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was the best method to resolve conflict. He justified the US entry into the con-
flict by arguing it would be “the war to end all wars.” He outlined his intentions 
in his Fourteen Points Speech to Congress in 1917. In this address, Wilson 
argued for a new world order. He saw strong possibilities for the emergence of 
an enlightened leadership in the postwar era that would work together toward 
world peace. This approach came to be known as idealism—some would even 
call it utopianism—and it represented a view that would be difficult to attain. 
Idealism assumed cooperation would triumph over conflict. Enlightened lead-
ers would jointly establish a world order defined by group effort as opposed to 
individual interest. The following excerpt from President Woodrow Wilson’s 
Fourteen Points Speech delineates his vision for a new kind of cooperation.

Central to Wilson’s utopian idealism was the notion of collective security. 
Each state would reduce its military preparedness with the understanding that 
all would act together in the event of an attack against any one state. Education 
and cross-cultural understanding would be emphasized as a way of gaining 
trust. Peaceful coexistence and coopera-
tion would be encouraged through an 
institutionalized international organiza-
tion, the League of Nations.

Unfortunately, Wilson’s plan was not 
sufficient to resolve the conflict. The 
Treaty of Versailles that ended the war 
created the League of Nations, but an iso-
lationist US Senate, wary of undertaking 
new international commitments, would 
not ratify it. This defeat was quite a blow 
to its creator, President Wilson, and 
undermined the league’s power from the 
start. Moreover, the notion of cooperation 
that underlay not only the league but also 
the ideal world that Wilson envisioned 
was not realized. Wilson had hoped for a 
liberal order in which peace among states 
prevailed, reliant on the innate spirit of 
people to cooperate. International institu-
tions would maintain that peace, and 
individual states would cooperate through 
those institutional mechanisms.

These assumptions proved naive, as the 
uneasy peace was jeopardized by the Rus-
sian Revolution, which overthrew the 
tsarist regime and marked the emergence 
of a communist Union of Soviet Socialist 
Republics (generally referred to as either 

idealism
a political philosophy that 
emphasizes cooperation to 
establish a peaceful world 
order

It will be our wish and purpose that the 
processes of peace, when they are 

begun, shall be absolutely open and that 
they shall involve and permit henceforth 

no secret understandings of any kind. 
The day of conquest and aggrandizement 

is gone by and so is also the day of 
secret covenants entered into in the 

interest of particular governments and 
likely at some unlooked-for moment to 
upset the peace of the world. It is this 
happy fact, now clear to the view of 

every public man whose thoughts do not 
still linger in an age that is dead and 

gone, which makes it possible for every 
nation whose purposes are consistent 

with justice and the peace of the world 
to avow now or at any other time the 

objects it has in view.9
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