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About the book

Book Review: A. Scott Berg's "Wilson"  

A. Scott Berg's biography, "Wilson," offers readers an immersive journey

into the life of Woodrow Wilson, one of America's most intriguing

presidents. This insightful work delves into Wilson's complex character,

revealing the interplay of his lofty ideals and the realities of the time,

particularly during World War I—the conflict that defined his presidency.  

Berg's narrative expertise shines as he artfully combines thorough research

with engaging storytelling, making Wilson's political and personal struggles

accessible to all. The book illustrates how Wilson not only navigated the

challenges of wartime leadership but also laid the foundation for the League

of Nations, an idea that continues to resonate in contemporary discourse.  

A compelling exploration of character, politics, and history, "Wilson" is a

must-read for those fascinated by the dynamics that shape a nation's

leadership and legacy.
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About the author

Profile: A. Scott Berg

Background:  

- Name: A. Scott Berg  

- Birthplace: Norwalk, Connecticut  

- Education: Princeton University  

Notable Achievements:  

- Awarded the Pulitzer Prize for his first biography, *Max Perkins: Editor of

Genius*, which originated from his senior thesis on editor Maxwell Perkins. 

- Won the National Book Award for *Lindbergh*—an acclaimed biography

of aviator Charles Lindbergh.  

- Authored *Kate Remembered*, a memoir highlighting his friendship with

actress Katharine Hepburn, known for its emotional depth.  

- *Wilson*, another of his significant works, showcases his signature

meticulous research and engaging storytelling.

Writing Style:  

- Renowned for creating thoughtfully researched and insightful narratives

about pivotal American historical figures, establishing him as a leading

biographer of his time.
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1. An Overview of Woodrow Wilson's Life and
Legacy

Woodrow Wilson, the 28th President of the United States, remains a

significant figure in American history, known for his profound contributions

to both domestic and international politics. Born on December 28, 1856, in

Staunton, Virginia, Wilson was the son of a minister, which influenced his

upbringing in a religious and scholarly environment. His early academic

prowess led him to the College of New Jersey (now Princeton University),

where he earned his undergraduate degree before continuing his studies at

Johns Hopkins University, where he received his Ph.D.

Wilson's academic career began as a professor of political science at

Princeton, where his scholarship primarily focused on the structure of

government and the dynamics of power. He ascended to the presidency of

Princeton in 1902, marking him as a serious public intellectual. His

presidency at the university was characterized by efforts to reform its

curriculum and governance, which reflected his progressive ideology.

Transitioning into politics, Wilson was elected Governor of New Jersey in

1910, where he implemented a series of progressive reforms that would pave

the way for his presidential campaign in 1912. His platform as a candidate

highlighted a commitment to addressing economic inequality, attacking

tariff protections for the wealthy, and advocating for labor rights. Wilson's
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campaign capitalized on the divisions within the Republican Party,

ultimately leading him to secure the presidency in a three-way race against

incumbent William Howard Taft and former President Theodore Roosevelt.

Assuming office in March 1913, Wilson embarked on an ambitious

domestic agenda known as the 
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2. Exploring Wilson's Political Ideologies and
Their Impacts

Woodrow Wilson's political ideologies were rooted in a blend of idealism

and pragmatism, deeply influenced by his background as a political scientist

and his experiences in academia and public service. His beliefs shaped his

policies and had significant impacts on both domestic and international

fronts during his presidency from 1913 to 1921.

One of Wilson’s core ideologies was his commitment to progressivism,

which emphasized reform and social justice. He aimed to address economic

inequalities and regulate big business, leading to a series of progressive

reforms known as the "New Freedom." This initiative focused on

dismantling monopolies, establishing regulatory agencies, and ensuring fair

competition. For instance, his administration successfully pushed for the

Federal Trade Commission Act of 1914, which created the Federal Trade

Commission (FTC) to prevent unfair business practices and boost consumer

protection. This shift in policy illustrated Wilson’s belief that the

government should play a more active role in regulating the economy and

safeguarding the interests of the public against corporate power.

Wilson was also an advocate for the rights of the working class. His support

for labor rights was evident in the establishment of the Adamson Act in

1916, which mandated an eight-hour workday for railroad workers, thus
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acknowledging the need for fair labor practices and improved working

conditions. This represented a significant victory for labor unions and

highlighted Wilson's progressive stance on workers’ rights, showcasing how

his ideologies resonated with the aspirations of a burgeoning labor

movement.

In matters of foreign policy, Wilson’s ideology was characterized by a belief

in moral diplomacy, where he preferred to support nations that shared

American democratic values. This path was particularly evident in his

approach to Latin America, where he sought to promote democracy and

stability through intervention, a notable case being his response to the

Mexican Revolution. Wilson’s decision to intervene militarily in Mexico

reflected an underlying idealism that democracy was worth promoting, even

at the risk of military conflict. This interventionist stance was controversial

and highlighted the complex interplay of idealism and realism in his political

decision-making.

Wilson’s most significant ideological contribution on the world stage came

during and after World War I. His vision for a new world order was

encapsulated in his Fourteen Points, which outlined principles for lasting

peace and the establishment of a League of Nations to prevent future

conflicts. He firmly believed that diplomatic engagement and collective

security were essential for maintaining peace among nations. However, this
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idealism faced significant challenges both domestically and internationally,

culminating in a divisive debate over the United States’ involvement in the

League of Nations post-war. The ideological clash between Wilson's vision

of international cooperation and the isolationist tendencies prevalent among

the American public led to the Senate's refusal to ratify the Treaty of

Versailles, significantly undermining his efforts to promote a new world

order based on collective security.

Wilson's legacy in political ideology is a tapestry of interconnected beliefs

about democracy, reform, and internationalism. His progressive domestic

policies reshaped the American economy and set a precedent for future

reforms. At the same time, his ambitious foreign policy ideals created a

foundation for modern international relations but also exposed the

limitations of idealism when confronted with practical political realities.

Wilson’s presidency thus serves as a critical case study in understanding

how political ideologies can both inspire transformative change and provoke

intense controversy, leaving an enduring impact on the trajectory of

American politics and its role in global affairs.
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3. The Role of World War I in Shaping Wilson's
Presidency

World War I played a pivotal role in defining and shaping the presidency of

Woodrow Wilson, marking a significant turning point both in U.S. foreign

policy and in Wilson's own political strategies and ideals. Before the war,

Wilson's foreign policy was largely characterized by his stance of neutrality

and idealism. He believed that America should maintain peace and avoid the

entanglements of European conflicts, exemplified by his actions during the

Mexican Revolution and various interventions in Central America. However,

the outbreak of World War I in 1914 presented Wilson with unprecedented

challenges and opportunities that would ultimately reshape his presidency,

alter public opinion, and redefine America's role on the global stage.

Initially, Wilson sought to apply his principles of moral diplomacy, aiming

to promote democracy and peace, yet he faced growing pressures to shift his

stance as the war escalated. The unrestricted submarine warfare tactics

utilized by Germany posed direct threats to American lives and commerce,

culminating in the sinking of the Lusitania in 1915, where 128 Americans

lost their lives. This incident marked a significant point in public sentiment,

which began to shift from isolationism towards a desire to support the

Allies. By 1917, following continued provocations, including the

interception of the Zimmermann Telegram, which promised Mexico the

territories of Texas, New Mexico, and Arizona if it allied with Germany,
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Wilson concluded that American intervention was inevitable.

On April 2, 1917, Wilson asked Congress for a declaration of war, famously

stating, "The world must be made safe for democracy." This was a pivotal

moment, as it marked the transformation of his ideological framework into

an active military engagement. Wilson framed the war as a moral battle,

framing American involvement as essential not only to defeat autocracy but

also to usher in a new world order founded on democratic principles. This

notion of a moral imperative for war connected deeply with the American

public, who rallied around the Allies.

Wilson’s leadership during the war set the stage for profound domestic

changes. His administration saw the implementation of a comprehensive

government mobilization strategy, which included the passage of the

Espionage Act and the Sedition Act to suppress dissent and strengthen

national security. These actions revealed the complexities of balancing civil

liberties and national security during wartime and illustrated the lengths to

which Wilson was willing to go to support the war effort.

Moreover, Wilson introduced the Fourteen Points, a statement of principles

for peace that he believed should be the basis for ending the war and

establishing a framework for a lasting peace. The Fourteen Points proposed

ideas such as self-determination for nations, freedom of the seas, and the
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creation of a League of Nations—all reflecting Wilson's idealistic vision.

These points, particularly the idea of a League of Nations, formed the

foundation for the Treaty of Versailles negotiations and outlined Wilson’s

commitment to establishing a new order that would prevent future conflicts.

However, the end of the war also brought about significant challenges for

Wilson. His idealized vision was often met with harsh realities, particularly

at the Paris Peace Conference where allied leaders were more inclined to

pursue punitive measures against Germany rather than embrace Wilson's

ideals. The Treaty of Versailles as it was crafted diverged from Wilson's

original vision, leading to internal conflicts regarding its ratification back

home, where many in Congress opposed both the League of Nations and the

treaty itself, arguing it would entangle the United States in future foreign

conflicts.

In concluding World War I and proposing a new world order, Wilson's

presidency underwent a critical evaluation, showcasing both his triumphs in

articulating a global vision for democracy and peace, as well as the

difficulties of translating those ideals into practical and acceptable policies.

Wilson's deep commitment to these ideals not only established a new

precedent for American foreign policy in engaging internationally but also

ignited a lingering debate about the balance between national interests and

international responsibilities—a discussion that continues to resonate in
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American politics today.

Thus, World War I did not merely alter the landscape of international

relations; it served as a crucible for Wilson’s presidency, defining his legacy

in both admired and contentious terms. While he sought to align American

power with moral conviction, the complexities of global politics and

domestic divisions ultimately challenge his vision, shaping interpretations of

his presidency for generations to come.
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4. Wilson's Struggles with Health and Political
Opposition

Woodrow Wilson’s presidency was not only marked by the monumental

events of World War I and the shaping of modern American politics but also

by significant personal health challenges and political opposition that shaped

his decision-making and leadership style. From the beginning of his

presidency in 1913, Wilson grappled with various health issues that would

ultimately impact his ability to govern effectively.

In the early years of his presidency, Wilson experienced what was described

as a series of debilitating illnesses. He suffered from severe headaches and

digestive issues, and these problems were exacerbated by the stress of his

new position and the political turmoil of the time. This struggle became

particularly salient during the latter part of his presidency, especially after

the United States entered World War I in 1917. The immense pressure of

wartime leadership, combined with his existing health issues, began to take a

visible toll on Wilson. His public appearances became less frequent, and the

vigor that he initially displayed in office began to wane.

Wilson’s most significant health crisis occurred in 1919, shortly after he

returned from the Paris Peace Conference where he had fervently advocated

for the League of Nations. His health deteriorated markedly, leading to a

stroke in October of that year that left him partially paralyzed. This stroke
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not only affected him physically but also had profound implications for his

presidency. Physically weakened, Wilson was unable to engage with

Congress or the public in the same commanding way he had previously. His

chief of staff, Joseph Tumulty, and his personal physician, Dr. Cary

Grayson, were key figures in managing his day-to-day responsibilities

during this period, often deciding how much access the public and Congress

would have to the incapacitated president.

Alongside health issues, Wilson faced significant political opposition that

further complicated his presidency. His idealistic vision for a new world

order, promoted through the League of Nations, met fierce resistance from

Republicans in Congress, led by figures such as Senator Henry Cabot Lodge.

The ideological divide over America’s role in the post-war world became a

battleground for Wilson and his opponents. While Wilson viewed the

League as essential for maintaining peace and preventing future conflicts,

critics argued that it threatened American sovereignty and entangled the

nation in foreign alliances.

The political struggle intensified as Wilson toured the country in an attempt

to rally public support for the League. His campaign was tireless, yet

dramatically hampered by his declining health; he endured the rigors of

travel despite his infirmity, which in retrospect proved unwise. The

culmination of this opposition and his deteriorating health resulted in the
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defeat of the Treaty of Versailles in the Senate, a bitter blow to Wilson’s

legacy and vision for international cooperation.

Wilson’s interaction with political opposition is a telling case of how health

and personal circumstance can shape political realities. His inability to

effectively negotiate with Congress following his stroke left a power

vacuum that his opponents gleefully exploited. The rejection of the Treaty of

Versailles was not merely a result of policy disagreement but also an

outcome of a leader who was physically and politically vulnerable. 

As Wilson’s administration drew to a close, his health issues and his

struggles against Congress’s opposition left a lasting imprint on the nature of

leadership in American politics. His experiences exemplify the intersection

between personal health crises and political fate, demonstrating that while

ideals may guide a leader's vision, the realities of human frailty and political

discord can significantly alter the course of history. Ultimately, these

struggles illustrate not just Wilson's individual challenges but the broader

complexities of governance during one of the most tumultuous times in

American history.

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/TiHomYO39Kb


5. Reflections on Wilson's Contributions and
Controversies in History

Woodrow Wilson's legacy is a tapestry woven with significant contributions

to American governance, an ambitious foreign policy, and the complex

realities of his racial attitudes and political decisions. As the 28th president

of the United States, Wilson's tenure from 1913 to 1921 brought forth

landmark progressive reforms, shaping the landscape of modern American

political thought and institutions, while simultaneously igniting debates that

would resonate throughout history.

One of Wilson's most notable contributions was the establishment of the

Federal Reserve System in 1913. This monumental restructuring of the

nation's banking system aimed to create a safer, more flexible, and more

stable monetary and financial system. The Federal Reserve not only sought

to control inflation and manage employment levels but also provided the

government with a more responsive mechanism to address economic crises,

a legacy that endures to this day. Wilson argued that a centralized banking

system would prevent the financial panics that had plagued the country, and

while it has faced criticism over the years, it remains a cornerstone of the

U.S. economic framework.

In addition to domestic reforms, Wilson's foreign policy strategy, especially

his vision for a new world order following World War I, stands as a pivotal
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element of his presidency. His Fourteen Points, outlined in 1918, laid the

groundwork for the League of Nations, advocating for self-determination for

countries and promoting peace through diplomacy rather than warfare. This

idealistic approach marked a departure from military interventionism and

offered a path toward collective security. However, the rejection of the

League of Nations by the U.S. Senate highlights the controversies

surrounding Wilson's foreign policy vision. Critics argued that his approach

was naive and unachievable, leading to a division between Wilson's

aspirations and the practical political realities of a post-war America steeped

in isolationism.

Wilson's contributions to social issues are also significant; his administration

took steps towards labor rights, antitrust actions, and the introduction of the

income tax, which alleviated some of the economic disparities of the

Progressive Era. The establishment of the National Park Service in 1916

reflected his belief in conservation, as does his legacy of advocating for

workers' rights and the eight-hour workday. However, these advances must

be viewed alongside the controversies of his presidency, particularly his

approach to race relations. Despite his progressive ideals, Wilson's

administration implemented policies that segregated federal offices and

undermined the gains of African Americans during the Reconstruction era.

This contradiction has led historians to grapple with the duality of Wilson's

legacy. 
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The interplay of Wilson's contributions and controversies has created a

legacy that prompts ongoing debate among scholars, politicians, and the

public. His role in expanding the federal government’s role in American life

was revolutionary at the time, advocating for social reforms and regulatory

measures that sought to protect American citizens from the excesses of

capitalism. Yet, Wilson's racial attitudes, seen through the lens of

contemporary values, starkly contradict his role as a champion of social

justice.  

Examples from recent scholarship illustrate how Wilson's policies and

ideologies are still relevant today. For example, discussions about the

balance of power between state and federal governments echo the debates

Wilson engaged in when advocating for direct democracy through measures

like the referendum and initiatives that empowered citizens at the expense of

traditional power structures. Furthermore, contemporary conversations

surrounding systemic racism and the evolution of social policies reveal how

Wilson’s failures in racial equity continue to shadow efforts for

comprehensive social justice in the United States.  

In sum, the reflections on Wilson's contributions and controversies offer a

perspective rich with lessons for understanding the complexities of

American governance and ideology. While he laid the groundwork for many

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/TiHomYO39Kb


aspects of modern political life, he also embodied the conflicts that

accompany progress. Wilson’s story is ultimately a reminder that history is

rarely linear and that the echoes of past actions continue to shape

contemporary discourse.
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