
William E. Borah, Speech in the Senate Opposing the League of Nations 
November 19, 1919 

 
Why need you gentlemen across the aisle worry about a reservation here or there when we are sitting in 
the council and in the assembly and bound by every obligation in morals, which the President said was 
supreme above that of law, to comply with the judgment which our representatives and the other 
representatives finally form? Shall we go there, Mr. President, to sit in judgment, and in case that 
judgment works for peace join with our allies, but in case it works for war withdraw our cooperation? 
How long would we stand as we now stand a great Republic commanding the respect and holding the 
leadership of the world, if we should adopt any such course? 
 
Article 11 is complete, and it authorizes the league, a member of which is our representative, to deal 
with matters of peace and war, and the league through its council and its assembly deals with the matter, 
and our accredited representative joins with the others in deciding upon a certain course, which involves 
a question of sending troops. What will the Congress of the United States do? What right will it have 
left, except the bare technical right to refuse, which as a moral proposition it will not dare to exercise? 
Have we not been told day by day for the last nine months that the Senate of the United States, a 
coordinate part of the treaty-making power, should accept this league as it was written because the wise 
men sitting at Versailles had so written it, and has not every possible influence and every source of 
power in public opinion been organized and directed against the Senate to compel it to do that thing? … 
 
Ah, but you say that there must be unanimous consent, and that there is vast protection in unanimous 
consent.  I do not wish to speak disparagingly; but has not every division and dismemberment of every 
nation which has suffered dismemberment taken place by unanimous consent for the last 300 years? Did 
not Prussia and Austria and Russia by unanimous consent divide Poland? Did not the United States and 
Great Britain and Japan and Italy and France divide China and give Shantung to Japan? Was that not a 
unanimous decision? Close the doors upon the diplomats of Europe, let them sit in secret, give them the 
material to trade on, and there always will be unanimous consent. … Mr. President, if you have enough 
territory, if you have enough material, if you have enough subject peoples to trade upon and divide, 
there will be no difficulty about unanimous consent. …  
 
But take another view of it. We are sending to the council one man. That one man represents 
110,000,000 people.  Here, sitting in the Senate, we have two from every State in the Union, and over in 
the other House we have Representatives in accordance with population, and the responsibility is spread 
out in accordance with our obligations to our constituency. But now we are transferring to one man the 
stupendous power of representing the sentiment and convictions of 110,000,000 people in tremendous 
questions which may involve the peace or may involve the war of the world.... 
 
What is the result of all this? We are in the midst of all of the affairs of Europe. We have entangled 
ourselves with all European concerns. We have joined in alliance with all the European nations which 
have thus far joined the league, and all nations which may be admitted to the league. We are sitting there 
dabbling in their affairs and intermeddling in their concerns. In other words, Mr. President—and this 
comes to the question which is fundamental with me—we have forfeited and surrendered, once and for 
all, the great policy of "no entangling alliances" upon which the strength of this Republic has been 
founded for 150 years.  My friends of reservations, tell me where is the reservation in these articles 
which protects us against entangling alliances with Europe?  Those who are differing over reservations, 
tell me what one of them protects the doctrine laid down by the Father of his Country. That fundamental 
proposition is surrendered, and we are a part of the European turmoils and conflicts from the time we 
enter this league.... 
 
You have put in here a reservation upon the Monroe doctrine. I think that, in so far as language could 



protect the Monroe doctrine, it has been protected. But as a practical proposition, as a working 
proposition, tell me candidly, as men familiar with the history of your country and of other countries, do 
you think that you can intermeddle in European affairs; and, secondly, never to permit Europe to 
[interfere in our affairs]. …  
 
Mr. President, there is another and even a more commanding reason why I shall record my vote against 
this treaty. It imperils what I conceive to be the underlying, the very first principles of this Republic. It is 
in conflict with the right of our people to govern themselves free from all restraint, legal or moral, of 
foreign powers.... 
 
Sir, since the debate opened months ago those of us who have stood against this proposition have been 
taunted many times with being little Americans… Call us little Americans if you will, but leave us the 
consolation and the pride which the term American, however modified, still imparts.... We have sought 
nothing save the tranquillity of our own people and the honor and independence of our own Republic. 
… If we have erred we have erred out of too much love for those things which from childhood you and 
we together have been taught to revere—yes, to defend even at the cost of limb and life. If we have 
erred it is because we have placed too high an estimate upon the wisdom of Washington and Jefferson, 
too exalted an opinion upon the patriotism of the sainted Lincoln.... 
 
Senators, even in an hour so big with expectancy we should not close our eyes to the fact that 
democracy is something more, vastly more, than a mere form of government by which society is 
restrained into free and orderly life. It is a moral entity, a spiritual force, as well. And these are things 
which live only and alone in the atmosphere of liberty. The foundation upon which democracy rests is 
faith in the moral instincts of the people. Its ballot boxes, the franchise, its laws, and constitutions are 
but the outward manifestations of the deeper and more essential thing—a continuing trust in the moral 
purposes of the average man and woman. … These distinguishing virtues of a real republic you can not 
commingle with the discordant and destructive forces of the Old World and still preserve them. You can 
not yoke a government whose fundamental maxim is that of liberty to a government whose first law is 
that of force and hope to preserve the former. … [W]hen you shall have committed this Republic to a 
scheme of world control based upon force, upon the combined military force of the four great nations of 
the world, you will have soon destroyed the atmosphere of freedom, of confidence in the self-governing 
capacity of the masses, in which alone a democracy may thrive. … 
 
Sir, we are told that this treaty means peace. Even so, I would not pay the price. Would you purchase 
peace at the cost of any part of our independence? We could have had peace in 1776– the price was 
high, but we could have had it. James Otis, Sam Adams, Hancock, and Warren were surrounded by 
those who urged peace and British rule. All through that long and trying struggle, particularly when the 
clouds of adversity lowered upon the cause, there was a cry of peace—let us have peace. We could have 
had peace in 1860; Lincoln was counseled by men of great influence and accredited wisdom to let our 
brothers—and, thank Heaven, they are brothers— depart in peace. But the tender, loving Lincoln, 
bending under the fearful weight of impending civil war, an apostle of peace, refused to pay the price, 
and a reunited country will praise his name forevermore—bless it because he refused peace at the price 
of national honor and national integrity. Peace upon any other basis than national independence, peace 
purchased at the cost of any part of our national integrity, is fit only for slaves, and even when 
purchased at such a price it is a delusion, for it can not last. 
 
…Your treaty means injustice. It means slavery. It means war. And to all this you ask this Republic to 
become a party. You ask it to abandon the creed under which it has grown to power and accept the creed 
of autocracy, the creed of repression and force. 
 
Source: http://historycentral.com/documents/League.html 



Woodrow Wilson Defends the Peace Treaty and the League (1919) 
 

Indianapolis, Indiana, September 4 
You have heard a great deal about Article X of the Covenant of the League of Nations. Article X speaks 

the conscience of the world. Article X is the article which goes to the heart of this whole bad business, for 
that article says that the members of this league (that is intended to be all the great nations of the world) 
engage to respect and to preserve against all external aggression the territorial integrity and political 
independence of the nations concerned. That promise is necessary in order to prevent this sort of war from 
recurring, and we are absolutely discredited if we fought this war and then neglect the essential safeguard 
against it.  

You have heard it said, my fellow citizens, that we are robbed of some degree of our sovereign, 
independent choice by articles of that sort. Every man who makes a choice to respect the rights of his 
neighbors deprives himself of absolute sovereignty, but he does it by promising never to do wrong, and I can 
not for one see anything that robs me of any inherent right that I ought to retain when I promise that I will do 
right. 

We engage in the first sentence of Article X to respect and preserve from external aggression the 
territorial integrity and the existing political independence not only of the other member States, but of all 
States, and if any member of the League of Nations disregards that promise, then what happens? The Council 
of the League advises what should be done to enforce the respect for that covenant on the part of the nation 
attempting to violate it, and there is no compulsion upon us to take that advice except the compulsion of our 
good conscience and judgment. It is perfectly evident that if, in the judgment of the people of the United 
States the council adjudged wrong and that this was not a case for the use of force, there would be no 
necessity on the part of the Congress of the United States to vote the use of force. But there could be no 
advice of the council on any such subject without a unanimous vote, and the unanimous vote includes our 
own, and if we accepted the advice we would be accepting our own advice. …There is in that covenant not 
only not a surrender of the independent judgment of the Government of the United States, but an expression 
of it, because that independent judgment would have to join with the judgment of the rest.  

But when is that judgment going to be expressed, my fellow citizens? Only after it is evident that every 
other resource has failed, and I want to call your attention to the central machinery of the League of Nations. 
If any member of that League, or any nation not a member, refuses to submit the question at issue either to 
arbitration or to discussion by the council, there ensues automatically by the engagements of this covenant an 
absolute economic boycott. There will be no trade with that nation by any member of the League. There will 
be no interchange of communication by post or telegraph. There will be no travel to or from that nation. Its 
borders will be closed. No citizen of any other State will be allowed to enter it, and no one of its citizens will 
be allowed to leave it. It will be hermetically sealed by the united action of the most powerful nations in the 
world. And if this economic boycott bears with equal weight, the members of the league agree to support one 
another and to relieve one another in any exceptional disadvantages that may arise out of it. … 

Therefore, I want to call your attention, if you will turn to it when you go home, to Article XI, following 
Article X, of the covenant of the League of Nations. That article, let me say, is the favorite article in the 
treaty, so far as I am concerned. It says that every matter which is likely to affect the peace of the world is 
everybody's business … 

There is not an oppressed people in the world which can not henceforth get a hearing at that forum, and 
you know, my fellow citizens, what a hearing will mean if the cause of those people is just. The one thing 
that those who are doing injustice have most reason to dread is publicity and discussion, because if you are 
challenged to give a reason why you are doing a wrong thing it has to be an exceedingly good reason, and if 
you give a bad reason you confess judgment and the opinion of mankind goes against you.  
 
St. Louis, Missouri, September 5 

There can hereafter be no secret treaties. There were nations represented around that board I mean the 
board at which the commission on the League of Nations sat, where 14 nations were represented there were 
nations represented around that board who had entered into many a secret treaty and understanding, and they 
made not the least objection to promising that hereafter no secret treaty should have any validity whatever. 
The provision of the covenant is that every treaty or international understanding shall be “registered,” I 



believe the word is, with the general secretary of the league, that the general secretary shall publish it in full 
just so soon as it is possible for him to publish it, and that no treaty shall be valid which is not thus 
registered.  
 
Sioux Falls, South Dakota, September 8 

America can stay out, but I want to call you to witness that the peace of the world can not be established 
without America. America is necessary to the peace of the world. And reverse the proposition : The peace 
and good will of the world are necessary to America. Disappoint the world, center its suspicion upon you, 
make it feel that you are hot and jealous rivals of the other nations, and do you think you are going to do as 
much business with them as you would otherwise do?  

I do not like to put the thing on that plane, my fellow countrymen, but if you want to talk business, I can 
talk business. If you want to put it on the low plane of how much money you can make, you can make more 
money out of friendly traders than out of hostile traders. You can make more money out of men who trust 
you than out of men who fear you.  
 
San Francisco, California, September 17 

The Monroe Doctrine means that if any outside power, any power outside this hemisphere, tries to 
impose its will upon any portion of the Western Hemisphere the United States is at liberty to act 
independently and alone in repelling the aggression; that it does not have to wait for the action of the League 
of Nations; that it does not have to wait for anything but the action of its own administration and its own 
Congress. This is the first time in the history of international diplomacy that any great government has 
acknowledged the validity of the Monroe Doctrine. Now for the first time all the great fighting powers of the 
world except Germany, which for the time being has ceased to be a great fighting power, acknowledge the 
validity of the Monroe Doctrine and acknowledge it as part of the international practice of the world.  

[Critics] are nervous about domestic questions. They say, "It is intolerable to think that the League of 
Nations should interfere with domestic questions," and whenever they begin to specify they speak of the 
question of immigration, of the question of naturalization, of the question of the tariff. My fellow citizens, no 
competent or authoritative student of international law would dream of maintaining that these were anything 
but exclusively domestic questions, and the Covenant of the League expressly provides that the league can 
take no action whatever about matters which are in the practice of international law regarded as domestic 
questions.  
 
San Francisco, California, September 18 

In order that we may not forget, I brought with me the figures as to what this war meant to the world. 
This is a body of business men, and you will understand these figures. They are too big for the imagination 
of men who do not handle big things. Here is the cost of the war in money, exclusive of what we loaned one 
another: Great Britain and her dominions, $38,000,000,000; France, $26,000,000,000; the United States, 
$22,000,000,000 (this is the direct cost of our operations) ; Russia, $18,000,000,000; Italy, $13,000,000,000; 
and the total, including Belgium, Japan, and other countries, $123,000,000,000. This is what it cost the 
Central Powers : Germany, $39,000,000,000, the biggest single item; Austro-Hungary, $21,000,000,000: 
Turkey and Bulgaria, $3,000,000,000; a total of $63,000,000,000, and a grand total of direct war costs of 
$186,000,000,000 almost the capital of the world. The expenditures of the United States were at the rate of 
$1,000,000 an hour for two years, including nighttime with daytime. The battle deaths during the war were as 
follows: Russia lost in dead 1,700,000 men, poor Russia that got nothing but terror and despair out of it all; 
Germany, 1,600,000; France, 1,385,000; Great Britain, 900,000; Austria, 800,000; Italy, 364,000; the United 
States, 50,300 dead. The total for all the belligerents, 7,450,200 men just about seven and a half million 
killed because we could not have arbitration and discussion, because the world had never had the courage to 
propose the conciliatory methods which some of us are now doubting whether we ought to accept or not. 
 
 
 
Source: http://www02.us.archive.org/stream/addressesofpresi00wilsuoft/addressesofpresi00wilsuoft_djvu.txt 
 



Henry Cabot Lodge, Speech before the Senate Opposing the League of Nations 
August 12, 1919 

If Europe desires such an alliance or league with a power of this kind, so be it. I have no objection, provided 
they do not interfere with the American Continents or force us against our will but bound by a moral 
obligation into all the quarrels of Europe. If England, abandoning the policy of Canning, desires to be a 
member of a league which has such powers as this, I have not a word to say. But I object in the strongest 
possible way to having the United States agree, directly or indirectly, to be controlled by a league which may 
at any time, and perfectly lawfully and in accordance with the terms of the covenant, be drawn in to deal with 
internal conflicts in other countries, no matter what those conflicts may be. We should never permit the 
United States to be involved in any internal conflict in another country, except by the will of her people 
expressed through the Congress which represents them. 

With regard to wars of external aggression on a member of the league, the case is perfectly clear. There can 
be no genuine dispute whatever about the meaning of the first clause of article 10. In the first place, it differs 
from every other obligation in being individual and placed upon each nation without the intervention of the 
league. Each nation for itself promises to respect and preserve as against external aggression the boundaries 
and the political independence of every member of the league. … In article 10 the United States is bound on 
the appeal of any member of the league not only to respect but to preserve its independence and its 
boundaries, and that pledge, if we give it, must be fulfilled. 

There is to me no distinction whatever in a treaty between what some persons are pleased to call legal and 
moral obligation. A treaty rests and must rest, except where it is imposed under duress and securities and 
hostages are taken for its fulfillment, upon moral obligations. No doubt a great power impossible of coercion 
can cast aside a moral obligation if it sees fit and escape from the performance of the duty which it promises. 
The pathway of dishonor is always open. I for one, however, can not conceive of voting for a clause of which 
I disapprove because I know it can be escaped in that way. Whatever the United States agrees to, by that 
agreement she must abide. … 

Let me now briefly point out the insuperable difficulty which I find in article 15. It begins: “If there should 
arise between members of the league any dispute likely to lead to a rupture.” “Any dispute” covers every 
possible dispute. It therefore covers a dispute over tariff duties and over immigration. Suppose we have a 
dispute with Japan or with some European country as to immigration. I put aside tariff duties as less 
important than immigration. … 

If other nations are willing to subject themselves to such a domination, the United States, to which many 
immigrants have come and many more will come, ought never to submit to it for a moment. … 

The instant that the United States, who declared, interpreted, and sustained the doctrine, ceases to be the sole 
judge of what it means, that instant the Monroe doctrine ceases and disappears from history and from the 
face of the earth. I think it is just as undesirable to have Europe interfere in American affairs now as Mr. 
Monroe thought it was in 1823, and equally undesirable that we should be compelled to involve ourselves in 
all the wars and brawls of Europe. … Why, in the name of peace, should we extinguish it? Why, in the name 
of peace, should we be called upon to leave the interpretation of the Monroe doctrine to other nations? It is 
an American policy. It is our own. It has guarded us well, and I for one can never find consent in my heart to 
destroy it by a clause in a treaty and hand over its body for dissection to the nations of Europe. … 

I have dwelt only upon those points which seem to me most dangerous. There are, of course, many others, 
but these points, in the interest not only of the safety of the United States but of the maintenance of the treaty 
and the peace of the world, should be dealt with here before it is too late. Once in the league the chance of 
amendment is so slight that it is not worth considering. Any analysis of the provisions of this league 
covenant, however, brings out in startling relief one great fact. Whatever may be said, it is not a league of 
peace; it is an alliance, dominated at the present moment by five great powers, really by three, and it has all 



the marks of an alliance. … Those articles upon which the whole structure rests are articles which provide for 
the use of force; that is, for war. This league to enforce peace does a great deal for enforcement and very 
little for peace. It makes more essential provisions looking to war than to peace for the settlement of disputes. 
… 

Taken altogether, these provisions for war present what to my mind is the gravest objection to this league in 
its present form. We are told that of course nothing will be done in the way of warlike acts without the assent 
of Congress. If that is true let us say so in the covenant. But as it stands there is no doubt whatever in my 
mind that American troops and American ships may be ordered to any part of the world by nations other than 
the United States, and that is a proposition to which I for one can never assent. It must be made perfectly 
clear that no American soldiers, not even a corporal’s guard, that no American sailors, not even the crew of a 
submarine, can ever be engaged in war or ordered anywhere except by the constitutional authorities of the 
United States. To Congress is granted by the Constitution the right to declare war, and nothing that would 
take the troops out of the country at the bidding or demand of other nations should ever be permitted except 
through congressional action. The lives of Americans must never be sacrificed except by the will of the 
American people expressed through their chosen Representatives in Congress. This is a point upon which no 
doubt can be permitted. American soldiers and American sailors have never failed the country when the 
country called upon them. They went in their hundreds of thousands into the war just closed. They went to 
die for the great cause of freedom and of civilization. They went at their service. We were late in entering the 
war. We made no preparation, as we ought to have done, for the ordeal which was clearly coming upon us; 
but we went and we turned the wavering scale. It was done by the American soldier, the American sailor, and 
the spirit and energy of the American people. …  

It was the first time we had been called upon to rescue the civilized world. Did we fail? On the contrary, we 
succeeded, succeeded largely and nobly, and we did it without any command from any league of nations. 
When the emergency came we met it, and we were able to meet it because we had built up on this continent 
the greatest and most powerful Nation in the world, built it up under our own policies, in our own way, and 
one great element of our strength was the fact that we had held aloof and had not thrust ourselves into 
European quarrels; that we had no selfish interest to serve. We made great sacrifices. We have done splendid 
work. I believe that we do not require to be told by foreign nations when we shall do work which freedom 
and civilization require. I think we can move to victory much better under our own command than under the 
command of others. Let us unite with the world to promote the peaceable settlement of all international 
disputes. Let us try to develop international law. Let us associate ourselves with the other nations for these 
purposes. But let us retain in our own hands and in our own control the lives of the youth of the land. Let no 
American be sent into battle except by the constituted authorities of his own country and by the will of the 
people of the United States. …  

No doubt many excellent and patriotic people see a coming fulfillment 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 vigor 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, so we believe, can she be of the greatest service to the world’s peace and to the 
welfare of mankind. [Prolonged applause in the galleries.] 

Source: 
http://oll.libertyfund.org/?option=com_staticxt&staticfile=show.php%3Ftitle=2282&chapter=216522&layout=html&Itemid=27  



Henry Cabot Lodge, “Reservations with Regard to the Treaty” (1919) 
 
Resolved, that the Senate advise and consent to the ratification of the treaty of peace with Germany 
concluded at Versailles on the 28th day of June, 1919, subject to the following reservations and 
understandings, which are hereby made a part and condition of this resolution of ratification … :  

1. … In case of notice of withdrawal from the League of Nations, as provided in [Article 1], 
the United States shall be the sole judge as to whether all Its international obligations and all 
its obligations … have been fulfilled, and notice of withdrawal … may be given by a 
concurrent resolution of the Congress of the United States.  

2. The United States assumes no obligation to preserve the territorial integrity or political 
independence of any other country … under the provisions of Article 10, or to employ the 
military or naval forces of the United States under any article of the treaty for any purpose, 
unless in any particular case the Congress, which, under the Constitution, has the sole power 
to declare war or authorize the employment of the military or naval forces of the United 
States...  

3. No mandate shall be accepted by the United States under Article 22 … except by action of 
the Congress of the United States.  

4. The United States reserves to itself exclusively the right to decide what questions are within 
its domestic jurisdiction …  

5. The United States will not submit to arbitration or to inquiry by the Assembly or by the 
Council of the League of Nations … any questions which in the judgment of the United 
States depend upon or relate to its long-established policy, commonly known as the Monroe 
Doctrine; said doctrine is to be interpreted by the United States alone and is hereby declared 
to be wholly outside the jurisdiction of said League of Nations …  

6. … 
7. The Congress of the United States will provide by law for the appointment of the 

representatives of the United States in the Assembly and the Council of the League of 
Nations, and may in its discretion provide for the participation of the United States in any 
commission. … No person shall represent the United States under either said League of 
Nations or the treaty of peace … except with the approval of the Senate of the United States.  

8. … 
9. The United States shall not be obligated to contribute to any expenses of the League of 

Nations … unless and until an appropriation of funds available for such expenses shall have 
been made by the Congress of the United States.  

10. If the United States shall at any time adopt any plan for the limitation of armaments 
proposed by the Council of the League of Nations … it reserves the right to increase such 
armaments without the consent of the Council whenever the United States is threatened with 
invasion or engaged in war.  

11. …  
12. …  
13. …  
14. The United States assumes no obligation to be bound by any election, decision, report, or 

finding of the Council or Assembly in which any member of the League and its self-
governing dominions, colonies, or parts of empire, in the aggregate, have cast more than one 
vote…  

 
Source: http://teachingamericanhistory.org/library/index.asp?document=697 
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