
DBQ – Wilson and World War I 

Discuss the extent to which the democratic ideals that Wilson expressed with regard to the war in Europe 
were reflected in his domestic policies and actions during the period 1914-1920. 

Document 1 - Woodrow Wilson – War Message to Congress, April 2, 1917 

      I advise that the Congress declare the recent course of the Imperial German Government to be in fact nothing less 

than war against the Government and people of the United States; that it formally accept the status of belligerent which 

has thus been thrust upon it, and that it take immediate steps not only to put the country in a more thorough state of 

defense but also to exert all its power and employ all its resources to bring the Government of the German Empire to 

terms and end the war.  

     Our object now, as then, is to vindicate the principles of peace and justice in the life of the world as against selfish and 

autocratic power and to set up amongst the really free and self-governed peoples of the world such a concert of purpose 

and of action as will henceforth ensure the observance of those principles. Neutrality is no longer feasible or desirable 

where the peace of the world is involved and the freedom of its peoples, and the menace to that peace and freedom lies 

in the existence of autocratic governments backed by organized force which is controlled wholly by their will, not by the 

will of their people.  

 

Document 2.  Conversation between Civil Rights Activist Monroe Trotter and President Wilson at the White 
House as reported in The Crisis, January, 1915.  

Mr. Monroe Trotter. Mr. President, we are here to renew our protest against the segregation of colored employees in the 
departments of our National Government. We [had] appealed to you to undo this race segregation in accord with your duty as 

President and with your pre-election pledges to colored American voters. We stated that such segregation was a public humiliation 
and degradation, and entirely unmerited and far-reaching in its injurious effects. . . . 

President Woodrow Wilson. The white people of the country, as well as I, wish to see the colored people progress, and admire the 
progress they have already made, and want to see them continue along independent lines. There is, however, a great prejudice 

against colored people. . . . It will take one hundred years to eradicate this prejudice, and we must deal with it as practical men. 
Segregation is not humiliating, but a benefit, and ought to be so regarded by you gentlemen. If your organization goes out and tells 
the colored people of the country that it is a humiliation, they will so regard it, but if you do not tell them so, and regard it rather as 
a benefit, they will regard it the same. The only harm that will come will be if you cause them to think it is a humiliation. 

Mr. Monroe Trotter. It is not in accord with the known facts to claim that the segregation was started because of race friction of 
white and colored [federal] clerks. The indisputable facts of the situation will not permit of the claim that the segregation is due to 
the friction. It is untenable, in view of the established facts, to maintain that the segregation is simply to avoid race friction, for the 

simple reason that for fifty years white and colored clerks have been working together in peace and harmony and friendliness, doing 
so even through two [President Grover Cleveland] Democratic administrations. Soon after your inauguration began, segregation was 
drastically introduced in the Treasury and Postal departments by your appointees. 

President Woodrow Wilson. If this organization is ever to have another hearing before me it must have another spokesman. Your 
manner offends me. . . . Your tone, with its background of passion. 

 

 



Document 3 – Woodrow Wilson Veto of the Literacy Test Bill (1915) 
[Congress in 1915 passed a bill requiring that new immigrants only be admitted into the country if 
they passed a literacy test.] 
  
In two particulars of vital consequence this bill embodies a radical departure from the traditional and long-established 
policy of this country, a policy in which our people have conceived the very character of their Government to be 
expressed, the very mission and spirit of the nation in respect of its relations to the peoples of the world outside their 
borders. It seeks to all but close entirely the gates of asylum which have always been open to those ,who could find 
nowhere else the right and opportunity of constitutional agitation for what they conceived to be the natural and 
inalienable rights of men; and it excludes those to whom the opportunities of elementary education have been denied, 
without regard to their character, their purposes, or their natural capacity. 
 
 
Restrictions like these; adopted earlier in our history as a nation, would very materially have altered the course and 
cooled the humane ardors of our politics. The right of political asylum has brought to this country many a man of noble 
character and elevated purpose who was marked as an outlaw in his own less fortunate land, and who has yet become 
an ornament to our citizenship and to our public councils. The children and the compatriots of these illustrious 
Americans must stand amazed to see the representatives of their nation now resolved, in the fullness of our national 
strength and at the maturity of our great institutions, to risk turning such men back from our shores without test of 
quality or purpose. It is difficult for me to believe that the full effect of this feature of the bill was realized when it was 
framed and adopted, and it is impossible for me to assent to it in the form in which it is here cast. 

  

 

Document.4  January 1918. 

 

 

 

 



Document 5 - Woodrow Wilson Speech to Congress, September 18, 1918.   

 

If we be indeed democrats and wish to lead the world to democracy, we can ask other peoples to accept in proof of our sincerity and 

our ability to lead them whither they wish to be led nothing less persuasive and convincing than our actions. . . . They are looking to 

the great, powerful, famous Democracy of the West to lead them to the new day for which they have so long waited; and they think, 

in their logical simplicity, that democracy means that women shall play their part in affairs alongside men and upon an equal footing 

with them.  . . . Are we alone to refuse to learn the lesson? Are we alone to ask and take the utmost that our women can give,—

service and sacrifice of every kind,—and still say we do not see what title that gives them to stand by our sides in the guidance of the 

affairs of their nation and ours? We have made partners of the women in this war; shall we admit them only to a partnership of 

suffering and sacrifice and toil and not to a partnership of privilege and right? This war could not have been fought, either by the 

other nations engaged or by America, if it had not been for the services of the women,—services rendered in every sphere,—not 

merely in the fields of effort in which we have been accustomed to see them work, but wherever men have worked and upon the 

very skirts and edges of the battle itself. We shall not only be distrusted but shall deserve to be distrusted if we do not enfranchise 

them with the fullest possible enfranchisement, as it is now certain that the other great free nations will enfranchise them. We 

cannot isolate our thought and action in such a matter from the thought of the rest of the world. We must either conform or 

deliberately reject what they propose and resign the leadership of liberal minds to others. 

The women of America are too noble and too intelligent and too devoted to be slackers whether you give or withhold this thing 

that is mere justice; but I know the magic it will work in their thoughts and spirits if you give it them. I propose it as I would propose 

to admit soldiers to the suffrage, the men fighting in the field for our liberties and the liberties of the world, were they excluded. The 

tasks of the women lie at the very heart of the war, and I know how much stronger that heart will beat if you do this just thing and 

show our women that you trust them as much as you in fact and of necessity depend upon them. 

 

 

 

 

 

DOCUMENT 6 APPEARS ON THE NEXT PAGE 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

javascript:void(0);


 

Document 6 – Pamphlet Distributed By Charles Schenck - 1918 
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Document 7 - Cartoon appearing in an American Magazine, 1919. 

 

 


