provided with safe conduct through the proscribed areas by the
German Government itself and were diginguished by unmigakable marks of identity, have been
aunk with the same recklesslack of compasson or of principle.

{4} 1 wasfor alittle while unable to believe that such thingswould, in fact, be done by any
Government that had hitherto subscribed to the humane practices of civilized nations



International law had itsorigin in the attempt to set up some law which would be respected and
observed upon the seas where no nation had right of dominion, and where lay the free highways
of theworld. . . .

{5} Thisminimum of right the German Government has svept asde under the plea of
retaliation and necessty, and because it had no weaponswhich it could use at sea except these,
which it isimposable to employ asit is employing them without throwing to the winds all
scruples of humanity or of regpect for the undergandingsthat were supposed to underliethe
intercourse of the world.

{6} I am not now thinking of the loss of property involved, immense and seriousasthat is but
only of the wanton and wholesale desruction of the lives of non-combatants, men, women, and
children engaged in pursuitswhich have always even in the darkest periods of modem higory,
been deemed innocent and legitimate. Property can be paid for; the lives of peaceful and
innocent people cannot be.

GERMAN WARFARE AGAINST MANKIND

{7} The present German warfare againg commerce isa warfare againg mankind. It isawar
againg all nations American shipshave been sunk, American livestaken, in wayswhich it has
girred usvery deeply to learn of, but the shipsand people of other neutral and friendly nations
have been sunk and overwhelmed in the watersin the same way. T here hasbeen no
discrimination. The challengeisto al mankind. . . .

{8} When | addressed the Congresson the 26th of February lag | thought that it would suffice to
asert our neutral rightswith arms, our right to use the seasagaing unlawful interference, our
right to keep our people safe againg unlawful violence. But armed neutrality, it now appears is
impracticable. Because submarinesare in effect outlawswhen used asthe German submarines
have been used againg merchant shipping, it isimpossble to defend shipsagaind their attacks as
the law of nations has assumed that merchantmen would defend themselvesagaing privateersor
cruisers vigble craft giving chase upon theopen sa. . . .

{9} Thereisone choice we cannot make, we are incapable of making: we will not choose the
path of submisson and suffer the mog sacred rights of our nation and our people to be ignored
or violated. The wrongs againg which we now array ourselves are not common wrongs they
reach out to the very roots of human life.

BELLIGERENCY THRUST UPON US

{10} With a profound sense of the solemn and even tragical character of the gep | am taking
and of the grave responghbilitieswhich it involves, but in unhestating obedience to what | deem
my conditutional duty, | advise that the Congressdeclare the recent course of the Imperial
German Government to be in fact nothing lessthan war againg the Government and people of
the United States. That it formally accept the satus of belligerent which hasthusbeen thrus
upon it and that it take immediate sepsnot only to put the country in a more thorough sate of
defense, but also to exert all itspower and employ all itsresourcesto bring the Government of
the German Empire to termsand end the war.



WHAT THISWILL INVOLVE

{11} What thiswill involveisclear. It will involvethe utmog practicable co-operation in counsel
and action with the Governmentsnow at war with Germany, and asincident to that the
extenson to thoe Governments of the mod liberal financial creditsin order that our resources
may <0 far aspossble be added to theirs

{12} 1t will involve the organization and mobhilization of all the material resources of the country
to supply the materials of war and serve the incidental needs of the nation in the mog abundant
and yet the mog economical and efficient way possble.

{13} It will involve the immediate full equipment of the navy in all respects but particularly in
upplying it with the bes means of dealing with the enemy@submarines

{14} 1t will involve the immediate addition to the armed forces of the United Statesalready
provided for by law in case of war at leas 500000 men, who should, in my opinion, be chosen
upon the principle of universal liability to service, and also the authorization of subsequent
additional increments of equal force so soon asthey may be needed and can be handled in
training.

{15} It will involve also, of course, the granting of adequate creditsto the Government,
udained, | hope, o far asthey can equitably be sugained by the present generation, by well-
conceived taxation. . . .

{16} In carrying out the measures by which these thingsare to be accomplished we should keep
congantly in mind the wisdom of interfering aslittle as posible in our own preparation and in
the equipment of our own military forceswith the duty--for it will be a very practical duty--of
upplying the nations already at war with Germany with the materials which they can obtain
only fromusor by our assgance. They arein thefield and we should help them in every way to
be effective there. . . .

OUR MOTIVESAND OBJECTS

{17} While we do these things, these deeply momentousthings let usbe very clear and make
very clear to all the world what our motivesand our objectsare. . . . Our object now, asthen, is
to vindicate the principles of peace and the jugticein the life of the world as againg seifish and
autocaratic power and to set up amongs the really free and self-governed peoples of the world
such a concert of purpose and of action aswill henceforth insure the observance of those
principles

{18} Neutrality isno longer feasble or desrable where the peace of the world isinvolved and the
freedom of itspeoples and the menace to that peace and freedom liesin the exisence of
autoaratic Governments backed by organized force which iscontrolled wholly by their will, not
by the will of their people. We have seen the lag of neutrality in such circumgances



{19} We are at the beginning of an age in which it will beinsgged that the same sandards of
conduct and of responshility for wrong done shall be observed among nationsand their
Governmentsthat are observed among the individual citizens of civilized Sates

{20} We have no quarrel with the German people. We have no feeling toward them but one of
sympathy and friendship. It wasnot upon their impulse that their Government acted in entering
thiswar. It wasnot with their previous knowledge or approval.

{21} It wasawar determined upon aswars used to be determined upon in the old, unhappy days
when peopleswere nowhere consulted by their rulersand warswere provoked and waged in the
interes of dynagtiesor of little groups of ambitiousmen who were accusomed to use their fellow-
men aspawnsand tooks . . .

PEACE THROUGH FREE PEOPLES

{22} A geadfag 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 itscovenants . . .

{23} Doesnot every American feel that assurance has been added to our hope for the future
peace of the world by the wonderful and heartening thingsthat have been happening within the
lagt few weeksin Russa?

{24} ... Thegreat, generous Russan people have been added, in all their native majesy and
might, to the forcesthat are fighting for freedom in the world, for jugice and for peace. Hereisa
fit partner for aleague of honor.

{25} One of the thingsthat have served to convince usthat the Prussan autocracy was not and
could never be our friend isthat from the very outset of the present war it hasfilled our
unsuspecting communities and even our offices of Government with spiesand set criminal
intrigues everywhere afoat againg our national unity of council, our peace within and without,
our indudriesand our commerce. . . .

{26} But they have played their part in serving to convince usat lag that that Government
entertainsno real friendship for usand meansto act againg our peace and security at its
convenience. T hat it meansto gir up enemiesagaing usat our very doorsthe intercepted note to
the German Miniger at Mexico City iseloquent evidence.

A CHALLENGE OF HOSTILE PURPOSE

{27} We are accepting this challenge of hogtile purpose because we know that in such a
Government, following such methods, we can never have afriend; and that in the presence of its
organized power, alwayslying in wait to accomplish we know not what purpose, there can be no
assured security for the demoaratic Governments of the world.

{28} We are now about to accept the gage of battle with thisnatural foeto liberty, and shall, if
necessary, soend the wholeforce of the nation to check and nullify its pretensonsand its power.



We are glad, now that we see the factswith no vell of false pretense about them, to fight thusfor
the ultimate peace of the world and for the liberation of itspeoples the German people included;
for the rights of nationsgreat and small and the privilege of men everywhere to choose their way
of life and of obedience. Theworld mug be made safe for democracy. Itspeace mus be planted
upon the truged foundations of political liberty.

{29} We have no sifish endsto serve. We desre no conques, no dominion. We seek no
indemnitiesfor ourselves no material compensation for the sacrificeswe shall freely make. We
are but one of the champions of the rights of mankind. We shall be satisied when those rights
have been made as secure asthe faith and the freedom of the nation can make them. . . .

RIGHT MORE PRECIOUSTHAN PEACE

{30} It isadidressing and oppressve duty, gentlemen of the Congress which | have performed
inthusaddressngyou. Thereare, it may be, many monthsof fiery trial and sacrifice ahead of
us. Itisafearful thingto lead thisgreat, peaceful people into war, into the mog terrible and
disagrousof all wars, civilization itself seeming to be in the balance. But the right ismore
preciousthan peace, and we shall fight for the things which we have always carried nearest our
hearts-for democaracy, for the right of those who submit to authority to have avoice in their own
governments for the rightsand liberties of small nations for a universal dominion of right by
such a concert of free peoplesas shall bring peace and safety to all nations and make the world
itself at lagt free.

{31} To such atask we can dedicate our livesand our fortunes, everything that we are and
everything that we have, with the pride of those who know that the day has come when America
isprivileged to spend her blood and her might for the principlesthat gave her birth and
happiness and the peace which she hastreasured. God helping her, she can do no other.

Discusson Quedions
1. Why, according to Wilson, was neutrality no longer possble?

2. What drategiesdid Wilson use to argue that war was necessary to protect liberty and
democracy? How convincing were these arguments?
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