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THE TWENTIETH CENTURY
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. a» The war came shorfly after the opening of the twentieth cen-

tury, in the midst of exultation (perhaps only among the elite in
the Western world) about progress and modernization. One day
after the English declared war, Henry James wrote to a friend:
“The plunge of civilization into this abyss of blood and darkness

.. is a thing that so gives away the whole long age during which
we have supposed the world to be . . . gradually bettering.” In the
first Battle of the Marne, the British and French succeeded in
blocking the German advance on Paris. Each side had 500,000
casualties.

%  The killing started very fast, and on a large scale. In August

1914, a volunteer for the British army had to be 5 feet 8 inches to
enlist. By October, the requirement was lowered to 5 feet 5
inches. That month there were thirty thousand casualtes, and

- then one could be 5 feet 3. In the first three months of war,
_ almost the entire original British army was wiped out.

For three years the battle lines remained virtually stationary in
~ France. Each side would push forward, then back, then forward
- again—for a few yards, a few miles, while the corpses piled up. In

* 1916 the Germans tried to break through at Verdun; the British
,J and French counterattacked along the Seine, moved forward a few
~ miles, and lost 600,000 men. One day, the 9th Battalion of the

; it . iﬁngs Own Yorkshire Light Infantry launched an attack with eight

* hundred men. Twenty-four hours later, there were eighty-four left.
- Back home, the British were not told of the slaughter. One
 English writer recalled: “The most bloody defeat in the history of
Britain . . . might occur ... and our Press come out bland and

eopious and graphic with nothing to show that we had not had
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quite a good day—a victory really. . ..” The same thing was hap-
pening on the German side; as Erich Maria Remarque wrote in
his great novel, on days when men by the thousands were being
blown apart by machine guns and shells, the official dispatches
announced “All Quiet on the Western Front.”

In July 1916, Britdsh General Douglas Haig ordered eleven
divisions of English soldiers to climb out of their trenches and
move toward the German lines. The six German divisions opened
up with their machine guns. Of the 110,000 who attacked, 20,000
were killed, 40,000 more wounded—all those bodies strewn on
no man’s land, the ghostly territory between the contending
trenches. On January 1, 1917, Haig was promoted to field mar-
shal. What happened that summer is described tersely in William
Langer’s An Encyclopedia of World History:

~

Despite the opposition of Lloyd George and the skepticism of some

of his subordinates, Haig proceeded hopefully to the main offensive.

The third battle of Ypres was a series of 8 heavy attacks, carried

through in driving rain and fought over ground water-logged and

muddy. No break-through was effected, and the total gain was about

5 miles of territory, which made the Ypres salient more inconvenient

than ever and cost the British about 400,000 men.

The people of France and Britain were not told the extent of
the casualties. When, in the last year of the war, the Germans
attacked ferociously on the Somme, and left 300,000 British sol-
diers dead or wounded, London newspapers printed the following,
we learn from Paul Fussell’s The Great War and Modern Memory:

WHAT CANIDO? '
How the Civilian May Help in this Crisis.
Be cheerful. . ..

Write encouragingly to friends at the front. . ...
Don’t repeat foolish gossip. -
Don't listen to idle rumors.

Don’t think you know better than Haig.
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- Into this pit of death and deceptlon came the United States in

the spring of 1917."Mutinies' were beginning to occur in the
#rench army. Soon, out of 112 d1v131ons, 68 would have mutinies;
629 men would be tried and condemned, 50 shot by firing squads.

-American troops were badly needed.

. President Woodrow Wilson had promised that the United

b Bmtes would stay neutral in the war: “There is such a thing as a
e “mation being too proud to fight.” But in April of 1917, the Ger-
. mans had announced they would have their submarines sink any
§|Ilp bringing supplies to their enemies; and they had sunk a num-

- %ﬁ!—of merchant vessels. Wilson now said he must stand by the
T g*ht of Amencans to travel on merchant sh1ps in the war ‘zone. “I

3 f h had also been intruding on the rights of American ci'tizens

the high seas, but Wilson was not suggesting we go to war
h them. Hofstadter says Wilson “was forced to find legal rea-
or policies that were based not upon law but upon the bal-
f power and economic necessities.”

was unrealistic to expect that the Germans should treat the
d States as neutral in the wat whep the U.S. had been ship-
I great amounts of war materials to Germany’s enemies. In
1915, the British liner Lusitania was torpedoed and sunk by
serman submarine. She sank in eighteen minutes, and 1,198
ople died, including 124 Americans. The United States claimed
’__zmzama carried an innocent cargo, and therefore the torpe-
)¢ was a monstrous German atrocity. Actually, the Lusitania
cavily armed: it carried 1,248.cases of 3-inch shells, 4,927
ies of cartridges (1,000 rounds in each box), and 2,000 more
of small-arms ammunition. Her manifests were falsified to
¢ this fact, and the British and American governments lied

Hofstadter wrote of “economic necessities” behind Wﬂsons
policy. In 1914 a serious recession had begun in the United

States. J. P. Morgan later testified:®The war opened during a
period of hard times. ... Business throughout the country was
depressed, farm prices were deflated, unémployment was serious,
the heavy industries were working far below capacity and bank
clearings were off®But by 1915, war orders for the Allies (mostly
England) had stdmulated the economy, and by April 1917 more
than $2 billion worth of goods had been sold to the Allies. As
Hofstadter says: “America became bound up with the Allies in a

. fateful union of war and prosperity.”

Prosperity depended much on foreign markets, it was believed
by the leaders of the country. In 1897, the private foreign invest-
ments of the United States amounted to $700 million dollars. By
1914 they were $3% billion. Wilson’s Secretary of State, William
Jennings Bryan, while a believer in neutrality in the waif, also
believed that the United States needed overseas markets; in May
of 1914 he praised the President as one who had “opened the
doors of all the weaker countries to an invasion of American capi-
tal and American enterprise.” ~

Back in 1907, Woodrow Wilson had said in a lecture at
Columbia University: “Concessions obtained by financiers must
be safeguarded by ministers of state, even if the sovereignty of
unwilling nations be outraged in the process. . . . the doors of the
nations which are closed must be battered down ” In his 1912
campaign he said: “Our domestic markets no longer suffice, we
need foreign markets.” In 2 memo to Bryan he described his aim
as “an open door to the world,” and in 1914 he said he supported
“the righteous conquest of foreign markets.”

With World War I, England became more and more a market
for American goods and for loans at interest. J. P. Morgan and
Company acted as agents for the Allies, and when, in 1915, Wil-
son lifted the ban on private bank loans to the Allies, Morgan
could now begin lending money in such great amounts as to both
make great profit and tie American finance closely to the interest
of a British victory in the war against Germany.

The industrialists and the political leaders talked of prosperity
as if it were classless, as if everyone gained from Morgan’s loans.
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True, the war meant more.productioh, more employment, but
did the workers in the steel plants gain as much as U.S. Steel,
which made $348 million in ptofit in 1916 alone? When the
United States entered the war, it was the rich-who took even
more direct charge of the economry. Financfer Bernard Baruch
headed the War Industries Board, the most powerful of the
wartime government agencies. Bankers, railroad men; and indus-
trialists dominated these agencies.

A remarkably perceptive article-on thée nature of the First
‘World War appeared in May 1915 in the Atlantic Montbly. Written
:by W. E. B. Du Bois, it was titled “The African Roots of War.” It

was a war for empire, of which the struggle between Germany and
the Allies over Africa was both symbol and reality: “. . . in a very
real sense Africa is 2 prime cause of this terrible overturning of civ-
ilization which we have lived to see.” Africa, Du Bois said, is “the
Land of the Twentieth Century,” becausé of the gold and diamonds
of South Africa, the cocoa of Angola and Nigeria, the rubber and
oy of the Congo, the palm oil of the West Coast.
 Du Bois saw more than that. He was writing several years
before Lenin's Iuperialism, which noted the new possibility of giv-
mg the working class of the imperial country a share of the loot. He
‘pumted to the paradox of greater “democracy” in America along-
h side “increased aristocracy and hatred toward darker races.” He
’- explained the paradox by the fact that “the white workingman has
“_ been asked to share the spoil of exploiting ‘chinks and niggers.’”
' -"lgz és, the average citizen of England, France, Germany, the United
- States, had a higher standard of living than before. But: “Whence

L
JI

mes this new wealth? . .. It comes primarily from the darker |,

ns of the world—Asia and Africa, South and Central America,
West Indies, and the islands of the South Seas.”-

Bois saw the ingenuity of capitalism in uniting exploiter
exploited—creating a safety valve for explosive class, conflict.
s no longer simply the merchant prince, or the aristocratic
opoly, or even the employing class, that is exploiting the
id: it is the nation, a new democrauo nation composed of
ed capital and labor.” .
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The United States fitted that idea of Du Bois. American capi-
talism needed international rivalry—and periodic war—to create
an artificial community of interest between rich and poor, sup-
planting the genuine community of interest among the poor that
showed itself in sporadic movements. How conscious of this were
individual entrepreneurs and statesmen? That is hard to know.
But their actions, even if half-conscious, instinctive drives to sur-
vive, matched such a scheme. And in 1917 this demanded a
national consensus for war.

The government quickly succeeded in creating such a consen-
sus, according to the traditional histories. Woodrow Wilson’s
biographer Arthur Link wrote: “In the final analysis American
policy was determined by the President and public opinion.” In
fact, there is no way of measuring public opinion at that time, and
there is no persuasive evidence that the public wanted war. The
government had to work hard to create its consensus. That there
was no spontaneous urge to fight is suggested by the strong mea-
sures taken: a draft of young men, an elaborate propaganda cam-
paign throughout the country, and harsh punishment for those
who refused to get in line.

Despite the rousing words of Wilson about a war “to end all
wars” and “to make the world safe for democracy,” Americans did
not rush to enlist. A million men were needed, but in the first six
weeks after the declaration of war only 73,000 volunteered.
Congress voted overw Im.mgly for a draft. ¢ :
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