TEACHING AMERICAN HISTORY PROJECT

Lesson Title - The League of Nations
From Lisa Bastien
Grade: 11th
Length of class period: 84 minute block
Inquiry: (What essential question are students answering, what problem are they solving,
or what decision are they making?)
•

Should the United States have joined the League of Nations?

Objectives: (What content and skills do you expect students to learn from this lesson?)
•

Students will be able to debate the benefits and drawbacks of being
isolationist after WWI

Materials: (What primary sources or local resources are the basis for this lesson?) –
(please attach)
•
•

Reading #1: Senator Henry Cabot Lodge Sr. (R-MA) speaks out against
the League of Nations, Washington, D.C., August 12, 1919
Reading #2: Woodrow Wilson: League of Nations, September 25, 1919
(excerpts form speech given in Pueblo, Colorado)

Activities: (What will you and your students do during the lesson to promote learning?)
• Teacher should start class by discussing the premise of the League of Nations and
how it was meant to function. In addition the teacher might want to refresh the
students memory about the fact that congress is responsible for approving treaties
(additionally the students should have prior knowledge of the Treaty of Versailles
from a recent lesson)
• Ask the students how they think the US will react to joining a League of Nations.
Write reasoning and/or predictions on the board.
• Hand out a copy of the primary source readings listed above, being sure to
address Wilson's tour across the country to stimulate support for America joining
the League.
• First students should read Reading #1 (Senator Henry Cabot Lodge) and answer
the following question:
o According to Henry Cabot Lodge, why should the US not join the League?
(address all his reasons)

•

•

•
•

Students should then read Reading #2 (Woodrow Wilson's speech) and answer the
following question:
o What reasons and evidence did Wilson present to support his viewpoint?
After reading both sources ask the students to consider which position they would
support using the sources and any prior knowledge for their reasoning. (This can
be done as a writing assignment, verbal debate or both)
Close by discussing congress's final decision not to support the League.
If time permits allow them to predict how this decision will effect the US

How will you assess what student learned during this lesson?
•
•

Responses to reading questions
Participation in discussions (and debate if applicable)

Connecticut Framework Performance Standards:
1.1 Trace the changing role of US participation and influence in world affairs

Woodrow Wilson: League of Nations, September 25, 1919
(excerpts form speech given in Pueblo, Colorado)

Mr. Chairman and fellow countrymen: It is with a great deal of genuine pleasure that I
find myself in Pueblo, and I feel it a compliment in this beautiful hall…
…The chief pleasure of my trip has been that it has nothing to do with my personal
fortunes, that it has nothing to do with my personal reputation, that it has nothing to
do with anything except great principles uttered by Americans of all sorts and of all
parties which we are now trying to realize at this crisis of the affairs of the world.
But there have been unpleasant impressions as well as pleasant impressions, my
fellow citizens, as I have crossed the continent. I have perceived more and more
that men have been busy creating an absolutely false impression of what the treaty
of peace and the Covenant of the League of Nations contain and mean.
I find, moreover, that there is an organized propaganda against the League of
Nations and against the treaty proceeding from exactly the same sources that the
organized propaganda proceeded from which threatened this country here and there
with disloyalty…
…My fellow citizens, it is only certain bodies of foreign sympathies, certain bodies of
sympathy with foreign nations that are organized against this great document which
the American representatives have brought back from Paris.
Therefore, in order to clear away the mists, in order to remove the impressions, in
order to check the falsehoods that have clustered around this great subject, I want
to tell you a few very simple things about the treaty and the covenant…
… At the front of this great treaty is put the Covenant of the League of Nations. It
will also be at the front of the Austrian, treaty and the Hungarian treaty and the
Bulgarian treaty and the treaty with Turkey. Every one of them will contain the
Covenant of the League of Nations, because you cannot work any of them without
the Covenant of the League of Nations.
Unless you get the united, concerted purpose and power of the great Governments
of the world behind this settlement, it will fall down like a house of cards. There is
only one power to put behind the liberation of mankind, and that is the power of
mankind. It is the power of the united moral forces of the world, and in the
Covenant of the League of Nations the moral forces of the world are mobilized. For
what purpose?
Reflect, my fellow citizens, that the membership of this great League is going to
include all the great fighting nations of the world, as well as the weak ones. It is not
for the present going to include Germany, but for the time being Germany is not a
great fighting country. All the nations that have power that can be mobilized are
going to be members of this League, including the United States.

And what do they unite for? They enter into a solemn promise to one another that
they will never use their power against one anther for aggression; that they never
will impair the territorial integrity of a neighbour; that they never will interfere with
the political independence of a neighbour; that they will abide by the principle that
great populations are entitled to determine their own destiny and that they will not

interfere with that destiny; and that no matter what differences arise amongst them
they will never resort to war without first having done one or other of two things either submitted the matter of controversy to arbitration, in which case they agree to
abide by the result without question, or submitted it to the consideration of the
council of the League of Nations, laying before that council all the documents, all the
facts, agreeing that the council can publish the documents and the facts to the whole
world, agreeing that there shall be six months allowed for the mature consideration
of those facts by the council, and agreeing that at the expiration of the six months,
even if they are not then ready to accept the advice of the council with regard to the
settlement of the dispute, they will still not go to war for another three months.
In other words, they consent, no matter what happens, to submit every matter of
difference between them to the judgment of mankind, and just so certainly as they
do that, my fellow citizens, war will be in the far background, war will be pushed out
of that foreground of terror in which it has kept the world for generation after
generation, and men will know that there will be a calm time of deliberate counsel.
The most dangerous thing for a bad cause is to expose it to the opinion of the
world. The most certain way that you can prove that a man is mistaken is by letting
all his neighbours know what he thinks, by letting all his neighbours discuss what he
thinks, and if he is in the wrong you will notice that he will stay at home, he will not
walk on the street.
He will be afraid of the eyes of his neighbours. He will be afraid of their judgment of
his character. He will know that his cause is lost unless he can sustain it by the
arguments of right and of justice. The same law that applies to individuals applies to
nations…
…Look at it in another aspect. The assembly is the talking body. The assembly was
created in order that anybody that purposed anything wrong should be subjected to
the awkward circumstance that everybody could talk about it…
…The council advises, and it cannot advise without the vote of the United States.
Why gentlemen should fear that the Congress of the United States would be advised
to do something that it did not want to do I frankly cannot imagine, because they
cannot even be advised to do anything unless their own representative has
participated in the advice.
It may be that that will impair somewhat the vigour of the League, but,
nevertheless, the fact is so, that we are not obliged to take any advice except our
own, which to any man who wants to go his own course is a very satisfactory state
of affairs. Every man regards his own advice as best, and I dare say every man
mixes his own advice with some thought of his own interest.
Whether we use it wisely or unwisely, we can use the vote of the United States to
make impossible drawing the United States into any enterprise that she does not
care to be drawn into…
…You will say, "Is the League an absolute guaranty against war?" No; I do not know
any absolute guaranty against the errors of human judgment or the violence of
human passions but I tell you this: With a cooling space of nine months for human
passion, not much of it will keep hot.
I had a couple of friends who were in the habit of losing their tempers, and when
they lost their tempers they were in the habit of using very unparliamentary
language. Some of their friends induced them to make a promise that they never
would swear inside the town limits.

When the impulse next came upon them, they took a street car to go out of town to
swear, and by the time they got out of town they did not want to swear. They came
back convinced that they were just what they were, a couple of unspeakable fools,
and the habit of getting angry and of swearing suffered great inroads upon it by that
experience.
Now, illustrating the great by the small, that is true of the passions of nations. It is
true of the passions of men however you combine them. Give them space to cool
off. I ask you this: If it is not an absolute insurance against war, do you want no
insurance at all? Do you want nothing? Do you want not only no probability that
war will not recur, lout the probability that it will recur?
The arrangements of justice do not stand of themselves, my fellow citizens. The
arrangements of this treaty are just, but they need the support of the combined
power of the great nations of the world. And they will have that support. Now that
the mists of this great question have cleared away, I believe that men will see the
truth, eye to eye and face to face.
There is one thing that the American people always rise to and extend their hand to,
and that is the truth of justice and of liberty and of peace. We have accepted that
truth and we are going to be led by it, and it is going to lead us, and through us the
world, out into pastures of quietness and peace such as the world never dreamed of
before.

http://www.firstworldwar.com/source/wilsonspeech_league.htm

What reasons and evidence did Wilson present to support his viewpoint?

Senator Henry Cabot Lodge Sr. (R-MA) speaks out against the League of Nations,
Washington, D.C., August 12, 1919

Mr. President:
The independence of the United States is not only more precious to ourselves but to
the world than any single possession. Look at the United States today. We have
made mistakes in the past. We have had shortcomings. We shall make mistakes in
the future and fall short of our own best hopes. But none the less is there any
country today on the face of the earth which can compare with this in ordered
liberty, in peace, and in the largest freedom?
I feel that I can say this without being accused of undue boastfulness, for it is the
simple fact, and in making this treaty and taking on these obligations all that we do
is in a spirit of unselfishness and in a desire for the good of mankind. But it is well
to remember that we are dealing with nations every one of which has a direct
individual interest to serve, and there is grave danger in an unshared idealism.
Contrast the United States with any country on the face of the earth today and ask
yourself whether the situation of the United States is not the best to be found. I will
go as far as anyone in world service, but the first step to world service is the
maintenance of the United States.
I have always loved one flag and I cannot share that devotion [with] a mongrel
banner created for a League.
You may call me selfish if you will, conservative or reactionary, or use any other
harsh adjective you see fit to apply, but an American I was born, an American I have
remained all my life. I can never be anything else but an American, and I must
think of the United States first, and when I think of the United States first in an
arrangement like this I am thinking of what is best for the world, for if the United
States fails, the best hopes of mankind fail with it.
I have never had but one allegiance - I cannot divide it now. I have loved but one
flag and I cannot share that devotion and give affection to the mongrel banner
invented for a league. Internationalism, illustrated by the Bolshevik and by the men
to whom all countries are alike provided they can make money out of them, is to me
repulsive.
National I must remain, and in that way I like all other Americans can render the
amplest service to the world. The United States is the world's best hope, but if you

fetter her in the interests and quarrels of other nations, if you tangle her in the
intrigues of Europe, you will destroy her power for good and endanger her very
existence. Leave her to march freely through the centuries to come as in the years
that have gone.
Strong, generous, and confident, she has nobly served mankind. Beware how you
trifle with your marvellous inheritance, this great land of ordered liberty, for if we
stumble and fall freedom and civilization everywhere will go down in ruin.
We are told that we shall 'break the heart of the world' if we do not take this league
just as it stands. I fear that the hearts of the vast majority of mankind would beat
on strongly and steadily and without any quickening if the league were to perish
altogether. If it should be effectively and beneficently changed the people who
would lie awake in sorrow for a single night could be easily gathered in one not very
large room but those who would draw a long breath of relief would reach to millions.
We hear much of visions and I trust we shall continue to have visions and dream
dreams of a fairer future for the race. But visions are one thing and visionaries are
another, and the mechanical appliances of the rhetorician designed to give a picture
of a present which does not exist and of a future which no man can predict are as
unreal and short-lived as the steam or canvas clouds, the angels suspended on wires
and the artificial lights of the stage.
They pass with the moment of effect and are shabby and tawdry in the daylight. Let
us at least be real. Washington's entire honesty of mind and his fearless look into
the face of all facts are qualities which can never go out of fashion and which we
should all do well to imitate.
Ideals have been thrust upon us as an argument for the league until the healthy
mind which rejects cant revolts from them. Are ideals confined to this deformed
experiment upon a noble purpose, tainted, as it is, with bargains and tied to a peace
treaty which might have been disposed of long ago to the great benefit of the world
if it had not been compelled to carry this rider on its back? 'Post equitem sedet atra
cura,' Horace tells us, but no blacker care ever sat behind any rider than we shall
find in this covenant of doubtful and disputed interpretation as it now perches upon
the treaty of peace.
No doubt many excellent and patriotic people see a coming fulfilment of noble ideals
in the words 'league for peace.' We all respect and share these aspirations and
desires, but some of us see no hope, but rather defeat, for them in this murky

covenant. For we, too, have our ideals, even if we differ from those who have tried
to establish a monopoly of idealism.
Our first ideal is our country, and we see her in the future, as in the past, giving
service to all her people and to the world. Our ideal of the future is that she should
continue to render that service of her own free will. She has great problems of her
own to solve, very grim and perilous problems, and a right solution, if we can attain
to it, would largely benefit mankind.
We would have our country strong to resist a peril from the West, as she has flung
back the German menace from the East. We would not have our politics distracted
and embittered by the dissensions of other lands. We would not have our country's
vigour exhausted or her moral force abated, by everlasting meddling and muddling
in every quarrel, great and small, which afflicts the world.
Our ideal is to make her ever stronger and better and finer, because in that way
alone, as we believe, can she be of the greatest service to the world's peace and to
the welfare of mankind.
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According to Henry Cabot Lodge, why should the US not join the League?
(address all his reasons)

