A Light That Failed Completely

The League of Nations struggle was ferocious but honorable. Edith Wilson was only ferocious.
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insightful new books suggest, that in

itself is nothing new: the time has
always seemed right for a reappraisal
of Wilson. That is because. the struggle
he waged over the creation of a League
of Nations was at its core a debate over
the terms of America's engagement in
the world. This struggle, so central to

F the time seems right for a reap-
praisal of Woodrow Wilson, as two =

have agreed that the sound and rnry
over America’s participation in
Lelmemturedlmlehﬂnaud—»tlm
the arc of United States foreign policy
- bent inexorably toward isolation. In
“Breaking the Heart of the World,"”
John Milton Cooper Jr. puts that view to
a serious, scholarly test.
mlmnmww
of Wisconsin, has written on Wilson be-
fore, most notably in “The Warrior and
the Priest,” a recounting of the fierce ri-
valry between Wilson and Theodore Roo-
sevelt. His new book has a narrower fo-
cus: the causes and consequences of what
participants labeled “the League fight.”
That battle began even before the
Great War had ended, and the b
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publican senator from Massachusetts,
Henry Cabot Lodge. Endorsing Roose-
velt's vision, Lodge coined a term to de-
scribe it: “'the united nations.”

By the time of the armistice of No-'
vember 1918, Wilson had emerged as the |

; irascibility and aversion to compromise.

In that sense, the stroke happened at ex-

actly the wrong time to the wrong person. *

Enter exactly the wrong bedside at-

™ tendant: Edith Bolling Galt Wilson, the
'pmldmt‘- second wife. In "m and

and
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1919 he presented his plan for collective
security through a League of Nations as
holy writ. He asked the Senate, “‘Dare
we reject it and break the heart of the

ed that Wilson's commitment to collec-5'/

less, a threat to America’s autonomy in
its own hemisphere.

Copper's greatest contribution
comes in his subtle rendering of a fight
that is often depicted in black (Lodge)
and white (Wilson). Here, Lodge is de-

“picted as a limited interventionist

nthnﬁnnmhuhumm;ndwumil
not an ideal|

ants kept at it longer than American
troops had fought in Europe. It was one
of the most brutally partisan and bitter-
ly personal disputes in American histo-
ry. At the same time, it set a precedent
(as yet unmatched) for the informed,
principled discussion of the fundamen-
tal aims of American foreign policy.

Ironically, the idea of an interna-
tional organization to enforce peace
originated not with Wilson but with his
Republican rivals, the same men who
mdddefutitldmdellur In lIln
former Pr

proposed that themnpuwerl mb—
lish a “League of Peace” to prevent con-
flict among natlons, ““by force if neces-
sary.” One of Roosevelt's first converts
was his close friend the patrician Re-

Jol‘l snuu. the author of *"Mutual Con-
tempt: Lyndon Johnson, Robert Ken-
nedy and the Feud That Defined a
Decade,” I5 the Anschutz

fellow in American studies at Princeton
University.

never really whether to engage ln the
world, but on what terms. ’

Cooper's analysis is acute, even-
handed and remarkably free of the sen-
timentality (or scorn) that so often col-
ors writing about Wilson. But perhaps it
is too free of emotion: the passions of the
moment are described but never really
imparted.

At times the book reads like an ex-
haustive, organ-by-organ autopsy of a
patient who died of a simple trauma.
Cooper shows that the “dread blow" that
killed the League was not the Senate's
rejection of the treaty in March 1920, but
the massive stroke that Wilson had suf-
fered almost six months before, at the
end of a nationwide speaking tour to sell
mmmammmnumm

""Such strokes,” Cooper
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drow,” Phyllis Lee Levin seconds
prr'sdhmodu The author of a biog-
raphy of Abigail Adams, Levin has writ-
ten a rich, rousing narrative that begins

‘ as a romance and ends as an "outrage

visited on the country's institutions.”

. The tale is not new. But Levin tells it

with authority and verve,
' 4 Wilson, whose first wife had died in

- the summer of 1914, was besotted by the
‘following spring.

ardor for Edith

HEIR concerns were well
mum-rmuﬂmm
before Edith’s marriage to Wil
son in December 1915, she ex-
erted an influence grossly out of propor-
tion to her in domestic and for-

ly loyal. Edith was not incapable of mod-

The book paints a sinister picture of
Edith Wilson's White House: the lights
dimmed, curtains drawn and “gloomy
secrets and Impostures” taking the
place of candor. One marvels at Edith’s

While Wilson struggled even to hold
a pen, Edith issued a flurry of handwrit-
ten edicts, each with the
words, “the President says.” With Tu-
multy, she scripted the State of the
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jective’ sense of what merited her hus-
band’s limited energies.

Unworthy of his time, apparently,
‘was any talk of a deal on the League of
Nations. The importuning of Senate De-
mocrats, waiting for Wilson
to release them to vote for the treaty.
“with reservations” rather than let it
die, fell on deaf ears.

Still, Levin is perhaps too eager to
attribute malicious motives to her sub-
ject. She risks losing sight of the fact
that it was not a conspiracy of three that
misled the nation (and mislaid the Con-
stitution), it wag a conspiracy of four —
a number that included the president
himself, who was just well enough to
know how unwell he really was.

Both books conclude that Wilson's
health was the critical factor in the
League’s defeat. It is of course unclear
whether American participation in the
League of Mations would ever have
amounted to real leadership. But the
carnage of the 20th century was to make
abundantly clear that in the absence of a
genuine global commitment to keep the
peace, there would be no peace to keep.

The establishment of the United Na-
tions did much to restore Woodrow Wil
son's standing — as did the end of the
cold war a half-century later. In both
cases, the world seemed readier to real-

- ize his vision of self-determination and"
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" erating Wilson's potent self-righ

ness, but mostly she reinforced it. And
when he was too weak to display it him-
self, she did it for him.

It is here that Levin's story really
mumuwmmnm:

wife convened a “'bedside government"
consisting of herself and two deputies,
Wilson's devoted aide, Joseph Tumuity,
and the presidential physician, Cary
Grayson — a trlumvirate that, in
Levin's words, “'could neither face nor

Edith later wrote that I, myself,
never made a single decision regarding
the disposition of public affairs.” Levin's

r

ins, as ever, unresol
o(.\n:mimm'uement are sull unlet-
t.lad. The Bush administration’s aban-
of i ds on bio-
logical warfare, greenhouse gas emis-
slons and weapons sales, as well as its
oft-stated intent to scrap the 1972 Anti-
ballistic Missile Treaty, betrays a famil-
iar wish to separate America’s interests
from the rest of the world’s.

Yet the tragic events of Sept. 11 may
have changed all that. The administra-
tion's response has quieted, at least for the
moment, charges of unilateralism. In this
latest round of the long League fight, it Is
not yet clear whether Wilson or Lodge has
the upper hand.




