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PREFACE 

As one of the key figures in the isolationist 

brigade which attempted to prevent the United States from 

undue involvement in European and Far Eastern affairs, 

Hiram W. Johnson ranked as one of the best known critics of 

American foreign policy from 1917 to 1941. His Senate 

career symbolized a brand of isolationism intent upon 

controlling the forces of internationalism and collective 

security. Throughout his career Johnson adhered to 

stringent isolationist policies. Thus, the essential 

continuity in his approach to foreign affairs offers an 

opportunity to study a Republican Senator who had one goal. 

Johnson's objective was to guide American foreign policy 

away from entangling alliances with European and Far Eastern 

nations. 

As a result of his strict isolationism scholars have 

treated the California Senator unevenly. In fact many of 

the standard treatments of American isolationism describe 

Johnson with barely disguised contempt. This negative view 

of Johnson's policies is due to his seemingly contradictory 

approach to foreign affairs. He made only one legislative 

contribution to American foreign policy, the Johnson Act of 

1934. Instead, Johnson was a publicist and polemicist for 

isolationism. There was, however, a private Johnson. His 

iv 
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letters reveal a many-sided approach to foreign affairs, and 

they point out many of the incongruities of American policy

makers. Johnson's letters reveal a sensitive and often 

perceptive understanding of the domestic reaction to foreign 

policy. Yet, in the public forum, Johnson failed to state 

publicly his full view of American foreign policy. He 

usually informed his sons, Archibald and Hiram, Jr., that 

his suggestions would be ignored by public opinion and the 

President. 

Much like his contemporaries, historians have 

failed to confront Johnson's approach to foreign affairs 

on the California Senator's terms; Johnson consistently 

argued that any form of cooperation with European or Far 

Eastern nations would drag the United States into the vortex 

of international affairs. This idea was the sole motivating 

force in his isolationism; however, there is not a single 

study of Johnsonian isolationism. 

The reasons for not analyzing Johnson's career from 

his perspective are complex ones. First, his consistency as 

a critic of American foreign policy has not been generally 

acknowledged. Johnson's overriding presidential ambitions, 

his personal prejudices, and often contradictory approach to 

foreign affairs have blinded historians to the consistency 

in his isolationist policies. Second, the myriad of incon

gruities and seeming contradictions in his public statements 

has caused many historians to doubt Johnson's sincerity. 
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The noxious label "George Washington isolationist" is often 

applied to his career. This label is a convenient means of 

categorizing Johnson's policies. As a result, then, the 

California Senator is portrayed as a muddled and hopelessly 

outmoded critic of American foreign affairs. Johnson is 

often criticized for his inability to understand the 

problems of twentieth-century American diplomacy, and this 

generalization has led historians to dismiss his policies. 

This study is a reevaluation of Johnson's public 

position on American foreign policy. It is the first study 

of Johnsonian isolationism based upon his personal cor

respondence. Therefore, the primary objective is to 

explain Johnson's opinions in the context of his political 

action. In this respect, however, the conclusions reached 

are not markedly different from those of the standard 

historiographical accounts. This study has, in the author's 

opinion, qualified Johnson's methods and means of imple

menting isolationism. The approach is one that combines 

diplomatic and intellectual history in a manner which 

attempts to explain one segment of the isolationist men

tality. It is not a study in diplomatic history in the 

traditional sense; rather it analyzes the impact of 

Johnson's thinking and policies upon the development of 

American isolationism. The major focus is upon the 

forces which motivated Johnson's rigid approach to 

American foreign policy. Perhaps the greatest fear was the 
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encroaching influence of big business upon every American 

president. Equally important was Johnson's belief that 

superior British diplomacy was intent upon drawing the 

United States into European affairs. Therefore, Johnson 

viewed any form of cooperation with European or Far Eastern 

nations as a possible back-door to the League of Nations. 

Johnson's fears created a negative contemporary image and 

this picture has carried over into much of the historiography 

of American foreign policy. My conclusions suggest both 

positive and negative aspects in Johnson's isolationist 

policies. This dualism has blinded many historians to the 

wide and diverse approach to American foreign policy that 

characterized Johnsonian isolationism. Hopefully, future 

studies will emphasize the broad and wide-ranging ideas of 

isolationists. 

The format of this study follows Johnson's main 

interests and activities; therefore, World War I and its 

aftermath is covered in greater detail than other segments 

of his career. In these years Johnson formed opinions and 

attitudes about American foreign policy that lasted a life

time. It is impossible to study every question that Johnson 

spoke or voted upon in his twenty-eight year Senate career. 

His opposition to American policy in Latin American nations, 

for example, offers little insight in Johnson's thinking. 

Therefore, the material selected covers Johnson's most 

significant areas of interest. 
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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this dissertation is to examine the 

rhetoric and political policies of Senator Hiram W. Johnson 

of California as they related to his role as a critic of 

American foreign policy. For almost three decades he 

symbolized the isolationist mentality which sought to 

restrict internationalism and collective security as 

influences upon foreign affairs. 

During World War I and its aftermath Johnson 

developed his basic ideas about international relations. 

Although he supported the war effort, Johnson's disillusion

ment with Wilsonian diplomacy developed to a degree that 

assured his opposition to the postwar settlement. Johnson 

felt that inconsistent Democratic policies, a vacillating 

attitude toward the Russian Revolution, and Wilson's 

violating of basic civil liberties illustrated the dangers 

of foreign involvement upon domestic politics. In the 

subsequent debate over the Treaty of Versailles and the 

League of Nations, Johnson was one of sixteen irreconcilable 

Senators who opposed the postwar settlement. Johnson's 

position was due to the belief that European powers desired 

to draw the United States into the League of Nations. 

Furthermore, Johnson argued, Article X of the League 

Covenant, pledging member nations to aid one another in 

xi 
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times of military or economic crises, would draw the United 

States irrevocably into the vortex of European politics. 

As a result of World War I Johnson reached a number 

of conclusions about the forces influencing American foreign 

policy. First, he viewed international bankers and business

men as an instrumental force in the direction of American 

policy. Second, he concluded that superior British diplo

mats were conniving to lead the United States into increased 

European involvement. Third, he argued that American busi

ness exerted undue pressures upon the State Department. 

These ideas created a number of permanent attitudes towards 

foreign affairs that remained an integral part of Johnson's 

approach to foreign affairs until his death in 1945. 

Johnson strove for full collection of war debts, and he 

opposed any policy vaguely connected with the League of 

Nations. Strict detachment from European affairs was 

Johnson's position by the early 1920's. 

During the Harding-Coolidge-Hoover years his rigid 

attitude toward foreign affairs placed Johnson in a position 

of declining importance. Nonetheless, he dutifully con

tinued to decry the dangers of the League of Nations, and he 

assumed the role of leadership among the irreconcilables. 

From the Washington Disarmament Conference of 1921-1922 

through the London Conference of 1930 Johnson opposed the 

myriad plans for war debt reduction and disarmament. He 

continued to warn of the inherent evils of big business. 
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The depression brought a new urgency to Johnson's 

oft-repeated phrases about malevolent business conspiracies. 

In the latter years of the Hoover administration Johnson 

endorsed Congressional investigations into American business 

activity abroad. These investigations resulted in the 

Johnson Act of 19 34, which forbade loans to nations in 

default on war debts. This bill culminated Johnson's life

long crusade to protect American foreign policy from 

economic influences. In the mid-1930's Johnson basked in 

the public limelight as one of the foremost symbols of 

American isolationism. As he reached the pinnacle of his 

isolationist reputation, however, a new set of political 

figures began to dominate national politics. In the half-

dozen years prior to Pearl Harbor Johnson was a "lonely, 

though splendid, figure of isolationism." 

Johnson understood foreign affairs better than his 

rhetoric and Senate policies suggest. Unfortunately, he was 

unable to translate his perceptions into a viable policy. 

As the major source of this study the Hiram W. Johnson 

Papers, Bancroft Library, University of California, 

Berkeley, reveal that Johnson's isolationism was a many 

faceted phenomenon—quite different from the general 

historiographical assumption that he was a mere obstruc

tionist. Johnson was often a negative critic of American 

foreign policy, but he also pointed out many dangers in

herent in close ties with Europe and the Far East. 



CHAPTER 1 

JOHNSON'S ISOLATIONISM: THE PROGRESSIVE INFLUENCE 

Hiram W. Johnson's career in the United States 

Senate from 1917 until his death in 1945 represented a 

staunch isolationist approach to American foreign policy. 

Although a man of wide political interests, Johnson is 

primarily remembered as an obstructionist in foreign 

affairs to Republican and Democratic Presidents in the 

interwar years. Manfred Jonas has correctly interpreted 

Johnson's years in the Senate as ones in which the 

California Republican built "for himself a position of 

lonely, though splendid isolation.""'" Johnson's approach 

to foreign affairs is revealed in negative votes on 

literally every important issue. He reluctantly voted for 

the declaration of war upon Germany in 1917, although he 

privately opposed American entry into the European conflict. 

Johnson remained a consistent opponent of Wilsonian diplo

macy, and he emerged as a major critic by opposing United 

States participation in the League of Nations. Throughout 

his career Johnson maintained that World War I brought 

American foreign policy into entangling political 

1. Manfred Jonas, Isolationism in America. 1935-
1941 (Ithaca, 1966), 45. 

1 
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alliances with Europe. During the Harding-Coolidge-Hoover 

years this belief led Johnson to oppose treaties to limit 

naval armaments, to reduce war debts and reparations; and he 

vigorously resisted any attempts to bring the United States 

officially into the League of Nations. 

In the early 1930's Johnson momentarily supported 

Franklin D. Roosevelt's domestic and foreign policies, but 

this course was a temporary aberration. By the mid-1930's 

Johnson was a major figure in the Senate battle to isolate 

the United States from European events. During this period 

Johnson sponsored his only significant piece of legislation 

concerning foreign affairs, the Johnson Act of 1934. This 

Act prohibited loans to nations defaulting on debts owed the 

United States, and it is generally credited with precipi-

2 
tating a sharp decline in American investment overseas. 

Largely because of his independence in foreign affairs, 

Johnson was labelled a negative force in American domestic 

politics. The contemporary hostility to Johnson's isola

tionism stemmed from his unyielding opposition to inter

nationalism during the 1920's and 1930's. Unfortunately, 

2. Alexander De Conde, A History of American 
Foreign Policy (New York, 1963), 563. De Conde's conclusion 
is a debatable one, but it is typical of the generalizations 
that have been made about Johnson's career. For a descrip
tion of Johnson's image in recent textbooks see, Wayne Cole, 
An Interpretive History of American Foreign Relations 
(Homewood, 1968), 444: and Richard W. Leopold. The Growth of 
American Foreign Policy: A History (New York, 1964), 500, 
570. 



this contemporary appraisal has been carried over into some 

of the most influential historical studies of the interwar 

period. To many diplomatic historians the events of World 

War II and the subsequent course of the Cold War vindicated 

Wilson's concept of collective security. Hence, an inter

nationalist tone is reflected in much of the standard 

historiography of the 1917 to 1941 period. The hostile tone 

of these monographs has prevented a systematic analysis of 

the isolationist ideology. By arguing that isolationist 

politicians were aberrant political figures, traditional-

minded scholars treat Senator Johnson with thinly disguised 

contempt.^ 

In order to understand the isolationist mentality, 

one must examine its historiography. Historians have 

dissected isolationism into two separate categories— 

intellectual and political patterns. Political isolationism 

is described as reflecting the emotions and prejudices of 

geographical, ethnic, and partisan influences. The intel

lectual pattern is one which argued that isolationism was 

the traditional response of American politics to interna

tional affairs. In examining Johnson's career as an 

3. The work of Professors Selig Adler, Thomas A. 
Bailey, Denna F. Fleming, and Kenneth W. Thompson, for 
example, is typical of the post-World War II hindsight that 
has caused many historians to interpret the isolationist 
mentality with scorn. These studies tend to view isolation
ist politicians as aberrant political figures, hence they 
picture isolationism as a negative influence in American 
politics. 



4 

isolationist spokesman the intellectual and political influ

ences combine to influence his intransigent political 

position.^ 

Johnson's isolationism was the product of his 

experiences during World War I. Confronted squarely with 

the problems of international politics, Johnson reacted by 

opposing any form of internationalism in American foreign 

policy. During World War I and the Russian Revolution, 

Johnson cautioned the Wilson administration against exces

sive European troop commitments. He also complained that an 

internationalist-minded State Department was drawing the 

United States into world politics. Thus, during the debate 

over America's role in post-war foreign affairs in 1918-1919 

Johnson emphasized that neither excessive troop nor economic 

commitments would be tolerated by the United States Senate. 

Johnson's isolationism, then, was the product of the forces 

5 
emanating from World War I. 

Johnson's values were simplistic. They included 

absolute nonparticipation in international affairs. 

4. The best example of political isolationism is 
Ray Allen Billington, "The Origins of Middle Western Isola
tionism," Political Science Quarterly. LX (March, 1945), 
44-64. For insights into intellectual isolationism see, 
Jonas, Isolationism in America, passim; Albert K. Weinberg, 
"The Historical Meaning of the Doctrine of Isolation," 
American Political Science Review. XXXIV (June, I960), 539-
74. 

5. For a study interpreting American isolationism 
as resulting from World War I see, John M. Cooper, Jr., The 
Vanity of Power: American Isolationism and World War I. 
1914-1918 (Westport, 1969). 
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International conferences, for example, he regarded as a 

waste of time. He felt the use of righteous example was 

much more effective, particularly if it exemplified freedom 

and virtue in international affairs. Johnson, like most 

isolationists, never denied the pursuit of power and 

security. But he felt that the pursuit of power must be 

free from international influences. Johnson's approach to 

foreign affairs placed American interests in an exclusive 

framework, and his policies displayed both a distrust and 

0 
disinterest toward Far Eastern and European powers. 

Johnson's rigidity as a Senate isolationist resulted 

from a consistent opposition to American involvement in 

international politics. Both Johnson's vote against the 

League of Nations and his deathbed declaration against the 

United Nations illustrate the consistency of his isola

tionist position. Johnson's political philosophy as applied 

to the League in 1919 became apparent in every future crisis 

involving an international organization. This unyielding 

attitude was also largely the combined product of Johnson's 

progressive political background and World War I. The pro

gressive distrust of big business, the suspicion over closed 

diplomatic negotiations, and the mania for a precise defini

tion of all political objectives were parts of California 

Progressivism that had an enormous influence upon Johnson's 

6. Jonas, Isolationism in America. 48. 



approach to foreign affairs. The fact that many of the' 

isolationists of the 1920's and 1930's were also Middle 

Western or Far Western progressives illustrates this point. 

Progressive insularity evolved into a position of complete 

rigidity during the New Deal. In many ways, Johnson's 

isolationist mentality was an extension of the values and 

politics of the Progressive Era. Once the war began 

Johnson's attention turned naturally to foreign affairs. 

Therefore, American diplomacy provided a fertile field in 

which to transfer the moralism and idealism of domestic 

7 
values to foreign affairs. 

Johnson's value structure is similar to that of Ray 

Allen Billington's Middle-Western isolationist. He reflected 

that section's distrust of big business; its anglophobic 

hatred; and, finally, the belief in sectional economic self-

0 
sufficiency. These ideas implicitly emphasized the con

ception that dangerous shifts in American foreign policy 

were due to foreign influences. The fear of foreign incur

sion was partially a result of geographical isolation. 

Henry Nash Smith's argument that western geographical 

7. Otis L. Graham, Jr., An Encore for Reform; The 
Old Progressives and The New Deal (New York. 1967); Robert 
Seager, II, "The Progressives and American Foreign Policy, 
1898-1917: An Analysis of the Attitudes of the Leaders of 
the Progressive Movement Toward External Affairs" (Unpub
lished doctoral dissertation, Ohio State University, 1957). 

8. Billington, "The Origins of Middle Western 
Isolationism," 44-64. 
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location reenforces "an introspective narcisstic ideal" and 

serves as the motivating force in a stringently isolationist 

9 
position is applicable to Johnson's isolationism. The 

California Senator's anglophobic sentiment is partially 

explained by Samuel Lubell's study of ethnic influences upon 

isolationism. Lubell argues that ethnic dissidents and 

politicians who felt a sense of powerlessness formed a 

coalition to oppose the direction of American foreign 

policy. Johnson's own feeling of powerlessness to influence 

foreign policy caused him to pander to ethnic sentiment. 

For example, his support of Irish demands during the 

struggle over the Treaty of Versailles illustrates Lubell's 

argument.10 

Johnson fits into the rural interpretation of isola

tionism. He reflected the needs and values of agricultural 

America throughout his career, but he represented only one 

side of the agricultural community. Johnson's support of 

restrictive tariffs on agricultural imports made him one of 

the chief political protectors of the emerging California 

agri-business complex. Ironically, during his twenty plus 

Senate years Johnson never saw himself as a protector of 

big business; yet, he was one of the instrumental forces in 

9. Henry Nash Smith, Virgin Land (Cambridge, 1950). 

10. Samuel Lubell, The Future of American Politics 
(New York, 19 52). For the immigrants' influence, see, for 
example, Joseph P. O'Grady, ed., The Immigrants Influence on 
Wilson's Peace Policies (Lexington, 1967). 
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the development of his state's agri-business influence. 

Johnson simply looked upon a protective tariff as necessary 

in developing economic self-sufficiency. In many ways his 

arguments for agricultural needs resembled those of Senator 

Gerald P. Nye of North Dakota. 

Much of the historiography of the isolationist 

mentality has ignored the politics of isolationism by argu

ing that emotion and prejudice guided Johnson and his 

isolationist colleagues. Selig Adler, much like Billington, 

views the main sources of isolationist thought as anti-

British sentiment, the illusion of economic self-sufficiency, 

the need for internal security, and, finally, partisan 

Republican politics. Adler sees isolationism as a set of 

popular attitudes and prejudices. These attitudes were 

vigorously asserted because of the changes in international 

politics that threatened to bring the United States into the 

12 
vortex of European politics. 

Similar in tone to Adler's arguments are those in 

Alexander De Conde's Isolation and Security: Ideas and 

Interests in Twentieth-Century American Foreign Policy 

(Durham, 1957). This collection of essays reinforces the 

premise that isolationist thought lacked intellectual 

11. Wayne Cole, Senator Gerald P. Nye and American 
Foreign Policy (Minneapolis, 1962). 

12. Selig Adler, The Isolationist Impulse: Its 
Twentieth Century Reaction (New York, 1957). 
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foundation. De COnde states that isolationism "was usually 

negative and inconsistent" in approaching international 

13 
relations. In the same volume Kenneth W. Thompson argues 

that isolationism lacked roots in any type of enduring 

sense, and that ethnic sentiment was more influential than 

14 
"international ideals." Bernard Fensterwald pushed this 

interpretation farthest with an examination into the 

psychological roots of isolationism. He found that isola

tionists exhibited a form of ethnocentricism that led to the 

stereotyping of Europeans as "out-group" types who were 

harmful to the development of American foreign policy. 

Isolationists, then, cast the rest of the world in 

a "maladjusted and anxiety-ridden" approach to foreign 

15 
affairs. Thus, the arguments of De Conde, Thompson, and 

13. Alexander De Conde, "On Twentieth Century 
Isolationism," in De Conde, ed., Isolation and Security. 30. 

14. Kenneth W. Thompson, "Isolationism and Collec
tive Security: The Uses and Limits of Two Theories of Inter
national Relations," in De Conde, ed., Isolation and 
Security. 159-83. 

15. Bernard Fensterwald, "The Anatomy of American 
1 Isolationism1 and Expansionism," Journal of Conflict Reso
lution. II (June-December, 1958), 111-39, 280-309. For an 
example of the behavioral approach in relationship to Con
gressional voting on foreign policy issues, see, for example, 
Ralph H. Smuckler, "The Region of Isolationism," American 
Political Science Review. XLVII (June, 1953), 386-401. 
Smuckler's findings are similar to Billington's. For a 
study which interprets isolationism as a liberal response to 
problems of American foreign policy see, Robert P. Wilkins, 
"The Non-Ethnic Roots of North Dakota Isolationism," 
Nebraska History, XLIV (September, 1963), 205-21. 
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Fensterwald suggest that isolationism was a transitory and 

maladjusted phenomenon. 

Recent scholarship takes sharp issue with past 

interpretations of isolationism. Ralph A. Stone's study of 

the irreconcilables who opposed Wilsonian diplomacy during 

the struggle over the Treaty of Versailles and the League of 

Nations suggests that the irreconcilables offered viable 

alternatives to the League of Nations. Stone sees not only 

a rational basis to the isolationists' argument, but he 

feels they pointed up many of the subsequent problems of 

American foreign policy. These problems could have been 

avoided, Stone argues, by adopting some of the irrecon-

16 
cilables' criticism of American foreign policy. 

Whereas Stone deals with the 1919-1920 period, 

Manfred Jonas provides a useful corollary to Stone's inter

pretation by examining the isolationist mentality from 1935 

to 1941. Jonas, like Stone, feels that the traditional 

explanation of isolationist thought as a sort of mass dis

order in the American mind is a distorting conviction. To 

define isolationism as a movement or ideology "based upon 

ignorance and folly" is to ignore its response to foreign 

and domestic pressures. Jonas sees a mass of intellectual 

and political leaders defending the isolationist position, 

16. Ralph A. Stone, The Irreconcilables: The Fight 
Against the League of Nations (Lexington, 1970), 178-82. 
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and deduces that isolationism represented a sizeable and 

responsible segment of American public opinion. 

One of Jonas' basic assumptions is that an inordi

nate fear of war permeated the isolationist mentality of the 

1930's. In terms of its political content the isolationism 

of the Roosevelt years was a hodgepodge political philosophy. 

Thus, Jonas fails to see much more than "basic emotions" 

behind isolationist thought, and he does not show the posi

tive side of isolationist thought. 

In an effort to remedy the problem of interpreting 

the origins of Twentieth Century isolationism Professor John 

Milton Cooper, Jr. argued that American neutrality during 

World War I gave birth to modern isolationism. Prior to 

American entry into the war, Cooper argues, the essential 

tenets of isolationist thought were brought together, and 

this body of thought remained unchanged until the culmina

tion of World War II. Thus, Cooper sees World War I as a 

catalyst to crystallizing a highly defined and politically 

active isolationist bloc. The isolationism of the 1920's 

and 1930's, then, was the result of the influences that the 

18 
First World War brought to bear upon American politics. 

The historiography of isolationism is hampered by a 

polemical tone. The prevalent notion that prejudice, 

17. Jonas, Isolationism in America. 1935-1941. 
passim. 

18. Cooper, The Vanity of Power. 167-218. 
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emotion, and self-interest alone can explain the nature"of 

American isolationism is an erroneous assumption. Until 

recently historians have ignored domestic political influ

ences in studying the ideological and political dimensions 

of isolationism. It was domestic pressures, real and 

imagined, that produced the peculiar trait of isolationism 

that characterized Hiram Johnson and his colleagues. Both 

isolationism and internationalism developed into specific 

political positions during the 1920's and 1930's, and this 

was due primarily to the breakdown of traditional interna

tional relations. The new intensity of international 

politics evoked extravagence in domestic affairs, which 

has prevented any systematic analysis of the problems of the 

isolationist politician. 

Most studies mention Johnson as representative of 

the isolationist phenomena, and this much is true. In fact, 

Johnson and Idaho Senator William E. Borah are invariably 

cited as the leading isolationists, even though the reasons 

behind their isolationist politics are frequently ignored. 

Johnson's negative votes on issues of American foreign 

policy are generally cited as examples of his obstructionist 

political nature. Hence, the reasons given for Johnson's 

isolationism are seldom found in the California- Senator's 

career. 

The major studies of Johnson's political career fail 

to point out that he had no interest in foreign affairs 



prior to April, 1917. Therefore he had not developed a-

coherent philosophy about America's place in world affairs. 

His support of Japanese exclusion resulted from pressures 

inherent in California politics, and not once did Johnson's 

support of immigrant restriction result from firm convic

tions about American foreign policy. The events of World 

War I were the formative ones in shaping the Johnsonian 

approach to foreign policy."^ 

Despite Johnson's total lack of interest in foreign 

affairs before World War I, he quickly thereafter developed 

precise notions about American interests and means of pro

tecting them. These ideas were instrumental in shaping his 

isolationist philosophy. One of the most important ideas 

was the superiority of British diplomacy to its American 

counterpart. Throughout his lengthy senate career Johnson 

blamed most of the problems of American foreign policy upon 

cunning British diplomats. This feeling was due to his 

belief that the United States remained economically tied to 

Great Britain. Johnson argued that American business had 

the right to extend itself into foreign nations, but he 

objected to any form of business-government ties. He was 

convinced that England worked hand in glove with the J. P. 

Morgan interests. In the post-World War I controversy over 

19. George Mowry, The California Progressives 
(Berkeley and Los Angeles, 1951), passim; Spencer Olin, 
California's Prodigal Sons: Hiram Johnson and the Progres
sives. 1911-1917 (Berkeley and Los Angeles, 1968), passim. 
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the collection of war debts, Johnson continually alleged 

that big business colluded with British diplomats to 

prevent the collection of these debts. One of the con

tradictions in Johnson's position was that he was a pro

vincial protectionist for California's agri-business 

complex. Then, too, his consistent support for high 

tariffs and a strong navy was in line with general isola

tionist sentiment. 

The economic stance of Johnson's isolationism is 

best shown in his "buy American" economic philosophy. 

Johnson theorized that a completely self-sufficient economy 

was necessary to prevent foreign influences or zealous 

business interests from shaping American foreign policy. 

He failed to realize that as a result of World War I the 

United States was the world's creditor, and American 

business worked closely with European interests. Any 

understanding or cooperation with European or Far Eastern 

nations Johnson considered tantamount .to an alliance. 

Despite his rigidity, Johnson's attitudes combined 

a thoughtful approach to many international problems with a 

zealous preoccupation for protecting American interests. 

The inflexibility of Johnsonian isolationism was not due to 

an unthinking approach to international affairs suggested by 

much of the isolationist historiography; the California 

Senator's unyielding position came about because isola

tionists were generally in the minority from 1917 to 1941. 
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Except for the fight over the League of Nations and a brief 

hiatus in the early 1930's, isolationists continually fought 

for political survival. Therefore, in analyzing Johnson's 

isolationist policies domestic political considerations are 

as important as the intellectual factors. It was a strange 

combination of the two that produced his particular isola

tionist stance. 

In Johnson's career as California's governor from 

1911 until his entry into the United States Senate in April, 

1917, there was little that indicated his future stand on 

American foreign policy. During the period of American 

neutrality from 1914 to 1917, for example, Johnson almost 

completely disregarded American foreign policy. The war, 

Johnson believed, was no concern of American policymakers, 

and he felt that the United States should not take a leading 

role in the peace proceedings. These remarks passed vir

tually unnoticed, but Johnson was clearly a budding opponent 

of Wilsonian diplomacy. Yet, Johnson was much more con

cerned with controlling the reins of California government 

until just prior to his departure for Washington. Only 

after President Wilson summoned a special session of Con

gress in April, 1917, did Hiram Johnson step down as the 

20 
Governor of California. 

20. Johnson to Meyer Lissner, November 26, 1916, 
February 18, 1917 (Meyer Lissner Papers, Borel Collection, 
Stanford University); Mowry, The California Progressives. 
278-81; Thomas B. Paterson, "California Progressives and 
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On March 15, 1917, Hiram Johnson delivered his 

farewell speech as California's governor. It was a strange 

address that showed the fundamental distrust Johnson had for 

those he left in control of California politics. It also 

indicated well the hostility that Johnson carried into 

national politics. This same distrust was reflected in his 

feeling that conspiratorial influences shaped every Presi

dent's policy from Woodrow Wilson through Franklin Delano 

Roosevelt. Hence, the rhetoric and political values of the 

California Progressive—the use of excessive morality, the 

distrust of big business, and the mania for clearly defined 

political programs—formed many of Johnson's initial ideas 

about foreign policy. The complexity and intensity that the 

First World War brought to traditional values regarding 

international relations made the Johnsonian brand of isola

tionism more prominent in the increasingly intense debate 

over the direction of American foreign policy. Nonetheless, 

his evolution into a major critic of foreign affairs was not 

an easy transition; Johnson's lack of concern with past 

foreign policy made it difficult to formulate his ideas. 

By the summer of 1919, however, he had emerged as an 

articulate spokesman for isolationism. Johnson's appoint

ment to the Senate Foreign Relations Committee resulted from 

the reputation he earned during World War I and its early 

Foreign Policy," California Historical Society Quarterly. 
XL VII (December, 1968), 329-42. 
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aftermath as a stringent critic of Wilsonian diplomacy. • 

Afterwards, for more than twenty years, Hiram Johnson used 

the Foreign Relations Committee as a vehicle to promote his 

ideas. 

On April 2, 1917, President Wilson asked Congress to 

declare war with Germany, and four days later the Sixty-

fifth Congress complied. During the same week Hiram Johnson, 

the junior Senator from California, took the oath of office, 

and he, like many Senators, had to readjust his political 

philosophy to include foreign affairs. World War I became a 

significant watershed in Johnson's political career. Within 

two years he would occupy a seat on the Senate Foreign Rela

tions Committee and be identified in the public mind as one 

of the leading proponents of an isolationist foreign policy. 

Johnson developed his ideas about America's position in 

world affairs during World War I, and the force of domestic 

problems which accompanied the war shaped Johnson's isola

tionism. 

From the first, Johnson sought to rectify his lack 

of knowledge about foreign affairs, and he informed a close 

friend that, "I am trying to readjust myself to the new 

thought, and endeavoring to become interested in world 

politics. I confess it is a difficult task because my mind 
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constantly reverts to California and to the men and the 

21 
measures there." 

The rhetoric and ideals of Johnson's California 

progressivism would provide the ideological base for forming 

his ideas on American foreign policy. One of the key points 

in his isolationism was his rigidly defined concept of 

political power. American foreign policy, Johnson would 

insist, must be wielded by capable moral leaders with a 

clearly defined public policy. This had been one of the 

essential arguments of California progressivism. Acceptable 

policy, according to Johnsonian progressivism, included open 

diplomacy, the consultation of public opinion, and the 

avoidance of unnecessary outside influences. This defini

tion of the necessary elements in American foreign policy 

would allow Johnson to focus precise objections upon 

Wilsonian diplomacy. Furthermore, his California progres

sivism nurtured a moral sensibility and economic deter

minism that became the trademark of his opposition to 

succeeding presidents. For example, he emphasized the right 

of American business to involve itself in world trade, but 

vehemently objected to any form of business-government 

cooperation. Throughout his career Johnson was obsessed 

with alleged big business influences upon American foreign 

21. Johnson to James A. Johnston, April 16, 1917, 
Hiram W. Johnson Papers (Bancroft Library, University of 
California, Berkeley). 
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policy. His experiences during World War I convinced him 

that American involvement in world affairs was partially a 

22 
consequence of business avarice. 

It has been difficult for historians to delineate 

Johnson's development as a foreign policy theorist during 

World War I, due to a contradiction inherent in his approach 

to foreign affairs. Publicly, Johnson supported the Presi

dent's wartime policies, but privately he castigated the 

Democratic leadership and charged that Wilson was intent 

23 
upon establishing a dictatorship. 

22. Johnson to boys, April 3, 6, May 17, 1917; 
Johnson to Meyer Lissner, April 5, 1917; Johnson to Joseph 
Scott, April 9, 1917, all in Johnson Papers. This chapter 
has benefitted from the detailed analysis of Richard C. 
Lower, "Hiram Johnson and the Progressive Denouement, 1910-
1920" (Unpublished doctoral dissertation, University of 
California, Berkeley, 1969), 264-329. A brief description 
of progressive attitudes towards foreign affairs is in 
Graham, An Encore for Reform. 175-76. For an analysis of 
the progressive moralism that characterized Johnson's 
approach to foreign affairs see, Henry F. May, The End of 
American Innocence: A Study of the First Years of Our 
Times. 1912-1917 (New York, 1959), 20-25. 

23. Johnson to C. K. McClatchy, April 7, 1917; 
Johnson to James A. Johnston, April 16, 1917; Johnson to 
Harris Weinstock, April 16, 1917, all in Johnson Papers. 
These letters contain the best early examples of Johnson's 
vehement opposition to President Wilson. It was impossible, 
in light of the wartime atmosphere, to oppose the President. 
Johnson consistently maintained the wartime position that 
Wilson would pay for his mistakes after the war. Therefore, 
it is ludicrous to argue, as many historians do, that 
Johnson supported the war effort. However, the contradic
tion between the public and the private Johnson was probably 
typical of the progressive mentality. Recently, Peter G. 
Filene has argued that the complexity and diversity of 
progressivism make it impossible to define as a singular 
movement, see "An Obituary for the Progressive Movement," 
American Quarterly. XXII (Spring, 1970), 20-34. 
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This two-sided approach has prevented a systematic 

analysis of Johnson's isolationist mentality in its forma

tive stages. Initially, he viewed the war as a threat to 

progressive reforms, saying, "to suggest a social program or 

domestic policy would simply afford an opportunity to those 

_ _ 24 
who believe in none to boll [sic] you over." But Johnson 

wrote his sons, Archibald and Hiram Jr., that he could 

accept American involvement in international affairs if his 

personal views were incorporated into foreign affairs, and 

the President clearly defined his policy. Johnson's 

progressive-minded principles emphasized individual freedom, 

equality of opportunity, and the preservation of democratic 

values as means of checking excessive political power. In 

stressing these points Johnson presented ideas that would be 

guiding precepts in his subsequent development as an isola

tionist spokesman.^ 

24. Johnson to Chester Rowell, April 10, 1917, 
Johnson Papers. For the best recent statement of the 
decline of progressivism, see, Herbert F. Margulies, "Recent 
Opinion on the Decline of the Progressive Movement," Mid-
America, XLV (October, 1963), 250-68. 

25. Johnson to boys, May 17, 1917; Johnson to John 
S. Chambers, June 21, 1917; Johnson to C. K. McClatchy, 
June 21, 1917; Johnson to Chester Rowell, June 8, 1917; 
Johnson to Joseph Scott, June 25, 1917, all in Johnson 
Papers; John M. Cooper, Jr., "Progressivism and American 
Foreign Policy: A Reconsideration," Mid-America. LI 
(October, 1969), 260-77. For a study emphasizing con
tinuing progressive principles within Republican politics, 
see, Alan R. Havig, "The Poverty of Insurgency: The Movement 
to Progressivize the Republican Party, 1916-1924" (Unpub
lished doctoral dissertation, University of Missouri, 1967). 
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Recent World War I historiography has shown that two 

attitudes regarding progressivism developed as a result of 

the war. One attitude emphasized that the war inhibited 

reform by diverting attention from domestic to foreign 

affairs. The other suggested that progressives regarded 

wartime measures as a potential device for implementing 

postwar reforms. Johnson momentarily considered the second 

26 
attitude then discarded it. He speculated that "we might 

make a radical, progressive war program to which we could 

adhere and which might ultimately be of benefit to the move-

27 
ment so fastly waning and disintegrating." But Johnson 

soon rejected this idea, and developed a foreign affairs 

philosophy that isolated the United States from close 

foreign ties. On the surface, however, Johnson's avowed 

public support for Wilson's policies obscured the depth of 

26. Charles Hirschfeld, "Nationalist Progressivism 
and World War I," Mid-America. XLV (July, 1963), 139-56. 
Hirschfeld's article argues that many progressives supported 
the Wilson administration in hopes of using temporary war
time agencies to implement progressive reforms in the after
math of World War I. "There was, in short," Hirschfeld 
writes, "all during the war a steady intellectual current 
of reform, reflecting a measure of real political achieve
ment," 139. Momentarily, Johnson considered using wartime 
agencies to implement continued progressive reforms, but he 
eventually rejected this idea. Johnson considered the 
influence of big business too great upon the Wilson adminis
tration, and he felt that the wartime agencies were not 
reform oriented. For the idea that intervention was incom
patible with domestic reform, see, for example, Eric F. 
Goldman, A Rendezvous with Destiny (rev. ed.; New York, 
1956), 189-95 and Arthur S. Link, Woodrow Wilson and the 
Progressive Era. 1910-1917 (New York, 1954), 180-82, 239-45. 

27. Johnson to boys, April 23, 1917, Johnson Papers. 
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his private hostility and opposition to Democratic leader

ship and overseas involvement. Johnson seemed unaware of 

the contradictions between his political philosophy and his 

28 
reaction to foreign affairs. 

This open and apparent contradiction in Johnson's 

approach to American foreign policy resulted in a very 

negative image in history. He has been described as an 

obstructionist, with motives associated with self-interest 

29 
and destructive policies. However, recent scholarship has 

added a number of complex factors to the historiographical 

argument. William Leuchtenburg1s thesis that progressives 

supported imperialism and an aggressive foreign policy led 

28. For these contradictions see the diary letters, 
Part IV, Box 1, Johnson Papers. These letters written pri
marily to his sons reveal an intense hatred for Wilson. 
This tension is the result of Johnson's declining status in 
politics. As a California progressive Johnson was in an 
ascendant political position, but he occupied no better than 
"equal status" with Wilson. Sociologists argue that "equal 
status" or a loss of status promotes role conflict. This 
idea describes Johnson's position. See, for example, K. 
Dennis Kelley and William J. Chambliss, "Status Consistency 
and Political Attitudes," American Sociological Review. XXXI 
(June, 1966), 375-82; Gerald Brandmeyer, "Status Consistency 
and Political Behavior," Sociological Review. VI (Summer, 
1965), 241-56. 

29. See, for example, Adler, The Isolationist 
Impulse; Thomas A. Bailey, Woodrow Wilson and the Lost Peace 
(New York, 1944) and Woodrow Wilson and the Great Betrayal 
(New York, 1945); H. C. F. Bell, Woodrow Wilson and the 
People (Garden City, 1945); Denna F. Fleming, The United 
States and the League of Nations (New York, 1932); Julius W. 
Pratt, Challenge and Rejection: The United States and World 
Leadership. 1900-1921 (New York, 1967); Charles Seymour, 
American Diplomacy During the World War (New York, 1934). 
For a recent analysis of progressive political distrust of 
Wilsonian diplomacy see, Cooper, The Vanity of Power. 
Chapters 4 and 5. 
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many to assume that progressives were interventionists. 

Arthur Link and Eric Goldman disagreed and argued that 

progressives viewed military intervention as incompatible 

30 
with reform. Recent articles analyzing Congressional 

voting patterns suggest that a deep division existed in 

progressive thought over the direction of American foreign 

policy. These studies emphasize the influences of such 

diverse factors as party affiliation, sectional pressures, 

and the ideological commitment of the progressive mind. 

Johnson offers a case study of one type of progressive—the 

western Republican who never hesitated to take outspoken 

positions on foreign affairs. The fact that Johnson wanted 

very much to become President of the United States often 

hampered his criticism of American foreign policy. His 

personal ambitions, as well as personal prejudices, produced 

a Senator who was both penetrating and naive as a critic. 

Hiram Johnson offered few answers to America's diplomatic 

30. William E. Leuchtenburg, "Progressivism and 
Imperialism: The Progressive Movement and American Foreign 
Policy, 1898-1916," Mississippi Valley Historical Review. 
XXXIX (December, 1952), 483-504. For early rebuttals to 
this argument, see, Goldman, A Rendezvous with Destiny. 189-
95 and Link, Woodrow Wilson and the Progressive Era. 239-45. 
In analyzing progressive attitudes on foreign affairs the 
following studies were useful, Howard Allen, "Geography and 
Politics: Voting on Reform Issues in the United States 
Senate, 1911-1916," Journal of Southern History. XXVII (May, 
1961), 216-28; Foster R. Dulles, America's Rise to Power. 
1898-1954 (New York, 1954), 83-85; James Holt, Congressional 
Insurgents and the Party System. 1909-1916 (Cambridge, 
1968), passim; Norman Wilensky, Conservatives in the Pro
gressive Era: The Taft Republicans of 1912 (Gainesville, 
1965), passim. 
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problems, but he raised some interesting questions, ques

tions primarily influenced by his domestic progressivism. 

In the absence of a philosophy upon foreign affairs, he 

merely turned to his only source of political reinforce-

31 
ment—the values of progressivism. 

Johnson's lack of knowledge and interest in foreign 

affairs made his adjustment to the senate a difficult one. 

While campaigning Johnson displayed no particular interest 

31. For the reaction to the Goldman, Link, 
Leuchtenburg interpretations, see, for example, Howard W. 
Allen, "Republican Reformers and Foreign Policy, 1913-1917," 
Mid-America. LI (October, 1962), 222-29; Barton Bernstein 
and Franklin A. Leib, "Progressive Republican Senators and 
American Imperialism, 1898-1916: A Reappraisal," Mid-
America . L (July, 1968), 163-205; Alan Cywar, "John Dewey in 
World War I: Patriotism and International Progressivism," 
American Quarterly. XXI (Fall, 1969), 578-94; Allen Davis, 
"Welfare, Reform and World War I," American Quarterly. XIX 
(Fall, 1967), 516-23; Padraic C. Kennedy, "LaFollette1s 
Imperialist Flirtation," Pacific Historical Review. XXIX 
(May, I960), 131-44; Paterson, "California Progressives and 
Foreign Policy," 329-42; Warren Sutton, "Progressive Repub
lican Senators and the Submarine Crisis, 1915-1916," Mid-
America . XLVII (April, 1965), 75-88; J. A. Thompson, 
"American Progressive Publicists and the First World War, 
1914-1917," Journal of American History. LVIII (September, 
1971), 364-83; Warren I. Trattner, "Progressivism and World 
War I: A Reappraisal," Mid-America, XLIV (June, 1962), 
131-45. Professor Paterson's study is significant in 
pointing out the wide divergence amongst California 
progressives upon foreign policy. It also points up 
Johnson's lack of knowledge about foreign affairs. The 
literature on individual progressives and foreign policy is 
scarce, but for a starting point, see, for example, Monroe 
P. Billington, "Senator Thomas P. Gore: Southern Isola
tionist," Southwestern Social Science Quarterly. XLII 
(March, 1962), 381-89; Robert J. Maddox. William E. Borah 
and American Foreign Policy (Baton Rouge, 1969), Chapters I 
and III; Neil Thorburn, "A Progressive and the First World 
War: Frederick G. Howe," Mid-America, LI (April, 1969), 
108-18. 
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in developments abroad; and by late March, 1917, he took no 

public stand on American neutrality. Finally, on March 31, 

in an address at a patriotic rally at Independence Square in 

Philadelphia, Johnson delivered his early thoughts on 

American foreign policy. In groping to explain the events 

that seemed to be taking the United States into World War I, 

Johnson stressed the need to defend national honor. He 

praised American democracy as a world model. "Ours is the 

heritage of democracy triumphant," Johnson shouted as he 

waved his clenched fist in the air, "and our destiny must be 

the ultimate destiny of world democracy . . . China and 

Russia," he declared had, "fashioned a democracy in the 

spirit of America." The Philadelphia speech revealed his 

pathetic ignorance of foreign affairs. In the midst of 

preparations to enter the war, Johnson's remarks mercifully 

32 
passed virtually unnoticed. 

One part of his speech, however, foreshadowed 

Johnson's future position on foreign affairs. He concluded 

his oration by suggesting that only a direct threat to 

American honor justified a declaration of war. He also 

supported the President's emergency wartime powers, but 

emphasized that Wilson would be held strictly accountable 

for his policies after the war. Clearly, Johnson supported 

32. New York Times. April 1, 1917, 1; The 
Philadelphia Inquirer. April 1, 1917, 2; Arthur S. Link, 
Wilson: Campaigns for Proqressivism and Peace. 1916-1917 
(Princeton, 1965), 417. 



Wilson's policies because the wartime atmosphere made it 

33 
impossible to oppose the administration. 

Furthermore, Johnson's personal deficiencies mini

mized his ability to oppose effectively Wilson's foreign 

policy. Unlike isolationist Senator Borah of Idaho, Johnson 

never bothered to expand his reading habits to include 

34 history and political science. This omission was evident 

in his first important Senate speech on May 11, 1917 when he 

repeated many phrases and ideas from the Philadelphia 

address, and again revealed a painful ignorance of foreign 

affairs, a deficiency he never remedied. Nor did Johnson 

ever develop serious reading and study of foreign affairs, 

and in his ignorance he continued to use distorted his

torical examples, particularly in regard to the Far East. 

Johnson's inexperience and naivete regarding foreign policy 

was a detriment in his approach to many of the problems of 

World War I.35 

33. Johnson to C. K. McClatchy, April 7, 1917; 
Johnson to Archibald Johnson, July 5, 1917, all in Johnson 
Papers. 

34. For Johnson's personal comments on his reading 
habits see scattered references to his sons Hiram Jr., and 
Archibald Johnson, in the diary letters, Part IV, boxes 1-7. 
For an analysis of Senator Borah's reading habits see, John 
M. Cooper, Jr., "William E. Borah, Political Thespian," 
Pacific Northwest Quarterly. LVI (October, 1965), 145-53. 

35. Congressional Record. 65th Cong., 1st sess., 
2097-2100. The best example of Johnson's naive reasoning 
was his suggestion that American airplanes drop leaflets on 
German troops pointing out America's industrial and military 
superiority. See, Johnson to boys, April 6, 1917, Johnson 
Papers. 
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Initially, Johnson reasoned that President Wilson's 

executive power was reaching excessive proportions. This 

conclusion created a conflict in Johnson's political 

approach to Wilsonian policies. In some respects Johnson 

saw positive aspects to wartime agencies, and momentarily he 

felt that they could complete the reforms of the Progressive 

movement. The optimism of the progressive reformer prompted 

Johnson to write his boys, "out of the war there must come 

3 6 
some benefits to democracy." Yet, the majority of 

Johnson's correspondence gloomily predicted that American 

involvement in the First World War would bring an end to 

Republican institutions. This view made his policies appear 

vague and contradictory, but it offered an interesting 

insight into his approach to foreign policy problems. 

Johnson's early views emphasized national self-sufficiency 

and warned of inherent dangers in foreign commitments. The 

combination of these thoughts produced Johnson's isolation

ist policy toward foreign affairs. The moralism of the 

progressive reformer coalesced with the ideas of 

36. Johnson to boys, April 23, 1917, Johnson Papers. 
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self-sufficiency and the fear of foreign entanglements to 

37 
produce a stringent isolationism. 

37. Johnson to C. K. McClatchy, June 21, 1917; 
Johnson to Joseph Scott, June 25, 1917; Johnson to Harris 
Weinstock, April 16, 1917, all in Johnson Papers; Robert E, 
Osgood, Ideals and Self-interest in America's Foreign Rela
tions (Chicago, 1953), 4-6. For a pioneer attempt to define 
national self-interest see Charles A. Beard, The Idea of 
National Self Interest: An Analytic Study in American Foreign 
Policy (New York, 1934) and The Open Door at Home (New York, 
1934). For perceptive critiques of Beard's ideas on foreign 
policy see, for example, Richard Hofstadter, The Progressive 
Historians (New York, 1968), 328-44; James O'Brien, "The 
Legacy of Beardian History," Radical America. IV (November, 
1970), 67-80; William A. Williams, "A Note on Charles Austin 
Beard's Search for a General Theory of Causation," American 
Historical Review. LXIII (October, 1956), 59-80. 



CHAPTER 2 

JOHNSON AND WORLD WAR I, 1917-1918 

From the declaration of war upon Germany in April, 

1917 until the Armistice of November, 1918, domestic events 

influenced Hiram Johnson's isolationist attitudes towards 

American foreign policy. Although he had voted for the war 

resolution, Johnson nevertheless developed"a specific 

approach to foreign affairs as a result of World War I. For 

example, he blamed big business for most of the political 

and economic evils in the United States. The business drive 

for new markets, Johnson asserted, resulted in a distinct 

imperialistic impulse. Therefore, international bankers and 

munitions makers were responsible for leading the United 

States into international affairs. The idea that there were 

significant economic influences driving the Wilson adminis

tration in its prosecution of the war was Johnson's most 

persuasive argument. 

During the first week of April, 1917, however, 

Johnson, mindful of his freshman status in the Senate, 

supported Wilson's appeal for a declaration of war. Johnson 

failed to proclaim publicly his dissatisfaction with Demo

cratic policy. He justified his vote on the war resolution 

by stating that Germany had violated American neutrality, 

29 
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hence the United States entered the war to defend its rights 

by force of arms. In anticipation of efforts to entangle 

American interests with those of the Allied powers, Johnson 

emphasized that national interest was the sole reason for 

participating in World War I."* 

To Meyer Lissner Johnson confided that the Democrats 

were responsible for American participation in World War I. 

He could not escape "the inefficiency of the party in 

2 
power," and grumbled that Wilson's diplomacy showed that 

the Democrats lacked an "understanding of the great world 

3 
problem." Johnson found Wilson's war message distasteful, 

and informed his close friends that the President "spoke 

from the head and not once from the heart." This apprehen

sion over the war message reflected Johnson's fear that 

Congress no longer had its traditional powers. "The popular 

branch of the government," Johnson wrote later, "seems to 

have been paralyzed" and reflected clearly "the will of the 

1. Johnson to boys, April 3, 1917; Johnson to 
Joseph Scott, April 9, 1917, all in Johnson Papers; Selig 
Adler, "Isolationism Since 1914," American Scholar. XXI 
(Summer, 1952), 335-44; Edward H. Buehrig, Wpodrow Wilson 
and the Balance of Power (Bloomington, 1955), passim; Seward 
W. Livermore, Politics is Adjourned: Woodrow Wilson and the 
War Congress. 1916-1918 (Middletown, 1966), 15-16; Ernest 
May, The World War and American Isolation. 1914-1917 
(Cambridge, 1959), passim. 

2. Johnson to Meyer Lissner, April 5, 1917, Johnson 
Papers. 

3. Johnson to C. K. McClatchy, April 7, 1917, 
Johnson Papers. 
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4 
Chief Executive." Johnson feared excessive presidential 

power, and contended that Wilson's leadership was inept 

throughout most of the war. In the war's aftermath this 

belief was a critical factor in his stringent opposition to 

Wilson. The political atmosphere in April, 1917, forced 

Johnson to publicly state that any form of partisanship was 

inappropriate, and he emphasized his support for Wilson's 

policies. This position obscured Johnson's budding opposi-

5 
tion to collective security. 

An early contributing factor to Johnson's antagonism 

was his belief that the President had not defined his war 

aims. "The difficulty," Johnson wrote, "lies in the lack of 

clarity in the expressions of the President. He is the 

leader of the American people and he should speak in such 

g 
clarion tones that all of the nations would understand." 

Johnson not only condemned Wilson's lack of leadership, but 

4. Johnson to Hiram W. Johnson, Jr., April 7, 23, 
1917; Johnson to Meyer Lissner, April 9, 1917; Johnson to 
Harris Weinstock, April 16, 1917, all in Johnson Papers; 
Lower, "Hiram Johnson and the Progressive Denouement," 265. 

5. The historiography of the World War I period is 
filled with casual references to Johnson's support of the 
war effort; however, this cursory judgment ignores the 
private letters that clearly delineate Johnson's opposition 
to Wilsonian diplomacy, see, for example, Part III, Boxes 1 
and 2, Johnson Papers. 

6. Johnson to C. K. McClatchy, June 21, 1917, 
Johnson Papers. For the development of Wilson's early 
diplomacy see, Harley Notter, The Origins of the Foreign 
Policy of Woodrow Wilson (Baltimore, 1937). 
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he also accused his Republican colleague Henry Cabot Lodge 

of being "so pro-English that ... the war justifies 

7 
anything." It became increasingly difficult for Johnson to 

support the President, and he became obsessed with the 

feeling that Wilson had not "at all made plain the reasons 

for the war, our aims and our purposes, and what ultimately 

g 
we expect to achieve." In the summer of 1917, Johnson 

became convinced that Wilson had never intended to send 

American troops abroad, but meant to fight .the war with 

American money. 

His conviction about business influences upon 

foreign policy eventually developed into a full-time cru

sade against excessive war profiteering. Initially, Johnson 

had little sympathy with the theory that arms manufacturers 

and big business influenced American entry into World War I, 

but a series of speeches by Wisconsin Senator Robert M. 

La Follette against Wilson's war resolution swayed him. 

La Follette argued that German provocation had been insuf

ficient to force the United States into the war, and 

7. Johnson to boys, May 17, 1917, Johnson Papers. 
This letter is the initial reaction to Americans Johnson 
feels are excessively pro-British; he envisioned British 
diplomatic cunning as blinding less experienced American 
diplomats. For the influence of one segment of British 
public opinion upon American neutrality see, Armin 
Rappaport, The British Press and Wilsonian Neutrality 
(Stanford, 1951). 

8. Johnson to Chester H. Rowell, June 8, 1917, 
Johnson Papers. 
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presented an impressive array of statistics to his fellow 

Senators, showing the profits of wartime commerce. La 

Follette's arguments were a crucial factor in convincing 

Johnson that an economic conspiracy might exist. In the 

debate over Wilson's war message, he felt "the one argument 

that stood forth was that of La Follette. 

However, Johnson was suspicious of La Follette's 

politics. Johnson's close political friends, notable 

Chester Rowell, Meyer Lissner, and Theodore Roosevelt, 

considered La Follette's approach to national politics a 

liability.^ After praising La Follette's speeches 

opposing the war message, Johnson wrote that he was 

personally repelled by the Wisconsin Senator's "manner of 

speaking and his hysterical delivery .... Johnson was 

disenchanted and believed that progressive politics were 

dead within the Republican party. He viewed La Follette as 

a man using an appeal to former progressives to form a war

time political coalition. Johnson felt the practical 

9. Johnson to boys, April 6, 1917, Johnson Papers; 
Bella and Folia La Follette, Robert M. La Follette (New 
York, 1953), II, 740. For a description of the wartime 
atmosphere see, Charles C. Tansill, America Goes to War 
(Boston, 1938), passim. 

10. Meyer Lissner to Johnson April 17, 1917, 
Johnson Papers; Chester Rowell to Theodore Roosevelt, 
December 1, 1917, Chester Rowell Papers (Bancroft Library, 
University of California, Berkeley). 

11. Johnson to boys, April 6, 1917; Johnson to 
Meyer Lissner, April 5, 1917, all in Johnson Papers. 
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realities of politics were ones that made overt partisan 

12 
activity dangerous. In other words he saw La Follette's 

actions as potentially detrimental to the Republican party. 

Any plans to form another purely progressive coalition, 

Johnson argued, must be forgotten. Progressives could work 

13 
only within the Republican party. 

The first important wartime bill, the Selective 

Service Act, provided an example of Johnson's paradoxical 

position during the war. He supported the Administration's 

bill, but also worked closely with the old guard Republican 

leadership to point up every weakness in Wilson's prosecu

tion of the war. The majority of the lawmakers espoused the 

principle of volunteer enlistments, arguing that this was in 

line with past military experiences. On the other hand the 

12. Johnson to C. K. McClatchy, April 21, 1917, 
Johnson Papers. 

13. Meyer Lissner to Johnson, April 17, 1917; 
Chester Rowell to Meyer Lissner, April 13, 1917, all in 
Lissner Papers; Meyer Lissner to Chester Rowell, May 1, 1917, 
Rowell Papers; Lower, "Hiram Johnson and the Progressive 
Denouement," 265-68. Raymond Robins, chairman of the 1916 
Progressive Convention, had devised a plan for a Progressive-
Republican party rapprochement. Johnson had agreed to 
deliver a series of speeches explaining the progressives 
position in relationship to Republican regulars. Chester 
Rowell and Meyer Lissner had assembled information that 
aimed at uniting Progressives and Republicans. However, the 
war made it impossible to deal in any sort of partisan 
politics. The reason that Johnson was a prime mover behind 
a Progressive-Republican rapproachement was because he felt 
that only Theodore Roosevelt could lead the Progressive 
Party. Now Roosevelt was entrenched in Republican politics, 
and this made the Progressive Party useless in national 
politics. 
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War Department emphasized the impossibility of raising a 

large army without conscription. This argument led Wilson 

to recommend to Congress the drafting of two million men 

into the army. The president's proposal immediately 

developed into a partisan political controversy because it 

excluded volunteer units and also because former President 

Theodore Roosevelt was raising a volunteer brigade for 

immediate service in France. The War Department rejected 

Roosevelt's offer to supply a volunteer brigade, and 

Secretary of War Newton D. Baker compounded the problem by 

chiding the former President for creating a partisan poli

tical issue. In late April, 1917, Roosevelt's supporters 

presented an amendment to the bill providing for volunteer 

units. The amendment delayed passage of the measure, but 

finally on May 10, 1917, the Senate defeated the so-called 

Roosevelt amendment and the Selective Service Act became 

i 14 law. 

Johnson's role in the debate over the Selective 

Service Act went virtually unnoticed. Roosevelt preferred 

that Johnson present the volunteer amendment, but Lodge felt 

this was unwise due to the hostility remaining from Johnson's 

snub of Republican Presidential candidate Charles Evans 

14. Livermore, Politics is Adjourned. 15-31; 
Johnson to boys, April 30, 1917; Johnson to C. K. McClatchy, 
April 27, May 1, 1917, all in Johnson Papers. For con
temporary insight into Wilson's position on the Roosevelt 
Volunteer Brigade see, George Creel, The War. The World. 
and Wilson (New York, 1920), 78-80. 
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Hughes in 1916. Hence, Johnson remained in the background, 

although he announced that he supported a volunteer provi-

15 
sion in the Selective Service Act. Everyone assumed that 

Johnson was only supporting his old progressive running-

mate; but, in fact, the Roosevelt Volunteer brigade con

troversy revealed the depths of Johnson's suspicions of 

Wilson's motives. Johnson interpreted the rejection of the 

Roosevelt brigade as a sign that the administration would 

fight the war with economic weapons and speculated that the 

President wants "to fight with our dollars to the last 

Frenchman and Englishman. He expects the war to be ended 

16 by the time he can prepare to have an army ready." In 

Johnson's mind, then, ending European aggression with 

American dollars alone was not only unsavory, but it would 

enlarge presidential power excessively. Johnson's fear of 

presidential power was the beginning of his intense opposi

tion to Wilsonian diplomacy. His private correspondence was 

filled with a foreboding about the future possibilities of 

wartime measures. Past American history, Johnson argued, 

illustrated that conscription was a potentially divisive 

factor which might harm the war effort. Furthermore, 

conscription "transmutes the Republic from a fighting force 

15. New York Times. April 29, 1917, 2; May 18, 
1917, 1; Congressional Record. 65th Cong., 1st sess., 1481. 

16. Johnson to C. K. McClatchy, May 1, 1917, 
Johnson Papers. 
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for love of freedom and country into a military machine 

17 
fighting under compulsion." Johnson's own misgivings led 

him to believe that there was widespread discontent with the 

administration's war policies. 

This conclusion resulted from the letters that 

Joseph Scott, district director of the draft for Southern 

California, sent to Johnson arguing that Californians hoped 

the war would train American boys to repel the Japanese 

should they invade California. Scott could find no other 

18 
purpose for conscription. Johnson informed his son 

Archibald that the majority of young men were trying to 

evade the draft. He concurred heartily with their feelings, 

because resistance to the draft reflected a lack of confi

dence in Wilson's leadership. With proper leaders, Johnson 

argued, the number of enlistments would be sufficient to 

provide a large army."1"^ 

Johnson's reservations about Wilson's leadership 

turned into complete antipathy during the controversy over 

17. Johnson to boys, April 30, 1917, Johnson 
Papers. 

18. Joseph Scott to Johnson, June 30, 1917, Johnson 
Papers. 

19. Johnson to Archibald Johnson, August 2, 1917; 
Johnson to boys, May 17, 1917; Johnson to Meyer Lissner, 
June 6, 1917; Johnson to C. K. McClatchy, April 27, 1917, 
all in Johnson Papers. In the June 6, 1917 letter to 
Lissner, Johnson summed up his feelings on the Roosevelt 
controversy: "The whole Roosevelt incident has embittered me 
more toward Wilson. Wilson's decision was petty and mean 
and small . . . ." 
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the Espionage Act of 1917. The declaration of war immedi

ately raised the question of national security, and on 

April 2, seventeen bills were introduced that eventually 

evolved into the Espionage Act. The vast undefined power 

given to the federal government brought strenuous objections 

20 
from the Senate. Johnson's immediate reaction was to 

label the measure the most "outrageous, shameful and 

21 
tyrannical measure ever passed by a free government." He 

vowed to do everything possible to defeat it. 

The Administration selected Lee S. Overman of North 

Carolina to guide the measure through the Senate. Overman 

was unable to control his own party, because of Democratic 

opposition to the censorship provision. The determination 

to maintain a free press and free speech was a popular one. 

In Senate debates Johnson staunchly opposed censorship. In 

a widely quoted Senate statement, Johnson observed, "We may 

well pause . . . lest in our tenderness for democracy abroad 

20. Gilbert C. Fite and H. C. Peterson, Opponents 
of War. 1917-1918 (Madison, 1957), 14-17; New York Times. 
April 19, 1917, 15; April 20, 1917, 4; Clippings from the 
San Francisco Examiner. April 20, 1917, Johnson Papers. For 
the long range effect of the Espionage Act, see, William 
Preston, Aliens and Dissenters: Federal Suppression of 
Radicals. 1903-1933 (Cambridge, 1963). 

21. Johnson to C. K. McClatchy, April 21, 1917, 
Johnson Papers. 
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22 
we forget democracy at home." The press gag proposed by 

the Administration, Johnson argued, must be eliminated. The 

President had the necessary fiscal and conscriptive powers 

to prosecute the war, and existing laws safeguarded national 

security. If American democracy was to continue as a world 

example, Johnson reasoned, it could not afford an excursion 

into European autocracy. "I am concerned chiefly with the 

right of free speech," he declared, "with the very preserva-

23 
tion of democracy itself." 

In his first major Senate speech, on May 10, 1917, 

Johnson eloquently painted the dangers of press censorship. 

He argued that even a mild form of censorship gravely 

threatened traditional press freedoms. Johnson also felt 

that such a provision prevented the average American from 

expressing his opinions. In Johnson's view the public must 

be informed of all the news, and the administration's war 

effort must stand up to criticism. Censorship, Johnson 

exclaimed, would make legitimate criticism of the 

22. Congressional Record. 65th Cong., 1st sess., 
784; New York Times. April 19, 1917, 15-16; Copy of 
Johnson's speech on the Espionage Bill, April 19, 1917; 
Johnson Papers. 

23. New York Times. April 20, 1917, 4. 
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government's war effort impossible. Johnson's address was 

24 
well received, and the press naturally lauded his efforts. 

On May 12, Johnson's amendment to eliminate press 

censorship from the Sedition Act, which was passed 39 to 

38, proved to be a hollow victory. In late May, Senator 

Overman introduced a new provision making it treasonous to 

supply the enemy with a newspaper or magazine article that 

the Central Powers might find useful. Overman aimed his 

provision at increasing the Attorney General's power; it 

would have allowed Attorney General Thomas W. Gregory to 

circulate government memorandums linking the foreign 

language and socialist press with subversive activity. 

President Wilson pleaded for the power to deal with indi

viduals who would not display patriotic reticence in 

publishing vital war news. Wilson's pleas angered Republi

cans, and they announced opposition to the administration's 

proposals. The nation's press denounced the government's 

obvious attempt to monitor press activity, and this influ

enced Congress in the passage of an emasculated Espionage 

Act. On June 15, Wilson signed the bill into law and 

Johnson, like most Republicans, congratulated himself on a 

victory. "Looking back upon the battle," Johnson commented, 

24. Clippings from the Chicago Tribune. May 11, 
1917; New York Herald. May 11, 1917; New York Journal. May 
11, 1917; New York Sun. May 11, 1917; New York World. May 
11, 1917; San Francisco Call. May 11, 1917; Washington 
Times, May 11, 1917, all in Johnson Papers. 
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25 
"the convictions of a lifetime were involved." However, 

it was a hollow victory. The government through censorship 

of the mails still retained ample powers to block the 

circulation of certain newspapers. Furthermore, George 

Creel's Committee on Public Information controlled all 

official wartime news sources. The Espionage Act, nonethe

less, was a significant incident in illuminating a certain 

26 
degree of dissatisfaction with Wilson's policies. 

Johnson voted for the Espionage Act, but he did so 

with grave misgivings. He prided himself in having given 

the administration in his amendment to the Espionage Act its 

first wartime legislative defeat. The influence of the 

Selective Service Act and the Espionage Act of 1917 were 

significant factors in Johnson's reevaluation of foreign 

affairs, because, as these controversies had developed, he 

had searched for a workable solution to the problems of 

American foreign policy. 

In a little publicized speech on June 3 before a 

convention of the Associated Advertising Clubs of the World 

in St. Louis, Johnson speculated upon possible solutions to 

25. Johnson to Frank G. Snook, June 6, 1917, 
Johnson Papers. 

26. Congressional Record. 65th Cong., 1st sess., 
2097; Joan M. Jensen, The Price of Vigilance (Chicago, 1968), 
50-52; Livermore, Politics is Adjourned. 32-37; James Mock 
and Cedric Larson, Words That Won the War: The Story of the 
Committee on Public Information. 1917-1919 (Princeton, 
1939), 44; New York Times. May 12, 1917, 17. 
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problems in foreign affairs. He urged his audience to 

reevaluate the transition from aloofness in world affairs 

to one of active involvement. "Our policy of isolation," 

Johnson exclaimed, "has given way to active participation in 

world affairs." The old presumption that the Monroe Doc

trine protected the United States from the excesses of 

European politics vanished with American entry into the 

27 
war. The exigencies of wartime made it impossible for 

Johnson to criticize Wilsonian diplomacy openly; however, 

his plan for developing popular interest in the war effort 

was designed to illustrate the President's lack of leader

ship. 

In his St. Louis speech Johnson came to grips with 

the problems of American diplomacy and unwittingly countered 

the later historiographical view that he was a "George 

Washington isolationist." This form of isolationist thought 

is usually pictured as obstructionist and as a policy that 

has been formed from emotion. By early June, 1917, however, 

Johnson saw three problems in American foreign policy. 

First, he felt that Congress had ignored its responsibility 

by passing Wilson's war measures without question. Second, 

the President was developing an autocratic type of political 

power. Lastly, war profiteers were making millions from the 

27. St. Louis Globe Democrat. June 4, 1917, 4; 
Copy of the speech to the Associated Advertising Clubs of 
the World, June 3, 1917, Johnson Papers; Johnson to Chester 
Rowell, June 8, 1917, Johnson Papers. 
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European war. These thoughts became convictions in the next 

year, and by the armistice Johnson adamantly opposed 

28 
Wilsonian diplomacy. 

The controversy over the nature of American war aims 

was one of the key factors in Johnson's developing opposi

tion to Wilsonian policies. The question of war aims was a 

much debated one in 1917; however, early in the debate, 

Johnson made remarks that indicated his inattention to 

Wilson's past ideas on American foreign policy. At St. 

Louis Johnson made no mention of Wilson's January 22, 1917 

address to the Senate in which the President informed the 

Allied powers of the United States' willingness to join a 

League of Nations. Wilson had pleaded for a "community of 

29 
powers." to bring about peace, but Johnson either ignored 

28. Johnson to Arthur Artlett, June 23, 1917; 
Johnson to boys, April 6, 1917; Johnson to Archibald Johnson, 
July 5, 1917; Johnson to C. K. McClatchy, April 7, 21, 1917; 
Johnson to Harris Weinstock, April 16, 1917, all in Johnson 
Papers. The idea that Johnson was a "George Washington 
isolationist" or a simple obstructionist is explicit in much 
of the historiography of the period. See, for example, 
Adler, The Isolationist Impulse. 161-62, 241-65; Selig 
Adler, The Uncertain Giant. 1921-1941: American Foreign 
Policy Between the Wars (New York, 1965), 172. Professor 
Adler has been the single most influential historian in 
popularizing the negative image of Johnson's foreign policy. 
Adler argues that Johnson's policies were a throwback to the 
past. This is partially true, but it serves to obscure 
Johnson's reasons for opposing every President from Wilson 
to Franklin D. Roosevelt. Most textbooks reflect Adler's 
conclusions, thus any systematic analysis of Johnson's 
approach to American foreign policy has been ignored. 

29. Arthur S. Link, Wilson: The Diplomatist 
(Baltimore, 1957), 96. 



44 

these early remarks or he was unaware of the President's 
« 

policies. "The President," Johnson repititiously wrote, 

". . . has not at all made plain the reasons for the war, 

our aims and our purposes, and what ultimately we expect to 

30 
achieve." By the summer of 1917, Johnson was convinced 

that Wilson had "little or no conception of what he had 

31 
undertaken . . . ." During the St. Louis address in June, 

1917, Johnson indicated the degree of opposition that he had 

developed toward the administration in just two months. 

Johnson's general behavior was confusing. In one 

breath he said it was too early to talk about peace, and in 

the next he talked specifically about the peace, saying 

"after we've whipped Germany, we will decide everything that 

32 
it is necessary to decide." Johnson apparently was 

committed by June to a dictated peace to be formulated after 

victory, and he intended to hold Wilson responsible for any 

33 
flaws in the postwar settlement. Johnson's hostility 

30. Johnson to Chester Rowell, June 8, 1917, 
Johnson Papers. 

31. Johnson to C. K. McClatchy, June 21, 1917, 
Johnson Papers; Maddox, William E. Borah and American 
Foreign Policy. 23-27. 

32. Johnson to C. K. McClatchy, June 21, 1917, 
Johnson Papers. 

33. Johnson to Arthur Artlett, June 23, 1917; 
Johnson to Joseph Scott, June 25, 1917, all in Johnson 
Papers. For a description of American diplomacy in this 
period see, Seymour, American Diplomacy During the World 
War, passim. 
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resulted from Wilson's inability to clarify his war aims and 

from his emergency wartime legislation. 

Perhaps the key issue in convincing Johnson of the 

Administration's malfeasance was the War Revenue bill. This 

legislation exemplified the administration's confusing, 

arbitrary, and ineffective approach to wartime mobilization. 

Introduced in April, 1917, to finance the war effort, it was 

not passed in revised form until September; the measure was 

delayed while the Senate considered other legislation. This 

resulted in Secretary of the Treasury William G. McAdoo 

asking for five billion more dollars than the original amount 

requested. McAdoo1s request convinced Johnson that war 

profiteers were responsible for the necessity of increased 

revenue; it also offered him an opportunity to criticize 

what he called Wilson's increasingly potent executive 

34 
power. 

On August 20, Johnson rose in the Senate and 

delivered a blistering speech on profiteering. He led a 

small group of progressive senators, including Borah, 

La Follette, and George W. Norris, who urged stiff taxes on 

war profits. Before his speech, Johnson had not viably 

opposed the revenue bill, but he now took the spotlight from 

34. Livermore, Politics Is Adjourned. 57-59; 
Johnson to Hiram W. Johnson, Jr., September 5, 1917; Johnson 
to C. K. McClatchy, August 30, 1917; Johnson to Theodore 
Roosevelt, September 8, 1917, all in Johnson Papers. 
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Senator La Follette, who had filed a minority report 

opposing the measure. 

Johnson argued that "blood money" coined by 

businessmen from the sale of munitions and the "plundering 

of the public" could be controlled through stringent tax 

measures. In a highly emotional tone, he cried, "when we 

conscript the blood of the nation we also must conscript the 

35 
wealth coined from that blood." In less bombastic 

rhetoric, he charged that the Senate Finance Committee had 

framed an unjust revenue bill, which resulted in negligible 

taxation upon war profits. This figure, he pointed out, 

corresponded to England's wartime taxation policy. His 

amendment was easily defeated 62 to 17. The senate pro

gressives then introduced amendments calling first for 

seventy and then sixty per cent levies on war profits, but 

both failed. On September 10, despite a violent speech by 

Borah, the Senate passed the War Revenue bill. Looking back 

upon the struggle, Johnson noted with some satisfaction 

35. New York Times. August 21, 1917, 3; San 
Francisco Examiner. August 21, 1917, 1, 4; Clippings from 
the Chicago Tribune, August 21, 1917; Christian Science 
Monitor, August 21, 1917; Los Angeles Examiner. August 21, 
1917; Philadelphia North American. August 21, 1917; 
Washington Star. August 21, 1917, all in Johnson Papers. 
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that the administration had been forced to accept minor • 

36 
compromises. 

Although these final compromises in the War Revenue 

bill were insignificant, the controversy over the bill 

enhanced Johnson's reputation, as a senate spokesman against 

the Eastern monied interests. His stand was applauded by 

both the farmers and the urban working class, and prompted 

the press to denounce daily the administration for inflated 

prices. In a letter to a friend Johnson argued that the 

36. Congressional Record. 65th Cong., 1st sess. , 
6183-85; Bella and Fola La Follette, Robert M. La Follette. 
II, 740-46; Livermore, Politics is Adjourned, 59-61. The 
compromises that the administration was forced into were 
three very minor ones: a half a billion dollar increase in 
war profits taxes, a slight increase in income tax, and, 
finally, proposed taxes upon tea, coffee, cocoa, and sugar 
were eliminated. During the war revenue bill C. K. McClatchy 
wrote Johnson that he could not understand the Senator's 
stand. "Vital provisions of your war taxation amendment 
very hazy in dispatches isn't your eighty percent of taxa
tion based upon excess war profits above the war profits 
made in peace and not on the peace nor aggregate profits 
there seems to be a general misunderstanding here . . .," 
C. K. McClatchy to Johnson, August 29, 1917, Johnson Papers. 
This letter is a good example of Johnson's unwillingness or 
inability to communicate his ideas to California colleagues. 
More importantly it indicates Johnson's difficulty in formu
lating policies that would counter Wilsonian diplomacy. In 
this period the idea that business influences were rampant 
in the Wilson administration is intensified in Johnson's 
correspondence. See, for example, Johnson to Archibald 
Johnson, July 5, 1917, and Johnson to Harris Weinstock, 
July 5, 1917, all in Johnson Papers. These letters detail 
Senate gossip linking mismanagement on the part of the 
Council of National Defense and the Shipping Board, both 
emergency wartime agencies, due to business corruption. 
Johnson noted that since businessmen filled many of the 
newly created administrative posts that it was inevitable 
they would let contracts in a manner favorable to their 
colleagues. Johnson was convinced that wartime agencies 
were corrupt. 
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business community was engaging in profiteering at the 

expense of the public, and cited the United States Steel 

Corporation as a prime example. "We leave to xthis particu

lar corporation," he observed, "more than three hundred 

millions of war profits—almost a million dollars a day for 

37 
this year." It was in the revenue controversy, then, that 

Johnson articulated his precise objections to business 

involvement in American foreign policy. These objections 

would remain a cornerstone of his political rhetoric and 

38 
legislative proposals until World War II. 

On December 4, 1917, the Sixty-fifth Congress 

assembled in a tense atmosphere for its second session. The 

controversy over the revenue bill, as well as Republican 

opposition to Wilson's war policies, produced demands for 

Senate investigations to speed up troop supplies and 

37. Johnson to W. H. Leach, September 14, 1917, 
Johnson Papers; Livermore, Politics is Adjourned. 61. 
Johnson's correspondence reveals that he was often unsure 
of the effect of his proposals. A number of liberal 
economists endorsed the Johnson amendment, but they were 
unable to straighten out the senator's fuzzy economic 
thinking. See, for example, John R. Commons to William G. 
McAdoo, Aguust 2, 1917 (William G. McAdoo Papers, Library 
of Congress, Washington, D. C.); F. F. Ingram to William G. 
McAdoo, September 4, 1917, McAdoo Papers. 

38. Clippings from the San Francisco Examiner. 
September 12, 1917; Sacramento Union. September 4, 13, 1917, 
all in Johnson Papers; Johnson to Arthur Artlett, September 
14, 1917; Johnson to John S. Chambers, September 15, 1917; 
Johnson to C. K. McClatchy, September 17, 1917; Johnson to 
Theodore Roosevelt, September 8, 1917; Johnson to Joseph 
Scott, September 17, 1917, all in Johnson Papers. 
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military efficiency. By mid-December five separate 

investigations were under way. Johnson took part in the 

investigation by serving on the Committee on Commerce, one 

of the least important committee assignments, created to 

investigate shipping procedures. The committee found that 

it was difficult to transport supplies. This was hardly a 

startling observation, because the war effort was a novel 

39 
experience. 

In this atmosphere, Johnson was an insignificant 

figure. He relished the publicity focused upon the 

investigations, but he frankly admitted that the Commerce 

Committee found no improprieties. Nevertheless, Johnson, 

who firmly believed that "inefficiency and incompetency, 

40 
and worse, thrive in secrecy," defended the committee's 

work as essential in speeding up the war effort. Yet, 

privately, Johnson emerged from the investigation a defeated 

man. He felt that Wilson and the Democratic party garnered 

not only the spotlight but the overwhelming support of 

American public opinion. His public statements and private 

letters reflected the frustrations of a public figure 

without a forum. He saw the Administration protecting war 

39. Daniel R. Beaver, "Newton D. Baker and the 
Genesis of the War Industries Board, 1917-1918," The Journal 
of American History. LII (June, 1965), 43-58; Livermore, 
Politics is Adjourned. 70-78. 

40. Johnson to C. K. McClatchy, December 20, 1917, 
Johnson Papers. 
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profiteers, while his fellow Republicans blindly followed 

41 
the Democratic leadership. 

During the early months of 1918 when Senate atten

tion centered around attacks upon Secretary of War Newton 

D. Baker and the slow mobilization for war, Johnson took an 

independent stand, saying he believed that Baker was an 

excellent administrator, but added that "the clumsy 

mechanics of Democracy, in the initial stages at least, are 

wholly insufficient for making war.Johnson viewed the 

criticism of Baker as another example of how businessmen 

exerted an undue influence upon war preparations. The 

strongest criticism of Baker's methods came from members of 

the Council of National Defense, who argued that a one-man 

authority to purchase supplies for the war effort was 

43 
essential to speedy mobilization. 

The debate over War Department effectiveness and 

Senate investigations convinced Johnson that militarism was 

41. Johnson to Paul Herriott, January 28, 1918; 
Johnson to William H. Metson, January 29, 1918; Johnson to 
C. K. McClatchy, January 8, 19, 1918, February 2, 1918; 
Johnson to Theodore Roosevelt, March 16, 1918, all in 
Johnson Papers. 

42. Johnson to Paul Herriott, January 28, 1918, 
Johnson Papers. 

43. Beaver, "Newton D. Baker and the Genesis of the 
War Industries Board," 53; Johnson to Archibald Johnson, 
January 5, 1918; Johnson to Paul Herriott, January 28, 1918; 
Johnson to Amy Johnson, January 12, 1918, all in Johnson 
Papers. The depth of Johnson's hatred for Wilson in shown 
in comparing the President's powers with the absolutism of 
the Germans, see Johnson to Amy Johnson, January 26, 1918, 
Johnson Papers. 
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potentially dangerous to the American system. He was 

particularly distressed when an admiral testified before the 

Committee on Commerce that the seizure of Mexican oil fields 

was essential to the war effort. "Here is an admiral of the 

Nation," Johnson wrote, "just now crying out in horrified 

accents at the ruthlessness of Germany . . . saying to us 

that we, in like fashion, with a weak neighbor, should take 

that neighbor's territory on the ground of military neces

sity." This attitude, Johnson reasoned, was the direct 

reflection of Wilson's lack of leadership. "The Wilsonian 

mode of government," he stated, was "suppression, repres-

44 
sion, and oppression." Yet, he wrote privately, it was 

impossible to criticize the Administration publicly. 

Johnson's fears of excessive federal power increased 

in April, 1918, when the Senate Judiciary Committee 

favorably reported a sedition amendment to the Espionage 

Act of 1917. Public pressure was so great that the proposed 

44. Johnson to Amy Johnson, January 12, 1918, 
Johnson Papers. During the first three months of 1918 
Johnson was obsessed with Wilson's purported excessive 
presidential power. This, of course, was not a new thought, 
in fact, from April 2, 1917, when Wilson asked for a 
declaration of war, Johnson tiraded about excessive execu
tive power. The fact that Johnson's attacks on Wilson's 
power intensified in this period illustrates one of 
Johnson's traits in foreign affairs. These tirades coin
cided with a distinct decrease in Johnson's ability to 
effectively criticize Democratic policy. During this 
period Johnson compared Wilson's policies to the arbitrary 
acts of the French King Louis XIV and to contemporary 
European autocrats. See, for example, Johnson to Paul 
Herriott, April 17, 1918; Johnson to Meyer Lissner, 
January 25, 1918, all in Johnson Papers. 
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amendment allowed Postmaster General Albert S. Burleson to 

restrict mail deliveries. Johnson cringed at the bill and 

proclaimed that he "would rather have no political future 

45 
than violate my every idea of liberty." He realized that 

the Senate favored the sedition amendment, and he reacted by 

viewing it as a challenge to his personal political integ

rity. 

In public debate over the Sedition Act Johnson 

charged that the Wilson administration was silencing its 

critics. He skillfully used the Senate chamber to press the 

argument that free speech existed only in Congress. The 

Sedition Act, he asserted, was a "bill to suppress the 

freedom of the press . . ., and to prevent any man . . . 

from indulging in fair and decent expression, or voicing 

46 
legitimate criticism concerning the present Government." 

Johnson warned that repressive laws would hamper the war 

effort. He believed that legitimate criticism must continue 

in spite of the wartime emergency. If free expression 

ended, Johnson declared, democracy in the United States was 

in serious trouble.^ 

45. Johnson to Hiram W. Johnson, Jr., April 10, 
1918; Johnson to C. K. McClatchy, February 6, 1918, all in 
Johnson Papers. 

46. Fite and Peterson, Opponents of War. 217. 

47. Lower, "Hiram Johnson and the Progressive 
Denouement," 322-25; New York Times. April 5, 1918, 24; 
Johnson to Archibald Johnson, April 10, 1918, Johnson 
Papers. 
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Privately, Johnson wrote that the "whole theory of 

the President is an absolute throttling of the press, and 

48 
denial of free speech." He could not escape feeling that 

the war was transforming American society into one that 

could never again accept reform and called for the preserva

tion of democratic forms and the realization of progressive 

49 
goals. In mid-May, 1918, Wilson signed the Sedition Act 

into law. Gloomily reflecting upon the struggle over the 

bill, Johnson wryly wrote Theodore Roosevelt that it would 

50 
"virtually place the nation under martial law." 

The controversy over the Sedition Act convinced 

Johnson that the President was amassing extraordinary power 

for an "undisclosed scheme concerning the future of the 

51 
Republic." He was obsessed with the idea that the war 

would alter the nation's governmental structure and develop 

new areas of federal power. "We have developed a querulous 

and an impatient democracy," he declared, adding: "There is 

but one thing needed now to make it absolute, and that is, 

48. Johnson to C. K. McClatchy, April 11, 1918, 
Johnson Papers. 

49. Congressional Record. 65th Cong., 1st sess., 
840. 

50. Johnson to Theodore Roosevelt, April 19, 1918, 
Johnson Papers. 

51. Johnson to Meyer Lissner, May 7, 1918; Johnson 
to Theodore Roosevelt, May 6, 1918, all in Johnson Papers. 



54 

52 
to destroy the power of disagreement . . . ." These 

suspicions later would also arise in Johnson's opposition 

to Wilson during the battle over the Treaty of Versailles 

and the question of joining the League of Nations. 

In the midst of the Sedition Act debate, Johnson 

received an appointment to the Senate Military Affairs 

Committee. The New York Times noted the appointment and 

commented that it was rare for a new member of the upper 

house to be selected for such an important.post. His 

selection was due to the close ties he had developed with 

53 
Lodge, Borah, and Roosevelt. This appointment would give 

Johnson a voice in foreign affairs, and his criticism of 

administration policy as a Committee member would pave the 

way for his appointment to the Senate Foreign Relations 

Committee in 1919. 

Johnson's assignment to the Military Affairs 

Committee came in the midst of a well-publicized investiga

tion of American aircraft production. In the spring of 

1917, the Wilson administration announced that it was 

sending an armada of 1,000 planes to Europe. However, the 

aircraft program never materialized, and in March, 1918, 

General Leonard Wood testified on the complete absence of 

American aircraft abroad. Republican reaction was 

52. Johnson to Amy Johnson, June 8, 1918, Johnson 
Papers. 

53. New York Times, April 13, 1918, 6. 
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immediate. "We have fallen down in our aircraft production 

just as we have fallen down in every other fashion," roared 

Johnson, who viewed the controversy as an example of the 

54 
graft and corruption that permeated the war program. 

The general furor over the administration's ineffi

ciency prompted the appointment of Charles Evans Hughes to 

assist the Attorney-General in investigating the mishandling 

of airplane production. Hughes' selection was favorably 

reported by the press, and helped to counter Senate cri

ticism. However, Hughes' appointment convinced Johnson 

that Wilson used "cunning and . . . Machiavellian" tactics 

in his attempt to distract public opinion from the investiga-

Johnson intensified his criticism of Wilson's leader

ship. He was particularly critical of the administration's 

decision not to send General Wood to Europe. Johnson's 

lengthy, and often emotional, tirade against Wilson's 

54. Johnson to Amy Johnson, May 5, 1918, Johnson 
Papers; Livermore, Politics is Adjourned. 125-26. 

55. Johnson to Amy Johnson, May 18, 25, 1918; 
Johnson to Archibald Johnson, May 23, 1918; Johnson to Meyer 
Lissner, May 29, 1918; Johnson to C. K. McClatchy, May 21, 
1918, all in Johnson Papers. For a summary of a portion of 
Hughes' activity in this period see, Merlo J. Pusey, Charles 
Evans Hughes (New York, 1951), I, 374-82. Johnson's reac
tion to Hughes' appointment was negative; the California 
Senator still carried a vehement hatred for Hughes: "Hughes 
investigation in secret would simply delay the knowledge 
that the public was entitled to have . . . until world 
events would have transpired which would utterly obscure the 
present issue." Johnson to Amy Johnson, May 25, 1918, 
Johnson Papers. 
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decision to retire General Wood prompted the New York Times 

to charge that Senator Johnson was unfamiliar with military 

history. The Times pointed out that a number of high 

ranking European officers had been retired by England and 

France. Senator Johnson, the Times stated, by defending 

Wood had displayed complete ignorance about the nature of 

the European war. This criticism neutralized much of 

56 
Johnson's rhetoric about administrative inefficiency. 

The success of the Allied war effort, the approach

ing congressional elections, and interest in the eventual 

peace settlement forced Johnson into the background. 

Privately, he continued to bemoan the loss of civil 

liberties and the corrupt alliance between big business and 

the war machine. "The very great corporations," he said, 

"apparently, have to be bribed by millions of profits to be 

57 
patriotic . . . ." The administration's pandering to big 

business was one of the contributing factors in the develop

ment of the President's emergency wartime powers. The 

President, Johnson privately wrote, "would make Congress 

56. New York Times. June 14, 1918, 10. For 
private comments on Wilson's vindictiveness toward General 
Wood see, Johnson to Amy Johnson, June 1, 1918; Johnson to 
Theodore Roosevelt, June 3, 1918, all in Johnson Papers. 
For a public comment see New York Times. June 13, 1918, 6. 

57. Johnson to Amy Johnson, August 10, 1918, 
Johnson Papers. 
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58 
appointive." By the late summer of 1918 a new urgency 

crept into Johnson's personal correspondence. He had 

carefully catalogued Wilson's wartime blunders and saw in 

59 
them a pattern of national betrayal. 

Johnson's fear of Wilson's power was an integral 

part of his approach to foreign affairs. In mid-November, 

1918, the armistice brought joy to Americans, but Johnson's 

frustration rising from his political impotence during the 

war continued. His criticism of the President shifted from 

Wilson's utter disregard for the Senate Foreign Relations 

Committee and Congress in general. Throughout World War I 

Johnson had emphasized that Wilson must answer for all 

errors in his diplomacy. This oft-repeated statement was 

58. Ibid.. August 31, 1918, Johnson Papers. 

59. Ibid.. July 8, 27, 1918, August 17, 1918; 
Johnson to Hiram W. Johnson, Jr., August 6, 28, 1918; 
Johnson to Meyer Lissner, August 14, 1918; Johnson to C. K. 
McClatchy, July 2, 16, 1918, August 7, 1918, all in Johnson 
Papers. For the historiographical treatment of the civil 
liberties controversy, see, for example, Donald Johnson, The 
Challenge to American Freedoms: World War I and the Rise of 
the American Civil Liberties Union (Lexington. 1963); Harry 
N. Scheiber, The Wilson Administration and Civil Liberties. 
1917-1921 (Ithaca, 1960). Throughout World War I Johnson 
charged that American industry and the military cooperated 
to a degree that made their interests mutual. Johnson 
suggests an emerging military-industrial complex. For a 
provocative interpretation of this idea, see, Paul A. C. 
Koistinen, "The 'Industrial-Military Complex' in Historical 
Perspective: World War I," Business History. XLI (Winter, 
1967), 378-403 and "The 'Industrial-Military Complex' in 
Historical Perspective: The Interwar Years," The Journal of 
American History. LVI (March, 1970), 819-39. 



ignored during the war, but it proved to be the guiding 

light in Johnson's postwar opposition to Wilsonian 

diplomacy.^ 

60. Johnson to Hiram W. Johnson, Jr., November 23 
1918, Johnson Papers; Harry Rudin, Armistice. 1918 (New 
Haven, 1944), passim. 



CHAPTER 3 

JOHNSON DISCOVERS RUSSIA 

American involvement in Russian affairs was a factor 

in leading Johnson into formulating a coherent philosophy 

regarding foreign affairs. Johnson virtually ignored the 

Russian revolutions of March and November, 1917. At this 

time he had no interest in foreign affairs and was unfamil

iar with Russian history. Like most Americans, he regarded 

the fall of the Romanov Dynasty as another example of 

developing world democracy. His first knowledge of events 

in Russia came from reports in the liberal press and 

administration press releases. He relied upon The Nation, 

and initially reflected this magazine's leftist-liberal 

views on foreign affairs. 

Eventually, however, Johnson's interest in the 

Russian question brought a new maturity to his analysis of 

international relations. This concern also prompted his 

continuing opposition to administration foreign policy for 

nearly twenty years. Johnson opposed Wilson's Russian 

policy for three reasons: first, he feared that England and 

her allies were influencing Wilsonian policy toward Russia; 

second, he envisioned Japanese dominance in the Far East; 

third, he viewed possible American intervention in Russian 

59 
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affairs as a dangerous diplomatic precedent. Wilson, 

Johnson declared, envisioned the Americanization of world 

politics. This would require the use of American troops 

and economic power and would generate a dangerous policy of 

entangling alliances. 

However, as Johnson clearly saw, President Wilson's 

Russian policy was closely tied to wartime policies and, 

therefore, impossible to challenge until the war ended. 

Johnson did not fully publicize his views on the Russian 

question at first, and he did not emerge as a leading 

critic of American policy in Russia until mid-December, 

1918. Senator William E. Borah of Idaho took the early lead 

in criticizing Wilson's Russian policy. Although vacillat

ing on this question, agreeing then disagreeing with Wilson, 

the highly volatile Idaho Senator succeeded in awakening 

Americans to events in Russia. While Johnson and Borah did 

not always see eye to eye about Russia, they agreed that 

America's meddling in the affairs of another nation was 

intolerable. 

The Russian situation was difficult for Americans to 

understand, and they reacted quite differently over inter

vention in Russian affairs. Many observers, including 

Johnson, found difficulty in reconciling Wilson's idealistic 

1. Johnson to Amy Johnson, January 12, 1918, July 
20, 1918; Johnson to Hiram W. Johnson, Jr., March 16, 1918, 
all in Johnson Papers. 
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wartime statements about Russia with his postwar policy of 

military intervention. Moreover, the Wilson administration 

was unable to satisfactorily explain the American troop 

commitment in Russia. Again, much of the confusion stemmed 

from the administration's refusal to state its objectives. 

This uncertainty prompted a group of Republican 

senators to demand clarification of Wilson's Russian policy. 

Johnson, Borah, and La Follette bitterly attacked the 

President's policies vis a vis Russia. Their inability to 

obtain official information about the nature of American 

troop presence in Russia particularly frustrated them, and 

led Johnson to wonder what was behind the administration's 

silence. Throughout his California political career he had 

interpreted silence or opposition as emanating from a con

spiratorial plot. Similarly, he envisioned conspiratorial 

2 
forces behind the Russian question. 

2. This chapter relies heavily upon a special 
carton relating to Russian affairs, 1918-1919, Part III, 
Carton 12, Johnson Papers. Included in this carton are 
periodical and newspaper clippings, letters to Johnson 
requesting more information on his Russian policy, and the 
documents and notes Raymond Robins collected in Russia. 
See, also, Robert J. Maddox, William E. Borah and American 
Foreign Policy. 28-49; Arno J. Mayer, Politics and Diplomacy 
of Peacemaking. 1918-1919 (New York, 1967), 331-35; Betty M. 
Unterberger, America's Siberian Expedition. 1918-1920 
(Durham, 1956~T^ 135-48. For a brief and impressionistic 
reaction to the March, 1917, Russian Revolution, see 
Johnson's remarks in his March 31, 1917 speech in Phila
delphia, The Philadelphia Inquirer. April 1, 1917, 2. The 
California Senator referred to the Russian Revolution as one 
inspired by American democratic values and ideals. His 
reaction is an indication of his lack of interest and 
knowledge in foreign affairs. This obscure reference is 
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Johnson's notions about conspiracies were important 

in his emergence as a leading anti-interventionist critic. 

Two factors influenced his thinking. One was the Presi

dent's past response to Russian affairs. Johnson failed to 

understand Wilson's dilemma; the President had to maintain 

close Allied-American relations while considering Russia's 

pleas for aid. Russian appeals were contrary to English 

and French military strategy, because the Allies felt Russia 

must remain in the war at any cost. When Russia left the 

war under the terms of the Brest-Litovsk Treaty of March, 

1918, Allied hostility reached a new high. Wilson urged a 

policy of non-intervention toward Russia, and he called it 

an "acid test" of Allied sincerity. When the Bolsheviks 

came to power in November, 1917, they urged a peace without 

annexation or indemnities. Both demands, coupled with 

Russia leaving the war, made it impossible for Wilson to 

evolve a definite Russian policy. 

Johnson viewed in a peculiar way the President's 

inability to come to terms with the Russian situation. He 

felt that Wilson was ignoring the legitimate attempt by a 

nation in turmoil to solve its internal problems. This 

important, because Johnson began to display a keen interest 
in foreign affairs in April, 1917. Thus, the Russian 
Revolution was an important transitional point in Johnson's 
thinking on foreign affairs. For an analysis of La 
Follette's view on Russia, see, Padraic C. Kennedy, "La 
Follette and the Russians," Mid-America. LIII (July, 1971), 
190-208. 
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simplistic approach to the Russian problem prevented his 

comprehending Wilson's diplomacy. Many critics of Wilson's 

policies failed to understand the President's feeling that 

it was necessary to maintain a united allied front in order 

to conciliate the Allied powers with respect to Russia until 

the end of the war. Johnson, as well as Borah, argued that 

the Allies had no choice but to follow the United States, 

because they depended so heavily upon our economic and 

military resources. This belief, as well as Johnson's 

ignorance about Allied-American and Russian affairs, led him 

to conclude that hidden forces were influencing American 

policy toward Russia. 

Much of Johnson's early criticism of the adminis

tration's Russian policy was caused by two of Wilson's 

speeches. When the Sixty-fifth Congress assembled on 

December 4, 1917, the President delivered a speech suggest

ing outlines for a liberal peace program. Although designed 

to interpret American intentions toward the German Empire, 

Wilson referred to the falsehoods poisoning the Russian 

people. As a result of Wilson's speech, Johnson concluded 

that the President's deeds were at variance with his words. 

Wilson's more important speech on January 8, 1918, 

concerning the Fourteen Points influenced Johnson's thinking 

even more. The California Senator was particularly critical 

of point six, which called for the evacuation of all Russian 

territory, the independent determination of all Russian 



64 

territory, and the independent determination by Russia of 

her political and national policy. Here, Johnson accused 

Wilson of not following his own policies. Like Borah, 

Johnson erroneously assumed that the Fourteen Points speech 

meant that the President opposed all interference in Russian 

affairs. This stand, in Johnson's opinion, indicated a 

change in future American foreign policy. Wilson seemed to 

accept the Bolshevik Revolution. In fact, Johnson argued 

that Wilson was influenced by Leon Trotsky's demands for "a 

3 
democratic peace for all the peoples of the world . . . . " 

Clearly, Wilson's speech indicated that the United States 

would not become involved in Russian affairs. 

In December, 1918, as he reflected upon these 

speeches and Wilson's policies, Johnson became convinced 

that the President's pursued goals were incompatible with 

his announced intentions. He concluded that he must do 

everything possible to defeat the administration's Russian 

policy. The tactics and techniques Johnson employed to 

oppose the President's policies emphasized the negative 

points in Wilson's leadership. Thus, Johnson continuously 

argued that the President had hidden motives in his foreign 

3. Johnson to Amy Johnson, January 12, 1918, 
Johnson Papers; Daniel M. Smith, The Great Departure; The 
United States and World War I. 1914-1920 (New York, 1965), 
94-97. For Borah's reaction to the Fourteen Points speech, 
which was similar to Johnson's, see, Maddox, William E. 
Borah and American Foreign Policy. 36-38. 
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policy. This allusion to conspiratorial thoughts was char

acteristic of Johnson's approach to the problems of American 

4 
foreign policy. 

Johnson's growing prominence in the debate regarding 

Russia was largely due to documents he received from an old 

progressive colleague, Raymond Robins. Robins, chairman of 

the 1916 Bull Moose convention, had gone to Russia in 

August, 1917, with a Presidential Red Cross Commission to 

provide assistance to the Russian people. Robins developed 

close relations with Lenin and Trotsky, and returned to the 

United States early in the summer of 1918 convinced that 

American policy toward Russia was disastrous. The United 

States government, reasoned Robins, must accept the 

Bolshevik government and respond to its economic needs. 

Such a policy would benefit American interests in three 

ways: first, it would act as a deterrent to German expansion 

in the East; second, it would modify the worst features of 

the Bolshevik brand of revolutionary socialism; third, it 

would allow the United States an economic foothold in the 

burgeoning Russian economy. Robins attempted to communicate 

these conclusions to the administration. But neither the 

4. Handwritten and typewritten memorandums, n.d., 
Johnson Papers; R. S. Baker and W. E. Dodd (eds.), The 
Public Papers of Woodrow Wilson. War and Peace (2 vols.; 
New York, 1927), I, 132-35; Arthur S. Link, Wilson: The 
Diplomatist. 101-105; Pratt, Challenge and Rejection: 
The United States and World Leadership. 1900-1921. 159-67. 



66 

President nor the State Department listened to Robins. In 

fact when Robins arrived in the United States he was immedi

ately subjected to an embarrassing and humiliating search by 

customs agents. This resulted from the popular notion that 

he was a Soviet agent. Thus, the taint of Bolshevism made 

it impossible for Robins immediately to present his docu

mentary evidence to the Wilson administration.^ 

Befoore leaving Russia, Robins sent Johnson a cable 

indicating that he had been very close to the Russian 

government, and promised to explain the situation in detail 

upon his return. "I know that he has been very intimate 

with the soviet government," Johnson wrote, "and I know that 

g 
he has real vision and a clear perception." Robins con

vinced Johnson that democracy was on trial in Russia and 

5. Scholars are at odds over Robins' observations 
in Russia. The most favorable account of Robins' influence 
is William Appleman Williams, American-Russian Relations. 
1781-1947 (New York, 1952), 105-30. An interpretation 
critical of Robins' amateur approach to diplomacy is George 
F. Kennan, Russia Leaves the War (Princeton, 1956), passim 
and The Decision to Intervene (Princeton, 1958), passim. 
Neither Kennan nor Williams note that Robins was the guiding 
light behind Johnson's approach to the Russian question. 
For a recent interpretation of the American-Russian rela
tionship in this period and its subsequent effects, see N. 
Gordon Levin, Woodrow Wilson and World Politics: America's 
Response to War and Revolution (New York, 1968), 65-67, 79-
80. An important article on the role of the Red Cross is 
Claude E. Fike, "The Influence of the Creel Committee and 
the American Red Cross on Russian-American Relations, 1917-
1919," Journal of Modern History. XXXI (June, 1959), 93-109. 

6. Johnson to Amy Johnson, June 22, 1918, Johnson 
Papers. 
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that the Bolshevik government represented "the Russian 

7 
craving for self-government . . . ." United States inter

vention would be a great danger to developing stable rela

tions with Russia. Robins also informed Johnson that Allied 

incursions into the country were economic in motive. Robins' 

views, as well as Johnson's personal hatred for Russia's 

Pacific rival, Japan, caused the California Senator to view 

the Russian experiment kindly. American intervention in 

Russian affairs, Johnson privately wrote, would "throttle 

g 
the only democracy that Russia has ever had . . . ." 

On July 1, 1918, Robins was in Washington, and 

Johnson had several conversations with his old friend. From 

these meetings definite attitudes and ideas crept into 

Johnson's thinking. Johnson accepted Russia's decision to 

leave the war for its own economic well being. "We regard 

the Russians as traitors," Johnson wrote, "because they did 

not continue being killed for something they did not under-

9 
stand." He also accepted the need for economic aid to 

7. Ibid.. June 29, 1918, Johnson Papers. 

8. Ibid.. July 8, 1918, Johnson Papers. For the 
reaction of American Liberals, a classification including 
Johnson, see, Christopher Lasch, The American Liberals and 
the Russian Revolution (New York, 1962). 

9. Johnson to Amy Johnson, July 20, 1918, Johnson 
Papers. On Russia's military value, Johnson lamented, "The 
one thought of our people is for military participation by 
Russia, and we have, apparently, no understanding of any
thing else, except armies and battles, so far as Russia is 
concerned. " 
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Russia, regarding it as a deterrent to German influence. 

In late July, Robins informed Johnson that he was finally 

communicating with the President. Relieved that Robins had 

at last established contact with the administration, Johnson 

wrote his son predicting Robins' views "will be adopted by 

Wilson. When this expectation failed to materialize, 

Johnson emerged as an overt critic of American intervention 

in Russia. 

Johnson feared Japanese penetration of Siberia. He 

complained that "the eastern press . . . with articles 

laudatory of Japan, of Japan's methods, of Japan's 

idealism . .." obscured the problem of Japanese imperial-

12 
ism. Johnson urgued that the problem of Japanese aggres

sion could be solved by a workable Russian government. 

American intervention in Russia, Johnson argued, would help 

Japan, thus creating a Far Eastern empire with American aid. 

Japanese influence, Johnson asserted, reflected that "we 

have no state department, and in our diplomatic relations 

13 
with Japan, we have been bent to Japan's will." American 

10. Johnson to Amy Johnson, June 29, 1918, Johnson 
Papers. 

11. Johnson to Hiram W. Johnson, Jr., July 20, 
1918; Johnson to Archibald Johnson, July 1, 1918, all in 
Johnson Papers. 

12. Johnson to Amy Johnson, July 20, 1918, Johnson 
Papers. 

13. Ibid.. August 17, 1918, Johnson Papers. 
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presence in Russia, Johnson argued, would subvert the 

evolution of a Russian government and set a dangerous 

precedent for the future. 

With the armistice in November, 1918, Johnson 

speculated anew about Russian affairs. He feared that 

American troops would be diverted to Russia, and that the 

United States would "be policing all kinds of countries to 

14 
protect the present existing forms of government." This 

feeling about American intervention prompted Johnson and 

Borah to plan a campaign to secure recognition of Russia. 

They worked closely with Robins, but he proved detrimental 

to their plans, because widespread mistrust of his Russian 

mission tended to minimize the credibility of the docu-

15 
mentary information he supplied the Senators. 

On December 2, 1918, Robins left copies of the 

documents he had collected in Russia at Johnson's office. 

"If the trust about Russia can be tied to the . . . vain 

ideas and actions of the Chief Magistrate," Robins wrote in 

reference to Wilson, "I am confident that it will carry far 

with the people as a whole and specially with the Republican 

14. Johnson to Archibald Johnson, November 14, 
1918, Johnson Papers. For an analysis of the Far Eastern 
influence upon our Russian policy, see, for example, James 
William Morley, The Japanese Thrust into Siberia. 1918 (New 
York, 1957); Pauline Tomkins, American-Russian Relations in 
the Far East (New York, 1949). 

15. Maddox, William E. Borah and American Foreign 
Policy, 41-42. 
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rank and file.The Robins documents, then, were the 

strongest motivating factor in Johnson's opposition to 

Wilson's Russian policy. Johnson's knowledge of Russia was 

minimal, and he depended totally upon the Robins documents 

in Senate debate. Thus, in some ways, his arguments were 

simply an extension of Robins' findings. The California 

Senator apparently never developed any definite thoughts on 

17 
Russia prior to his meeting with Robins. 

On December 12, 1918, Johnson introduced a senate 

resolution requesting information on American policy regard

ing Russia. His measure was referred to the Senate Foreign 

Relations Committee, setting the stage for the Republican 

minority to challenge the wisdom of Wilson's policies. 

Johnson publicly declared that he had designed his resolu

tion to publicize the presence of American troops in Russia. 

The resolution reflected his belief that the administration, 

the press, and certain elements in the business community 

had conspired to conceal the reasons for the continued 

16. Raymond Robins to Johnson, December 3, 1918, 
Johnson Papers. 

17. Raymond Robins File, Part III, Carton 12, 
Johnson Papers; Williams, American-Russian Relations. 146. 
An interesting account from Robins' viewpoint is William 
Hard, Raymond Robins' Own Story (New York, 1920). 
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18 
presence of American troops in Russia. Wilson's 

supporters found it difficult to counter Johnson's charges, 

because they knew no more than the California Senator about 

administration policies. In fact Wilson's supporters lent 

credibility to the charges by- their meaningless and often 

embarrassing tirades against the Californian's alleged 

19 
Bolshevism. 

Johnson responded to his critics by emphatically 

denying sympathy for either Bolshevism or Russian political 

leadership. In a well-reasoned attack upon his opponents, 

Johnson pointed out that the pro-Bolshevist charge was made 

simply to silence his opposition to Wilson. The press, in 

particular, was receptive to Johnson's ideas, and he showed 

a great deal of political skill in focusing attention upon 

20 
American intervention in Russia. 

18. Johnson to Hiram W. Johnson, Jr., December 7, 
1918, Johnson Papers. On the Russian question, Johnson 
wrote, "The Russian situation is a shame and a disgrace, 
giving the lie to all our professions of democracy." 

19. On the attacks against his Russian policy, 
Johnson reflected ". . . it is a dangerous and delicate 
thing to speak of Russia, or to inquire concerning our 
activities there. . . . Free discussion of the question has 
been hitherto impossible because of the complex relationship 
to a greater problem, the world war." Typewritten memoran
dum, n.d., Part III, Carton 12, Johnson Papers. 

20. Mayer, Politics and Diplomacy of Peacemaking. 
331; John A. White, The Siberian Intervention (Princeton, 
1950), 355-56; New York Times. December 13, 1918, 13; 
Congressional Record. 65th Cong., 3rd sess., 342-47; Hand
written and typewritten notes, n.d., Part III, Carton 12, 
Johnson Papers. There is a sizeable historiographical 
debate over Wilson's intervention in Russian affairs. The 
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In recounting the reasons for introducing his 

resolution, Johnson informed a former progressive colleague 

that there was "much more behind this Russian situation 

than mere horror of the Bolsheviki." He concluded that big 

big business, the chief culprit, prevented the public from 

obtaining "information concerning Russia and will continue 

21 
to do so." The result of this policy, Johnson argued, was 

to make the American soldier the unfortunate victim of 

Wilson's policy. Johnson's resolution attacked the "griev

ous wrong . . . being perpetrated against American 

22 
soldiers." He also attacked George Creel, director of 

the Committee on Public Information, for portraying the 

Bolsheviks as German agents. Creel's distasteful distor

tion, Johnson charged, justified American troop presence in 

idea that the President feared Japanese expansion and acted 
to maintain the Open Door is emphasized in the work of 
Maddox, White, and Unterberger. A recent statement of this 
argument is Robert Maddox, "Woodrow Wilson, The Russian 
Embassy and Siberian Intervention," Pacific Historical 
Review. XXXVI (November, 1967), 435-48. Professor Williams 
in American-Russian Relations emphasizes intervention as an 
anti-Bolshevik measure. This thesis is further developed in 
Williams' two-part article, "American Intervention in 
Russia," Studies on the Left. Ill (1963), 24-48 and IV 
(1964), 39-57. The most positive statement that Siberian 
intervention was militarily inspired is Christopher Lasch, 
"American Intervention in Siberia: A Reinterpretation," 
Political Science Quarterly. LXXVII (June, 1962), 205-23. 

21. Johnson to Meyer Lissner, December 18, 1918, 
Johnson Papers. 

22. Typewritten statement, n.d., Part III, Carton 
12, Johnson Papers. 
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Russia, although the facts were completely to the contrary. 

Creel's methods, he said, were designed to allow American 

policy toward Russia to be "carefully concealed, not only 

23 
from Congress, but from the American people . . . ." 

Johnson's criticism foreshadowed his later arguments against 

Article Ten of the League of Nations Covenant. 

In opposing Wilson's policies, Johnson failed to 

suggest alternate approaches to Russian affairs. Deluged 

with letters requesting further information, he simply sent 

out his December 12 senate speech. In the few letters that 

Johnson answered personally, he maintained that the United 

States could maintain troops in Russia only through an 

official declaration of war.24 His view on the future 

course of American foreign policy was summed up in a very 

candid letter to former President Roosevelt in which Johnson 

saw "America holding the bag for the entire world." 

Wilson's policies would place an obligation on the United 

States to police the world. He urged Roosevelt to accept 

Robins' conclusion that the United States was somewhat 

responsible for the chaos in Russia. This notion, declared 

Johnson, convinced him to fight for a complete and detailed 

23. Johnson to Theodore Roosevelt, December 27, 
1918, Johnson Papers; Mayer, Politics and Diplomacy of 
Peacemaking. 331-32. 

24. Johnson to George W. Hootman, December 27, 
1918, Johnson Papers; Johnson to Arthur Taylor, December 28, 
1918, Johnson Papers. 
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statement of American intentions in Russia and the immediate 

25 
withdrawal of all American troops. 

The fate of his resolution was unimportant to him. 

"It is of very little consequence whether the resolution is 

reported," Johnson wrote, "because I will continue to hammer 

way upon the proposition anyway. The real thing behind the 

scenes in this Russian situation is the international 

26 
banker." Both French and New York banking interests had 

heavy investments in Russian bonds, an important reason for 

allied armed intervention. On December 30, 1918, Johnson 

garnered further publicity by his charge that the adminis

tration had failed to respond to his inquiries for informa

tion about Russian affairs. A few days later, Johnson, in a 

Senate speech, delivered a scathing attack on American 

bloodshed in Russia. He urged the Senate Foreign Relations 

Committee to press the State Department for dispatches 

25. Johnson to Theodore Roosevelt, December 27, 
1918, Johnson Papers. In response to his heavy mail Johnson 
was forced to send out a form letter and he stated the 
difficulty of his position in a letter to his son: "I have 
the arguments showing that Lenin and Trotsky, after the 
Brest-Litovsk Treaty, and before its ratification by the 
Russian congress, appealed to the allies and to us, agreeing 
not to ratify the treaty and continue the war if we would 
but aid them. The moral responsibility that rests upon us 
for that shameful treaty ... I think is very great." 
Johnson to Hiram W. Johnson, Jr., December 26, 1918, Johnson 
Papers. Johnson's dilemma was a moral one. Throughout his 
career he would take unpopular and often politically damag
ing positions as a result of this moral feeling. 

26. Johnson to Hiram W. Johnson, Jr., December 26, 
1918, Johnson Papers. 
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explaining American troop movement in Russia. Johnson's 

request was a direct challenge to Secretary of War Baker's 

announcement that demobilization was in progress. On 

January 2, 1919, Johnson received an inordinate amount of 

publicity by charging collusion among the press, business 

interests, and the Wilson administration. This accusation 

ended the first stage of the Johnson-Borah protest against 

27 
America's Russian policy. 

The rising tide of opposition to intervention in 

Russia prompted administration spokesman, Senator Gilbert M. 

Hitchcock of Nebraska to defend Wilson's policies. Johnson 

referred sarcastically to Hitchcock's speech as the "Why our 

Boys Are in Russia" speech. Johnson and Borah countered 

with the argument that German military intervention was the 

only possible excuse for American troops in Russia. Johnson 

also emphasized that Wilson failed to live up to his own 

objectives for his policy contradicted point six of his 

Fourteen Points. Wilson was attempting to disguise inter

vention as a charitable action, a belief which convinced 

28 
Johnson that the President had hidden motives. 

27. New York Times. December 31, 1918, 5, January 3, 
1919, 2; Congressional Record. 65th Cong., 3rd sess. , 864; 
Johnson to Raymond Robins, December 27, 1918 (Raymond Robins 
Papers, State Historical Society of Wisconsin, Madison). 

28. Handwritten memorandum on Hitchcock speech, 
n.d., Part III, Carton 12, Johnson Papers; Johnson to 
Raymond Robins, January 3, 1919, Robins Papers. Maddox, 
William E. Borah and American Foreign Policy. 42-43. 
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In January, 1919, Robins wrote Johnson urging him to 

criticize publicly Wilson's failures to send immediate 

economic aid to Russia. The unwillingness to aid Russia, 

Robins asserted, was due to Wilson's fear of the Bolsheviks. 

Furthermore, American military non-intervention was helping 

29 
"to starve and isolate the people of Russia." Less than a 

week after receiving this letter, Johnson used most of its 

contents in senate debate. On January 9, in a lively 

exchange, Johnson asked Hitchcock, "Is the Senator aware 

that there are various towns that have been taken by 

American troops advancing into Russia and that they have 

been taken in each instance against troops stationed in 

those townsJohnson concluded by alluding to Wilson's 

inability to justify such action. In a letter to his son, 

Johnson revealed further thoughts on the Russian question, 

"The true explanation," he said, "and this unfortunately I 

can not prove at all, is that our troops are in Siberia and 

at Archangel because of the great debt of Russia to France, 

and because we are practically going to compel a receiver

ship of Russia for the collection of those debts. 

29. Raymond Robins to Johnson, January 4, 1919, 
Johnson Papers. 

30. Congressional Record. 65th Cong., 3rd sess., 
1164. 

31. Johnson to Hiram W. Johnson, Jr., January 11, 
1919, Johnson Papers. This letter reveals the extent to 
which Johnson relied upon Robins' documents. Particularly 
the letter signed by Lenin asking for American economic 
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Throughout January, Johnson continually attacked the 

administration's policies toward Russia. However, the press 

increasingly ignored these tirades and concentrated on the 

Paris Peace Conference. The debate about the proposed 

League of Nations obscured the Russian question. Nonethe

less, Johnson continued to argue that intervention in 

Russian affairs would entangle the United States forever 

32 
in the vortex of European problems. On January 13, to 

focus attention upon the Russian problem, Johnson intro

duced a resolution to withdraw immediately American soldiers 

from Russia. He introduced his resolution because the State 

Department had ignored his requests' for a clarification of 

the administration's Russian policy. A week later, Johnson 

vented his spleen upon the proposed 100 million dollar aid 

package to Europe. He called it a device to buy off the 

aid. Johnson never questioned the authenticity or purpose 
of Robins' notes. Pennsylvania Senator Gifford Pinchot and 
Stanley Washburn, an eastern publisher, both urged Johnson 
to ponder the authenticity of Robins' notes. See Gifford 
Pinchot to Hiram Johnson, January 8, 1919 (Gifford Pinchot 
Papers, Library of Congress, Washington, D. C.); Stanley 
Washburn to Hiram Johnson, January 7, 1919 (Stanley Washburn 
Papers, Library of Congress, Washington, D. C.). 

32. Johnson to Raymond Robins, January 15, 22, 30, 
1919, Robins Papers. Papers Relating to the Foreign Rela
tions of the United States. 1919 (Washington, 1931), 21, 59; 
Mayer, Politics and Diplomacy of Peacemaking, chapter 23; 
John M. Thompson, Russia. Bolshevism, and the Versailles 
Treaty (Princeton, 1966), chapter 8. 
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Bolsheviks. By late January, however, the events in Paris 

33 
made Johnson's remarks unimportant. 

On February 7, the Senate rejected Johnson's resolu

tion to withdraw American troops from Russia by a scant 

margin of five votes, and one. week later another vote 

resulted in a tie. Vice-President Thomas Marshall cast the 

tiebreaking vote to table the resolution. Not everyone 

shared Johnson's convictions; many simply voted for his 

resolution to strike at Wilson's policies. Johnson's 

anglophobia surfaced in the debates. He charged that most 

senators had learned of plans to withdraw American troops 

from Russia through England's Prime Minister, David Lloyd 

34 . . 
George. Despite his desire to embarrass the administra

tion, Johnson's strong moral feelings were equally signifi

cant in leading him to Russian intervention. "Every death 

of one of our soldiers in Russia is just plain murder," 

Johnson wrote, "It seems that they hope to justify war 

35 
without a declaration of war." 

33. Albert J. Beveridge to Hiram Johnson, January 
29, 1919 (Albert J. Beveridge Papers, Library of Congress, 
Washington, D. C.); New York Times. January 14, 1919, 3, 
January 22, 1919, 10; Congressional Record. 65th Cong., 3rd 
sess., 1164; Papers Relating to the Foreign Relations of the 
United States. 1919. Russia. 245. 

34. Mayer, Politics and Diplomacy of Peacemaking. 
448; Congressional Record. 65th Cong., 3rd sess., 2878, 
3342; New York Times. February 14, 1919, 3; Johnson to D. 
Dughi, February 13, 1919, Johnson Papers. 

35. Johnson to Hiram W. Johnson, Jr., February 8, 
1919, Johnson Papers. Johnson was convinced that 
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In February, Johnson's personal correspondence took 

on a stronger tone, revealing further development and 

clarification of his feeling that Wilson pursued a policy of 

entangling alliances. "Congress has not formally or other

wise declared that a state of war exists between the United 

States and Russia," Johnson wrote, "The whole miserable 

3 6 
business should be ended and our troops brought home." 

On February 17, 1919, Secretary of War Baker announced that 

American troops would be withdrawn shortly from Russia. 

This decision left troops in Siberia, but the issue was one 

of rapidly diminishing public interest. In his personal 

correspondence, Johnson claimed victory. He described him

self as having led another unpopular crusade and emerged 

37 
triumphant. 

The League of Nations controversy was now over

shadowing the Russian question. Yet Johnson remained a 

zealous critic of Russian policy. On May 20, he introduced 

another resolution requesting information on why American 

American-Allied cooperation had altered Wilson: "Absolutism 
and autocracy in our rulers is as pronounced as that against 
which presumably we have fought in the war." 

36. Johnson to Mrs. Hallie Johnson, February 12, 
1919, Johnson Papers; Johnson to Raymond Robins, February 1, 
3, 8, 24, 1919; Robins to Johnson, February 13, 1919, all 
in Robins Papers. 

37. Johnson to Meyer Lissner, February 18, 1919, 
Johnson Papers; New York Times. February 18, 1919, 1; 
Unterberger, America's Siberian Expedition. 136-37. 
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troops were being sent to Siberia. Despite a lack of public 

interest in Johnson's resolution, the Senate approved it. 

On July 22, Wilson replied to Johnson's resolution. He 

justified American troops in Siberia as an aid to Russia's 

attempts to establish law and order. 

Johnson's stand on the Russian question was signifi

cant. It represented Johnson's first public opposition to 

administration foreign policy. In his attacks upon Wilson's 

policies he revealed a number of traits historians commonly 

ascribe to American isolationist thought. Johnson's belief 

that the United States must maintain its freedom to pursue 

an independent foreign policy was based upon the idea that 

domestic tranquility stemmed from an aloof position in 

international affairs. The great danger in the Russian 

situation, then, was in the State Department's attempt to 

control world revolutionary movements. Johnson regarded 

this as setting dangerous precedents. 

The uniqueness of Johnson's isolationism was shown 

by his notion of "Americanism." He felt that American 

problems were not a concern of other nations, nor were 

European problems an American concern. Implicit in its 

formulation was a strange psychological distrust of foreign 

nations. Johnson hoped to shield the United States from 



involvement in diplomatic affairs and international problems 

38 
that he felt were beyond our national-interest. 

38. Fensterwald, "The Anatomy of American 'Isola
tionism' and Expansionism," 280-309; Unterberger, America1s 
Siberian Expedition. 139. For a clarification of many of 
Johnson's thoughts on the Russian problem and his own 
struggle for solutions to it, see, for example, Johnson to 
C. K. McClatchy, March 22, 1919; Johnson to Raymond Robins, 
April 3, 1919; Johnson to C. K. McClatchy, April 7, 1919; 
Johnson to Meyer Lissner, April 11, 1919; Johnson to C. K. 
McClatchy, April 2, 1919; and Johnson to C. K. McClatchy, 
June 7, 1919, all in Johnson Papers. For a clear insight 
into the Johnson-Robins friendship as it influenced 
Johnson's attitudes toward Russia, see, for example, Johnson 
to Raymond Robins, March 5, 11, 14, 16, 28, 1919, April 3, 
1919; Robins to Johnson, March 14, June 3, 1919, all in 
Robins Papers. 



CHAPTER 4 

THE IRRECONCILABLES AND THE EARLY STAGES OF THE 
TREATY OF VERSAILLES, 1918-1919 

In the struggle over the Treaty of Versailles and 

the subsequent debate about American participation in the 

League of Nations, Senator Johnson attained national 

prominence as a major critic of American foreign policy. 

One of the small group of sixteen Senators known as the 

bitter-enders, the battalian of death, or the irreconcil-

ables, Johnson fought for complete rejection of the Treaty 

and the League. His vigorous opposition to Wilsonian 

diplomacy impressed the Republican leadership, and in May, 

1919, Johnson was appointed to the Senate Foreign Relations 

Committee. This committee provided him with a lifetime 

forum for opposing American foreign policy. He established 

his reputation as a critic of America's role in world 

affairs in 1918-1920, and thereafter matured as a theorist 

on United States participation in international relations. 

His role as one of the Senate's leading isolationists in 

the 1920's and 1930's particularly reflected his opposition 

to Wilson's postwar concept of collective security. 

Johnson's opposition to Wilson's diplomacy is well 

documented, but his role, and that of his irreconcilable 

colleagues, has not been clearly nor correctly portrayed in 

the early historiography of the Treaty fight. Most 

82 
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historians have pictured them as an ideologically united 

minority, intent upon limiting American participation in 

world affairs, and have described their tactics as demagogic 

and obstructionist. Furthermore, many historians view the 

irreconcilables as presenting no viable alternatives to 

Wilson's policies. The irreconcilables, according to recent 

scholarship, represented a wide spectrum of political 

opinion, and presented alternatives to the Treaty. More

over, they saw themselves as faithful to their convictions 

at a time when many Senators moved by the fear of the 

political consequences of opposing the President supported 

the Treaty and the League. Much of the historiography of 

the Treaty fight concentrates upon the struggle between a 

stubborn Democratic President and an equally obstinate 

Republican Senate. Although these interpretations explain 

a great deal, they tend to ignore the irreconcilables' 

ideological reasoning and the political stance of the 

isolationist mind. Johnson's actions, particularly, offer 

an example of the ideological and political reasoning on 

one side of the irreconcilable mentality."'' 

1. The only recent piece of scholarship to consider 
the ideological and political motives of the irreconcilables 
is Ralph A. Stone, The Irreconcilables: The Fight Against 
the League of Nations. The older standard accounts of the 
Treaty and the League fight are, Thomas A. Bailey, Woodrow 
Wilson and the Lost Peace and Woodrow Wilson and the Great 
Betrayal: Denna F. Fleming, The United States and the League 
of Nations. Much of the historiography of the period 
stresses the conflict between the President and the United 
States Senate. See, for example, George H. Haynes, The 
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Most accounts of the Treaty struggle credit Johnson 

with a significant role in its defeat. In the Senate his 

forceful oratory was reenforced by resolutions designed to 

prevent Wilson's supporters from ratifying the Treaty of 

Versailles. He was also an effective stump speaker against 

the Treaty and the League. Following Wilson throughout the 

Middle West in the summer of 1919, Johnson mobilized strong 

anti-League sentiment; yet, no serious study probes his 

reasons for opposing Wilson's plans for America's role in 

international affairs. 

Johnson suspected that American businessmen and 

international bankers were the main force behind the peace 

treaty, and his fear of predatory business interests 

decisively influenced his approach to foreign policy. He 

Senate of the United States. Its History and Practice 
(Boston, 1938); W. Stull Holt, Treaties Defeated by the 
Senate (Baltimore, 1933); Kurt Wimer, "The League of Nations: 
A Victim of Executive-Legislative Rivalry," Lock Haven Bulle
tin (February, I960), 1-12. Specific studies of the irrecon-
cilables are still to be written; however, a number of 
studies analyze the irreconcilable mind. See, for example, 
Fred L. Israel, Nevada's Key Pittman (Lincoln, 1963); 
Claudius 0. Johnson, Borah of Idaho (New York, 1936); Bella 
and Folia La Follette, Robert M. La Follette: Marian C. 
McKenna, Borah (Ann Arbor, 1961); Maddox, William E. Borah 
and American Foreign Policy: Ralph A. Stone, "Two Illinois 
Senators Among the Irreconcilables," Mississippi Valley His
torical Review. L (December, 1963), 443-65; Charles W. Toth, 
"Isolationism and the Emergence of Borah: An Appeal to 
American Tradition," The Western Political Science Quarterly, 
XIV (June, 1961), 555-68; John Chalmers Vinson, William E. 
Borah and the Outlawry of War (Athens, 1957). Most of the 
above mentioned studies consider Johnson one of the three or 
four most important irreconcilables. This is largely due to 
his successful speeches against the League. He was appro
priately labelled the "Noise" of the battalian of death. 
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urged open diplomacy and emphasized the force of American 

public opinion as means of curbing the abuses of big busi

ness. He employed the language and tactics of the progres

sive reformer in appealing for the defeat of Wilson's 

policies, "... I told you that we were fighting the old 

sham battle of the Southern Pacific days," Johnson wrote 

his eldest son, "in which the losers after the vote is 

taken on the League of Nations will be the people, and the 

2 
gainers our Wall Street bankers . . . ." Throughout World 

War I he had nurtured the belief that business was unduly 

influencing foreign affairs. The decline of civil liberties, 

the presence of dollar-a-year business advisers in federal 

agencies, and the inability of the Administration to define 

satisfactorily American war aims produced images of 

malevolent conspiracies in Johnson's mind. Throughout the 

war years he spoke of holding Wilson accountable for his 

wartime mistakes in the postwar settlement. 

The historiography of the Treaty fight emphasizes 

Johnson's obsession with big business influences and his 

personal hatred for President Wilson. This emphasis has led 

to the conclusion that Johnson lacked ideological reasons 

for opposing Wilsonian diplomacy. A careful examination of 

Johnson's thinking and his political tactics appreciably 

alters this notion. Johnson saw two forces—nationalism and 

2. Johnson to Hiram W. Johnson, Jr., August 1, 
1919, Johnson Papers. 
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internationalism—operating in foreign affairs. He was a 

nationalist committed to preventing Wilson from altering 

America's traditional role in world affairs. He reasoned 

that Wilson's concept of collective security could not 

sustain the forces of nationalism and self-interest. He 

believes these forces would draw the United States into 

policing the world to enforce peace among quarreling 

3 
nations. For these reasons by November, 1918, Johnson 

squarely opposed Wilson's policies. 

Johnson was particularly troubled because he thought 

that Wilson's speech simply reechoed the statement of Allied 

war aims delivered by British Premier David Lloyd George a 

few days prior to the Fourteen Points speech. "It was a 

most excellent presentation of Great Britain's war aims," 

Johnson charged, "and probably was a definition of the war 

4 
aims of the United States . . . ." In Johnson's mind the 

3. Clifford B. Liljekvist, "Senator Hiram Johnson" 
(Unpublished doctoral dissertation, U.S.C., 1953), 143-224; 
Lower, "Hiram Johnson and the Progressive Denouement," 330-36. 
The above mentioned doctoral dissertations are the only 
studies to analyze Johnson's attitudes upon World War I. 
For an excellent interpretation of international politics 
upon American domestic policies, see, Warren F. Kuehl, 
Seeking World Order, the United States and International 
Organization to 1920 (Nashville, 1969). 

4. Johnson to C. K. McClatchy, January 8, 1918, 
Johnson Papers. The notion that American troops might be 
committed to maintain European boundaries is clear in 
Johnson's correspondence with McClatchy. Furthermore, 
Johnson's letters reveal that he was perplexed and unsure 
of what course to take in response to Wilson's policies. 
Johnson wrote: . . I do not understand that your boy is 
to die, and my boy is to die to add territory to Italy, or 
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Allied powers stressed policies that condoned territorial 

aggrandizement. "Today's message in a degree shocked me," 

Johnson wrote, "I do not think that our people . . . would 

wish to expend their blood and their treasure that Italy may 

5 
have Trieste . . . Johnson's fear that Wilson would 

commit American troops to maintain European boundary lines 

derived from the Fourteen Points speech. Obviously, Johnson 

argued, Wilson had forgotten the reason for American partic

ipation in World War I. "I believed we declared war," 

Johnson wrote, "... because our rights were invaded; our 

citizens had been murdered; and our dignity as a Nation had 

been flaunted . . . .It appeared that Wilson no longer 

to wrest provinces from Austria or .from Germany. What is 
troubling my conscience now is that I am not sure I should 
sit supinely by and permit the statement of war aims in 
which I do not believe and to which I am not a party." 

5. Johnson to Archibald Johnson, January 8, 1918, 
Johnson Papers. In this letter Johnson stated that he 
unequivocally opposed point eight, the evacuation and 
restoration of prewar French territory and the return of 
Alsace-Lorraine; point nine, the readjustment of Italy's 
boundaries; point ten, autonomous government for the people 
of Austria-Hungary; point eleven, evacuation of Montenegro, 
restoration of occupied territories, and free access to the 
sea for Serbia; point thirteen, establishment of an inde
pendent Polish state. These points, Johnson argued, would 
draw the United States into every future petty European 
quarrel. 

6. Johnson to C. K. McClatchy, January 8, 1918, 
Johnson Papers. In mid-January, 1918, Johnson speculated 
that a peace party might emerge to confront Wilson in the 
congressional elections of 1918. This would occur, Johnson 
reasoned, if dissent did not remain within the major politi
cal party framework. See, for example, Johnson to Archibald 
Johnson, January 25, 1918; Johnson to Hiram W. Johnson, Jr., 
January 26, 1918, all in Johnson Papers. 
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desired a just peace, and that he had succumbed to the 

subtle influence of British diplomacy. 

In his initial criticism of Wilson's Fourteen 

Points, Johnson concentrated his attack on points six 

through thirteen, which provided for self-determination of 

various European nations and peoples. He felt that Wilson 

was unwisely redrawing the map of Europe. This was a 

dangerous precedent because it subordinated American peace 

proposals to European ends. When the President's call for 

the restoration of Alsace-Lorraine brought a standing ova

tion from Congress, Johnson remained seated in mute pro

test. "Had I stood in the United States Senate when war was 

declared, and said we were sending our young men to Europe," 

Johnson wrote, "... for a little group of unpronounceable 

and until this war, unheard of races, I would have been 

confined in an insane asylum, or lashed with scorn from the 

7 
Senate." The Fourteen Points speech induced Johnson to 

articulate privately his scorn for the President's policies, 

and this began his active opposition to Wilson's leadership 

in foreign affairs. 

Throughout the remainder of January, 1918, Johnson 

continued to speculate about Wilson's peace proposals. He 

reasoned that a decisive military settlement was impossible 

in the near future. Any chance of a negotiated settlement 

7. Johnson to Hiram W. Johnson, Jr., January 8, 
1918, Johnson Papers. 
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appeared improbable because Wilson espoused total allied 

victory. The idea of total victory prolonged the war and 

led to the desire for a punitive peace. Furthermore, 

Johnson feared that Wilson's preoccupation with German 

militarism blinded him to the Japanese menace. It was 

natural for Johnson to fear Japanese expansion because of 

his past involvement in restricting Far Eastern immigrants. 

He found it difficult, however, to articulate much more than 

a blind prejudice about Japan. Johnson was more precise 

about Germany's desire for peace, "I presume you notice how 

all the world is talking of peace," Johnson wrote his former 

secretary adding: "There'd be peace in a moment if Wilson 

g 
wished it." Subsequent events convinced Johnson that the 

President had abandoned his principles and succumbed to the 

territorial ambitions of European diplomats. 

As Wilson enlarged upon and clarified American war 

aims, Johnson's hostility toward him increased. In early 

February Johnson predicted that the Senate would soon debate 

Wilson's war aims, but he saw this as a meaningless task, 

for Wilson's excessive use of presidential power would 

prevent any real confrontation. He went so far as to 

suggest that Wilson was "living in the pages of history 

8. Johnson to Paul Herriott, January 28, 1918, 
Johnson Papers. Daniel M. Smith, The Great Departure: The 
United States and World War I. 1914-1920. 94-97; Congres-
sional Record 65th Cong., 2nd sess., 680-81. 
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without regard for or interest in the blood and the treasure 

g 
of this Nation . . . ." The problems of the war and the 

subsequent peace program confused Johnson's thinking on 

foreign affairs. He felt cooperating with the Allies pro

duced dangerous precedents, and predicted a continuous 

decline in domestic civil liberties."^ 

Johnson argued that Wilson was responsible for 

weakening American democracy, and he resented Wilson's 

ability to shift his political ground and still retain the 

support of American public opinion. "The most remarkable 

thing about Wilson is that he can with impunity shift his 

position," Johnson wrote, "and get by with the American 

people.""^ Despite intense objections to Wilson's policies, 

Johnson remained publicly silent in the weeks following the 

Fourteen Points address. He felt that by criticizing the 

9. Johnson to C. K. McClatchy, February 6, 1918, 
Johnson Papers. Johnson was in a state of mental anguish 
over his son, Archibald Johnson, being sent to France, and 
he imagined the worst about Wilson. Johnson wrote, "If we 
are to remain a Republic, I firmly believe that we must 
frown upon the design and plan of this administration to 
destroy liberty of the press, and the freedom of speech." 

10. Johnson to C. K. McClatchy, February 2, 1918; 
Johnson to Amy Johnson, February 9, 1918, all in Johnson 
Papers. The idea that Republican institutions were in 
danger is one that Johnson developed a few weeks after 
Wilson delivered his war message in April, 1917. Johnson's 
charges concerning Wilson's abuses of Presidential power 
are a means of reflecting upon the California Senator's 
ability to cope with problems in foreign affairs. 

11. Johnson to Amy Johnson, February 9, 1918, 
Johnson Papers. 
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President he would reflect negatively upon himself. This 

criticism would leave Johnson open to the charge that he had 

introduced a discordant note in a generally unified war 

effort. In a number of agonizing letters Johnson confessed 

that although he was unsure of his future course, he would 

12 
eventually oppose the President. 

On February 11, 1918, Wilson addressed Congress and 

presented supplemental ideas to his original Fourteen 

Points. This oration stressed the necessity of a just 

settlement to facilitate permanent peace; the need to adjust 

national boundaries in accordance with the wishes of the 

people involved; and the idea that nationalistic adjustments 

should be created without fractious divisions dangerous to 

future European peace. Wilson's supplementary points were 

heralded as an enlightened approach to peace. 

Johnson applauded Wilson's message and publicly 

stated that it showed that the United States would not 

12. Johnson to Amy Johnson, January 12, 19, 26, 
February 2, 9, 1918; Johnson to Archibald Johnson, January 
8, 11, February 1, 1918, all in Johnson Papers. This is one 
of the frequent low points that Johnson experienced in his 
lengthy Senate career. He failed to come up with a political 
issue that placed him in the public eye, and this was the 
main cause of his frustration. Throughout his career 
Johnson talked of retiring; these moments were usually ones 
in which he was in the political background. In 1926, for 
example, Johnson contemplated retirement. This came at a 
time when he failed in his 1924 bid for the Republican 
presidential nomination and when Herbert Hoover was in con
trol of the Republican party in California. 
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13 
condone territorial aggrandizement. Personally, he was 

relieved that Wilson was "not engaged in this war for 

14 
territorial acquisition." Yet, he continued to denounce 

the President's leadership. He felt that Wilson's subse

quent addresses, clarifying and enlarging his goals for 

peace, reflected an attempt to placate everyone. This was a 

negative kind of Presidential leadership. Furthermore, he 

believed that Wilson was intellectually dishonest in stating 

to the press that his February 11 speech did not appreciably 

15 
modify the Fourteen Points. 

After a period of reflection, Johnson came to some 

specific conclusions about Wilson's peace proposals. The 

President's penchant for timely phrases and well-written 

formulas, he felt, often produced results that were not 

13. New York Times. February 12, 1918, 1; Clipping 
from the Washington Star. February 11, 1918, Johnson Papers; 
Link, Wilson: The Diplomatist. 102-107; Smith, The Great 
Departure. 97. 

14. Johnson to C. K. McClatchy, February 13, 1918, 
Johnson Papers. 

15. Johnson to Hiram W. Johnson, Jr., February 13, 
1918, Johnson Papers. In this letter Johnson goes into 
great detail pointing out the President's intellectual dis
honesty in his statements that he was not modifying his 
original peace plans. Throughout January and February, 
1918, Johnson's letters reflect a desire to force the Presi
dent to compromise many of his peace proposals. Yet, when 
Wilson did modify his statements, Johnson relentlessly 
continued to criticize the President. By this time Johnson 
was assured of the support of the Chicago Tribune and the 
Heart controlled International News Service when the moment 
came to oppose Wilson's peace plans. For the support of 
these news agencies, see, for example, Johnson to Amy 
Johnson, January 19, February 2, 1918, Johnson Papers. 
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applicable to a particular diplomatic situation. The 

Fourteen Points address and the subsequent speeches 

clarifying Wilson's peace plans were examples of how the 

President had muddled the hopes for peace. Johnson quietly 

waited for the war to end. He was convinced in March, 1918 

that Wilson's leadership was negative and in fact dangerous 

to the Republic.1^ 

The Wilson Administration, aware of Johnson's dis

content, attempted to placate the California Senator. Roy 

Howard, a United Press reporter, assured Johnson that the 

parts of Wilson's Fourteen Points that were objectionable 

were sheer diplomatic bluff. Howard arranged a meeting 

with Colonel Edward House, the President's personal adviser, 

and House further assured Johnson that the President was not 

committed to any specific postwar settlement. Despite the 

efforts of Howard and House, Johnson did not change his mind 

about the President's presumed failure to provide leadership 

in foreign affairs.17 

16. Johnson to Amy Johnson, March 23, 1918, Johnson 
Papers. 

17. Ibid.. February 16, 1918, Johnson Papers. In a 
lengthy letter Johnson described his meeting with House in 
the following manner: "The conversation, because of its 
intimate connection with the world story now, I think 
historic . . . ." The striking thing about Johnson's 
description of his talk with House is the lack of analysis 
from Johnson's standpoint on the Administration's approach 
to foreign policy. It appears from this letter that much of 
Johnson's opposition to Wilson came from an intense personal 
hatred. There is absolutely no evidence that Johnson 
attempted to cope intellectually with the Administration's 
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In November, 1918, when World War I came to an end 

and the world paused to celebrate the end of German mili

tarism, Johnson's attention turned to the Paris Peace 

Conference. He reacted adversely to the American peace 

proposals and declared that Allied self-interest made a just 

peace impossible. As an example of this self-interest, 

Johnson pointed to the continued use of American troops in 

Russia. Although not directly sympathetic with Bolshevik 

ideals or the Marxist experiment, Johnson still condemned 

the presence of American troops in Russia. But the depth of 

his discontent with Wilson's policies made little impression 

at a time when a joyous atmosphere surrounded the war's 

end. 

Johnson's attack on the censorship of news from 

Paris had no viable effect. He found all forms of censor

ship on the proceedings at the Paris Peace Conference 

repugnant, especially British and French insistence upon 

airtight censorship of all dispatches to the United 

problems. He was also unable to present any viable alterna
tives to Wilsonian diplomacy. 

18. William E. Leuchtenburg, The Perils of Pros
perity. 1914-1932 (Chicago, 1958), 49; Harry Rudin, 
Armistice. 1918. passim; Mark Sullivan, Our Times. Vol. 5 
(New York, 1933), 513-28. A few weeks before the official 
armistice Johnson gleefully predicted that he would be more 
aggressive in the future. "I expect to talk much more in 
the coming session than I have in the past." Johnson to 
Meyer Lissner, November 2, 1918, Johnson Papers. 



95 

19 States. He charged that in Paris Wilson was echoing "the 

20 
liberty of the press and freedom of speech at home." 

Johnson saw hidden motives in the President's approach to 

peace at Paris. Although it proved of minor importance, the 

press censorship issue reflected an attitude that made it 

impossible for Johnson to accept Wilson's proposals on 

foreign policy. In his mind the President was guilty of 

moral bankruptcy, because he would not move for open press 

coverage of the press conference. Johnson either ignored 

or did not know that both the British and French had forced 

Colonel House, in earlier negotiations, to agree to a 

censored press. He simply believed that this restriction 

threatened internal press freedom; this reaction exemplified 

Johnson's inability to understand the course of European 

21 
diplomatic events. 

The position of the irreconcilables from the 

armistice of October, 1918, until the publication of the 

19. James D. Startt, "The Uneasy Partnership: 
Wilson and the Press at Paris," Mid-America. LII (January, 
1970), 55-69. 

20. New York Times. November 27, 1918, 22; Johnson 
to Hiram W. Johnson, Jr., November 23, 1918, Johnson Papers. 
In this letter to his eldest son Johnson argued that Wilson 
ignored the Senate Foreign Relations Committee and that the 
President's power was lessened by the Democratic defeats in 
the congressional elections of 1918. 

21. Startt, "The Uneasy Partnership: Wilson and the 
Press at Paris," 57-59; Johnson to Amy Johnson, August 31, 
September 7, 1918, Johnson Papers. 
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League of Nations covenant was a nebulous one. They 

searched for means and techniques to discredit Wilson's 

peace proposals. At first they criticized the objectives of 

Wilson's Fourteen Points, the untimeliness of his decision 

to travel to Paris with the American peace delegation, and 

his failure to name a prominent Republican to the peace 

commission. The irreconcilables repeatedly objected to the 

President's diplomacy in the hope of arousing public opinion. 

This practice, they hoped, would in turn lead the public to 

scrutinize the peace terms carefully. As the so-called 

"noise" of the battalion of death, Johnson was one of the 

most effective critics of Wilsonian diplomacy. At this 

stage of the Treaty struggle, Johnson urged further 

clarification of Wilson's peace proposals, while many of 

his irreconcilable colleagues criticized specific parts of 

the Fourteen Points. But the mood of the nation was such 

that this early dissent was unimportant. Wilson's opponents 

22 
were not yet organized effectively for combat. 

Johnson complained that the President exhibited a 

"derogation of the dignity of the nation" by travelling to 

23 
Europe to meet with the allied premiers. The peace 

22. Johnson to Hiram W. Johnson, Jr., November 23, 
1918, Johnson Papers; Stone, The Irreconcilables. 24-25, 185. 

23. Johnson to Archibald Johnson, November 26, 
1918, Johnson Papers. In this letter Johnson spoke of the 
tremendous undercurrent of opposition against Wilson's trip 
abroad. In reality, he was reflecting his own displeasure 
at the President's decision to personally head the American 
peace delegation. 
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conference, he said, was a body subservient to the Presi

dent's wishes. "A Peace Commission of which he is a part," 

Johnson observed, "becomes such a subordinate body that it 

24 
will be utterly without standing or influence." The 

President must clarify his intended course of action in 

Europe. "Democracy is very, very far behind us when the 

President does not deign to tell this country why he goes to 

Europe, when he will not define his peace ideas, upon which 

the entire future of the Republic may hinge," Johnson stated 

25 
a few days after Wilson sailed for Europe. 

Johnson referred particularly to Wilson's speech on 

December 2 before a joint session of Congress. The Presi

dent had defended going to Paris because he had proposed the 

Fourteen Points, and was needed at the peace conference to 

explain and interpret his views. Wilson assured Congress 

26 
that he would be accessible while in Paris. Shortly after 

the speech, Johnson informed reporters that the President 

had failed to clarify the key issues of American foreign 

policy. The Allied powers had accepted the Fourteen Points 

24. Johnson to Archibald Johnson, November 26, 
1918, Johnson Papers. 

25. Johnson to Hiram W. Johnson, Jr., December 7, 
1918, Johnson Papers. 

26. Baker and Dodd, The Public Papers of Woodrow 
Wilson. War and Peace. I: 308-24; Stone, The Irreconcilables. 
36-37; Johnson to Hiram W. Johnson, Jr., December 2, 1918, 
Johnson Papers. 
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as a basis for peace, he said, but the American people were 

not sure what the peace program embodied. "We know no more 

now," Johnson told the press, "than we did before the 

27 
address." 

Wilson's speech was a major factor in shaping 

Johnson's thoughts on foreign affairs. However, it was not 

until Pennsylvania Senator Philander C. Knox stated to the 

Senate on October 25 that America had entered the war solely 

to defeat Germany that Johnson began to solidify his 

thoughts. Knox's speech, preceding Wilson's address, was 

instrumental in shaping Johnson's opposition. Knox's con

tention that the war had not been fought to establish a 

League of Nations particularly impressed Johnson. The 

League question, Johnson exclaimed, should be considered 

separately from the peace treaty. The only important 

objective in the Pennsylvania Senator's mind was how to 

disarm Germany and bring American troops home. This argu

ment coincided perfectly with Johnson's ideas on American 

28 
foreign policy. 

In his first substantive postwar criticism of Wilson 

diplomacy, Johnson charged, that in forming a five-man Peace 

27. New York Times. December 3, 1918, 2; Congres
sional Record. 65th Cong., 3rd sess., 71; Johnson to Hiram 
W. Johnson, Jr., December 7, 1918, Johnson Papers. 

28. Stone, The Irreconcilables. 26-27; Johnson to 
Hiram W. Johnson, Jr., December 7, 26, 1918, Johnson Papers. 
For Knox's speech see Congressional Record. 65th Cong., 2nd 
sess., 11485-88. 
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29 Commission the President simply named himself five times. 

The Republican representative, Henry White, had been abroad 

so long as a career diplomat that he was continually 

apologizing for his American birth. Wilson chose him, 

Johnson asserted, because he wished to have a social 

director. The charge that White would be Wilson's social 

director was a reference to the diplomat's well publicized 

30 
European social contacts. 

Johnson's biting criticism reflected his feeling 

that Wilson's presence was not required at the Paris Peace 

Conference, and that the President travelled abroad only to 

satisfy his own vanity. Throughout December, 1918, Johnson 

continued to complain of the President's excessive power. 

He feared that wartime precedents would continue into the 

postwar world, an idea reinforced by his belief that the 

President would not consider the wishes of the Senate at the 

peace conference. When the controversy over censoring press 

dispatches from Paris erupted in December, Johnson was con-

31 
vinced that Wilson's intentions were far from noble ones. 

29. Clipping from the New York Tribune. December 1, 
1918, Johnson Papers. For a Western Democrat who expressed 
views similar to Johnson Arizona politics, see, George F. 
Sparks, ed., A Many Colored Toga: The Diary of Henry Fountain 
Ashurst (Tucson, 1962), 90. 

30. Johnson to Hiram W. Johnson, Jr., December 26, 
1918, Johnson Papers. 

31. Johnson to Hiram W. Johnson, Jr., December 7, 
26, 1918, Johnson Papers; New York Times. December 7, 1918, 
1; Stone, The Irreconcilables. 24-51. In his December 7 
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During the next few months Johnson's thoughts on 

foreign affairs were in a state of flux. On one hand he 

argued that the world powers could unite to prevent war, and 

privately expressed approval of the League idea. On the 

other hand he charged that the League would not only serve 

British and French interests but would allow superior 

British diplomats to guide world opinion. He felt that the 

League was a British design to control world affairs. The 

combined force of the British Navy and the American Army 

would prevent a recurrence of World War I, thus the League 

was strongly supported by Great Britain. 

Johnson's approach appeared confused and contra

dictory. However, he was simply reacting against a series 

of European events that he found impossible to place within 

the context of American politics. "If I had an adequate 

understanding of the sort of league of nations the President 

seeks," Johnson wrote, "I'd be very glad to advocate it upon 

the floor of the Senate, and to take sharp issue with 

letter to his son, Johnson wrote, ". . .we are quite con
vinced the only purpose of the trip is to satisfy the vanity 
of the President and Mrs. Wilson, and to indulge in regal 
display and receive the plaudits of the world." On December 
26, Johnson again wrote his son of Wilson's trip, "We've 
reached the conclusion that this trip was dictated solely by 
his personal vanity. What he has done since he has been 
abroad seems to bear this out. I resented particularly that 
he would not take either Congress or the people into his 
confidence, as to his purposes, and that he has gone to be a 
part of the most important meeting since history began with 
his purposes locked in his bosom and his plans, if he has 
any, carefully concealed from those who have the right to 
know them." 
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32 
Lodge." The idea of a League appealed to Johnson in an 

abstract manner, but he was extremely pessimistic about the 

ability of the nations of the world to unite on such a pro

posal. He saw many detrimental influences to a League of 

Nations: the greed of the international banking community, 

the inability of the League architects to devise a practical 

and feasible scheme of operation, and, finally, the complete 

dependence of the League upon American military power to 

police European quarrels. Johnson reasoned that these 

33 
obstacles were insurmountable. 

Johnson was particularly fearful that the use of 

American troops would perpetually enmesh the United States 

in European political-military entanglements. Thus by the 

time the Paris Peace Conference began on January 12, 1919, 

Johnson had made public his opposition to the President's 

leadership. He criticized intensely Wilson's abandonment of 

32. Johnson to Hiram W. Johnson, Jr., December 26, 
1918, Johnson Papers. 

33. Johnson to Theodore Roosevelt, December 27, 
1918, Johnson to Hiram W. Johnson, Jr., December 26, 1918, 
January 24, 1919, all in Johnson Papers. In order to pro
vide relief for war ravaged Europeans the Wilson Adminis
tration pushed a one hundred million dollar appropriation 
through Congress. Its purpose was to feed Europe. Johnson 
voted against it because he saw it was an attempt by 
American packers to get rid of surplus agricultural stocks. 
Private interests, Johnson charged, were cloaking their own 
greed in humanitarian garb. However, Johnson's central 
opposition to the measure was due to Wilson's high-handed 
tactics in forcing it through Congress. See Johnson's 
comments, Congressional Record. 65th Cong., 3rd sess., 
1797-99. 
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his first point, open covenants of peace, concluding that 

the President was the victim of secret European diplomatic 

practices.^ 

In early 1919 Johnson began to suspect that the 

American military supported the League of Nations to justify 

a large standing army. Here was another reason to oppose 

Wilson's League. It would lead to, rather than prevent, 

35 
war. Johnson reasoned that Wilson would be unable to 

conclude an effective peace because of the secret treaties 

among the Allied powers. Wilson already had abandoned many 

of his basic ̂ points—open diplomacy, freedom of the seas, 

and disarmament. The secret treaties disposed of the 

principle of self-determination. The President had only one 

goal, the League of Nations. "If he can get a real League, 

which will prevent wars," Johnson wrote, "while not relin

quishing our sovereignty, he will have accomplished a big 

36 
thing, the only thing he possibly can accomplish." In the 

34. New York Times. January 18, 1919, 2; Johnson to 
Hiram W. Johnson, Jr., January 18, 24, 1919, Johnson Papers. 
In January, 1919, Johnson began to talk of his "American 
policy." He defined it as an approach to American foreign 
relations that considered national interests to a degree 
that excluded American participation in European events. 

35. Johnson to Hiram W. Johnson, Jr., December 7, 
26, 1918, January 18, 1919, all in Johnson Papers. 

36. Ibid.. January 24, 1919. For a recent analysis 
of the League of Nations, see Lloyd E. Ambrosius, "Wilson's 
League of Nations," Maryland Historical Magazine. LXV 
(Winter, 1970), 369-93. 
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Senate, Johnson continually chided Wilson for not informing 

its members of the important events taking place at the 

peace conference. In a debate with Senator Thomas J. Walsh 

of Montana, Johnson charged that the President was ignoring 

his responsibility to keep the Senate informed, and, in 

fact, was forgetting his promise of December 2, 1918, to 

send news from Paris. Some arrangements should be made to 

include the Senate in the treaty process. Still, at this 

point a very suspicious Johnson seemed willing to compromise 

37 
with the President. 

In February, 1919, Wilson returned to the United 

States to explain the Covenant of the League of Nations to 

the Senate. In the period from February 23 and March 5, the 

irreconcilables began to emerge as a distinct and well 

organized opposition. The key to the irreconcilables' 

success was their criticism of Article X of the League 

Covenant. This provision pledged signatories to provide 

aid to preserve the territorial integrity of member nations. 

Article X, pledging American troop commitments to European 

affairs, became one of the two main points in Johnson's 

opposition to the League. The other was Article VII which 

allowed five of the British dominions a vote in the League 

37. Congressional Record. 65th Cong., 3rd sess., 
2423-24. Wilson's difficulties with the Senate over news 
releases was similar to his problems with the press, see, 
for example, Elmer E. Cromwell, "The Press Conferences of 
Woodrow Wilson," Journalism Quarterly. XXXIX (Summer, 
1962), 292-300. 
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assembly. Johnson represented the typical irreconcilable 

attitude in arguing that this provision, in effect, gave 

England six votes to one for the United States. While 

Articles VII and X were the key ones, Johnson also opposed 

establishing a mandate system for German and Turkish 

colonies. Moreover, he noted the President's seeming 

insensitivity to the Monroe Doctrine; the League Covenant, 

Johnson argued, should not restrict the United States from 

38 implementing the Monroe Doctrine in the Western Hemisphere. 

During these weeks of debate, Johnson privately 

expressed a sense of defeat. In a pessimistic letter to 

his eldest son, he predicted that the League would be 

accepted, and that its present opponents, notably Senators 

Lodge and Knox, would vote for it. But Johnson emphasized 

that he would not vote for a peace treaty including a League 

of Nations provision. "Wilson is getting a paper league of 

nations," Johnson declared, "without real power, and in 

return is pledging our country in various directions, which 

will require us to keep troops possibly in Togo Land, the 

38. Johnson to Hiram W. Johnson, Jr., February 24, 
1919; Johnson to C. K. McClatchy, February 24, 1919, all in 
Johnson Papers; New York Times. February 1, 1919, 2, 
February 7, 1919, 2; Stone, The Irreconcilables. 52-53. 
For an excellent critique of the mandate system see, Rayford 
Logan, The Senate and the Versailles Mandate System 
(Washington, 1945). 
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39 
Samerian, and even in the Dardanelles." Johnson acknowl

edged that the President's power of persuasion was suffi

cient to overcome Senate opposition, and he predicted that 

the treaty would be ratified eventually as Wilson desired 

On February 26, Wilson held a dinner at the White 

House to explain the provisions of the Treaty to the Senate 

and House Foreign Relations Committees. The dinner did 

little, if anything, to convince those attending that the 

President was capable of effectively leading the American 

peace commission nor of implementing a workable peace pro

posal. The dinner had no perceptible influence upon 

Johnson's opinions, and he continued to adamantly argue 

that Wilson's leadership must be repudiated. "It was per

fectly obvious that in private discussions," Johnson wrote, 

"the President had been able to say no more than in his 

41 
rhetorical generalities." 

39. Johnson to Hiram W. Johnson, Jr., February 8, 
16, 1919, Johnson Papers. 

40. Johnson to C. K. McClatchy, February 24, 1919, 
Johnson Papers. 

41. Johnson to A. N. Boynton, March 12, 1919, 
Johnson Papers; Stone, The Irreconcilables. 60-63; Joseph 
Tumulty, Woodrow Wilson As I Know Him (Garden City, 1921), 
377-79; Arthur Walworth, Woodrow Wilson (rev. ed.; 1965, 
c. 1958), II, 273-74. Although the White House dinner did 
not change his rigid opposition to Wilson's policies, it did 
help Johnson to focus his objections upon Democratic policy. 
For example, Johnson began to attach more importance to the 
Monroe Doctrine after the dinner. In Johnson's opinion the 
most influential inquisitor was Connecticut Senator Frank 
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The irreconcilables were generally suspicious of 

Wilson's motives, and the President confirmed this feeling 

in a speech at a private luncheon for the Democratic 

National Committee. Wilson labelled his opponents "blind 

42 
and little, provincial people." The speech was given 

prematurely to the press, and it prompted the bitter-enders 

to increase their attacks upon the President's leadership. 

His attitude was one, they reasoned, that ignored the 

Senate's constitutional responsibility in the peace negotia

tions. The tension between the President and the Senate 

made a lengthy filibuster a distinct possibility. Wilson's 

B. Brandegee. Brandegee, an irreconcilable, asked the 
President about the position of the Monroe Doctrine in 
future American foreign policy. The President assured 
Brandegee that the League would not prevent the United 
States from implementing its traditional concept of the 
Monroe Doctrine in the Western Hemisphere. Wilson's 
explanation was a disastrous one, because most European 
powers explicitly stated they did not recognize the Monroe 
Doctrine. Another damaging admission was Wilson's statement 
that the final draft of the League of Nations Covenant 
closely resembled one submitted by England. This served to 
reinforce the prevailing irreconcilable notion that Wilson 
was the victim of superior British diplomacy. The White 
House dinner, then, served to convince Johnson that a 
British-dominated League of Nations would guide future 
American foreign policy. For the irreconcilables' version 
of the dinner see clippings from the New York Sun, February 
28, 1919, Johnson Papers. Frank Munsey, editor of the New 
York Sun. had close connections with many of the irrecon
cilables and they leaked their version of the dinner to his 
paper. For further accounts see, clippings from the New 
York Post. February 27, 1919, New York Tribune. February 28, 
1919, all in Johnson Papers; Henry Cabot Lodge, The Senate 
and the League of Nations (New York, 1925), 100. 

42. Johnson to Meyer Lissner, March 14, 1919, 
Johnson Papers. 
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opponents reasoned that by filibustering they could delay 

key pieces of legislation that the administration had to 

pass. This would assure a special session of the Sixty-

sixth Congress. The new Congress would reflect Republican 

gains from the Congressional elections of 1918, thereby 

giving the irreconcilables a more favorable atmosphere in 

which to push their fight against the Treaty and the 

T 43 
League. 

On March 4, when Wilson came to the Senate to push 

the passage of key administration legislation, he found 

Senators Lawrence Sherman of Illinois, Joseph France of 

Maryland, and Robert M. La Follette of Wisconsin carrying 

on a filibuster, which assured a special session of Con

gress. Recognizing the difficulty of financing a campaign 

to defeat the Treaty, the irreconcilables intended to use 

the special session as a forum to build opposition to 

Wilson's policies. Henry Cabot Lodge, chairman of the 

Senate Foreign Relations Committee, argued that a special 

43. Selig Adler, "The Congressional Election of 
1918," South Atlantic Quarterly. XXXVI (October, 1937), 447-
65; Bailey, Woodrow Wilson and the Lost Peace. 55-70; Howard 
A. DeWitt, "Charles L. McNary and the 1918 Congressional 
Election," Oregon Historical Quarterly. LXVIII (June, 1967), 
125-40; Seward W. Livermore, "The Sectional Issue in the 
1918 Congressional Elections," Mississippi Valley Historical 
Review. XXXV (June, 1948), 29-60; Frederick L. Paxson, 
America At War. 1917-1918 (Boston, 1939), 425-32; Stone, 
The Irreconcilables. 64-66. 
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session would allow the Senate to keep watch on the peace 

negotiations. 

In the midst of the filibuster, Lodge presented the 

famous Senate Round Robin resolution. In this he denounced 

the League of Nations Covenant as unacceptable, advocated 

that the United States should begin peace negotiations with 

Germany, and demanded that the question of a League of 

Nations be taken up separately at a later date. Lodge used 

the Round Robin to demonstrate substantial Senate opposition 

to Wilson's peace plans. Johnson was one of the thirty-nine 

senators and senators-elect who signed the document. The 

Senate filibuster and the Round Robin marked an important 

transition in the embryonic Treaty struggle. They brought 

an end to six years of Democratic control of Congress, and 

the Round Robin was the first significant public challenge 

44 
to Wilson's leadership in foreign affairs. 

44. Lodge, The Senate and the League of Nations. 
118; Ralph A. Stone, "Two Illinois Senators Among the 
Irreconcilables," 443-54; Roland N. Stromberg, Collective 
Security and American Foreign Policy: From the League of 
Nations to NATO (New York, 1963), 28-39; J. Chal Vinson, 
Referendum for Isolation: Defeat of Article X of the League 
of Nations Covenant (Athens, 1961), 59-60; Johnson to C. K. 
McClatchy, March 14, 1919, Johnson Papers; New York Times. 
March 13, 1919, 2. The literature surrounding the Treaty 
struggle is split in interpreting the 1918 elections. Adler 
argues that it brought an end to the political truce that 
was necessary to organize a war machine. Livermore sees 
partisan politics permeating the period before and after the 
elections. Therefore, he concludes that "politics is 
adjourned" was a myth. This conclusion seems the strongest 
one in relationship to Johnson. He was a critic of Wilson's 
policies throughout World War I. 
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Wilson, displaying open hostility toward the 

irreconcilables, countered by announcing that the League of 

Nations would be included in the Treaty. He charged his 

opponents with being outside the mainstream of American 

thought. These events hardened Wilson's attitude and out

look on foreign affairs. He made no attempt to compromise 

with the irreconcilables, and his defense of the League 

45 
became rigid and uncompromising. 

The irreconcilables responded by joining with 

interested private citizens to form an anti-League organiza

tion, the League for the Preservation of American Inde

pendence. This organization pledged itself to defend the 

fundamental or traditional approach to American foreign 

policy, and not oppose the League of Nations if it did not 

infringe upon American sovereignty. The League sponsored 

Johnson's first speaking tour in New England against 

Wilson's policies.^ 

Throughout March, Johnson solidified his feelings 

on the League of Nations. He argued that the treaty was 

45. Stone, The Irreconcilables. 70-79. For a 
useful analysis of Wilson's foreign policy see, Edward H. 
Buehrig, ed., Wilson's Foreign Policy in Perspective 
(Bloomington, 1957). 

46. Johnson to Albert J. Beveridge, June 18, 1919, 
Johnson Papers; Johnson to Archibald Johnson, June 16, 1919, 
Johnson Papers; Jack Kendrick, "The Republican Senate and 
the League of Nations" (Unpublished doctoral dissertation, 
University of North Carolina, 1952), 116-18. 
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developing into a debate between nationalism and inter- ' 

nationalism. He objected to the United States entering 

international politics, because he reasoned that the war 

had bankrupted Europe. This made the United States, Johnson 

47 
argued, the only solvent partner in European politics. 

Convinced that Wilson had abandoned his principles, he again 

cited the President's unwillingness to support his own 

48 
concept of open covenants of peace. ' "The more I study 

this instrument the more I think it is a betrayal of the 

Republic," Johnson wrote Sacramento Bee publisher C. K. 

49 
McClatchy. But Johnson felt the League of Nations was a 

popular proposal. "The propaganda from California upon the 

League of Nations is tremendous," Johnson wrote, and he 

concluded that British propaganda was responsible for the 

prevalent pro-League feeling.5^ 

47. Johnson to Meyer Lissner, March 14, 1919, 
Johnson Papers. In this letter Johnson objected to American 
entry into world politics and listed five main reasons for 
his objections: (1) he could not support the concept of 
American troops guaranteeing the political independence and 
territorial integrity of all existing League nations; (2) 
world politics would be stratified, Johnson argued, if U. S. 
policy was closely tied to Europe; (3) European and Asiatic 
nations might come to have an influence in Western Hemis
pheric politics; (4) the Monroe Doctrine might be abrogated 
by entering world affairs; and (5) American troops might be 
commanded by European or Asiatic commanders. 

48. Johnson to A. N. Boynton, March 12, 1919, 
Johnson Papers. 

49. Johnson to C. K. McClatchy, March 22, 1919, 
Johnson Papers. 

50. Ibid. 
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On March 5, 1919, President Wilson again sailed for 

the Paris Peace Conference. The President's brief trip home 

to rally support for the Treaty was a failure from the 

standpoint of changing the irreconcilables1 attitudes. 

Johnson, for example, felt that the course of European 

events illustrated Wilson's lack of leadership in foreign 

affairs. The tension between France's Clemenceau and Wilson 

over the peace terms, led the former to charge the President 

with being pro-German. Wilson retaliated by ordering his 

ship, the George Washington. to prepare for his return to 

51 
the United States. When the Associated Press reported 

that Wilson would not mention the Monroe Doctrine in the 

peace negotiations, Johnson accused Wilson of playing both 

sides in the peace proceedings. The President had assured 

the American people, Johnson wrote his close political 

confidants, that the Monroe Doctrine would be upheld in 

Paris. Now he was going back upon his promise, saying the 

League Covenant would protect the "traditional freedoms" of 

the Monroe Doctrine. Obviously European nations would not 

consent to such a provision. Johnson confided that he 

could not, in good conscience, vote for any of Wilson's 

, . . 52 
policies. 

51. Link, Wilson: The Diplomatist. 110-111. 

52. Johnson to C. K. McClatchy, March 29, 31, 1919; 
Johnson to Archibald Johnson, April 1, 1919, all in Johnson 
Papers. 



112 

In the spring of 1919 Johnson remained in Washington 

to pursue some legal business as an attorney for the city of 

San Francisco. During this period he concluded that a 

narrow internationalism was dominating American attitudes 

toward foreign policy. This was particularly true in 

California, from heavy mail he had received from ministers, 

teachers, and civic clubs in support of the League. None of 

53 
them, he thought, understood Wilson's proposals. 

Irreconcilable activity stimulated a more critical 

public attitude toward the League Covenant. Their opposi

tion, however, probably did little to weaken Wilson's 

popularity. Nonetheless, they successfully induced many 

to believe that the President should make some modifications 

54 
in the League Covenant. While key irreconcilables 

attempted to arouse public opinion Johnson publicly remained 

quiet throughout April. He wrote his closest friend C. K. 

McClatchy that he was patiently waiting for the amended 

version of the League of Nations. "I am >qu\te like you," 

he informed McClatchy, "the more I study and think the more 

55 
I am against it." Johnson now began to move to solidify 

53. Lower, "Hiram Johnson and the Progressive Denoue
ment," 364-65; Johnson to Archibald Johnson, April 4, 1919; 
Johnson to C. K. McClatchy, April 24, 1919, all in Johnson 
Papers. 

54. Stone, The Irreconcilables. 85-86. 

55. Johnson to C. K. McClatchy, April 7, 1919, 
Johnson Papers. 
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* opposition to Wilsonian diplomacy. His correspondence 

became more intense in urging organized opposition to the 

56 
Treaty and the League. 

On April 23, Wilson succeeded in getting a revised 

version of the League Covenant through the Paris Peace 

Conference. However, most irreconcilables still criticized 

the Covenant because Article X was not revised. Johnson's 

reaction was predictable. He informed his eldest son, "I 

find myself utterly unable to support the League of 

57 
Nations." By early May, the irreconcilables and others 

opposing Wilson's policies formed the nebulous alliance that 

was to spell defeat for the Treaty. The man responsible for 

bringing Wilson's opponents together was Massachusetts 

Senator Henry Cabot Lodge. Dissident Republicans joined 

forces with George Wharton Pepper's League for the Preserva

tion of American Independence to urge rejection of the 

League. Lodge faced the delicate problem of placating 

bitter-enders like Borah and Johnson, and still keeping the 

majority of Republicans who favored some kind of compromise 

within the party fold. It soon became apparent to most 

Republicans that controlling the Senate Foreign Relations 

Committee was the key to victory. Eventually Borah and 

56. Johnson to Archibald Johnson, April 4, 24, 
1919; Johnson to C. K. McClatchy, April 7, 11, 24, 25, 1919, 
all in Johnson Papers. 

57. Johnson to Hiram W. Johnson, Jr., May 8, 1919, 
Johnson Papers; Stone, The Irreconcilables. 87-88. 
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Lodge agreed upon accepting senate amendments to the Treaty. 

This agreement was clearly a temporary expedient to maintain 

58 
the precarious balance of Republican unity. 

On May 19, as Congress prepared to convene in a 

special session, Republican unity was still in doubt. The 

Borah-Johnson faction would not allow the Republican party 

to take a positive stand on the League, and Lodge was 

equally determined to prevent progressive Republicans from 

controlling the special session. Lodge, who had recently 

become chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, 

faced the problem of selecting four new committee members. 

There were already four irreconcilables—Borah, Brandegee, 

Knox, and Fall—on the committee. After selecting three 

safe conservative Republicans, Lodge was pressured by Borah 

to name Johnson to the Foreign Relations Committee. 

Eventually a compromise was worked out. Borah relinquished 

his chairmanship of the Committee on Committees, and Lodge 

appointed Johnson to the committee chaired by the 

Massachusetts Senator. Thus, as the Sixty-sixth Congress 

prepared to get underway, the irreconcilables were in a 

58. Ibid.. 90-93; John A. Garraty, Henry Cabot 
Lodge: A Biography (New York, 1953), 362-63; Lodge, The 
Senate and the League of Nations. 147. For Pepper's 
reminiscences see George Wharton Pepper, Philadelphia 
Lawyer: An Autobiography (Philadelphia, 1944). There is no 
study of the League for the Preservation of American Inde
pendence, and this is primarily due to a paucity of manu
script materials. Pepper's autobiography does, however, 
shed a great deal of light upon the organization. 
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stronger position to oppose the Treaty. They now had six of 

59 
ten positions on the Foreign Relations Committee. 

During the struggle to bring Wilson's opponents 

together, Johnson went almost unnoticed because publicly he 

appeared neutral and often disinterested in Wilsonian 

diplomacy. He continually reiterated his statement that he 

would wait and analyze the President's policies before 

announcing his support or opposition. This seemingly 

neutral declaration was deceptive. It obscured Johnson's 

belief that Wilson was incapable of providing satisfactory 

leadership. This belief arose from the conviction that 

Article X of the League Covenant and the six votes for Great 

Britain and her commonwealth nations were a capitulation to 

superior European diplomacy. Finally, Johnson viewed the 

debate over national isolation and internationalism as one 

that prevented the American people from discovering the true 

nature of American foreign policy. That was, of course, 

the derisive influence of the international banker and the 

American businessman upon the direction of world politics. 

This feeling combined to produce a bellicose and often 

59. James Hewes, "William E. Borah and the Image of 
Isolation" (Unpublished doctoral dissertation, Yale Uni
versity, 1959), 224; James Oliver Robertson, "The Progres
sives in National Republican Politics, 1916-1921" (Unpub
lished doctoral dissertation, Harvard University, 1964), 
passim; Congressional Record. 66th Cong., 1st sess., 1373. 
For the comments of Johnson's wife on his selection to the 
Foreign Relations Committee, see, Minnie Johnson to Hiram 
W. Johnson, Jr., May 28, 1919, Johnson Papers. 



116 

irrational approach by Johnson to Wilsonian diplomacy during 

the first session of the Sixty-sixth Congress. 



CHAPTER 5 

THE IRRECONCILABLE S DEFEAT THE TREATY OF 
VERSAILLES, 1919-1920 

The opening of the Sixty-sixth Congress on May 19, 

1919, shifted debate on the Treaty of Versailles into the 

mainstream of Senate business. As new opinions emerged and 

recognizable political alliances formed, Johnson and the 

irreconcilables no longer stood out as the sole opponents of 

Wilsonian diplomacy, primarily due to the emergence of the 

issue of adding reservations to the peace treaty. Most 

politicians considered reservations a means of bringing 

warring Senate factions together, because reservations would 

satisfy the Treaty's many diverse critics. In many respects, 

however, the controversy over reservations further confused 

the Treaty struggle. As newspapers began to contrast the 

ideas of Senators with mild reservations to those who urged 

strong reservations, it was obvious that these arguments 

presented new problems. Both Wilson and the irreconcilables 

faced the delicate task of convincing the mild and strong 

reservationists to accept their respective position. The 

developing confusion surrounding the reservations debate 

117 
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aided the irreconcilables in their fight to defeat the 

Treaty of Versailles.^" 

Prolonged Senate debate confused the issues and 

problems surrounding the Treaty, thus resulting in delays 

that turned public opinion against Wilson. Johnson's role 

in shaping American attitudes was a significant one. He 

became one of the most effective stump-speakers opposing the 

League, and he was the personal choice of the Republican 

leadership to follow President Wilson's pro-League tour of 

the Middle West in September, 1919. Thus, during the debate 

over reservations, Hiram Johnson assumed a new public 

prominence in foreign affairs. His opposition to Wilsonian 

diplomacy centered on the League of Nations. In this 

controversy he emphasized the League's negative influence 

upon the future development of American foreign policy and 

1. The strong reservationists, led by Senator Henry 
Cabot Lodge, numbered about twenty, and they were not in 
favor of the Treaty. They differed from the irreconcilables 
in their reticence to attack publicly the Treaty. They 
reasoned that a strong attack upon Wilsonian diplomacy would 
push public opinion behind the President. Lodge felt that 
by continuing to oppose the Treaty Wilson would stead
fastly refuse to accept strong reservations, and this would 
allow the Republicans to blame the Treaty defeat upon un
compromising Democrats. TheHmild reservationists numbered 
twelve moderate to liberal senators who favored reservations 
that would protect American foreign policy from undue 
involvement in European affairs. However, in their approach 
they were much less radical than either the irreconcilables 
or the strong reservationists. In much of the literature 
the mild reservations are not studied. See, for example, 
Adler, The Isolationist Impulse. 64-66; Bailey, Woodrow 
Wilson and the Great Betrayal. 56-58; Vinson, Referendum for 
Isolation. passim. 
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argued effectively that the British would dominate the 

League and unduly affect the course of international rela

tions. To illustrate his views, he pointed to Article VII 

of the League Covenant, which gave the British Empire six 

votes in the Assembly of the League. Johnson conveniently 

ignored the fact that England like the United States had 

only one vote in the Council. American public opinion was 

I 
extremely hostile to the British, and the irreconcilables 

made the most of it. The British, Johnson charged, would 

use American troops, under Article X, to defend League 

decisions.^ 

In early May, 1919, Johnson wrote his son, Hiram 

Jr., that he was convinced "of the inequity of the present 

3 
covenant," and during this stage of the Treaty debate con

fided that he was committed to defeating Wilson's peace 

plans. A few weeks later, in a Senate speech, Johnson 

publicly declared his vehement opposition. The League, he 

exclaimed, "wretches the nation from its traditional policy, 

2. Stone, The Irreconcilables. 92, 100-102. For 
Johnson's shifting attitudes on the League see Part III, 
Box 2, Part IV, Box 1, and Part VI, Box 2, Johnson Papers. 
The letters in Part III are general political letters 
whereas Part IV and Part VI are to the family and very close 
political associates. They provide a clear picture of 
Johnson's anglophobia and his reaction to Articles VII and 
X. For the early expression of Johnson's anti-British 
sentiment, see, Johnson to Meyer Lissner, May 8, 1919, 
Johnson Papers. 

3. Johnson to Hiram W. Johnson, Jr., May 8, 1919, 
Johnson Papers; Congressional Record. 66th Cong., 1st sess., 
63. 
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deals with its economic resources, embarks it upon a pre

carious and perilous departure, but commandeers, apparently, 

for all time its blood and its bone.Johnson's flowery 

rhetoric hid many of his precise objections to Wilsonian 

diplomacy. He viewed the Treaty of Versailles as "the 

most imperialistic document put forth since the world 

5 
commenced . . . ." This fact was evident in that the 

League of Nations was "a huge war trust, backed by inter

national capitalists who prefer to have an international 

clearing house . . . .1,6 

The idea that the League was an agent of interna

tional finance provided Johnson with a concrete symbol to 

attack Wilson's policies. Economic factors had permeated 

4. Ibid., 501. 

5. Johnson to Hiram W. Johnson, Jr., May 20, 1919, 
Johnson Papers. Johnson's opposition to Wilson's policies 
caused the California Senator to lose a portion of his 
following. In particular, Chester Rowell and Meyer Lissner, 
two former California progressive colleagues, cautioned 
Johnson throughout the war to lessen his criticism of the 
President. They argued that Progressive reforms could con
tinue after the war and by attacking the President Johnson 
was endangering the continuation of progressivism. Even
tually Rowell became a major foe of Johnson. The break was 
due to differing interpretations on the League of Nations. 
For the major letters explaining this break, see, for 
example, Chester Rowell to Johnson, February 23, 27, April 
3, 1919; Meyer Lissner to Chester Rowell, April 15, 1919; 
Chester Rowell to Meyer Lissner, April 16, 1919, all in 
Chester Rowell Papers; Meyer Lissner to Johnson, March 26, 
1919, Lissner Papers; Johnson to Chester Rowell, June 12, 
1919, Johnson Papers. 

63. 
6. Congressional Record. 66th Cong., 1st sess., 
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his thinking since 1917, but he was unable to articulate 

them until the Sixty-sixth Congress. A number of factors 

convinced Johnson that big business was unduly involved in 

international diplomacy. One such factor was the Treaty 

itself. It appeared to place Germany in bondage for 

generations. German trade and industry, Johnson charged, 

was being divided among the Allied powers. He was convinced 

that cupidity was the motivating factor in the peace nego-
» 

tiations, and this conviction prompted him to criticize 

7 
publicly Wilsonian diplomacy. 

On May 20, Johnson introduced a resolution asking 

the Secretary of State to transmit a copy of the peace 

proceedings in Paris to the Senate. This seemingly innocuous 

resolution was the beginning of Johnson's intense open 

opposition to Wilson's policies, particularly the League of 

Nations. "Indeed the League," Johnson repetitiously wrote 

his eldest son, "means the subordination of the Republic and 

g 
the destruction of much that we hold most dear." 

On June 2, in a two hour speech, Johnson articulated 

his objections to Wilson's "cynical indifference" to the 

7. Johnson to Hiram W. Johnson, Jr., May 31, 1919, 
Johnson Papers; Congressional Record. 66th Cong., 1st sess., 
501. Johnson's opinions have never received systematic 
analysis and most historians agree with Bailey's conclusion 
that Johnson was sincere but that he possessed a "cave-man 
mentality." See, Bailey, Woodrow Wilson and the Great 
Betrayal. 63. 

8. Johnson to Hiram W. Johnson, Jr., May 22, 1919, 
Johnson Papers. 
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Senate's treaty making powers. Insisting that he approved 

of the concept of a League of Nations, Johnson, nonetheless, 

castigated the President and the Allied representatives as 

small men using altruistic phrases to justify ill-fated 

ideas about international relations. He decried the decline 

of idealism and the rise of selfish nationalism. "The 

beautiful phrases of altruism and idealism are found . . . 

but mere words," Johnson stated. "They were never trans-

9 
lated into deeds." Privately, Johnson was even more 

forceful. "The peace made at Paris is a travesty of his 

fourteen points," he wrote of Wilson's leadership, "It is a 

mockery of every idealistic utterance. 

Johnson received an inordinate amount of favorable 

publicity from this Senate speech, but he was surprised at 

the response of the press and the general public. Johnson 

informed his youngest son, Archibald, that the positive 

reception was due to the frankness with which he attacked 

Wilson's policies.11 Yet, privately, Johnson remained 

9. Congressional Record. 66th Cong., 1st sess., 
502; Stone, The Irreconcilables. 106. Stone concludes that 
Borah and Johnson were extremely effective critics of the 
League as a reactionary instrument to maintain an artificial 
status quo in international affairs. For laudatory comments 
on Johnson's speech see, Philander C. Knox to Albert J. 
Beveridge, June 14, 1919 (Philander C. Knox Papers, Library 
of Congress, Washington, D. C.). 

10. Johnson to Hiram W. Johnson, Jr., May 31, 1919, 
Johnson Papers. 

11. Johnson to Archibald Johnson, June 6, 1919, 
Johnson Papers. 
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skeptical about eventually defeating the Treaty. "It is a 

monstrous thing that this treaty is on Wall Street and our 

people denied it," he lamented to his eldest son, "but with 

the press agencies generally favorable to the Administra-

12 
tion, the matter will never get over as it ought." 

Despite his misgivings about defeating Wilsonian diplomacy, 

Johnson's moral commitment to oppose the Treaty increased. 

He told his close friend Harold Ickes that a "higher 

patriotism" was demanded because the issues surrounding the 

Treaty were so dangerous to future American foreign policy. 

He lectured Ickes that his public statements supporting the 

Treaty, when, in fact, Ickes privately disapproved of 

Wilson's peace proposal, were phrases that the concerned 

public official would not state. Johnson informed Ickes 

that he would sooner leave public life than support a peace 

treaty that would be injurious to America's place in world 

affairs. 

The most objectionable part of the Treaty, in the 

eyes of the American public was the Shantung agreement, a 

former Chinese province Shantung had been occupied by 

Germany and then subsequently Japan. In 1917 in secret 

treaty agreements Britain and France promised Japan certain 

12. Johnson to Hiram W. Johnson, Jr., June 6, 1919, 
Johnson Papers. 

13. Johnson to Harold Ickes, June 7, 1919, Ickes 
Papers; Harold Ickes to Johnson, June 4, 1919, Johnson 
Papers. 
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rights in Shantung. The exigencies of European politics 

forced Wilson to accept the wartime treaties regarding 

Shantung although they violated the President's principle 

of self-determination. Johnson was one of Wilson's severest 

critics on this issue, and he^ continually emphasized that 

the Shantung agreement would commit American troops, under 

Article X, to maintain Japanese conquest in the Far East. 

Johnson charged that the Shantung incident was the "blackest 

14 page in all our history." The Shantung settlement was too 

obvious a case of imperialism for Wilson to defend, and the 

irreconcilables immediately pandered to pro-Chinese senti

ment in this country. 

Johnson's criticism of Article X and the Shantung 

settlement came at an opportune time. In the midst of his 

attack, Germany released copies of the peace treaty and the 

so-called "treaty-leak" controversy developed. Germany was 

not bound by the nonpublication agreement that prevented the 

Allied powers from releasing the text of the Treaty of 

Versailles, and therefore circulated copies of the treaty 

amongst the press. The copies that reached the United 

States were obtained by Thomas Lamont, a financial adviser 

14. Congressional Record. 66th Cong., 1st sess., 
501-509; Stone, The Irreconcilables. 196; Johnson to Meyer 
Lissner, May 8, 1919; Johnson to Chester H. Rowell, July 21, 
1919, all in Johnson Papers. 

15. Vinson, Referendum for Isolation. 77; Johnson 
to Beveridge, November 14, 1919, Beveridge Papers. 
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to the American peace delegation, and Henry Davison, head 

of the League of Red Cross Societies. Both Lamont and 

Davison were associated with the J. P. Morgan Company, and 

this connection convinced Johnson, as well as others, that 

Wall Street significantly affected the peace treaty. He 

privately admitted that the circumstances might be coinci

dental, but he publicly increased his attack upon big 

business shortly after the story broke. 

In the midst of the "Treaty-leak" controversy, Knox 

presented his irreconcilable colleagues with a five part 

resolution calling for, among other things, separation of 

the League from the Treaty. At the same time Johnson's 

resolution asking for the full text of the treaty was 

passed. Knox argued that his resolution would assure speedy 

ratification of the peace terms. However, a debate arose 

over one section of the resolution. Section five declared 

that the United States would regard any threat to European 

peace and stability as a menace to American peace and 

freedom. Johnson and Borah led a successful drive to 

eliminate this section. They reasoned that the provision 

was as restrictive as Article X. The prospect of committing 

American troops to Europe did not seem to bother most 

Americans, Johnson charged, and he blamed this public atti

tude upon the President's devious diplomacy. Nevertheless, 

Johnson viewed the Knox resolution as a minor declaration of 

congressional independence from Wilson. It at least served 
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public notice that serious dissatisfaction existed in the 

Senate. 

By mid-June, 1919, Johnson's stand on the Senate ~ 

Foreign Relations Committee caused League opponents to 

enlist his support for the final stages of the Treaty 

struggle. The League for the Preservation of American 

Independence recognizing Johnson's speaking ability, invited 

him to speak outside of the Senate chamber and they sug

gested an Eastern speaking tour to test anti-League senti

ment. Johnson had some serious reservations about leaving 

the Senate at such a crucial time, but he saw two good 

reasons for a speaking tour. First, he could logically show 

the American people that the League of Nations was "an 

unfortunate scheme." Second, he hoped to test the changes 

in public opinion. He felt that the insular Senate debate 

17 
did not accurately reflect American attitudes. 

Still another reason prompting Johnson to carry his 

campaign against the Treaty outside of the Senate corridors 

16. Fleming, The United States and the League of 
Nations. 220; Stone, The Irreconcilables. 108-11; Congres
sional Record. 66th Cong., 1st sess., 735, 894, 1373; Johnson 
to boys, June 12, 1919; Johnson to Hiram W. Johnson, Jr., 
June 12, 1919; Johnson to Archibald Johnson, June 16, 1919, 
all in Johnson Papers; Johnson to Albert J. Beveridge, June 
3, 1919, Beveridge Papers. For the background to this 
incident see, Proceedings of the Committee on Foreign Rela
tions. United States Senate from the Sixty-Third Congress to 
the Sixty-seventh Congress (Washington, 1923), 138-41. 

17. Johnson to Archibald Johnson, June 16, 1919, 
Johnson Papers; Stone, The Irreconcilables. 107. 
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was his belief that many of his Republican colleagues would 

approve the Treaty with reservations. "I have been indig

nantly insisting that to ratify the Treaty and thus accept 

the League, no matter with what reservations," Johnson 

wrote, "simply would put us into jail, and was really tanta-

18 
mount to a surrender." Reservations, Johnson charged, 

would lead to the triumph of Wilsonian diplomacy; therefore, 

Johnson's strategy was to separate the League from the 

Treaty. This could be done, he reasoned, only through 

19 
extensive publicity. 

18. Johnson to Albert J. Beveridge, June 18, 1919, 
Johnson Papers. 

19. Johnson to boys, June 22, July 2, 1919; Johnson 
to Archibald Johnson, July 2, 1919; Johnson to Stanley 
Washburn, June 21, 1919, all in Johnson Papers. Johnson was 
very hostile to adding reservations to the Treaty of 
Versailles, and he caricatured those who accepted reserva
tions in the following manner: "Every little scrub in the 
Senate jumps at the idea of ratifying 'with reservations' 
believing that he can hereafter justify himself as being 
upon both sides of the matter. If we ratify in this manner, 
nobody will ever again hear of the reservations, and we'll 
be in the League, bound hand and foot." Johnson to boys, 
June 22, 1919, Johnson Papers. His attitude toward the 
Republican party was equally critical, Johnson felt that his 
own party housed too many "weak-kneed bretheren" who sup
ported ineffectual reservations. See, Johnson to Archibald 
Johnson, June 16, 1919, Johnson Papers. These quotations 
illustrate one of the main problems in analyzing Johnson's 
approach to American foreign policy; he viewed any dissent 
from his views as being influenced by a lack of political 
morality or the inability to establish strong conviction on 
a particular question. These ideas prevented Johnson from 
understanding, for example, why Senator Borah took on an 
internationalist stance in foreign affairs during the 
19201s. 
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On June 28, Johnson appeared at Carnegie Hall to 

speak against the League. With an irreconcilable colleague, 

James Reed of Missouri, he addressed a bellicose crowd of 

predominantly Irish New Yorkers. The frantically enthusi

astic crowd, crying "traitor, traitor" at the mention of 

Wilson's name, convinced Johnson that the Treaty could be 

defeated. Again under the sponsorship of the League for the 

Preservation of American Independence, Johnson spoke the 

following week to a July 4th crowd in Detroit. In this 

speech he reaffirmed his desire to preserve American inde

pendence from the evils of European politics. The success 

of these two speeches convinced him to intensify his attack 

upon Wilson's policies.^ 

A few days after the Detroit speech, Johnson left 

for a week long tour of New England. Warned beforehand 

about strong pro-League sentiment prevailing there, he found 

just the opposite. On July 7, he skeptically opened this 

tour in Providence, Rhode Island and was delighted to find a 

20. Johnson to boys, July 2, 1919; Johnson to C. 
K. McClatchy, June 27, July 3, 1919, all in Johnson Papers; 
Lower, "Hiram Johnson and the Progressive Denouement," 380-81. In 
a letter to McClatchy, Johnson succinctly stated his reasons 
for not approving of the League: "I really longed for some 
preventive of war but present covenant does not prevent war. 
It puts us into every foreign controversy and makes us 
guarantee with our blood the boundaries of England, France, 
Italy and Japan." Johnson to C. K. McClatchy, July 3, 1919, 
Johnson Papers. For a glossy view of Reed's career, see, 
Lee Merriwether, Jim Reed: Senatorial Immortal (Webster 
Groves, 1948). 
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21 
capacity crowd in the Infantry Hall. Johnson admitted 

that much of what he said was not heard in the raucous 

proceedings, but all that mattered was that the crowd was 

hostile to Wilson and the League. 

The following day, Johnson enjoyed an even more 

enthusiastic reception in Boston. He began in the morning 

with a well-received speech to the state legislature, at 

noon he addressed an enthusiastic crowd of anti-League 

businessmen, and, finally, in the evening a capacity crowd 

at Tremont Temple. Leaving the Temple Johnson hurried to 

speak at one of the city's smaller halls, and at midnight 

he mounted an automobile to condemn the League to a large 

crowd of curious onlookers. The Boston Evening Transcript 

noted that Johnson's speeches were more like revivals than 

22 
political meetings. Throughout the remainder of the New 

England tour Johnson pilloried Wilson's policies. The 

League, he argued, was in reality a gigantic war trust. 

Wilson's moral depravity was obvious in agreeing to the 

Shantung provisions. He saved his strongest criticism for 

21. Johnson to boys, July 16, 1919; Johnson to 
C. K. McClatchy, July 16, 1919, all in Johnson Papers; 
Johnson to John Francis Neylan, July 17, 1919 (John Francis 
Neylan Papers, Bancroft Library, University of California, 
Berkeley). 

22. Clipping from the Boston Evening Transcript. 
July 1, 8, 9, 15, 1919, Johnson Papers. Johnson developed 
close ties with James T. Williams, editor of the Boston 
Evening Transcript, due to Albert J. Beveridge's friendship 
with Williams. See, Beveridge to Johnson, February 1, 1919, 
Beveridge Papers. 
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Article X. The overwhelming public response to these argu-

23 
ments convinced him to extend his public tour. 

The New England tour, then, was a major turning 

point in Johnson's approach to the League of Nations. "The 

New England trip was a revelation to me," he wrote, "It 

24 
revived my optimism in the people." Popular support for 

Johnson's position created a new buoyancy in his attitudes 

on the League. "All through New England the meetings were 

tremendous successes," he wrote his boys, "and New England 

people out-cheered on the doctrine of Americanism I was 

23. New York Times. July 8, 1919, 4, July 9, 1919, 
24; Copy of the Manchester, New Hampshire speech, July 10, 
1919; the Burlington, Vermont speech, July 11, 1919, all in 
Johnson Papers. The New England tour was disastrous to 
Johnson's health, and he returned to Washington in a state 
of physical exhaustion. Nonetheless, the New England tour 
was responsible for putting the presidential bug in Johnson's 
future plans. For a recent interpretation of the 1920 bid 
for the Republican Presidential nomination see, John J. 
Fitzpatrick, "Psychoanalytic Considerations on Hiram W. 
Johnson's Presidential Candidacy in 1920" (Paper presented 
to the Western History Association, October, 1970, Reno, 
Nevada), 1-21. 

24. Johnson to C. K. McClatchy, July 16, 1919, 
Johnson Papers. An analysis of Johnson's speeches during 
the New England tour reveal that he felt that strong 
newspaper endorsement and aid from big business interests 
made it impossible to alter the course of Wilsonian diplo
macy. However, in retrospect, Johnson concluded that anti-
League sentiment was strong enough to defeat Wilson. 
Therefore, the New England tour was a pivotal point in 
shaping Johnson's attitude on the Treaty and the League. 
It made defeat of the Treaty a distinct possibility. 
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25 
preaching, even our people of California." Johnson's 

faith in the judgment of the people was lacking; conse

quently, he became more bellicose in his criticism of the 

President. He also began to envision the possibilities of 

26 
placing Senate limitations upon the Treaty of Versailles. 

In the midst of Johnson's New England tour, President 

Wilson returned from Paris and presented the final draft of 

the peace treaty to the United States Senate. Wilson called 

for immediate ratification of the Treaty without amendments 

and reservations, but did not explain or defend its con

troversial provisions. The President did offer to meet with 

the Senate Foreign Relations Committee. It was obvious 

that the League was the crucial issue in the Treaty's 

acceptance, and the struggle over reservations which emerged 

in mid-July, 1919, further intensified the already partisan 

27 
political atmosphere. 

In an attempt to benefit from this political turmoil, 

the irreconcilables continued to employ tactics designed to 

25. Johnson to boys, July 16, 1919, Johnson Papers. 
Johnson confessed to his boys that he was surprised by the 
favorable reception that businessmen accorded him in New 
England. He soon began to argue that New England dissent 
was a microcosm of the dissident opinion that existed 
throughout the United States. Johnson vowed to exploit this 
feeling in possible Mid-Western and Far Western tours. 

26. Johnson to John Francis Neylan, July 16, 1919, 
Neylan Papers; Johnson to C. K. McClatchy, July 16, 1919, 
Johnson Papers. 

27. Stone, The Irreconcilables. 119-23. 
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delay consideration of the Treaty. For example, Henry Cabot 

Lodge, Foreign Relations Committee chairman, took two weeks 

to read the Treaty even though Committee members possessed 

copies of it. Then they began to hear testimony from groups 

opposing the Treaty. At this point Johnson predicted that 

Wilson, despite his personal disclaimers, would accept 

reservations to the League. He was privately hostile to 

reservations, because he felt they gave "the law to the 

28 
north and the nigger to the south . . . ." The crux of 

his opposition centered around the fear that American 

democracy would destroy itself. "If you want concrete 

instances of what the League of Nations will do," Johnson 

wrote, "You have them today in the blockade of Russia and 

Hungary, where we, the great democracy of the world, are 

participating in the starving of women and children 

29 . . . ." This type of diplomatic behavior, Johnson 

reasoned, prevented free and unfettered development of small 

and medium sized nations. 

As the hearings before the Foreign Relations 

Committee droned on in August, Johnson began to emphasize 

economic factors in the Treaty. The struggle over the peace 

settlement was a "sham battle" that was destined, he wrote, 

28. Johnson to Hiram W. Johnson, Jr., July 16, 
1919, Johnson Papers. 

29. Johnson to Chester H. Rowell, July 21, 1919, 
Rowell Papers. 
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to end in a situation where "the international bankers will 

30 
have a profit of billions of dollars." Johnson's 

conspiratorial mind envisioned a world wide economy that 

would be dominated by the major League powers because 

"England and France simply squeeze to the last dollar their 

enemies, not only for today, but for an absolute indefinite 

31 
time in the future." 

Johnson's skepticism about Wilson's financial 

duplicity caused doubts about other aspects of the Presi

dent's diplomacy. The Committee hearings were instrumental 

in confirming Johnson's suspicions about Administration 

policy. For example, the testimony of Secretary of State 

Robert Lansing led to a number of revealing admissions. 

Under sharp questioning from Johnson, Lansing stated that 

he believed the Shantung agreement to be inconsistent with 

Wilson's Fourteen Points. Wilson had known of the secret 

treaties between Japan and the Allies, Lansing testified, 

before he left for Paris. Lansing also observed that the 

President could have secured Japan's cooperation without the 

concessions in Shantung. Johnson's hour and a half question

ing in the morning and his two hour grilling of Lansing that 

afternoon dealt a damaging blow to the President. Wilson 

30. Johnson to boys, August 1, 1919, Johnson Papers. 

31. Ibid. For Secretary Lansing's view of the 
period see, Robert Lansing, The Peace Negotiations (Boston, 
1921) and War Memoirs of Robert Lansing (Indianapolis, 
1935). 
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would later testify that he was unaware of the secret 

treaties, although he had officially acknowledged them at 

Paris. 

The Foreign Relations Committee hearings produced 

insoluable doubts in Johnson's mind. He felt that the State 

Department was often woefully unaware of European diplomacy. 

The Secretary of State, Johnson argued, was "unfamiliar with 

32 
existing treaties for territorial acquisition." This led 

Johnson to conclude that the Allied powers "distributed 

territory as they desired, and used the United States simply 

for their own selfish ends, tying us up irrevocably with 

33 
their sinister designs." As the hearings continued 

Johnson privately began to feel that the Treaty was just as 

bad with reservations as in its original form. "It doesn't 

make any difference," he said, "whether we are finally to be 

betrayed with reservations . . . and make plain to our 

34 people the infamy of the League of Nations." Johnson's 

32. Johnson to C. K. McClatchy, August 7, 1919, 
Johnson Papers. Regarding the Committee hearings, Johnson 
was very negative about any positive end result. He com
plained of the inadequate organizational and examinating 
procedures. Johnson felt that most Committee members and 
the bulk of witnesses were more interested in favorable 
newspaper publicity than in the Treaty. See, Johnson to 
boys, August 7, 1919, Johnson Papers. 

33. Ibid. 

34. Johnson to Albert J. Beveridge, August 7, 1919, 
Johnson Papers. For Beveridge1s career see John Braeman, 
Albert J. Beveridge: American Nationalist (Chicago, 1971). 
In the above mentioned letter, Johnson informed Beveridge 
that the Treaty would be easily ratified. This explains 
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reasoning reflected his inability to influence successfully 

the course of American foreign policy. He feared that "the 

world outside of us faces some sort of revolution. The 

35 
next six months may see quite an overturn." In essence, 

the California Senator simply, reflected his own inability to 

understand the implications of the postwar peace settlement, 

and the obvious instability of European politics. 

On August 19, Wilson testified before the Senate 

Foreign Relations Committee at a pre-arranged White House 

meeting. The President opened the proceedings by stressing 

the importance of Article X, calling it the "key provision" 

of the Treaty. The Senators posed a number of questions 

about the legal and moral obligations of the Article, which 

reflected their suspicion of collective security. Johnson 

was startled by two of Wilson's remarks. In the first, the 

President defended the Shantung agreement, saying it was the 

only way to include Japan in the peace proceedings. This 

statement Johnson found difficult to accept in light of 

Lansing's testimony. The other point that startled Johnson 

was Wilson's denial of any prior knowledge of the secret 

much of Johnson's downcast and moody behavior during the 
period. 

35. Johnson to P. E. Boweles, August 9, 1919, 
Johnson Papers. In this letter, Johnson wrote in a per
plexing vein, "I don't think, it can not be foretold whether 
the effect upon our country of the metamorphosis of the rest 
of the world will be to make us more radical or more con
servative. My own opinion is that it is quite likely to be 
the latter as the former." 
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treaties. But Johnson did not react in his characteristic 

manner; he simply passed of Wilson's remark as one due to a 

temporary failure in memory, not as a deliberate falsifica

tion. Despite his charitable reaction to the President, 

Johnson came away from the meeting believing that he must 

oppose Wilson's "cunning" attempt to force the United States 

3 6 
into the League of Nations. 

Wilson succeeded only in further solidifying 

irreconcilable opposition to collective security. In less 

than a week three irreconcilables announced they would vote 

against the Treaty in any form. "As I study the treaty I 

believe it is a more infamous thing than the league of 

nations itself," Johnson wrote adding: "... under the 

treaty, we will be embroiled in Europe's quarrels at least 

37 
until 1950, and, of course, that will mean for all time." 

To his close friend C. K. McClatchy, Johnson confessed, "I 

am taking quite an important part in the Foreign Relations 

Committee, and . . . each day increases the intensity of my 

36. Senate Documents. No. 10. 66th Cong., 1st sess. 
(Washington, 1919), 499-549; Johnson to boys, August 23, 
1919, Johnson Papers. Johnson described Wilson as foxy and 
cunning in his approach to the Committee's questions, and 
he found no emotion in the President. However, Johnson did 
admit that Wilson handled the Committee's interrogation with 
charm and ease. 

37. Johnson to boys, August 15, 1919, Johnson 
Papers. 
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38 
opposition to the league." Thus, the meeting produced a 

firm commitment from the irreconcilables to intensify their 

opposition to Wilsonian diplomacy. After the meeting Lodge 

urged his colleagues to accept reservations to the Treaty. 

Wilson would not support these changes, and the Republicans 

39 could blame the Treaty's eventual defeat on the Democrats. 

The confrontation between the President and the 

Senate Foreign Relations Committee contributed to Wilson's 

decision to tour the country in support of his peace pro

posals. Johnson, delighted by the President's decision, had 

already contemplated swinging about the country in opposi

tion to the President upon returning from his New England 

40 
tour. Johnson spoke in Baltimore, on August 28, to an 

enthusiastic audience, and he reasoned that such a reception 

in a southern, Democratic city could be duplicated in the 

41 Republican Middle West. 

38. Johnson to C. K. McClatchy, August 16, 1919, 
Johnson Papers. 

39. Johnson to boys, August 23, 1919; Minnie 
Johnson to boys, August 7, 1919; Johnson to Meyer Lissner, 
August 15, 1919; Johnson to Franklin Hichborn, August 16, 
1919, all in Johnson Papers; Stone, The Irreconcilables. 
123-27. 

40. Johnson to John F. Neylan, July 18, 1919; 
Johnson to Stanley Washburn, July 19, 1919; Johnson to boys, 
August 1, 1919, all in Johnson Papers. 

41. Johnson to boys, August 31, 1919, Johnson 
Papers; Lower, "Hiram Johnson and the Progressive Denoue
ment ," 388. 
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As Johnson prepared for his trip a number of 

complications arose. The most significant was the with

drawal of financial support by the League for the Preserva

tion of American Independence. The League refused to 

finance Johnson's tour because he openly spent much of the 

1919 summer organizing his bid for the 1920 Republican 

presidential nomination. His presidential ambitions forced 

Johnson to meet with Borah and Medill McCormick, and they 

obtained personal financial aid from Raymond Robins. 

Johnson's close friend Harold Ickes arranged for the tour 

to open in Chicago on September 10, one week after Wilson 

42 
began his cross-country campaign. 

Johnson's ten-day speaking tour of the Middle West 

was an unqualified success. In his first stop, Chicago, 

there was a festive atmosphere, and the city welcomed 

Johnson, Borah, and Illinois Senator McCormick with a 

tumultuous reception. Wilson had by-passed Chicago, because 

the city was strongly anti-British. With bands playing in 

the street the crowd listening to Johnson's speech was 

unable to make out any of its specific points. Nevertheless, 

42. Johnson to boys, July 16, August 31, September 
3, 1919; Johnson to Harold Ickes, September 3, 1919, all in 
Johnson Papers. The reluctance of the League for the 
Preservation of American Independence to support Johnson's 
presidential aspirations is traced in Archibald John Dodds, 
"The Public Services of Philander Chase Knox" (Unpublished 
doctoral dissertation, University of Pittsburg, 1950). 
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the size of the crowd and its roar of approval indicated 

Ji O 
that in Chicago Wilson's League was in trouble. 

The following day Johnson arrived in Indianapolis, 

and charged that the President had spent eight months in 

Europe pledging American resources and manpower to maintain 

the gains of the Allied war machine. He closed by denounc

ing Article X. The only point of criticism that Johnson 

consistently raised throughout his Mid-West tour, was the 

danger to the Republic of committing American troops 

44 
abroad. 

In St. Louis crowds were equally enthusiastic, and 

when Johnson stepped on stage at the Coliseum there was an 

eighteen minute ovation. The crowd hissed at the mention of 

England, and Johnson skillfully exploited this feeling. He 

rode from his hotel to the Coliseum in a truck bearing over

size excerpts from Washington's Farewell Address. The 

following day in Kansas City Johnson proclaimed that the 

League Covenant was the most important question facing the 

United States since the Civil War. The President, Johnson 

43. New York Times. September 11, 1919, 1. 

44. Lower, "Hiram Johnson and the Progressive 
Denouement," 390; New York Times. September 12, 1919, 6; 
Johnson to Minnie Johnson, September 13, 1919, Johnson 
Papers. 
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declared, had lost his idealism in his diplomatic dealings 

45 with European statesmen. 

On September 15, Johnson was greeted by a small, 

calm crowd in Des Moines, Iowa. But he soon enlivened his 

audience with charges that the League was a "gigantic war 

trust." Johnson predicted that the League had the "germs 

46 
of many wars" and it was "a great world economic trust." 

The following day in Sioux Falls, South Dakota, Johnson 

exorted his audience to choose between the League of Nations 

and Americanism. "The choice is between Mr. Wilson's 

47 internationalism and Americanism," he cried. 

The next stop was Lincoln, Nebraska, where on 

September 17, Johnson denounced the League Charter as an 

"infamous document." Then word came from Washington that 

Johnson's presence was needed in case of a vote on his 

amendment to grant voting equalization to the United States 

in the League assembly. On September 19, Johnson announced 

he was returning to Washington. He closed his tour with 

45. New York Times. September 13, 1919, 22, 
September 14, 1919, 2; Clippings from the St. Louis Globe-
Democrat . September 13, 1919; St. Louis Republic. September 
13, 1919; the Kansas City Star. September 14, 1919, all in 
Johnson Papers. 

46. New York Times. September 16, 1919, 3. 

47. New York Times. September 17, 1919, 3; Stone, 
The Irreconcilables. 131-32; Frank Havenner to Minnie 
Johnson, September 15, 1919; Johnson to Minnie Johnson, 
September 17, 1919, all in Johnson Papers. 
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speeches in Minnesota with three carefully prepared attacks 

48 
upon the League. 

National attention was riveted so closely on 

Wilson's tour that it was often difficult for Johnson to 

obtain wide publicity. But his speeches still focused 

considerable public attention upon the irreconcilables' 

main arguments: the infamy of Shantung, the dangers of 

Article X, and the big business influences guiding the peace 

settlement. By continually reemphasizing these points 

49 Johnson's tour strengthened the irreconcilables' position. 

Johnson returned to Washington for a brief stay. A 

few days after returning, the Senator suddenly announced 

that he planned to tour the Far West in opposition to 

Wilson, a decision prompted by advice from his close politi

cal associates that Wilson was selling the League to 

Californians. On October 1, Johnson arrived in California 

and immediately delivered two speeches in San Francisco 

against the League. The main thrust of his argument was the 

danger of Article X. The San Francisco Examiner described 

48. New York Times. September 18, 1919, 3; 
September 19, 1919, 1; September 20, 1919, 1, 3; September 
21, 1919, 1, 3; Lower, "Johnson and the Progressive Denoue
ment," 389-93. 

49. New York Times. September 23, 1919, 1; San 
Francisco Examiner. October 1, 1919, 1; October 2, 1919, 1. 
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50 
Johnson's rhetoric as "everyday American." Shortly 

thereafter Los Angeles gave a relatively cool reception. 

The response elsewhere was more positive, particularly in 

Portland, Oregon, in Tacoma, Seattle, and Spokane, Washing

ton, in Butte, Montana. In winding up his tour before 

15,000 at the Mormon Tabernacle in Salt Lake City, Johnson 

carefully countered Wilson's arguments in support of the 

League of Nations. The Far Western tour, a postscript to 

Johnson's September trip through the Middle West, was 

noticeable for its lack of large and enthusiastic crowds, 

but it established Johnson as the single most effective 

51 western stump speaker against the League. 

Johnson's Far Western tour ended at an opportune 

time. By September, 1919, the Senate Foreign Relations 

Committee hearings had successfully clouded the Treaty's 

validity. The irreconcilables were largely responsible for 

the inclusion of forty-five amendments to the Treaty. 

Although these amendments were extremely unpopular with the 

50. Quoted in Lowsr, "Hiram Jolmson and the Progressive 
Denouement," 395. For reactions to Johnson's speeches see, 
Marshall Stimson to Chester Rowell, October 11, 1919, Rowell 
Papers. For a pro-Wilson account of the Wilson-Johnson 
California clash see, Marshall Stimson, "President Wilson's 
League of Nations Los Angeles Visit," League of Nations 
File (Marshall Stimson Papers, Henry L. Huntington Library, 
San Marino, California). 

51. Clippings from the San Francisco Examiner. 
October 3-17, 1919, Johnson Papers; New York Times. 
September 29, 1919, 12; Lower, "Hiram Johnson and the Pro
gressive Denouement," 393-96. 
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senate, nonetheless, the irreconcilables pushed these 

changes to confuse the Treaty debate. Most senators argued 

that the amendments were a waste of time because they would 

not protect American interests. Moreover, in the midst of 

pushing for amendments, Borah and Johnson announced that 

they would not vote for the Treaty in any form. In 

Johnson's view both amendments and reservations would be 

worthless once the United States joined the League of 

Nations. The United States, Johnson argued, was the only 

nation acting in a disinterested and altruistic manner. The 

self-interest of Europe should dissuade Americans from any 

thought of joining the League; Johnson pleaded in late 

October, in an attempt to win support for his amendment to 

equalize American votes in the League assembly with those of 

the British Empire. When the amendment was defeated, he 

52 
gloomily predicted the Treaty's acceptance. 

Johnson was so busy touring the country that he was 

unaware of the success of the Foreign Relations Committee's 

hearings in damaging the treaty. On October 30, he informed 

McClatchy, "We'll ratify the Treaty and the League with 

53 
reservations." This prospect bothered him, for he foresaw 

52. New York Times. October 24, 1919, 3; October 
28, 1919, 1; Stone, The Irreconcilables. 138-41; Franklin 
Hichborn to Johnson, October 25, 1919 (Franklin Hichborn 
Papers, John Randolph and Dora Haynes Foundation, University 
of California, Los Angeles). 

53. Johnson to C. K. McClatchy, October 30, 1919, 
Johnson Papers. 
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that "the international bankers . . . will have the 

54 
receivership of the world . . . ." Johnson generally 

ignored the forty-five amendments that the Senate added to 

the Treaty, probably because few Senators took them seri

ously. He felt that the only means of compromising on the 

55 treaty was to agree on specific reservations. 

By early November, the majority of Republicans fell 

behind Lodge's leadership and accepted his fourteen reser

vations, while the Democrats formed a bloc resisting them 

under the leadership of Senator Gilbert Hitchcock of 

Nebraska. Johnson wrote that he was happy that "we are 

C C 
almost through the treaty fight." He still predicted 

passage of the treaty with reservations and the acceptance 

of the League of Nations. He had changed his attitude 

toward reservations, and now saw them as the only "means of 

57 
protection to our country . . . ." 

On November 19, 1919, the Senate of the United States 

cast its first vote upon the Treaty of Versailles. At 5:30 

in the afternoon, after five and a half hours of debate the 

54. Ibid. 

55. Stone, The Irreconcilables. 139; Johnson to C. 
K. McClatchy, October 20, 1919; Johnson to boys, November 1, 
1919, all in Johnson Papers. 

56. Johnson to John F. Neylan, November 3, 1919, 
Johnson Papers. 

57. Johnson to Alex P. Moore, November 3, 1919, 
Johnson Papers. 
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Treaty with the Lodge reservations failed to pass, with'39 

in favor to 55 opposed. After some parliamentary maneuver

ing and two inconsequential votes on the Treaty question, 

Vice-President Marshall adjourned the Sixty-sixth Congress. 

The United States had rejected the Treaty of Versailles and 

58 
refused to join the League of Nations. 

Johnson's reaction was amazed delight. He had 

envisioned a Treaty being passed by the Senate with reserva

tions. He gloomily predicted that the Treaty would again 

come up for a vote, and as a result of political compromises 

59 
would be approved. 

The Treaty of Versailles had been voted down three 

times, but it was far from dead. After Congress adjourned 

on November 19, pressures for compromise on the Treaty came 

from many sources. The two most important influences were 

those of the mild reservationists and Elihu Root. The 

former argued that a compromise with Democratic factions was 

58. Bailey, Woodrow Wilson and the Great Betrayal. 
187-207; Stone, The Irreconcilables. 145; Johnson to boys, 
November 8, 1919, November 14, 1919; Johnson to Edgar A. 
Luce, November 14, 1919, all in Johnson Papers. 

59. Johnson to boys, November 21, 1919; Johnson to 
Beveridge, November 24, 1919; Johnson to John F. Neylan, 
November 24, 1919, all in Johnson Papers. To Neylan, 
Johnson wrote, "I can not laugh publicly, unfortunately, 
because I don't want to bring these two forces together, and 
the whole strategy of the situation now is to keep them 
apart." Johnson's correspondence indicates that he was a 
prime mover in attempting to forestall any further compro
mises on the Treaty. 
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necessary; the latter urged Senator Lodge to make conces

sions on the Treaty to dispel the impression that the 

irreconcilables were in control of Republican politics. 

The irreconcilables countered these pressures by urging 

Lodge to stand firm on his reservations. They were 

horrified at the talk of compromise; however, Johnson pre-

61 dieted, "there will be a compromise . . . ." Lodge 

reassured the irreconcilables that he had no intention of 

altering his reservations.^ 

On December 1, Congress reassembled, and attention 

was again focused upon the Treaty. Johnson reassured a New 

York audience that Lodge could not change his reservations 

without betraying his country, and his opinion reflected 

that of most of the irreconcilables. Hence, Johnson pub

licly stated confidence in Lodge remaining constant, while 

privately he feared that compromise was inevitable. This 

contradiction is one of the trademarks of Johnson's 

political approach to foreign affairs. Throughout his 

60. Richard W. Leopold, Elihu Root and the Con
servative Tradition (Boston, 1954), 142; Stone, The Irrecon
cilables . 147-49. For Democratic attempts at compromising 
upon the Treaty, see, Kurt Wimer, "Senator Hitchcock and the 
League of Nations." Nebraska History. XLIV (September, 
1963), 189-204. 

61. Johnson to John F. Neylan, November 24, 1919, 
Johnson Papers. 

62. Stone, The Irreconcilables. 149; Johnson to 
L. S. Hall, November 25, 1919; Johnson to Grove L. Johnson, 
November 24, 1919; Johnson to Theodore J. Roche, November 
28, 1919, all in Johnson Papers. 
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career he employed the techniques of publicly supporting an 

6 3 
issue while privately condemning it. 

The main reason for Johnson's fear of eventual 

compromise was the Knox Resolution. This resolution pro

vided for separating the League from the Treaty and urged 

the Senate to approve the Treaty. It also called for the 

United States to become a consulting member of the League of 

64 
Nations. Johnson's reaction to the Knox Resolution was 

that it was the work of those "interested in bludgeoning the 

65 rest of us into accepting the League of Nations." In mid-

December, Johnson and Borah reaffirmed their opposition to 

the Treaty and the League. Their opposition was reflected 

in a move by the Senate Foreign Relations Committee to alter 

the Knox Resolution so that the United States reserved all 

of its rights and benefits under the Treaty without imposing 

66 
any new obligations upon American foreign policy. This 

modification of the Knox Resolution displeased everyone, and 

Senator Lodge failed to push a vote on it. To complicate 

matters further President Wilson's health was in an 

63. Clipping from the New York Evening Post. 
January 16, 1920, Johnson Papers; Stone, The Irreconcilables. 
149. 

64. Congressional Record. 66th Cong., 2nd sess., 
540, 544. 

65. Johnson to Borah, December 30, 1919 (William E. 
Borah Papers, Library of Congress, Washington, D. C.). 

66. Congressional Record. 66th Cong., 2nd sess., 
960-61. 
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uncertain stage, and the Foreign Relations Committee 

appointed a committee to call on him. The so-called 

Smelling Committee was to investigate Wilson's views on 

Mexican affairs, but in reality it was to judge the Presi

dent's health. It is difficult to assess the general impact 

of the Smelling Committee, but its influence upon the 

irreconcilables was obvious. When Senator Albert B. Fall of 

New Mexico reported that Wilson was in apparently good 

health, the irreconcilables breathed a sigh of relief. To 

defeat the Treaty they felt they needed a strong and 

intransigent President. The possibility of compromise 

frightened the irreconcilables at this stage of the struggle, 

and they hoped that Wilson would remain his stubborn, un-

67 
compromising self. 

In mid-December, the fears of compromise reached 

endemic proportions in the irreconcilable camp when a group 

of Democratic senators suggested that a bipartisan committee 

discuss the Treaty. When Lodge appeared receptive to a 

bipartisan conference, the irreconcilables acted. Johnson 

returned to Washington from San Francisco to "help stiffen 

68 
Lodge's spine." On January 15, 1920, a series of 

67. David H. Stratton, "President Wilson's Smelling 
Committee," Colorado Quarterly. I (Autumn, 1956), 164-84; 
Clifford Trow, "Woodrow Wilson and the Mexican Internation-
ist Movement of 1919," Journal of American History. LVIII 
(June, 1971), 46-72. 

68. Johnson to Borah, December 30, 1919, Johnson 
Papers. 
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bipartisan conferences were held to compromise the Treaty 

issue. Johnson watched the deliberations for some time, 

convinced that "Lodge had broken under the pressure, and 

69 
that he was engaged in compromising on the reservations." 

To combat rumors that a compromise was in the offing, 

Johnson and Borah circulated among their colleagues on the 

morning of January 23 and whispered that Lodge was capitu

lating. That afternoon, as the bipartisan conference pre

pared to meet, a group of irreconcilables convened in 

Johnson's office. They sent George Moses of New Hampshire, 

a close friend of Lodge, to request the Foreign Relations 

Committee chairman to attend the meeting. 

For the remainder of the day, January 23, Lodge and 

the irreconcilables debated the outcome of the Treaty. Lodge 

could not persuade the irreconcilables that Wilson would 

reject the Treaty with further compromises. The burden of 

defeating the Treaty, then, would fall upon the President. 

This fact, Lodge argued, would make the Republican party 

unbeatable in the forthcoming presidential election. How

ever, the proposition was too risky, and the irreconcilables 

rejected it. The meeting ended any further attempts at 

70 compromise. 

69. Johnson to boys, January 24, 1920, Johnson 
Papers: Bailev. Woodrow Wilson and the Great Betrayal. 228-
32. 

70. Fleming, The United States and the League of 
Nations, 409: Stone. The Irreconcilables. 157-59. 
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On January 30, Democratic leaders announced that 

further attempts at compromise were useless. The press 

castigated the irreconcilables for preventing a compromise. 

After a great deal of haggling and inconsequential political 

maneuvering, the Treaty came up for its final vote. On 

March 19, 1920, three months after its first defeat, the 

71 Treaty fell seven votes short of the necessary two-thirds. 

The nation turned its attention away from foreign 

affairs with the election of Warren G. Harding. Therefore, 

on July 2, 1921, the Knox-Porter resolution officially 

ending World War I passed virtually unnoticed. This 

resolution stated that the United States possessed all of 

the benefits but none of the liabilities of the Treaty of 

Versailles. It seemed to ice the irreconcilables victory 

and the signing of the Treaty of Berlin on August 25, 1921, 

officially ending the war, passed almost unnoticed. More 

importantly, the irreconcilables were now a potent bloc in 

foreign affairs. Johnson, in particular, stood out with 

Borah as the symbol of American isolationist thought. As an 

irreconcilable Johnson continually took the initiative and 

attacked Wilsonian diplomacy. This remained an integral 

characteristic of Johnsonian diplomacy for the next twenty 

years. Thus, during the 1920's and 1930's Johnson continued 

to emphasize the philosophy and the ideological approach to 

71. New York Times. January 31 1920, 1; Bailey, 
Woodrow Wilson and the Great Betrayal. 266-70. 
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foreign affairs that made the irreconcilables such a potent 

72 
political force. 

72. Stone, The Irreconcilables. 177; Denis Dulude 
and Sally Marks, "German-American Relations, 1918-1921," 
Mid-America, LIII (October, 1971), 211-26. 



CHAPTER 6 

THE HARDING YEARS AND OPPOSITION TO REPUBLICAN 
FOREIGN POLICY 

President Warren G. Harding's foreign policy revived 

images of American participation in the League of Nations. 

Johnson's narrow nationalism, then, prompted him to view 

Harding's policies and every subsequent event of the 1920's 

as a possible "backdoor" to European involvement. This 

flirtation hampered his effectiveness as a critic of American 

foreign policy, and he soon found himself isolated from the 

mainstream of Republican party politics. Thus, the Harding 

years were an important transitional period in Johnson's 

approach to foreign affairs, one in which he emerged as a 

rigid and uncompromising critic of all forms of involvement 

in European or Far Eastern affairs. 

The most important event in foreign affairs during 

the Harding administration was the Washington Naval Dis

armament Conference of 1921-1922, an event that highlighted 

Johnson's fear of American involvement abroad. Johnson's 

apprehension over Republican foreign policy increased in the 

year and a half prior to the Washington Conference. In this 

period the belief that forces emanating from the League of 

Nations were influencing American foreign policy prompted 

Johnson to take a rigidly isolationist position over most 

152 
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diplomatic events. His fears were further heightened by the 

belief that two of Harding's cabinet members were interna

tionalists. Johnson had grave misgivings about Secretary of 

State Charles Evans Hughes and Secretary of Commerce Herbert 

C. Hoover. Throughout the Harding administration Johnson 

would feel that they acted in collusion with business 

interests to support an internationalist foreign policy. 

Few of Johnson's colleagues shared his conclusions 

about the course of American foreign policy. The irrecon

cilable coalition that had defeated the Treaty of Versailles 

began to crumble during the early Harding years. In the 

period prior to the Washington Conference, however, Johnson 

and Borah reached identical conclusions about the direction 

of Harding's foreign policy; both feared that the United 

States was being drawn into the vortex of European politics. 

It was the last time for a decade that Johnson and Borah 

worked closely together. Borah's subsequent conversion to 

internationalism, and the resulting break in their friend

ship left Johnson the leading irreconcilable spokesman of 

the 1920's, a position in which Johnson operated in a 

political vacuum. In 1924 he suffered a disastrous politi

cal defeat in his bid for the Republican presidential 

nomination, and Hoover gained control of the California 

1. Handwritten Memorandum, n.d., Part III, Carton 
3, Johnson Papers; Robert K. Murray, The Harding Era: Warren 
G. Harding and His Administration (Minneapolis, 1969), 129-
69, 327-75. 
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Republican party. Hoover's ascendant position resulted in 

declining political influence for Johnson during the re-

2 
mainder of the 1920's. 

When Harding prepared to assume the presidency in 

late 1920 he pandered to the demands of the irreconcilables, 

realizing they were still an important political faction. 

In December, he met with Johnson to outline his future 

policies on foreign affairs and suggested that party 

regularity could bring Johnson the presidency in four years. 

Harding followed this overture by pleading for Johnson's 

support of regular diplomatic meetings with France and Great 

Britain in order to work out the objectionable features of 

the League of Nations. The "shell of the league," he said, 

could be used to launch an international association. 

Johnson reminded Harding that his recent victory was due to 

the "common people of the land who are against any European 

3 
alliance." 

After this meeting Johnson's fears of international

ism in Harding's administration increased. He particularly 

developed a fear of Secretary Hughes' influence. Hughes was 

2. Richard D. Batman, "The Road to the Presidency: 
Hoover, Johnson and the California Republican Party, 1920-
1924" (Unpublished doctoral dissertation, University of 
Southern California, 1965), passim; Maddox, William E. Borah and 
American Foreign Policy. 97-99. For the standard account of 
the 1924 campaign, see Kenneth MacKay, The Progressive Move
ment of 1924 (New York, 1947). 

3. Johnson to boys, December 7, 1920, Johnson 
Papers. 
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a confirmed advocate of the League of Nations, and a person 

whom Johnson felt could sway the President. "The people in 

the last election were not indulging in attenuated tech

nicalities, nor splitting hairs over the league or a league," 

Johnson wrote, "but they were rendering a very solemn judg-

4 ment against European entanglements and alliances." 

American membership in the League was contrary to all of the 

values Johnson placed upon American foreign policy. He 

continued to oppose internationalist-minded cabinet members 

like Hughes and Hoover.^ 

Harding perceived Johnson's opposition and arranged 

for another meeting in early January, 1919, to quiet 

Johnson's fears of possible American participation in the 

League of Nations. In taking great pains to bring the 

California Senator into the administration fold, Harding 

delighted Johnson, who immediately wrote his son, "I have 

been assured that he will never return to us the Versailles 

Tireaty and the League of Nations will not be taken in 

skeleton form or otherwise in any endeavor of his."^ 

4. Johnson to George W. Jolly, December 16, 1920, 
Johnson Papers. 

5. For a description of the issues that bothered 
Johnson see, Kurt and Sarah Wimer, "The Harding Administra
tion, the League of Nations, and the Separate Peace Treaty," 
Review of Politics. XXIX (January, 1967), 13-24. 

6. Johnson to Hiram W. Johnson, Jr., January 6, 
1921, Johnson Papers. 
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Despite Harding's assurances, Johnson could not 

escape his suspicion that Hughes and Hoover were intent upon 

internationalist policies. He saw the appointment of such 

internationalist-minded cabinet officers as the starting 

point for European involvement. This fear prompted Johnson 

to define precisely his postwar approach to foreign 

affairs, as follows: "... there is a little group of us 

who will continue in exactly the same attitude we have 

7 
maintained ever in our relation to the League of Nations." 

Thus, in Johnson's mind, an essential continuity of policy 

between the Wilson administration and the Harding adminis

tration was readily apparent. He saw the same forces of big 

business that moved behind the Treaty of Versailles now 

involved in the policies of Secretary of State Hughes and 

Secretary of Commerce Hoover. To him little, if anything, 

0 had changed about the nature of American foreign policy. 

Johnson did not understand the problems and oppor

tunities that World War I created for the United States. 

7. Johnson to Morgan Cooke, January 11, 1921, 
Johnson Papers; Murray, The Harding Era. 135. 

8. Johnson to boys, May 10, June 12, 1921; Johnson 
to C. K. McClatchy, June 21, 1921; Johnson to George Norris, 
June 16, 1920, all in Johnson Papers. The continuity be
tween Wilson's and Harding's policies is skillfully borne 
out in Carl Parrini, Heir to Empire; United States Economic 
Diplomacy. 1916-1923 (Pittsburg, 1969). Professor Parrini 
argues that American policy makers tried to induce Europe 
and Japan to join the United States in expanding the inter
national marketplace. Johnson's criticism of businessmen 
and bankers fits into many of the arguments Parrini 
advances. 
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His opposition to Harding's policies was based upon the' 

belief that secret, closed door diplomacy was influencing 

American policy. American bankers and businessmen had 

developed personal ties with government officials, Johnson 

reasoned that the possibility- of a business-governmental 

conspiracy appeared imminent. He talked of protecting the 

American people from the "special interests," which caused 

many historians later to label him an obstructionist or a 

"George Washington" isolationist. This has obscured the 

transitional importance of the Harding years in solidifying 

Johnson's opposition to Republican foreign policy. 

The main thrust of Johnson's criticism of American 

foreign policy during the 1920's lay in pleading for a 

reduction of business interests in international politics. 

He further asserted that Secretary Hughes was displaying a 

great deal of diplomatic naivete in his dealings with 

European powers. For example, Hughes felt that the war 

debts question could be settled or a compromise reached with 

the aid of American bankers and businessmen. This idea 

frightened Johnson, because they would lead the administra

tion into decisions favoring bankers, businessmen, and 

9 
merchants. 

9. Betty Glad, Charles Evans Hughes and the 
Illusions of Innocence (Urbana, 1966), 140-41, 232-35. 
Professor Glad shows that Hughes defined his policies as 
avoiding non-entangling alliances. However, his diplomatic 
approach was one that included advice and participation from 
private business interests. Professor Glad also illustrates 



158 

Johnson's negative approach to Harding's foreign 

policy began with his personal estrangement from the 

President, which was a result of the 1920 presidential 

campaign. In the pre-convention campaigning, Johnson was a 

favorite of many Middle-Western and Far Western grassroots 

Republicans and campaigned in eleven of twenty-one state 

presidential primaries, winning the second highest number of 

committed pre-convention delegates. When Johnson's dele

gates deserted him during the early convention balloting, he 

was convinced that party bosses had robbed him of the 

nomination. The professional party bosses, he declared, 

were able to manipulate the nomination and render public 

opinion insignificant in the nominating process. For this 

reason Johnson vowed to campaign for a presidential primary 

law. The 1920 Republican National Convention, Johnson wrote, 

was an unpleasant experience because of "the miserable 

10 
foreordained result . . . ." Big business and inter

nationalists joined the party bosses to prevent his 

how naive Hughes was about America's new position as the 
world's creditor. For the role of the banker in this period 
see, Paul P. Abrahams, "American Bankers and the Economic 
Treaties of Paris: 1919," Journal of American History. LVI 
(December, 1968), 572-83. 

10. Johnson to George Norris, June 16, 1920, 
Johnson Papers; Clipping from the San Francisco Chronicle. 
June 15, 1920, Johnson Papers. For the clearest view of 
Johnson's disenchantment see, Johnson to C. K. McClatchy, 
July 30, 1920, Johnson Papers. For a description of 
Johnson's place in 1920 Republican national politics see, 
Gary Dean Best, "The Hoover-For-President Boom of 1920," 
Mid-America. LIII (October, 1971), 227-44. 
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nomination. This conviction, as well as his view of the 

League, moved him to oppose actively Harding's foreign 

i • 11 policy. 

Despite his disappointment in the 1920 Republican 

National Convention, Johnson was still able to influence the 

party plank on foreign affairs, which to the irreconcilables 

was the central issue. Harding's pandering to the irrecon

cilables over foreign affairs indicated that isolationism 

was still a potent force. Elihu Root wrote the foreign 

affairs plank which unwittingly satisfied both isolationists 

and internationalists. Root criticized Wilsonian diplomacy, 

then stated that, "The Republican party stands for agreement 

12 
among the nations to preserve the peace of the world." 

He spoke of an international association and the need for 

justice to secure permanent peace. Root's end product was a 

13 
masterful job of reconciling opposing views. Johnson was 

satisfied that the foreign policy plank rejected any form of 

internationalism. It also implicitly rejected the League of 

11. Johnson to boys, September 23, 1921, Johnson 
Papers; Wesley M. Bagby, The Road to Normalcy: The Presiden
tial Campaign and Election of 1920 (Baltimore, 1962); John 
J. Fitzpatrick, "Psychoanalytic Considerations on Hiram W. 
Johnson's Presidential Candidacy in 1920," 10-12; Murray, 
The Harding Era. 25-70. 

12. Philip C. Jessup, Elihu Root (New York, 1938), 
II, 410. 

13. Murray, The Harding Era. 33. 
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14 
Nations. Thomas A. Bailey correctly interpreted this 

proposal as one that contained enough fine print to nullify 

all major premises. Clearly, the purpose of the Republican 

position on foreign affairs was to pander to the irrecon-

cilables while not alienating moderate and pro-league 

15 
Republicans. 

When the Republican standard bearer personally 

appealed to Johnson for campaign support, he was initially 

cool, because he thought Harding vacillated about foreign 

affairs. Johnson found it impossible to ignore his 

conspiratorial view that "special or private" interests 

could sway Harding.In late September, when Johnson began 

to campaign for the Republican ticket, his speeches generally 

embarrassed Republican leaders, because he viewed Harding's 

election as tantamount to rejection of the League. On 

September 20, Johnson told a reporter that, "Harding has 

already scrapped the League and the rest of us will beat it 

17 
at the election beyond redemption." By giving the impres

sion that he spoke for Harding on the League, Johnson damaged 

14. Johnson to A. D. Lasker, July 24, 1920, Johnson 
Papers; New York Times. June 11, 1920, 1. 

15. Bailey, Woodrow Wilson and the Great Betrayal. 
302. 

16. Johnson to Meyer Lissner, July 30, 1920; 
Johnson to C. K. McClatchy, July 30, 1920, all in Johnson 
Papers. 

17. New York Times, September 21, 1920, 7; Maddox, 
William E. Borah and American Foreign Policy. 73-81; Mark 
Sullivan, Our Times (New York, 1935), VI, 42-43. 
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his standing with party leaders. From this point on 

Republican party officials were wary of the California 

Senator, and he was unable to penetrate official party 

circles throughout the 1920's. Hoover's rising importance 

in Republican politics was another factor in Johnson's 

18 
declining national prominence. 

President Harding's inaugural address convinced 

Johnson that the President embraced the irreconcilables1 

approach to foreign policy. He failed to see that Harding 

was merely appeasing the bitter-enders. On March 4, 1921, 

in a thirty-seven minute speech, Harding declared his 

administration did not favor "entangling alliances." This 

was precisely Johnson's position. Harding also emphasized 

that he would not support political or economic commitments 

19 
restricting the direction of American foreign policy. 

"The inaugural address," Johnson related, "apparently took 

20 
our position upon the League of Nations." Despite his 

feelings about Harding, Johnson could not escape the gnawing 

18. Johnson to C. K. McClatchy, November 1, 1920, 
Johnson Papers; Murray, The Harding Era. 58-59. 

19. New York Times. March 5, 1921, 1. 

20. Johnson to C. K. McClatchy, March 9, 1921, 
Johnson Papers. 
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fear that Hughes and Hoover were intent upon developing 

21 
policies of "entangling world trade." 

Johnson's fear that world trade, closely tied to 

Hughes-Hoover policies, would involve the United States in 

the League of Nations temporarily subsided when President 

Harding called the Senate Foreign Relations Committee to his 

office to reveal his remarks on foreign affairs to the 67th 

Congress. Harding was mindful of the Foreign Relations 

Committee's power, and he reassured the Committee that his 

foreign policy would not entangle the United States in 

European affairs. "The meeting was so much better upon the 

League and the Peace Resolution than I expected that I was 

22 
delighted with it," Johnson wrote. He felt that the 

President's statements upon the League "could not have been 

23 
stronger had I written it . . . ." For the moment the 

fear of the League issue subsided in Johnson's mind. 

The controversy over war debts and reparations in 

the 67th Congress stirred Johnson's suspicions anew. The 

21. Ibid.. June 21, 1921, Johnson Papers; William 
Appleman Williams, The Tragedy of American Diplomacy (2nd 
ed.; New York, 1962), 122. For a delayed reaction to 
Harding's inaugural address see, Johnson to William E. 
Borah, July 27, 1920, Borah Papers. 

22. Johnson to Archibald Johnson, April 13, 1921, 
Johnson Papers. For Johnson's fears of big business see, 
Johnson to Harold Ickes, March 12, 1921, Johnson Papers. 

23. Johnson to Chester Rowell, April 16, 1921, 
Johnson Papers. For similar comments, see, Johnson to C. 
K. McClatchy, April 16, 1921, Johnson Papers. 
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effort to collect American war debts was one of the less 

successful and most criticized foreign policies of the 

1920's. European reluctance to acknowledge full payment of 

24 
the debts prompted many Senators to demand full payment. 

Johnson advocated complete payment, but in his approach to 

war debts he showed little understanding of current economic 

problems. Like most Americans, he failed to realize that 

the United States was now Europe's chief creditor. 

Harding's position on war debts was an extension of Wilson's 

policies, therefore Johnson announced his dissatisfaction. 

Harding's policy was influenced by Wilson's announcement 

that the United States would not consider foreign debt 

cancellation. The dominant American attitude advocated full 

payment of the ten billion dollars in war loans. Thus, 

Wilson's approach to the debt question carried over into the 

Harding administration. To many, including Johnson, the war 

debts question was a moral issue. Harding could not buck 

popular opinion, and in April, 1921, informed his Cabinet 

25 
that he supported full payment of all war debts. 

24. Benjamin D. Rhodes, "Reassessing 'Uncle 
Shylock1: The United States and the French War Debt, 1917-
1929," Journal of American History. LV (March, 1969), 787-
803. 

25. Murray, The Harding Era. 360-67. For the 
standard literature on war debts and reparations see, for 
example, Carl Bergmann, The History of Reparations (Boston, 
1927); Henry G. Hendricks, The Federal Debt, 1919-1930: A 
Chapter in American Public Finance (Washington. 1933); 
Harold G. Moulton and Leo Pasvolsky, War Debts and World 
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The war debts controversy plagued Republican 

presidents throughout the 1920's. An Allied Reparations 

Commission, under the terms of the Treaty of Versailles, 

originally set the amount of German reparations at 33 

billion dollars. Such a heavy economic burden forced 

Germany to default. European public opinion, heavily 

influenced by British economist John Maynard Keynes, called 

for a cancellation of both war debts and reparations. 

Unofficial American representatives on the Allied Repara

tions Commission apparently shared this opinion. This 

reaction horrified Johnson. Even unofficial representatives 

in European political bodies, he stated, "ties us up with 

European controversies and will inevitably make us a part of 

26 
entangling alliances abroad." Johnson informed his closest 

political confidants that the war debts question was another 

example of how business interests influenced the direction 

of American foreign policy. The fact that Secretary of the 

Treasury Andrew Mellon, a wealthy Pittsburg banker, was the 

chief architect of Republican war debt policy convinced him 

that a malevolent business conspiracy influenced that 

27 
policy. 

Prosperity (New York, 1932); Benjamin H. Williams, Economic 
Foreign Policy of the United States (New York, 19297^ 

26. Johnson to boys, May 10, 1921, Johnson Papers. 

27. Ibid.. June 25, 1921; Johnson to C. K. 
McClatchy, June 21, 1921, all in Johnson Papers. 
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Johnson also believed that Harding had yielded his 

authority in foreign affairs to Hughes and Hoover. "It 

begins to look that our long hard fight of the past two 

years has been for naught," Johnson remarked, adding: 

"Instead of going into the League of Nations daily by the 

front door, apparently we are going to sneak in by the back 

28 
door." He surmised that this back-door approach to the 

League was due to the intrigues of international bankers. 

Both Hughes and Hoover followed policies which benefitted 

American business and banking interests. Thus, Harding's 

policies unwittingly led the United States "into the 

29 
European maelstrom." Johnson's belief that business 

influences dominated foreign policy, then, reflected his 

30 
personal feeling of powerlessness during the 67th Congress. 

He lamented that the Senate Foreign Relations Committee was 

no longer an independent voice. It now "meekly takes its 

31 
orders" from the Harding administration. These feelings 

would form the basis for Johnson's subsequent intransigent 

opposition to the Washington Disarmament Conference. 

28. Johnson to Harold Ickes, May 10, 1921, Johnson 
Papers. 

29. Johnson to boys, May 10, 1921, Johnson Papers. 

30. Ibid.. May 10, 1921, October 1, 29, 1921; 
Johnson to C. K. McClatchy, October 5, 1921, all in Johnson 
Papers. 

31. Johnson to boys, June 12, 1921, Johnson Papers. 
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Throughout the summer of 1921 Johnson envisioned 

internationalists successfully influencing Harding's foreign 

policy. "There is no doubt at all that the propaganda for 

internationalism is again in full swing," he observed, "and 

that with or without a League, of Nations we'll be carried 

32 
into the European maelstrom [sic]," The appointment of 

George Harvey as ambassador to Great Britain further excited 

Johnson's fear of internationalism. A former promoter of 

Wilson, Harvey, a well-known magazine publisher, had 

supported Harding during the 1920 campaign, and his turncoat 

reputation made his name anathema to Republicans and Demo

crats alike. Johnson declared that Harvey's appointment was 

a political payoff, and he complained of hidden influences 

in Harding's administration. The conspiratorial fancies 

33 
that Johnson suffered in the Wilsonian era had returned. 

Many contemporary observers regarded Johnson as an 

obstructionist, while actually his behavior reflected his 

belief that the United States must reduce its involvement in 

European affairs. The dangers of American observers in the 

League of Nations and on the Reparations Commission made him 

feel that he must take a stronger stand against the Harding 

32. Johnson to C. K. McClatchy, June 21, 1921, 
Johnson Papers. 

33. Johnson to boys, June 21, 1921, Johnson Papers; 
Murray, The Harding Era. 134. For Harvey's career, see, 
William F. Johnson, George Harvey; A Passionate Patriot 
(Boston, 1929). 



policies. The United States could not sit in policy making 

commissions with European nations without feeling a compul

sion to help implement the commission's decisions. The 

primary reason for American representation upon European 

bodies dealing with economic matters, Johnson asserted, was 

an alliance between J. P. Morgan and the international 

banking community, which sought to profit in war debts and 

34 
reparations. 

On June 24, the Senate received a bill on war debts 

that confirmed Johnson's suspicion of a big business 

conspiracy to profit from postwar economic problems. In his 

opinion this proposal seemed to offer three alternatives: 

the United States could cancel the war debts, it could 

underwrite the debts, or, finally, it could accept German 

reparation bonds in lieu of Allied debts. Regardless of the 

alternative, he said, international bankers would reap an 

inordinate profit. 

Johnson's first suspicion about this legislation 

derived from the fact that it was framed by Secretary of the 

Treasury Mellon, who in effect was requesting the power to 

settle all funding problems connected with the war debts. 

34. Johnson to C. K. McClatchy, June 21, 1921, 
Johnson Papers. For a study of American business abroad 
see, Paul P. Abrahams, "The Foreign Expansion of American 
Finance and Its Relationship to the Foreign Economic Poli
cies of the United States, 1907-21" (Unpublished doctoral 
dissertation, University of Wisconsin, 1967), passim. 

35. Johnson to boys, June 25, 1921; Johnson to C. 
K. McClatchy, July 23, 1921, all in Johnson Papers. 
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The Senate refused to grant Mellon such extraordinary power, 

because it felt that the administration might be "too 

lenient" toward its European debtors. Moreover, isola

tionists like Johnson opposed the authorization, because 

they regarded it as another dangerous precedent that would 

3 6 
increase American involvement in European affairs. 

Economically it was dangerous, too, because it gave Mellon 

"power to do practically as he pleases with the foreign 

37 
debts . . . ." Mellon's proposal did not emphasize 

collecting the interest owed on foreign debts, and this was 

one of Johnson's firm beliefs. Any changes in the structure 

of European war debts, Johnson argued, would be a prelude to 

the returning influence of the Treaty of Versailles. The 

California Senator feared that the Treaty presented to the 

Senate, minus the League, would receive sufficient votes for 

passage, because of the need to stabilize a shaky European 

community. Thus, the war debts controversy prompted Johnson 

to anticipate another fight similar to the Treaty struggle. 

36. Johnson to C. K. McClatchy, June 25, 1921, 
Johnson Papers; Murray, The Harding Era. 361-62; New York 
Times. June 24, 1921, 1. 

37. Johnson to C. K. McClatchy, July 23, 1921, 
Johnson Papers; Murray, The Harding Era. 361-64. Johnson 
wrote that the President, "gave out to the newspaper cor
respondents an interview, more or less indefinite, but which 
was carried all over the country, substantially in the form 
that the debt would be refunded, that the obligations of 
Europe would be presented in an attractive form with a high 
rate of interest, and that the new obligations thus attrac
tively persuasive, would be exchanged with the American 
people for Liberty Bonds held by them." 
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Unable to comprehend the complicated problem of war debts, 

he reduced it to an administration scheme "to involve us 

38 
forever in European controversies and difficulties." 

Johnson's most persistent thought about the war 

debts question was the relationship of private enterprise to 

Harding's foreign policy. He felt that big business 

successfully influenced the Harding administration to serve 

39 
its own ends. He alluded to the creation of a common 

interest among businessmen and government officials that 

would appeal "not to the conscience of the American people, 

but . . . the pocket."^ 

Johnson's unhappiness with Harding's foreign policy 

culminated during the Washington Conference on the 

38. Johnson to Fremont Older, June 28, 1921, 
Johnson Papers. In this letter Johnson predicted a fight 
similar to the old Treaty and League struggle. "I think 
there are signs here of the approaching storm. Unless there 
is a change of plans in the bill funding our foreign debts, 
which is to be considered by the Finance Committee today, 
the attempt will be made to involve us forever in European 
controversies and difficulties. If this should be done we 
will have the diabolical features of the League of Nations 
with none of its mitigating palliatives. [sic] To put 
these foreign debts in the hands of our people would give 
to Americans individually an interest in whatever transpires 
abroad . . . ." 

39. Johnson to boys, July 2, 1921, Johnson Papers. 
In this letter Johnson charged that the funding proposal 
smacked of a deal between Hoover and international bankers. 
"If either of these cunning, Hoover, international bankers' 
schemes is carried out, the wickedest blow we have ever 
suffered will have been struck to the country." 

40. Johnson to Fremont Older, June 28, 1921, 
Johnson Papers. 
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limitation of naval armaments. The Treaty of Versailles had 

failed to satisfactorily deal with the question of naval 

armaments. Therefore, the Washington Conference was largely 

the outgrowth of unresolved World War I problems. As a 

result of the war, American public opinion strongly sup

ported arms limitation. Furthermore, the Harding adminis

tration hoped to replace the Anglo-Japanese alliance of 1905 

with a four-power treaty including the United States and 

France. Finally, demand for reduced naval spending con

tributed greatly to the calling of the Washington Conference. 

On July 11, 1921, headlines in newspapers throughout the 

world revealed that Britain, Japan, France, and Italy had 

41 
been invited to Washington to discuss disarmament. 

The role of the United States Senate prior to the 

Washington Conference was significant because a two-thirds 

majority of its members had to approve the resulting 

treaties. This forced the Harding administration to court 

Senate opinion, particularly that of the Foreign Relations 

Committee. Johnson reflected the irreconcilable mentality 

by stating that the conference must confine itself primarily 

to disarmament problems. In an obvious allusion to the old 

41. Thomas H. Buckley, The United States and the 
Washington Conference. 1921-1922 (Knoxville, 1970), 32-34. 
For naval influences upon the Washington Conference, see, 
Ernest Andrade, "The United States Navy and the Washington 
Conference," Historian. XXXI (March, 1969), 345-63. For the 
Anglo-Japanese alliance, see Chung-fu Chang, The Anglo-
Japanese Alliance (Baltimore, 1931). 
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League of Nations struggle, he warned that public sessions 

were essential to allow world public opinion to act as a 

42 
moral guiding force. Privately, he expressed grave con

cern over the outcome of the conference. Johnson's behavior 

in the early stages of the Washington Conference was much 

like his earlier approach to the Treaty of Versailles. In 

both cases he envisioned "hidden" or "conspiratorial" 

influences guiding presidential policy.^ 

Johnson carefully followed the international and 

national events leading up to the Washington Conference, but 

he was not yet an open critic of the Conference. Johnson 

announced that only closed door diplomacy would cause him to 

oppose the meeting. But Secretary Hughes assured Johnson 

that all nations had agreed upon open diplomacy. Despite 

Hughes' assurance, Johnson continued to suspect that the 

old dangers of European closed-door diplomacy were still 

evident. "The only hope for disarmament," Johnson wrote, 

"is that the public opinion of the world exerted by reason 

of open sessions upon the diplomats of the world will make 

44 
them for the first time, act for peoples. He alluded to 

the cloud of Versailles hanging over the Washington Con

ference. 

42. Literary Digest (July 30, 1921), 12. 

43. Johnson to Raymond Robins, July 21, 1921, 
Johnson Papers. 

44. Johnson to boys, August 13, 1921, Johnson 
Papers. 
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Johnson defined this cloud as Japanese imperialism 

and Britain's desire to build up her naval strength at the 

expense of reduced American naval power. His fear of a 

Japanese empire led him to visualize the Washington Con

ference as the catalyst to official American recognition of 

"consenting imperialism." By this term Johnson meant that 

the United States would no longer allow competitive im

perialism in the Far East, but for the sake of naval reduc

tion would allow Japan military and economic superiority in 

the Orient. In other words, Johnson envisioned the 

Washington Conference as a sellout to Japanese and British 

militarism.^ 

At this early stage Johnson's opinions went largely 

unnoticed. The strong feeling for peace and an end to the 

arms race made irreconcilable protests inconsequential. 

Throughout August, 1921, the press described his position 

as lacking intellectual foundation. This unfavorable 

reaction stunned Johnson, who wrote his boys, "I don't want 

to oppose the Administration for the mere sake of opposing 

it," but the fact that "Mr. Hughes and Mr. Hoover are 

practically in command of our international relations," 

45. Ibid.. March 16, 1922; Johnson to C. K. 
McClatchy, March 14, 1922; Johnson to Frank P. Doherty, 
March 16, 1922, all in Johnson Papers. Maddox, William E. 
Borah and American Foreign Policy, 100-104; J. Chal Vinson, 
"The Parchment Peace: The Senate Defense of the Four Power 
Treaty of the Washington Conference," Mississippi Valley 
Historical Review. XXXIX (September, 1952), 115-39. An 
important influence upon Johnson's early attitude toward the 
Washington Conference was an unsigned editorial in the 
Nation. CXIII (September 21, 1921), 310. 
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prompted the charge that big business was in total control 

46 
of American foreign policy. Johnson thus saw entangling 

alliances as a possible outcome of the Washington Con

ference, prompting him to re-emphasize the dangers of the 

League of Nations. "There is the same sentimental emo

tionalism for disarmament," Johnson wrote, "that we observed 

4 7 
in the early stages of the fight on the League of Nations." 

It was impossible, he argued, to implement disarmament 

because of the unwillingness of European diplomats to react 

other than cynically. 

Two dominant attitudes were reflected in Johnson's 

thinking. One was the old suspicion that superior British 

diplomacy was about to draw the United States into the 

League of Nations. The other idea was that the Harding 

administration would allow Japan to cement its dominance in 

48 
the Far East as a result of the Washington Conference. 

But Johnson's strongest doubts were over possible League 

membership, "I have received some inside information," he 

stated, "... that they are looking forward to something in 

the nature of an alliance with this country, or to an 

association not unlike the League of Nations we have 

46. Johnson to boys, September 23, 1921, Johnson 
Papers. 

47. Johnson to C. K. McClatchy, October 5, 1921, 
Johnson Papers. 

48. Johnson to boys, October 21, 1921, Johnson 
Papers. 
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49 
defeated." Thus, on the eve of the Washington Conference, 

Johnson feared that Hughes was trying to ease the United 

States into an international association. 

On November 12, 1921, the Washington Disarmament 

Conference convened. After a brief and emotional plea for 

peace by President Harding, Secretary of State Charles 

Evans Hughes dropped a bombshell. He proposed a ten-year 

holiday on the construction of capital ships, the destruc

tion of many existing vessels, and the establishment of a 

5-5-3 ratio of battleships among the United States, Great 

Britain, and Japan. These unexpected proposals made Hughes 

50 
the conference's central figure. 

Johnson's reaction to Hughes' suggestion mirrored 

his opposition to the Washington Conference. "I am not 

clear," he stated, "why we should destroy tonnage equal to 

the aggregate tonnage we suggest should be destroyed by 

51 
Great Britain and Japan." Johnson again suspected secret 

diplomacy. Then came a series of secret negotiations, 

within the privacy of Secretary Hughes' home, which resulted 

in the Four Power Treaty. The Treaty provided for the 

49. Ibid.. October 29, 1921, Johnson Papers; 
Vinson, 'The Parchment Peace," 143-44; Denna F. Fleming, The 
United States and World Organization (Garden City, 1945T] 
238. 

50. Buckley, The United States and the Washington 
Conference. 70; Vinson, "The Parchment Peace," 130-39. 

51. Johnson to boys, November 16, 1921, Johnson 
Papers. 
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maintenance of "insular possessions and dominions in the 

Pacific," and created a conference system to settle terri

torial disputes. Hughes suggested that the Four Power 

52 
Treaty replace the old Anglo-Japanese alliance. By 

contrast, Johnson viewed the Four Power Treaty as an agree

ment to underwrite Japanese imperialism in return for 

53 
continued American economic concessions in the Far East. 

Although he was determined to publicize its in

equities, Johnson's criticism of the Four Power Treaty 

received scant attention in the press. The Washington 

Herald. in fact, speculated that the California Senator 

might approve it, and with reference to Hughes' diplomacy 

quoted Johnson as approving "... the kind of frankness, 

the antithesis of secret intrigue and diplomacy that 

52. J. B. Brebner, "Canada, the Anglo-Japanese 
Alliance, and the Washington Conference," Political Science 
Quarterly. L (March, 1935), 45-58; M. G. Fry, "The North 
Atlantic Triangle and the Abrogation of the Anglo-Japanese 
Alliance," Journal of Modern History. XXXIX (March, 1967), 
46-64; Charles N. Spinks, "The Termination of the Anglo-
Japanese Alliance," Pacific Historical Review. VI (December, 
1937), 321-40; J. Chal Vinson, "The Imperial Conference of 
1921 and the Anglo-Japanese Alliance," Pacific Historical 
Review. XXXI (August, 1962), 257-66. 

53. Johnson to John F. Neylan, January 4, 1922, 
Johnson Papers; Murray, The Harding Era. 154; Vinson, 'The 
Parchment Peace," 149-58; J. Chalmers Vinson, "The Drafting 
of the Four Power Treaty of the Washington Conference," 
Journal of Modern History. XXV (March, 1953), 40-47. 
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54 
Americans admire." The Herald failed to realize that 

Johnson's rhetoric was a disguised warning to Hughes. 

Johnson feared the return of the old evils of Wilsonian 

diplomacy. 

On December 10, 1921, the Four Power Treaty was 

officially presented to the members of the Washington 

Conference. In general it was favorably received except by 

55 the irreconcilables who viewed it as a breeder of wars. 

In the midst of the Senate debate over the Four Power 

Treaty, Johnson scribbled out a number of observations on 

the Washington Conference. He objected to the Treaty 

because it appeared to tie the United States to Great 

Britain and Japan. Particularly in the realm of economic 

affairs in the Far East, Johnson reasoned this tie would 

56 
involve the United States unduly in international affairs. 

"The besetting sin of our people at present," he wrote, "is 

that after the exaltation and hysterical of war . . . they 

54. Clipping from the Washington Herald. November 
13, 1921, Johnson Papers. At this point, Johnson revealed 
to his boys that he was very concerned about the influences 
of secret diplomacy upon the Washington Conference. See, 
for example, Johnson to boys, November 19, 1921, Johnson 
Papers. 

55. Buckley, The United States and the Washington 
Conference. 127-44; Murray, The Harding Era. 159. 

56. Undated Memorandum, Part III, Carton 3, 
Johnson Papers. 
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are ready to accept anything sugar coated or labelled with 

57 
the sacred name of peace." 

The Senate debate over the Four Power Treaty in

volved the first serious challenge to the Washington Con

ference. Johnson emerged as a major critic, if only with a 

limited audience, of Article Two of the Treaty. He 

analyzed this section in the same manner as Article Ten of 

the League Covenant. "But the sin of the new treaty," 

Johnson argued, "is that it was wholly unnecessary, and is 

58 
really unrelated to limitations of armaments." The Treaty 

had nothing to do with disarmament, he charged, and it was 

59 being railroaded through the Senate "in the name of peace." 

The general public press reacted cooly to Johnson's 

criticism. The mood of public opinion was shown by a 

Literary Digest poll that showed 723 of 803 newspapers 

favoring ratification of the Four Power Treaty.^® 

On February 10, 1922, President Harding officially 

presented the treaties to the United States Senate, urging 

the acceptance of all treaties, and specifically defending 

the Four Power Treaty because it contained no hidden or 

57. Johnson to C. K. McClatchy, January 15, 1922, 
Johnson Papers. 

58. Ibid. 

59. Johnson to Franklin Hichborn, January 17, 
1922, Johnson Papers. 

60. Quoted in Murray, The Harding Era. 158-59. 
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concealed entanglements. Whereupon Senator Henry Cabot 

Lodge moved that the treaties be referred to the Senate 

Foreign Relations Committee. Johnson, lamenting Lodge's 

support of the Four Power Treaty, announced he would expose 

its weaknesses.^ 

After strenuous debate, the Four Power Treaty passed 

the Senate 67 to 27, with Johnson one of the four dissenting 

Republicans voting against the Treaty. He did feel some 

personal success from an amendment attached by an old 

irreconcilable colleague, Frank B. Brandegee, providing that 

the United States must be under no obligation to commit 

62 
troops to any defensive military effort. This stipulation 

coincided with Johnson's belief that any form of foreign 

troop commitment must be resisted. In the final analysis, 

the irreconcilables were little more than a nuisance during 

the debate over the Four Power Treaty. Their arguments led 

to the introduction of thirty reservations, which revealed 

the intensity of irreconcilable feeling about the possibility 

of entering the League of Nations. They clearly equated 

61. Murray, The Harding Era. 158; Vinson,"The 
Parchment Peace," 179-95. 

62. Congressional Record. 67th Cong., 2nd sess., 
2391-92. 
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cooperation in the Far East with eventual membership in the 

T 63 
League. 

Johnson's adverse vote on the Four Power Treaty 

mirrored his position on foreign affairs. Although he found 

disarmament a heady idea, he believed it impossible in a 

world controlled by self-interested politicians. Therefore, 

Johnson fell prey to the same fears that had made him an 

intractable foe of Woodrow Wilson. "We are about to depart 

from the policy which has made us what we are today," 

Johnson remarked in the midst of the debate on the Four 

Power Treaty, "and we are about to place our dependents 

[sic] in the future, not upon our righteousness, nor our 

strength, but upon the good faith of Great Britain and 

64 
Japan." Much of Johnson's opposition to the Four Power 

Treaty stemmed from his belief that Harding had called the 

Washington Conference to replace the Anglo-Japanese Alii-

C 
ance. Despite his opposition, Johnson realized that the 

Treaty would be ratified. He blamed the public's inability 

to comprehend the detrimental aspects of the Washington 

Conference upon the press. In fact, he charged that the 

63. Vinson, "The Parchment Peace," 303-14; 
Congressional Record. 67th Cong., 2nd sess., 2638. 

64. Johnson to Archibald Johnson, February 18, 
1922, Johnson Papers. 

65. Buckley, The United States and the Washington 
Conference. 179. 
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press desired an American alliance with Japan and Great 

Britain. 

In voicing opinions of this kind throughout the 

1920*s, Johnson's credibility as a critic of American 

foreign policy declined. This was primarily due to his 

inability to develop concrete criticisms toward foreign 

policy mistakes. Although he viewed the Nine Power Treaty 

guaranteeing the Open Door in China as a sellout to superior 

Japanese and British diplomacy, nonetheless, Johnson felt it 

was useless to comment on it. His personal correspondence 

reveals that he concluded that business attitudes were 

completely in control of the direction of American foreign 

policy. Moreover, because Johnson realized the Four Power 

Treaty was assured Senate approval, he felt it was useless 

to continue to oppose vigorously Harding's policies. In an 

apocalyptic mood, Johnson wrote, "This is the beginning of 

6 7 the end of the greatness of America, in my opinion." The 

Four Power Treaty, Johnson argued, was a destructive force 

in American foreign policy. It brought the United States 

66. Johnson to boys, March 16, 1922; Johnson to 
Franklin Hichborn, March 2, 15, 1922; Johnson to Archibald 
Johnson, March 1, 1922; Johnson to Hiram W. Johnson, Jr., 
March 5, 1922; Johnson to C. K. McClatchy, March 14, 1922, 
all in Johnson Papers. 

67. Johnson to Frank P. Doherty, March 16, 1922, 
Johnson Papers; Saado Asada, "Japan's Special Interests and 
the Washington Conference, 1921-1922." American Historical 
Review, LXVII (October, 1961), 62-70. 
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into "an alliance with imperialism" and this "would 

68 
eventually destroy American democracy." 

As one of four Republican Senators voting against 

the Four Power Treaty, Johnson reflected a number of 

isolationist attitudes. One was fear of Japanese power. 

Another was a tendency to blame diplomatic problems upon the 

British. In fact, Johnson's anglophobic sentiments reached 

a new intensity during the Washington Conference. These 

views isolated Johnson from prevailing public opinion and 

Republican policy. Without a critical platform he developed 

into a rigid critic of American foreign policy, a stance he 

occupied until the outbreak of World War II. 

68. Johnson to boys, March 26, 1922, Johnson 
Papers; Vinson, 'The Parchment Peace," 193. 



CHAPTER 7 

REPUBLICAN ASCENDANCY AND JOHNSONIAN 
POLICIES, 1922-1928 

The term "isolationism" was first used in 1922 as an 

epithet in public debate,calling attention to the in

creasing controversy between isolationism and interna

tionalism that developed in the decade following World War 

I. The extent of American involvement in world affairs has 

been difficult to define and measure. The traditional view 

that the United States isolated itself from international 

affairs during the 1920*3 has been replaced by a consensus 

that the Republican years were ones of "involvement without 

2 
commitment" in European and Far Eastern affairs. Further, 

the debate over the nature of American foreign policy has 

obscured the reasoning and motivation behind isolationist 

policies. Generally, the politicians who identified 

1. John M. Cooper, Jr., The Vanity of Power. 
3-5; Mitford M. Mathews, ed. , A Dictionary of Americanisms 
on Historical Principles (Chicago, 1951), I, 891. 

2. L. Ethan Ellis, Republican Foreign Policy. 1921-
1933 (New Brunswick, 1968), 34. The most significant 
article in reshaping historiographical notions of isola
tionism during the 1920's is William Appleman Williams, "The 
Legend of Isolationism During the 1920's," Science and 
Society. XVIII (Winter, 1954), 1-20. For a recent challenge 
to Williams' argument see Robert J. Maddox, "Another Look at 
the Legend of Isolationism in the 1920's," Mid-America. 
LIII (January, 1971), 35-43. 
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themselves as isolationists wished to conduct American 

diplomacy free of commitments to European and Asian powers. 

They were especially wary of formal associations like the 

League of Nations and the World Court, believing that even 

the most innocuous agreements required disavowal because 

they might lead to entangling alliances. In terms of trade 

and investment abroad isolationists like Hiram Johnson did 

not oppose Americans promoting business even though they 

were hostile to big business influencing government policy. 

The general historiographical image accurately 

portrays Johnson as an obstructionist. During the Harding 

and Coolidge years he indeed opposed virtually every foreign 

policy decision by Republican policymakers, rightfully 

gaining the reputation as "the most intractable of all the 

3 
isolationists." But in picturing Johnson as a "George 

Washington" isolationist, historians have avoided a careful 

4 
analysis of his stand on foreign affairs. Actually, an 

essential continuity characterized Johnson's arguments. He 

sincerely believed that big business involvement in foreign 

affairs as well as the pressures of the political and 

economic development of the League of Nations threatened to 

3. Adler, The Isolationist Impulse. 162. 

4. Adler, The Uncertain Giant: Bailey, Woodrow 
Wilson and the Lost Peace and Woodrow Wilson and the Great 
Betrayal; Paul Birdsall, Versailles Twenty Years After (New 
York, 1941). 
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drag the United States into European politics. In his mind 

suspicions about the intentions of American businessmen and 

their European counterparts created the belief that the 

United States would soon be drawn into the League. Due to 

this idea Johnson remained an intransigent foe of any 

changes in reparations, war debts, and the possibility of 

joining the World Court. These convictions led to greater 

rigidity upon problems surrounding American foreign policy. 

He regarded almost any form of cooperation with Europe as a 

potential "backdoor" to total involvement in European 

affairs. Also, Europe's difficulties in solving its postwar 

problems alienated Johnson from possible cooperation with 

the allied powers. The League of Nations and its subsidiary 

commissions had significant impact upon his thinking, 

because American observers, albeit unofficial ones, partici

pated in negotiations to settle European problems. Johnson 

argued that this participation threatened to bring the 

United States into the vortex of European politics. The 

past offered a lesson in diplomacy, he declared, and once 

the United States committed itself, it was impossible to 

avoid foreign ties. His logic was simply to avoid all 

foreign entanglements. Hence, during the Harding-Coolidge 

5 
years Johnson intensified his isolationist stance. 

5. For the best statement of Johnson's approach to 
foreign affairs during the 1920's see his article, "Why 
'Irreconcilables' Keep Out of Europe," New York Times. 
January 14, 1923, VIII, 1, 9. 
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An early example of Johnson's increased rigidity 

toward foreign affairs was evident in his reaction to the 

Genoa Conference. In April, 1922, at Genoa, Italy, twenty-

nine European nations met to discuss the political problems 

of postwar Europe. President Harding refused to send an 

official American delegation and vowed to maintain a policy 

of political noninvolvement. Nonetheless, the President 

dispatched the United States ambassador to Italy to the 

conference, and casual observers noted that he was keeping 

close watch on the European scene. One of the results of 

the Genoa meeting was a widening split between the English 

and the French. This split in Johnson's mind pointed up the 

futility of international conferences, because they simply 

developed new rivalries. "The Genoa Conference," he 

charged, "has developed into exactly what during the argu

ment upon the Four Power Treaty was predicted would be 

g 
developed." The prediction was that by creating power 

blocs, war might well result "when the interests of the two 

groups become antagonistic," and Johnson added, "we may see 

7 
another world conflagration." In his mind, to remain aloof 

from European problems was the only sensible course. 

6. Johnson to boys, April 22, 1922, Johnson Papers; 
Richard W. Leopold, The Growth of American Foreign Policy, 
423-24. 

7. Johnson to boys, April 23, 1922, Johnson Papers. 
For a detailed reaction to the Genoa Conference, see 
Johnson to Franklin Hichborn, May 6, 1922, Hichborn Papers. 



186 

In explaining his opposition to Harding's policy of 

unofficial participation in European affairs, Johnson 

stressed his own idealism. "My interest in our foreign 

relations and international affairs," he wrote, . . have 

convinced me that our Republic can be preserved and that we 

can play our proud part in the world's affairs according to 

O 
American ideals and American principles . . . ." The 

assumption that "we are a little better" was implicit in 

g 
Johnson's thinking and articulated in his correspondence. 

Throughout the 1920's, Johnson emphasized the 

importance of moral leadership. In public debate he argued 

that by exemplary conduct American foreign policy could 

give world guidance. Privately, however, he declared that 

it was impossible to implement a morally based foreign 

policy. It is this paradox that provides a key to under

standing Johnson's attitudes and policies toward foreign 

affairs. In a sense it was a throw back to the rhetoric and 

goals of the Progressive Era. The moral issue remained a 

significant element in Johnson's approach to foreign affairs 

because it provided a means of focusing his criticism 

against administration policy. Yet Johnson argued that big 

business made it impossible to alter Harding's foreign 

8. Johnson to J. R. Litzenberg, October 9, 1922, 
Johnson Papers. 

9. Johnson to Hiram W. Johnson, Jr., December 16, 
1922, Johnson Papers. 
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policy, because it "will be dictated by J. P. Morgan.""^ It 

was essential for him to use both "economic conspiracy" and 

"progressive rhetoric" to focus his thoughts clearly upon 

foreign affairs. Unfortunately, this approach strengthened 

Johnson's reputation as an obstructionist and nonconstruc-

tive statesman. 

It is ironic that Johnson's obstructionist image was 

largely a result of a proposal introduced by his old irre

concilable colleague, William E. Borah. In December, 1922, 

Senator Borah of Idaho proposed an international conference 

to discuss a means to restore international trade, establish 

sound financial institutions, deal with land disarmament and 

naval limitations, and consider the abolition of military 

aircraft. Borah's plan was not practical, but he had one 

objective—to protest European conditions thus furthering 

his own presidential ambitions. Completely reversing his 

previous isolationist position, Borah now stressed that 

European problems were also American ones, and urged a new 

spirit of international cooperation. Because Borah had 

opposed all the important treaties of the Washington 

10. Johnson to C. K. McClatchy, December 21, 1922, 
Johnson Papers. For a recent study reflecting the influence 
of domestic progressives values upon diplomatic visions of 
the Far East, see Jerry Israel, Proqressivism and the Open 
Door. America and China. 1905-1921 (Pittsburg, 1971). 
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Conference, this conversion to internationalism puzzled 

Johnson. 

Even though Borah's shift in attitude on foreign 

affairs weakened the irreconcilable bloc, the bitter-enders 

were still a potent political force during the Washington 

Conference. But the old anti-League coalition was no longer 

the critical force in American foreign policy. By December, 

1922, Johnson's vigorous public criticism of Borah's pro

posal indicated that the California Senator had assumed the 

12 
mantle of leadership of the rigid isolationists. 

Borah and Johnson became completely estranged as a 

result of this incident. "He denies that he has changed his 

attitudes," Johnson wrote of Borah, "but his request for an 

international parley attached to the naval bill of necessity 

13 
means entry into the affairs of Europe." After a period 

of reflection, he also accused Borah of seeking a "place in 

the sun" and pandering to the internationalist press. The 

most distressing part of Borah's defection in Johnson's mind 

was the newspaper reaction in describing him as a great 

11. Maddox, William E. Borah and American Foreign 
Policy. 131-35; McKenna, Borah. 188; Congressional Record. 
67th Cong., 4th sess., 810; Johnson to Hiram W. Johnson, 
Jr., January 8, 1923, Johnson Papers. 

12. For strong, almost virulent, public criticism 
of the Borah resolution see, Congressional Record. 67th 
Cbng., 4th sess., 926. 

13. Johnson to Hiram W. Johnson, Jr., December 22, 
1922, Johnson Papers. 
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statesman, while at the same time calling Johnson a nasty 

little demagogue. 

Borah's shift in foreign affairs made the California 

Senator feel lonely and isolated. "I would have staked my 

life that Borah would stick in the great fight," Johnson 

speculated, "in which we have been standing together during 

15 
the last four years." Writing his son in January, 1923, 

he stated that he was the only irreconcilable of any 

stature still carrying on the fight to preserve America's 

16 
traditional foreign policy. Yet Johnson saw a positive 

side to Borah's action. He was now assured, at least in his 

17 
own mind, of leading the irreconcilables. 

As a result of Borah's resolution, Johnson's fear of 

European involvement reached a new high in January, 1923. 

The strength of pro-League opinion convinced him that 

internationalists would shortly "make us a part of the 

14. Johnson to C. K. McClatchy, December 30, 1922, 
Johnson Papers. For a perceptive analysis of Borah's 
internationalism see, J. Chal Vinson, William E. Borah and 
the Outlawry of War, passim. 

15. Johnson to Frank P. Doherty, January 2, 1923, 
Johnson Papers. 

16. Johnson to Hiram W. Johnson, Jr., January 8, 
1923, Johnson Papers. 

17. Johnson to Frank P. Doherty, January 11, 13, 
1923; Johnson to Grove L. Johnson, January 23, 1923, all in 
Johnson Papers. 
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18 
European system." Johnson charged that American aid to 

reestablish a viable European political system was a dis

guised means to "take us into the maelstrom of Europe in 

19 
order that we might save the world." Johnson became more 

intransigent about foreign affairs, believing that European 

influences dominated American foreign policy. He saw the 

high cost of living and the heavy taxation most Americans 

complained about as being the direct result of European war 

debts. "Businessmen today, and the people generally," 

Johnson wrote, "are bitter at the government because of the 

taxes they pay. Yet not a single one will pause to con-

20 
sider it is all because of the war . . . ." This attitude 

illustrated his firm opposition to the burgeoning repara

tions crisis. Johnson's stand on the reparations contro

versy reflected the dilemma of his isolationism. He found 

it impossible to allay his suspicions about the intentions 

of both European and American policymakers. Placed in the 

awkward position of criticizing all parties, Johnson 

appeared to be an obstructionist. Nevertheless his stand 

was consistent with his belief that world economic interests 

controlled international relations. 

18. Johnson to Hiram W. Johnsont Jr., January 8, 
1923, Johnson Papers. 

19. Johnson to Theodore Roosevelt, Jr., January 9, 
1923, Johnson Papers. 

20. Johnson to Hiram W. Johnson, Jr., January 13, 
1923, Johnson Papers. 
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In the lengthy debate over American participation on 

the Reparations Commission and the eventual repayment of 

Allied war debts, Johnson's position was a simple one. The 

United States should not participate in the Commission's 

meetings, and war debts should not be reduced or forgiven. 

Johnson reasoned that the Reparations Commission would draw 

the United States into the League and that forgiving war 

debts would place an unwarranted tax burden upon the 

American people. This line of reasoning failed to recog

nize the economic changes in America's world role as a 

result of World War I. 

Johnson's short-sighted view of reparations was 

first shown in 1921 when he voiced opposition to American 

participation on the Reparations Commission. The Knox-

Porter Resolution provided for American participation on the 

Reparations Commission, and Johnson immediately opposed it. 

Johnson's position was that only Congress could grant the 

power for official American representatives on the Repara

tions Commission. Throughout the summer and fall of 1921, 

Johnson participated in a joint Senate and House effort to 

prevent any form of American cooperation with the Repara-

21 
tions Commission. "I think he is right in suspecting the 

21. Adler, The Isolationist Impulse. 138-39; Glad, 
Charles Evans Hughes and the Illusions of Innocence. 142; 
Maddox, William E. Borah and American Foreign Policy. 120-23; 
Johnson to C. K. McClatchy, June 21, 1921; Johnson to boys, 
June 25, 1921, all in Johnson Papers. 
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Administration of this design," Johnson wrote of Senator 

Borah's charge that the Harding administration desired to 

participate in the work of the Reparations Commission, "but, 

with or without the German Treaty, this could be done 

22 
. . . ." Johnson concluded, that the course of American 

foreign policy was clearly not in Harding's hands but in the 

control of Hughes and Hoover, who were bent upon an inter-

23 
national course. 

The American and British Notes of August 1, 1922, 

proposing the cancellation of inter-allied war debts and 

German reparations confirmed Johnson's belief that the 

Harding administration was pursuing an internationalist 

course. Reconciling American demands for war debt repayment 

with Europe's desire for cancellation was an insoluble 

problem. It presented Secretary Hughes with a foreign 

policy problem that invited constant criticism. Publicly 

Johnson ignored the Balfour Notes; nonetheless, he remained 

very critical of any attempts to reduce the war debts. 

Prior to the British proposal, Johnson had already clearly 

22. Johnson to C. K. McClatchy, October 5, 1921, 
Johnson Papers. 

23. Johnson to boys, September 23, 1921, Johnson 
Papers. 
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stated his position: he would not approve any attempt to 

24 
refund the "inter-allied bonding issues." 

In November, 1922, at Boston, Georges Clemenceau 

urged American participation with France and her allies on 

the Reparations Commission. Johnson reacted predictably, 

scornfully charging that CIemenceau1s proposal "would let 

the rest of the world go hang if France only can be 

25 
benefitted . . . ." The course of events convinced him 

that a campaign similar to the old Treaty struggle must be 

launched to warn the public of the dangers to American 

foreign policy. 

A number of events confirmed his fears. On December 

29, Secretary of State Hughes, in a speech before the 

American Historical Association, stated that Allied war debt 

payments depended directly upon German reparations. He pro

posed the establishment of a commission of financial experts 

to aid Germany's economic recovery. This proposal aimed at 

preventing further conflict over war debts and reparations. 

A few days later Senator Joseph T. Robinson of Arkansas 

introduced a bill for American participation on the 

24. Johnson to C. K. McClatchy, June 21, 1921, 
Johnson Papers; Ellis, Republican Foreign Policy. 197-98; 
H. G. Moulton and L. Pasvolsky, War Debts and World Pros
perity . 111-13; Frank H. Simonds, How Europe Made Peace 
Without America (New York, 1927), 232. 

25. New York Times. November 25, 1922, 8; Vinson, 
William E. Borah and the Outlawry of War. 50. 
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Reparations Commission. Robinson argued that full and 

official American participation would prevent the banker, 

merchant, and bond holder from exerting an undue influence 

upon the Commission. Implicit in his argument was the 

suggestion that the President must play a greater role in 

26 
foreign affairs. Johnson found both proposals dangerous. 

"Nobody is clear as to what ought to be done," he remarked, 

27 
"but 'conferences' seem to be in every man's brain." 

Any conversations about war debts would only transfer these 

obligations to the American taxpayer. But even in this 

argument he felt a certain "aloneness." "The power and the 

/ 

influence are on the other side," Johnson wrote in reference 

to recent events, "and the easier path ... is to go with 

28 
the militants . . . ." Yet, precisely this feeling of 

facing insurmountable odds made Johnson pay closer attention 

to foreign affairs. "I can't tell you how appealing to me 

29 
these questions involving our foreign relations are," he 

wrote. 

26. Ellis, Republican Foreign Policy, 198-200; 
Glad, Charles Evans Hughes and the Illusions of Innocence. 
234-35; New York Times. January 5, 1923, 3. 

27. Johnson to Hiram W. Johnson, Jr., January 13, 
1923, Johnson Papers. 

28. Johnson to C. K. McClatchy, January 15, 1923, 
Johnson Papers. 

29. Johnson to Hiram W. Johnson, Jr., January 20, 
1923, Johnson Papers. 
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Even as Americans participated in the Reparations 

Commission, Johnson wrote an article, "Why 'Irreconcilables• 

Keep Out of Europe." This short piece in the New York Times 

expressed many of the California Senator's fears of the 

reparations situation. "Super government," Johnson wrote of 

the League and its Reparation Commission, "requires power— 

30 
power to enforce its decrees." Any decision made by the 

Reparations Commission would be enforced by the League. 

American participation would force acceptance of any means 

necessary, including military force, to implement the 

Commission's decision. The internationalists were using the 

term "moral might," Johnson charged, to hide the desire to 

use American troops and money to reconstitute world politics. 

This policy would accelerate the possibility of another world 

war. "It would give Europe," Johnson said of American 

economic aid, "only the possibility of more soldiers, more 

cannons, more aggressions, more resistance, and a more rapid 

31 
and assured arrival of the inevitable cataclysm." Con

cluding his analysis of the reparations issue Johnson stated 

that European political problems could only be solved from 

within. Therefore, American foreign policy must follow a 

course that would prevent it from unduly influencing 

European affairs. 

30. New York Times. January 14, 1923, VIII, 1. 

3!. Ibid., 9. 
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This belief prompted Johnson to spend the spring and 

summer of 1923 touring Europe. In February, while making 

plans for the journey, he emphasized that he wanted to see 

European conditions first-hand. "The intensity of my 

feelings regarding our foreign relations," he wrote his 

close friend Theodore J. Roche, "you probably understand, 

and the trip, therefore, will be not only most interesting, 

32 
but most instructive to me. 11 In a speech at the Lincoln 

day banquet of the South Pittsburg board of trade on 

February 12, Johnson praised the policies of Washington and 

Lincoln in dealing with foreign affairs. "What Europe wants 

from the United States is not arbitration and advice," he 

33 
told his audience, "but money and force." The highlights 

of Johnson's European tour were a visit with the Italian 

dictator, Mussolini, and a tour of the League of Nations in 

Geneva which led to widespread speculation in the American 

newspapers about the effects the trip would have upon his 

attitude. 

Returning to the United States, Johnson again faced 

the reparations issue. President Harding requested permis

sion to appoint a provisional American representative to the 

32. Johnson to Theodore J. Roche, February 9, 1923, 
Johnson Papers. 

33. Clipping from the Pittsburg Leader. February 
13, 1923, Johnson Papers. 

34. New York Times. July 19, 1923, 14. 
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Reparations Commission. The Senate Foreign Relations 

Committee rejected Harding's request, with Johnson voting 

with the majority. Shortly after returning to the United 

States, in a speech at the Waldorf-Astoria Hotel in New 

York, Johnson declared his irrevocable opposition to any 

form of foreign involvement. Observers noted that his 

35 
European tour had hardened his attitudes. 

As far as reparations and war debts were concerned, 

Johnson had already stated the position to which he remained 

committed throughout the Harding and Coolidge administra

tions. His rigid isolationism caused him to view any solu

tion to the war debts problem as a means of aiding big 

business. An example of this reasoning was shown in his 

reaction to the Dawes Plan. 

In January, 1923, France by occupying the Rhineland 

made the question of German reparations a hotly debated 

public issue, an issue eventually resolved by the Dawes 

Plan. Actually, the nucleus of the Dawes Plan may be found 

in Secretary Hughes' speech before the American Historical 

Association. Johnson reacted to the events of January, by 

demanding the recall of the unofficial American representa-

3 6 
tive on the Reparations Commission. He argued that Wilson 

35. Ibid.. July 26, 1923, 1. 

36. Adler, The Isolationist Impulse. 143-46; 
De Conde, A History of American Foreign Policy. 556-58. 
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had severed American connections with the Commission, but 

Harding returned all the old Wilson men to that body. 

Mincing no words about his Republican colleagues, he wrote 

that the Reparations Commission was "one of the basest 

betrayals of a party and the individuals in that party that 

37 
has ever come under my notice." The role of the Senate 

Foreign Relations Committee, Johnson woefully claimed, no 

longer was an important factor in the development of 

38 
American foreign policy. 

In the fall of 1923, Great Britain and France 

accepted Secretary Hughes' proposal of using American 

financial experts to restore the German economy. Three 

men—General Charles G. Dawes, Owen D. Young, and Henry W. 

Robinson—were appointed as unofficial advisers to aid in 

stabilizing the German economy, and they eventually set up 

a plan to restore that nation's prosperity. This interim 

plan arranged a reparations schedule that Germany could 

meet. But, under this proposal Germany still had to borrow 

to ease the burden, floating large portions of the loans 

39 
through the J. P. Morgan Company. 

37. Johnson to Hiram W. Johnson, Jr., January 20, 
1923, Johnson Papers. 

38. Johnson to C. K. McClatchy, February 1, 2, 
1923, Johnson Papers. 

39. Ellis, Republican Foreign Policy. 200-202; 
Glad, Charles Evans Hughes and the Illusions of Innocence. 
224-27; Leopold, The Growth of American Foreign Policy. 477-
78. 
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Johnson saw a number of other reasons for opposing 

the Dawes Plan. One was British-French duplicity. Without 

an ounce of evidence he reasoned that the Dawes Plan was 

"just another move in the diplomatic game between Great 

40 
Britain and France . . . ." When the Dawes-Young-Robinson 

Commission was appointed, Johnson reacted angrily because 

the initial announcement came from London. "It is an 

interesting thing how our diplomacy," he stated, "follows 

41 
that of England." The British and French governments were 

dependent upon the Morgan banking interests; therefore, a 

combination of banking influences and British diplomatic 

cunning had created the Dawes Commission. This conclusion 

prompted him to remain an intransigent foe of the Dawes 

Plan. 

On August 30, 1924, the Dawes Plan became operative. 

In the final stages of its negotiations, Johnson charged 

that it was simply another Morgan scheme to profit from 

world economic distress. His criticism of the Dawes Plan 

was consistent because he assumed that military involvement 

would be necessary to enforce its provisions. In early 

1925, Johnson had led a movement to secure an official copy 

of this proposal. Johnson's behavior in this instance 

40. Johnson to Harold Ickes, October 27, 1923, 
Johnson Papers. 

41. Ibid.; Herbert Feis, The Diplomacy of the 
Dollar. 1919-1932 (Baltimore, 1950), 40-43. 
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justified the obstructionist charge his opponents constantly 

leveled against him, but his action was based upon the fear 

that American troops and economic commitments would be 

42 
necessary to implement the Dawes Plan. 

Although Johnson's interest in the Dawes Plan 

subsided in 1925, thereafter he retained certain views that 

help explain his approach to foreign policy during the 

Coolidge years. For example, he concluded that Frank B. 

Kellogg was a Morgan man. As American ambassador to 

England, Kellogg was involved in the formulation of the 

Dawes Plan. Johnson equated his own idea that British 

diplomacy shaped the Dawes Plan with Kellogg*s policies, and 

bitterly opposed Coolidge's appointment of Kellogg as 

Secretary of State. Most significant, the Dawes Plan con

vinced Johnson that big business was in control of American 

foreign policy. Thus, during Coolidge's presidency Johnson 

continued to view every incident relating to foreign affairs 

as designed to involve the United States in European 

politics. Furthermore, he informed his closest political 

43 
friends that Coolidge was an "avowed internationalist." 

42. Ellis, Republican Foreign Policy. 201-202; 
Moulton and Pasvolsky, War Debts and World Prosperity. 173; 
New York Times. January 18, 1925, 1, January 21, 1925, 1, 
February 5, 1925, 1; Congressional Record. 68th Cong., 2nd 
sess., 2007. 

43. Johnson to A. D. Lasker, October 4, 1923, 
Johnson Papers. 
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Johnson's isolationism is also evident in his 

unyielding opposition to membership in the World Court, in 

his opinion another example of the internationalism of the 

Harding-Coolidge administrations. The World Court would 

draw the United States into the League of Nations, Johnson 

44 
predicted, which was reason enough for not joining. In 

1923 when this issue arose, he was convinced that inter

nationalist influences had altered Harding's approach to 

American foreign policy. Most damning was the close 

cooperation that the Harding administration had maintained 

with the League of Nations. Since 1921, Joseph Grew, 

minister to Switzerland, was an unofficial but influential 

American contact with League officials. His activity drew 

wide press notice as did the activity of American advisers 

45 
who sat on key League Committees. 

On February 24, 1923, President Harding asked the 

United States Senate to approve American membership in the 

World Court. To allay the irreconcilables1 immediate objec

tion to the Court, Hughes proposed four amendments which 

44. Johnson to C. K. McClatchy, March 5, 1923, 
Johnson Papers. 

45. Fleming, The United States and World Organiza
tion . 231-36; Murray, The Harding Era. 367-68; 
Johnson to C„ K. McClatchy, February 1, 1923, Johnson 
Papers. For a detailed account of the post-Versailles 
League issue see Clarence A. Berdahl, "Relations with the 
Assembly of the League of Nations," American Political 
Science Review. XXVI (February, 1932), 99-112. 
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carefully spelled out the principles of American noninvolve-

ment in League operations. The irreconcilables viewed the 

proposed amendments as nothing more than technical hair

splitting that left the United States in danger of being 

drawn in the League. "We are not going into the League of 

46 
Nations," Johnson bellowed, "at this session of Congress." 

The irreconcilables demonstrated their power when the Senate 

Foreign Relations Committee voted 8 to 8 on Harding's pro

posal for court membership. Henry Cabot Lodge, Chairman of 

the Committee, cast the deciding vote that delayed the pro

posal until further information was presented. The Foreign 

Relations Committee then interrogated Secretary Hughes. 

Despite the Committee's attempt to make a negative issue out 

of the World Court, Hughes masterfully answered their ques

tions. In a forceful manner he argued that American foreign 

policy would remain in its traditional form of noninvolve-

ment in European affairs. The World Court, Hughes argued, 

was simply a means of allowing American participation in the 

realm of international law. It was not an alliance with 

foreign powers. Generally, newspapers praised Hughes's 

performance and condemned the irreconcilables for obstruct-

47 
ing the Harding administration. 

46. Clipping from the Philadelphia Public Ledger, 
February 27, 1923, Johnson Papers. 

47. Murray, The Harding Era. 369-71; Johnson to 
C. K. McClatchy, March 5, 1923, Johnson Papers; Typed 
Memorandum, March 8, 1923, Johnson Papers; New York Times. 
February 27, 1923, 1. 
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Johnson immediately set out to arouse public opinion 

against the membership in the World Court. In a speech 

before the twenty-ninth annual dinner of the Bronx Board of 

Trade, he charged that the Court was another example of 

foreign attempts to draw the United States into European 

politics. "The Court is part of the League of Nations," 

Johnson informed his audience, "we are going to join the 

Court, a part of the League of Nations, and they say then 

48 
that we are no part of the League of Nations at all." 

After the Board of Trade speech Johnson left for his lengthy 

European vacation. He had deliberately established himself 

as an arch foe of the World Court. 

Upon his return from Europe, Johnson maintained his 

opposition to the Court. He failed to acknowledge or comment 

on President Harding's announcement on June 1, 1923, that he 

would not support World Court membership because it provided 

a link with the League of Nations. Throughout the remainder 

of the year Johnson continued to argue that Hughes and 

Hoover controlled American foreign policy and favored member

ship in the League of Nations. Although the World Court 

issue abated temporarily, Johnson remained convinced that 

American entry into European politics represented the 

48. New York Times. March 9, 1923, 1. 
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greatest danger to the nation's traditional foreign 

i • 49 policy. 

From the fall of 1923 through December, 1924, 

Johnson floundered. In announcing his intention to oppose 

Coolidge for the 1924 Republican presidential nomination, 

Johnson stressed the importance of foreign policy. He hoped 

to make it the chief issue. Throughout November, 1923, he 

toured the East, delivering speeches against the World Court 

and the League. "To take us into the League Court or in

volve us in the political struggle abroad," Johnson remarked, 

50 
"inevitably will draw us into the European maelstrom." 

During this initial foray into the 1924 presidential cam

paign, he stressed the similarity between domestic problems 

51 
and foreign affairs. He hoped to force Coolidge to clarify 

his stand on foreign affairs. "Upon the Court," he declared, 

"Coolidge must take a stand one way or the other. I am sick 

49. Ellis, Republican Foreign Policy. 70; New York 
Times. July 26, 1923, 1; Johnson to Frank R. Havenner, July 
29, 1923; Johnson to C. K. McClatchy, July 30, 1923; Johnson 
to Albert D. Lasker, October 4, 1923, all in Johnson Papers. 

50. Clipping from the Baltimore American, November 
16, 1923, Johnson Papers. 

51. Clippings from the New York World. November 16, 
1923; Pittsburg Post. November 16, 1923; Richmond-Times-
Dispatch . November 16, 1923; Washington Times. November 16, 
1923; Washington Herald. November 17, 1923; New York Herald. 
November 28, 1923, all in Johnson Papers; New York Times. 
November 28, 1923, 1. 
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and tired of his silence upon a subject of such impor

tance. 

During this period Johnson found difficulty in 

employing issues involving foreign affairs in his approach 

to domestic politics, a partial consequence of President 

Coolidge's conduct of American diplomacy. By 1923 Secretary 

Hughes had modified his policies in a manner that de-

emphasized cooperation with Europe. Also, Coolidge held 

the irreconcilables at bay with repeated statements 

supporting non-entangling elements in his approach to 

American foreign policy. Furthermore, the President down

graded the importance of the League of Nations, even though 

he supported American entrance into the World Court. On the 

question of war debts, Coolidge adamantly insisted that they 

must be paid in full, but he still favored unofficial 

cooperation with the League on the debt question. These 

policies convinced many of the irreconcilables, Johnson 

concluded, that the President was "a Woodrow Wilson in 

53 
Republican disguise." 

In 1925 when Coolidge came into office in his own 

right, he appointed Frank B. Kellogg as Secretary of State, 

52. Johnson to Albert D. Lasker, October 4, 1923, 
Johnson Papers. 

53. Adler, The Isolationist Impulse. 151-53; Ellis, 
Republican Foreign Policy. 70-74, 193-95; Donald R. McCoy, 
Calvin Coolidge: The Quiet President (New York, 1967), 336-
48; Johnson to Albert D. Lasker, February 10, 1925, Johnson 
Papers. 
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displaying insensitivity to progressive opinion. The former 

Minnesota Senator and Ambassador to London had spent much of 

his early business life as a corporation lawyer. Thus 

Kellogg's appointment convinced the irreconcilables that big 

business exerted an extraordinary influence upon Coolidge's 

foreign policy. Johnson charged that Kellogg's appointment 

was dictated by J. P. Morgan and Company. "For six years 

Kellogg sat next to me," Johnson wrote. "He is not a bad 

man, but he is a weak, timid, and a fearful man, who 

recognizing power bends to it with the flexibility of a 

54 
courtier and the servility of a sychopant." Johnson's 

dilemma was insoluble: he detested Kellogg but approved of 

Coolidge's attitudes towards American foreign policy. 

Despite Coolidge's ability to defuse many important 

issues surrounding foreign policy, Johnson led a drive to 

prevent American participation on the World Court. The 

spectre of the United States being drawn into any inter

national organization always remained uppermost in Johnson's 

mind. As a result of this feeling Johnson began a period of 

political loneliness that made his opposition to American 

foreign policy generally insignificant during the 1920's. 

The publicity given to Senator Borah's movement to outlaw 

war was the chief reason for Johnson's declining importance. 

Borah supported Coolidge in 1924 in order to further his own 

54. Johnson to boys, January 13, 1925, Johnson 
Papers. 
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presidential ambitions, and in so doing insulted Johnson. 

In 1920 Borah had supported Johnson, and the California 

Senator expected his help again in 1924. But Borah reasoned 

that by supporting Coolidge he could more readily influence 

55 
the President's foreign policy. Moreover, Johnson's old 

friend, Raymond Robins, hoping to remold Coolidge's views on 

foreign affairs, urged Borah to approach the President. The 

President appeared sympathetic to Borah's movement to outlaw 

war and Robins' campaign for recognition of the Soviet 

Union. At this point Johnson by revealing that he would 

have nothing to do with the outlawry movement, alienated 

Robins and further strained relations with Borah. Thus, 

Johnson isolated himself from his most important political 

cohorts, the result being that his influence upon American 

5 6 
foreign policy during the remainder of the 1920's declined. 

On the eve of Coolidge's nomination, Johnson found 

himself isolated from his past sources of political power. 

The California Republican party, controlled by Herbert 

Hoover, Borah, and Robins, ignored Johnson, and he talked 

of retiring from the Senate. Furthermore, there was no 

significant issue involving foreign affairs. The World 

55. Maddox, William E. Borah and American Foreign 
Policy. 152. 

56. Johnson to Frank P. Doherty, October 15, 1924; 
Johnson to Harold Ickes, November 7, 1924; Johnson to Hiram 
W. Johnson, Jr., December 12, 1924, all in Johnson Papers. 
Maddox, William E. Borah and American Foreign Policy. 151-57. 
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Court did not develop into an issue until December, 1925; 

hence the prolonged question of war debts offered the only 

practical means of attacking Republican foreign policy. 

When Hughes retired in January, 1925, consideration 

of war debts was in an intermediate stage. The French had 

called for a moratorium upon war debt payments. As the 

Reparations Commission met in Paris in January, 1925, 

Johnson expressed concern over the deliberations, because he 

believed that the United States lowered interest rates on 

war debts to Italy while the J. P. Morgan Company still 

collected interest on the older higher paying loans. "But 

for my agitation," Johnson exclaimed, "we would not have 

known what has taken place, and far beyond that, the agree

ment signed at Paris would have rested upon the interpreta

tion put upon it by the foreign premiers, all of whom 

insisted that it was our re-entrance into the European mess 

involving obligations upon us in the future in collecting 

57 
German reparations." Johnson interpreted his resolution 

as one forcing the Coolidge administration to repudiate 

either "moral or legal responsibility for anything which may 

occur in the future. 

57. Johnson to Hiram W. Johnson, Jr., January 29, 
1925, Johnson Papers. 

58. Johnson to C. K. McClatchy, January 29, 1925, 
Johnson Papers; Congressional Record. 68th Cong., 2nd sess., 
2007, and 69th Cong., 1st sess, 913; Moulton and Pasvolsky, 
War Debts and World Prosperity. 173; New York Times. January 
18, 1925, 1. 
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Negotiations about, the French debt settlement 

reached a new stage in May, 1925, when the State Department 

began to emphasize that France undertake immediate payments. 

Kellogg, by using the American press effectively to this 

end, temporarily allayed Johnson's feelings about war debts. 

At least he lost interest in French war debts, making no 

reference to war debts in either conversation or correspond-

59 
ence for the remainder of the year. 

In December, 1925, the Senate again took up the 

question of the World Court. Senator Borah had replaced 

Johnson as chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations Commit

tee, and his position seemed to be that of "the truculent 

60 
Europe-baiter of 1919 . . . ." Personal antagonism 

between Johnson and Borah reached the point that they were 

not able to collaborate in asserting their common view that 

the World Court would involve the United States in the 

League and European politics. Johnson personally observed 

that the United States was on the verge of entering the 

World Court. This conclusion, as well as his total involve

ment in the Boulder Dam project, caused him to ignore the 

59. Johnson to boys, January 23, 1926; Johnson to 
Hiram W. Johnson, Jr., February 6, 1925; Johnson to Albert 
D. Lasker, February 10, 1925, all in Johnson Papers; L. 
Ethan Ellis, Frank B. Kellogg and American Foreign Rela
tions. 1925-1929 (New Brunswick, 1961), 213-22. 

60. Maddox, William E. Borah and American Foreign 
Policy. 168; Johnson to Harold Ickes, October 3, 1925, Ickes 
Papers. 
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Court issue in the Senate. Publicly, however, he con-

61 
tinued to voice his opposition to the World Court. 

At this point Johnson re-analyzed some of his 

thoughts on collecting war debts. When the Stockton Record 

attacked his World Court stand, he wrote editor, Irving 

Martin, that his purpose had been to publicize the facts 

behind the Court issue. In opposing the Italian war debt 

settlement, he argued that he had exposed "a settlement, 

ridiculous from the standpoint of collection, and unjust to 

62 
our taxpayers." Johnson now began to worry about the 

possible effects of the World Court upon Coolidge's policy 

of nonentanglement. This fear prompted Johnson to organize 

a filibuster.^ 

In mid-January, 1926, Johnson and his old irrecon

cilable colleague, Senator James A. Reed of Missouri, began 

a filibuster against the World Court. In a lengthy Senate 

speech, Johnson listed the major reasons for his dissatis

faction. One was that foreign judges might make decisions 

61. Johnson to C. K. McClatchy, December 23, 28, 
1925, Johnson Papers; Robert S. Johnson, "Senator Hiram 
Johnson and American Foreign Relations" (Unpublished M. A. 
Thesis, University of California, Berkeley, 1945), 104-105. 

62. Johnson to Irving Martin, December 28, 1925, 
Johnson Papers. 

63. Johnson to Hiram W. Johnson, Jr., January 7, 
1926; Johnson to C. K. McClatchy, January 7, 1926; Johnson 
to boys, January 16, 1926, all in Johnson Papers. 
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applicable to American policy. Another was the means of 

enforcing World Court decisions; that is, by using League 

machinery, which, in turn, would involve the United States 

in "Europe's strife." The general reaction to Johnson's 

criticisms was one of complete silence. His arguments were 

that of a 1919 irreconcilable, and they failed to excite 

anyone during the Coolidge years. The difficulty of 

Johnson's position became evident when the Senate ended the 

filibuster by using the rarely invoked procedure of clo

ture, permitting an immediate vote on the World Court. 

Passed on January 27, 1926, this resolution 

supporting membership in the World Court included not only 

the four original Harding-Hughes reservations but a fifth 

amendment, the work of the Senate Foreign Relations Commit

tee and a clear indication of isolationist sentiment. 

Framed with the aid of John Bassett Moore, a member of the 

World Court from its inception, it specified publication of 

all Court decisions and required American consent for any 

. 64 
hearing. 

64. Adler, The Isolationist Impulse. 192-223; 
Fleming, The United States and World Organization. 246-52; 
Maddox, William E. Borah and American Foreign Policy. 169. 
The major studies of Secretary Kellogg emphasize that Borah 
was instrumental in the Coolidge-Kellogg approach to foreign 
affairs. This is the reason Johnson temporarily abdicated 
much of his interest in foreign affairs. He informed his 
sons that he opposed the World Court "to put myself in the 
record in opposition . . .," Johnson to boys, January 23, 
1925, Johnson Papers. Borah's close relationship with the 
Coolidge administration served to isolate Johnson's 
diminishing influence in foreign affairs. For the Borah 
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Johnson, initially unimpressed by the fifth amend

ment, could not escape the feeling that American involvement 

in the League was just around the corner. "Perhaps by the 

time this letter reaches you," Johnson wrote to McClatchy, 

"we will have voted upon the World Court. It has been a 

65 
sham battle." He criticized Borah for presenting 

reservations similar to Coolidge's, and claimed that he did 

so in order to share the limelight. Clearly, Johnson both 

envied and disliked the Senate Foreign Relations Committee 

chairman, and these feelings impelled him to find other 

areas of political interest. His fervent work on the 

Boulder Dam project reflected in part his new-found con

tempt for foreign affairs. "The press is so subservient to 

Mr. Coolidge and the international bankers," Johnson 

reflected, "a real fight has not been made, and the leader 

of the fight, selected by the press, Mr. Borah, has insisted 

simply upon a different kind of reservations from those 

6 6 
presented by the advocates of the Court." In his analysis 

of the World Court, he blamed its obvious success upon "the 

influence upon Kellogg's policies, see, for example, Ellis, 
Frank B. Kellogg and American Foreign Relations, 225-41; 
Robert H. Ferrell, "Frank B. Kellogg and Henry L. Stimson." 
in The American Secretaries of State and Their Diplomacy 
(New York, 1963), Vol. XII. 

65. Johnson to C. K. McClatchy, January 20, 1926, 
Johnson Papers. 

66. Johnson to boys, January 23, 1926, Johnson 
Papers. 
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Borah-Levinson-Robins tactics." The tactics of the Borah 

group, Johnson reasoned, were designed to further the 

"outlawry" movement and would draw the United States into 

European affairs. Without providing specific reasons, 

Johnson accused his former friends of failing to wage "an 

6 7 
honest fight against the Court." 

Debate about the World Court centered in a long and 

arduous period of conferences. Members of the World Court 

met in September, 1926, to discuss the American reservations 

and failed to meet American demands not to deliver an 

advisory opinion on United States policy without a formal 

request for it. After November, 1926, when Secretary 

Kellogg advised Coolidge not to press the Senate on the 

World Court, the World Court issue abated, but Johnson 

continued to express his feelings. The Court, Johnson 

reflected, would drag the United States into European 

affairs. 

67. Johnson to boys, January 16, 23, 1926; Johnson 
to Harold Ickes, January 26, 1926, Johnson to Hiram W. 
Johnson, Jr., January 7, 1926, all in Johnson Papers. For 
Johnson's Senate speech against the World Court see, Con
gressional Record. 69th Cong., 1st sess., 2349-55. For 
Levinson1s role see, John S. Stoner, S. 0. Levinson and the 
Pact of Paris (Chicago, 1943). 

68. Ellis, Republican Foreign Policy. 72-73; 
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C. K. McClatchy, October 1, 1926, all in Johnson Papers. 
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When in May, 1928, Senate Foreign Relations 

Committee voted to postpone a resolution by Senator 

Frederick H. Gillett to renew conversations with the Court, 

public interest revived. In early 1929, Elihu Root helped 

Secretary Kellogg draft a note suggesting further discussion 

of America's position in the World Court. The note was so 

ambiguous that the French ambassador inquired whether it was 

a positive or negative approach to the World Court by the 

United States. The "Root Formula" which it contained would 

allow the United States to protest any World Court decision, 

and American representatives could withdraw from any Court 

decision. Curiously, Johnson felt the Root formula was a 

dangerous idea, but he advised his eldest son that joining 

the Court appeared a certainty. "The administration aided 

by the various organizations," Johnson charged, "and the 

very powerful interests will take us into this court at the 

69 
earliest possible moment. One of the primary reasons for 

Johnson's resigned attitude toward the Court issue was his 

conviction that "Borah is enthusiastically for the World 

70 
Court . . . . 11 Furthermore, he remained convinced that 

the Root Formula "performed the great task of emasculating 

the 5th reservation of the Senate regarding the World 

69. Johnson to Hiram W. Johnson, Jr., April 1, 
1929, Johnson Papers; Ellis, Frank B. Kellogg and American 
Foreign Relations. 230-31. 

70. Johnson to Frank P. Doherty, March 28, 1929, 
Johnson Papers. 
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71 
Court . . . In other words, Johnson envisioned a 

rewriting of the provision that kept foreign judges from 

deciding America's fate and in April, 1929, began to voice 

strong public sentiments against the Court, "because there 

72 
was nobody else to do it." 

Johnson in this period saw Hoover, Root, and Borah 

all intent upon dragging the United States into the League 

through the World Court backdoor. The fact that the press 

generally ignored Johnson was reflected in the bitterness of 

his political correspondence. The Washington Star specu

lated that the California Senator feared that any form of 

arbitration would draw the United States into European 

affairs, and like most American newspapers, chided Johnson 

for an unrealistic approach to foreign affairs; this 

criticism points to the unpopularity of his political 

73 
position. 

71. Johnson to C. K. McClatchy, April 4, 1929, 
Johnson Papers. 

72. Johnson to Harold Ickes, April 11, 1929, 
Johnson Papers. 

73. Clipping from the Washington Star. April 16, 
1929, Johnson Papers. In a letter to Ickes the loneliness 
of Johnson's position is revealed: "I took up the contest 
against the World Court because there was nobody else to do 
it. Of course, I am under no illusions concerning this 
contest, but my views have not altered in the slightest 
degree concerning the endeavor to take this Nation into 
Europe, and I thought it time somebody voiced opposition to 
Mr. Root, and the dear internationalists who have a secret 
contempt for anything American." Johnson to Harold Ickes, 
April 11, 1929, Johnson Papers. 
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The World Court controversy dragged on until 

December 10, 1930 when President Hoover presented the pro

posal regarding membership to the United States Senate. At 

this time Henry L. Stimson, the Secretary of State, a life

long admirer of Root, was more sympathetic than Hoover to 

the World Court. "With the lugging in the World Court by 

Hoover," Johnson speculated, "I will be in another difficult, 

74 
and perhaps losing fight." This was not the case. Senate 

opposition postponed consideration of the World Court. 

Finally, in 1935 Franklin D. Roosevelt unsuccessfully asked 

the largely Democratic Senate to enter the Court. In a two 

and a half hour Senate speech, Johnson accused the President 

of desiring to take the United States into the European 

maelstrom. His repetitious arguments were not as important 

as the massive campaign that the Hearst papers and Father 

Coughlin mounted against the World Court. On January 29, 

75 
1935, the World Court was defeated for the final time. 

In Johnson's attitudes towards foreign affairs, the Court 

battle pointed up his consistency in opposing American 

foreign policy. Apprehension about involvement in Europe 

74. Johnson to Hiram W. Johnson, Jr., December 12, 
1930, Johnson Papers; Ellis, Republican Foreign Policy. 74-
75; Robert H. Ferrell, American Diplomacy in the Great 
Depression: Hoover-Stimson Foreign Policy. 1929-1933 (New 
Haven, 1957), 30-33. 

75. Adler, The Isolationist Impulse. 232-33; 
Maddox, William E. Borah and American Foreign Policy. 222-
26; Congressional Record. 74th Cong., 1st sess., 484, 1112-
47; New York Times. December 30, 1935, 1. 
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as a consequence of membership in organizations or official 

agreements overrode all other considerations. 

His fear that official sanctions would hamper the 

freedoms of American foreign policy led Johnson to oppose 

the League of Nations and the World Court. Thus, the lack 

of sanctions made Johnson a passive observer during the 

controversy over the Kellogg-Briand pact. He was skeptical 

of an attempt to outlaw war, but he voted for the treaty, 

largely because Johnson felt that it contained so many 

reservations that it was useless. Borah assured the 

California Senator that the United States would be under no 

obligation, either legal or moral, to enforce the Kellogg-

7 6 
Briand pact. "We resume our sessions tomorrow and -will be 

busy upon the Kellogg-Briand Treaty," Johnson wrote his 

77 
youngest son, "just a big piece of American bunk . . . ." 

Most of Johnson's correspondence passed off the Kellogg-

78 
Briand agreement as one "of no consequence" that would be 

ratified because it was an inconsequential and meaningless 

document. "I have been no part of the opposition to the 

76. Congressional Record. 70th Cong., 2nd sess., 
1066. For the standard study of the Kellogg-Briand Treaty 
see, for example, Robert H. Ferrell, Peace in Their Time: 
The Origins of the Kellogg-Briand Pact (New Haven. 1952). 

77. Johnson to Archibald Johnson, January 2, 1928, 
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78. Johnson to Chester Rowell, December 20, 1928, 
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218 

Briand-Kellogg treaty," Johnson wrote. Because he was busy 

with the Boulder Dam project and quarreled with Kellogg and 

Borah throughout this period, he abdicated his usual role 

of critic and perennial opponent of administration foreign 

79 
policy. 

The Harding-Coolidge era was a time of political 

isolation for Johnson. His opposition to war debts and 

reparations was considered little more than obstructionist. 

His self-righteous and uncompromising stand on most issues 

surrounding foreign policy made it difficult for many to 

take him seriously. His Anglophobic passions and his 

seemingly ridiculous desire to publicize every treaty and 

agreement the State Department negotiated moved the New York 

Times. for example, to editorialize on the California 

Senator's lack of foresight in foreign affairs. With the 

exception of the Hearst press, the media strongly criticized 

Johnson's stand on the World Court. To be relegated to a 

position of professional agitator was a cruel blow to 

Johnson's vanity. In fact, by the late 1920's he had 

79. Johnson to boys, January 12, 1929; Johnson to 
Chester Rowell, January 10, 1929; Johnson to Hiram W. 
Johnson, Jr., January 19, 1929; Johnson to Archibald 
Johnson, January 19, 1929, all in Johnson Papers. The 
Kellogg-Briand Pact is one of the strongest indications that 
Johnson was not merely an obstructionist. It contained many 
of the issues he had opposed in the past, but he felt the 
Senate had analyzed the treaty "practically into disinte
gration." See Johnson's remarks, Congressional Record. 70th 
Cong., 2nd sess. , 1728. 
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contemplated retirement at least three times, but his wife 

persuaded him to run for reelection in 1928. 

Despite his declining importance as an effective 

spokesman for isolationist sentiment Johnson's experience 

during the 1920's was significant in adding a new intensity 

to his isolationism. The conviction, for example, that big 

business unduly influenced American foreign policy solidi

fied into a position of complete rigidity on the war debts 

and reparations controversies. His belief that English 

diplomats guided American policy intensified as a result of 

the naval disarmament proposals of the decade. Finally, the 

question of entering the World Court and the subsequent 

possibility of American involvement in the League of Nations 

made Johnsonian isolation "intractable." In many respects, 

the Harding-Coolidge years were the training period for 

Johnson's emergence as the elder statesman of American 

isolationist thought. 



CHAPTER 8 

THE HOOVER YEARS AND THE DEVELOPMENT OF JOHNSONIAN 
ECONOMIC DIPLOMACY, 1929-1933 

The Great Depression saw Johnson re-emerge as a 

major critic of American foreign policy. The economic 

problems of the Hoover administration coupled with the rise 

of Fascism in Europe and the Far East brought a new urgency 

to his oft-repeated charge that big business and Hoover's 

foreign policy were intertwined. The collapse of the stock 

market diminished the prestige of bankers and businessmen 

and made them a natural target for the charge that business 

malfeasance was drawing the United States into international 

politics. In the intense debate that arose over the future 

direction of American diplomacy Johnson regained a political 

prominence he had not enjoyed since the struggle over the 

Treaty of Versailles. The issues of American foreign policy 

during the Hoover years largely shaped Johnson's intense 

economic isolationism of the 19 30's. The Hoover Moratorium 

and its relationship to the war debts question, the 

Manchurian crisis, and the investigation of American banking 

loans to South American nations all were instrumental in 

maintaining Johnson's fears. These episodes as well as his 

continued fear of entering the League of Nations, convinced 

Johnson that legislation was necessary to curb the excesses 

220 
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of American business. This conviction eventually culminated 

in the passage of the Johnson Act of 1934, which forbade 

credit to a nation defaulting on its war debts. 

Hiram Johnson re-emerged as a responsible critic of 

American foreign policy with the world-wide economic 

collapse of the 19 30's. During the Hoover years, he had 

become more precise in his opposition to Republican foreign 

policy, and for the first time in his career introduced 

legislation designed to control business influences upon 

foreign policy. In this he combined ideological criticism 

of Hoover's foreign policy with a specific legislative 

remedy. Then in January, 1930, Johnson wrote to a number of 

isolationists about the possibility of a formal organization 

to oppose the drift into international affairs. An isola

tionist pressure group, he said, could point out the 

inherent dangers of Hoover's policies and suggest specific 

remedies for American foreign policy."'' 

Johnson's ability to focus his arguments with 

greater precision against Republican foreign policy became 

evident in his renewed controversies over naval disarmament. 

Throughout the 1920's the debate over arms limitation 

permeated foreign policy. Due to his position on the 

Senate Foreign Relations Committee, Johnson developed close 

1. Johnson to John T. Adams, January 17, 1930; 
Johnson to Albert D. Lasker, February 24, 19 30; Johnson to 
George Wharton Pepper, January 17, 1930, all in Johnson 
Papers. 
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ties with leading naval authorities. The most influential 

of these associates was Captain Dudley W. Knox, the author 

of The Eclipse of American Sea Power (1922), a statement of 

the professional officers' fear of American naval inferi

ority. Knox also argued that- increased Japanese imperialism 

was the result of a weak American navy. The Knox-Johnson 

friendship eventually evolved to a point where the Navy 

2 
Captain wrote all of Johnson's speeches on naval problems. 

The naval armaments debate was an important aspect 

of Johnson's opposition to Republican reductions in naval 

expenditures. During the Coolidge years he vacillated about 

naval armaments and he often seemed unsure of his arguments. 

Not until Hoover took office did Captain Knox's influence 

push Johnson into a more militant position on naval cut

backs. 

During the Coolidge administration Johnson argued 

that limited naval armaments were dangerous to the successful 

conduct of American foreign policy. He emphasized that a 

strong navy and a self-sufficient merchant marine were 

necessary to continue American commercial prosperity. Naval 

reductions were a "false economy." The argument that reduc

tions in naval spending would spare the American taxpayer 

2. Ellis, Republican Foreign Policy. 134; Johnson 
to boys, January 8, 1927, Johnson Papers. 
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Johnson disputed, and he delivered his familiar warning that 

3 
European involvement was imminent. 

He believed that Coolidge was giving in to Japanese 

imperialism and allowing Great Britain to develop complete 

naval superiority, a view that crystallized his opposition 

to reduce naval appropriations. He also was convinced that 

the President had no understanding of naval problems. As 

early as 1924, he wondered "if anybody would pick up the 

idiotic and character illuminating remarks of Coolidge con-

4 
cerning the navy . . . ." Johnson's interest in naval 

affairs was influenced further by the Joint Army-Navy Board 

recommendation to increase the size of the American navy to 

twice the size of Japan—a goal that was impossible under 

the treaties signed during the Washington Conference. By 

late 1924 Johnson came to believe that a strong navy was the 

. . 5 
best means of maintaining an independent foreign policy. 

Johnson's opportunity to publicize his thoughts on 

naval preparedness finally came with the Geneva Conference 

of 1927. This conference was the first to subject 

3. Clipping from the New York Herald. November 28, 
1923, Johnson Papers; New York Times, November 28, 1923, 1; 
Johnson to A. D. Lasker, October 4, 1923, Johnson Papers. 

4. Johnson to C. K. McClatchy, October 21, 1924, 
Johnson Papers. 

5. Ibid.; Ellis, Republican Foreign Policy. 137-49. 
For American naval policy toward the Far East see, Gerald 
E. Wheeler, Prelude to Pearl Harbor: The United States Navy 
and the Far East. 1921-1931 (Columbia, 1963). 
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competition in the building of naval cruisers to a full-

scale international analysis. The Washington Conference had 

failed to deal satisfactorily with cruiser ratios. The 

failure to limit cruiser armaments in the Geneva Naval 

Disarmament Conference resulted in continued deterioration 

of Anglo-American relations. Thereafter, Johnson strongly 

influenced by Captain Knox, argued that increased naval 

strength was a necessity. On January 3, 1927, Johnson 

employed both Knox's statistics and writing ability to argue 

g 
for increased naval appropriations. His conviction that 

Great Britain and Japan did in fact have naval superiority 

over the United States brought a new militancy to his isola

tionism. "It is a very sad thing," Johnson wrote, "that 

when it is admitted we have a navy now inferior to both 

Great Britain and Japan, the hysteria of the 'peace at any 

price' men and women, and our fear of criticism from those 

nations which have outbuilt us," Johnson speculated that 

this was not what "prudence, and wisdom, and safety 

7 
require." Johnson informed a number of his colleagues that 

both Japan and Great Britain were building ships in viola

tion of the Washington Conference, and he feared that Great 

Britain was intent upon encroaching on American trade, and 

6. Congressional Record. 69th Cong., 2nd sess. , 
990-97. 

7. Johnson to boys, January 8, 1927, Johnson Papers. 
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that the Japanese were a potential enemy in the Pacific, 

Q 

opinions he derived from Captain Knox and his navy cohorts. 

The Geneva Conference confirmed Johnson's negative 

attitudes upon the question of naval disarmament. He viewed 

past American diplomacy in this area as tragic. The 

Washington Conference, he argued, was one in which the 

United States "scrapped beautiful, completed battleships, 

9 
and Great Britain scrapped blueprints." He was determined 

to avoid repeating those mistakes. 

In many ways the Geneva Conference was an exercise 

in futility, because the British and American delegations 

failed to agree on a means of achieving naval parity. To 

Johnson it was another example of the uselessness of inter

national conferences. The difficulty of the Geneva Con

ference, Johnson asserted, was that it would draw the 

United States into the League of Nations. Furthermore, 

public opinion was left out of the decision making process. 

This was due, he reasoned, to the leverage that the Morgan 

financial interests wielded in the realm of foreign affairs. 

8. Johnson to J. W. Jamieson, January 11, 1927; 
Johnson to C. K. McClatchy, January 14, 1927, all in Johnson 
Papers. 

9. Johnson to Hiram W. Johnson, Jr., February 11, 
1927, Johnson Papers. 
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As this tired old argument drew little attention, Johnson 

criticism of the Conference passed almost unnoticed."'"® 

On November 11, 1927, in an Armistice day speech 

in Fresno, California, Johnson revealed a number of new 

attitudes, the most important relating to military pre

paredness. He argued that in order to insure continued 

American commercial success an "emergency army, a navy 

adequate to protect commerce, and a merchant marine for the 

transport of American goods" were necessary.^""'' American 

prosperity, he declared, was the result of world trade. 

Johnson abandoned his oft-expressed belief that contacts 

with the outside world were detrimental to American foreign 

policy. Now he argued that "America's commanding position 

in the world's mart demands a military and naval establish

ment that may protect the nation and its interests from 

foreign aggression . ... 

The new militancy in Johnson's approach to foreign 

affairs was not fully apparent on the eve of Hoover's 

inauguration. However, the California Senator was convinced 

that British naval superiority would hurt American commerce 

10. Johnson to C. K. McClatchy, March 19, 1927, 
September 23, 1927, Johnson Papers; Raymond G. O'Connor, 
"The 'Yardstick' and Naval Disarmament in the 1920's," 
Mississippi Valley Historical Review. XLV (December, 1958), 
441-63. 

11. Fresno Bee. November 11, 1927, 1. 

12. Ibid. 
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13 
and Japanese superiority would eventually result in war. 

The events of the Hoover years enforced these ideas, and 

Johnson determined to prevent any further reduction in 

American naval strength. 

Johnson and those who shared his misgivings about 

the failures of the Geneva Conference prompted the Senate 

to approve a bill on February 13, 1929 to construct fifteen 

cruisers. Johnson strongly supported this measure, arguing 

the additional cruisers were necessary to offset British 

naval construction. Disarmament proposals, he pleaded, were 

14 
a British trick to control the seas. 

The London Naval Conference of January 21-April 22, 

1930 was the third Republican attempt to solve the delicate 

problem of naval armaments. The earlier conferences had 

convinced Johnson that a more militant approach to Republican 

foreign policy was necessary to prevent the British and 

Japanese from gaining even further military and commercial 

concessions. As the negotiations wore on in London, he 

observed in his correspondence that Americans were more 

concerned with prohibition and domestic problems than with 

foreign affairs. These concerns obscured the fact that 

13. Johnson to Archibald Johnson, January 26, 1929, 
Johnson Papers; Robert S. Johnson, "Senator Hiram Johnson 
and American Foreign Relations," 114-18. 

14. Johnson to boys, February 2, 1929, Johnson 
Papers; Clipping from the New York Daily News. February 1, 
1929, Johnson Papers; Ellis, Republican Foreign Policy. 150. 
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naval disarmament was placing the United States in a 

vulnerable military position, a condition he felt obliged 

15 
to call to the public's attention. 

The decline of American military power, Johnson 

attributed to big business. Although the same concern in 

different areas had guided his past approach to foreign 

affairs, it became even more pronounced during the Hoover 

years. "Of course, when it comes to financial positions, or 

those involving our foreign relations," Johnson lamented, 

16 
"we are required to go to the House of Morgan . . . ." 

Thus, one significant result of the London Naval Conference 

was to convince Johnson that legislation must be passed to 

prevent the Morgan interest from completely controlling the 

course of American foreign policy. 

Johnson's belief that big business influences pre

vented any legitimate criticism of the London Naval Con

ference was apparent in the Senate hearings on the meeting. 

On May 12, 1930 the Senate Foreign Relations Committee began 

Considering the Treaty of London. Secretary Stimson testi

fied for three days and assured the committee that the treaty 

was fair to all nations. The American delegation, Stimson 

argued, had unanimously agreed that fewer eight-inch gun 

cruisers were necessary because they were untried in battle. 

15. Johnson to Hiram W. Johnson, Jr., January 31, 
1930, Johnson Papers. 

16. Johnson to boys, February 7, 19 30, Johnson 
Papers. 
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Johnson subjected Stimson to a stiff cross examination and 

the California Senator informed the Secretary of State that 

cruiser limitations would serve to weaken the American navy. 

17 
Professional naval witnesses supported Johnson's point. 

As the hearings proceeded, Johnson employed some old 

tactics. His motion to make available to the press copies 

of the treaty negotiations was defeated 14 to 4. To him 

this indicated that the Senate approved Hoover's London 

policies, and the treaty ratification was only a matter of 

time. Stimson explained that the treaty clearly stated the 

agreements reached at the London Conference. But Johnson 

suspected conspiratorial influences, a view not shared by 

anyone else. His new militancy became quite obvious during 

the hearings on the London Naval Treaty of 19 30; but 

Johnson's hardline attitude was ineffective. On July 21, 

1930 the Senate, in a special session, approved the treaty 

58 to 9.18 

Johnson seriously believed that Japan was a threat 

to American security, a consequence he attributed to the 

treaty. "I am endeavoring to investigate the whole 

17. Senate Committee on Foreign Relations. Hearings 
on the Limitation of Naval Armaments. 71st Cong., 2nd sess., 
194; Johnson to Harold Ickes, April 13, 1930, Ickes Papers. 

18. Ferrell, American Diplomacy in the Great Depres
sion. 1929-1933, 104-105; Raymond G. O'Connor, Perilous 
Eguilibrium: The United States and the London Naval Con
ference of 1930 (Lawrence, 1962), 112-15; Johnson to William 
E. Borah, May 25, 19 30; Johnson to C. K. McClatchy, May 30, 
1930, all in Johnson Papers. 
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situation," he wrote, . . and to ascertain whether or not 

the treaty makes it more difficult for us to protect our

selves in the ocean, which is particularly important to 

19 
California." This inability to protect American interests, 

Johnson argued, was complicated by the fact that the London 

Treaty tied America to European politics. Johnson informed 

his youngest son that the treaty was "the wickedest thing 

that has been foisted upon us since the effort to take us 

20 
into the League of Nations . . . ." He also grumbled that 

British diplomacy was the guiding light behind the treaty 

agreements, saying "we are permitted to build the number 

21 
Great Britain designates for us." Thus, Japanese imperi

alism, the dangers of joining the League, and the superior 

force of British diplomacy caused Johnson to view the London 

Treaty as a dangerous precedent to future American foreign 

policy. 

During the hearings Johnson engaged Secretary of 

State Stimson in numerous name calling contests. "I took 

on a lonely fight here on the Treaty," he said, "because I 

think it is an outrage like the Washington Conference 

19. Johnson to C. K. McClatchy, May 3, 1930, 
Johnson Papers. 

20. Johnson to Hiram W. Johnson, Jr., May 30, 1930, 
Johnson Papers. 

21. Johnson to boys, May 24, 1930, Johnson Papers. 
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22 
. . . ." Throughout his correspondence he argued that 

"licking boots and being an internationalist" was not his 

23 
style. This unfortunate behavior did little to enhance 

Johnson's reputation with the Republican leadership or with 

the press. Unable to convince anyone, he retreated into the 

background. Glumly, he wrote his old friend, C. K. 

McClatchy, publisher of the Sacramento Bee, that the London 

Conference was "part of the international game," and alluded 

to it as a conspiratorial attempt to develop a world 

political community, one involving the United States in all 

24 
major decisions. The day the Senate ratified the London 

Treaty, Johnson lamented that the Treaty was "a great 

25 
British victory." 

Johnson's political impotence and personal isolation 

reenforced his feeling that big business controlled American 

foreign policy. "Internationalists and international bankers 

apparently are in control of our foreign policy," Johnson 

wrote, "and are determined through timid and subservient 

leaders of the Republican party to take us into mad 

22. Johnson to Frank P. Doherty, June 29, 1930, 
Johnson Papers. 

23. Ibid. 

24. Johnson to C. K. McClatchy, June 29, 1930, 
Johnson Papers. 

25. Johnson to boys, July 21, 1930, Johnson Papers. 
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26 
European political adventures." He privately charged that 

internationalists had forced ratification of the London 

Treaty, and he vowed to prevent these forces from usurping 

the Senate's power in foreign affairs. The approval of the 

London Treaty prompted Johnson to write his close friends 

that it would be impossible to support Hoover in 1932. The 

President had allowed internationalists to involve the 

United States unduly in European affairs, and Johnson no 

longer could support Hoover because of his "sneaking 

endeavor to take us into the League of Nations, and to make 

27 
us a part of Europe . . . ." Hoover's foreign policy had 

28 
"sown the seed of dissolution of the Republic itself." 

On June 20, 1931, President Hoover proposed a one-

year moratorium on both inter-allied debts and reparations. 

In light of German economic problems, he felt that temporary 

relief was needed, but it was not a popular decision. 

Gossip immediately circulated around Washington that 

European war debts would be reduced to a fraction of their 

original sum. 

26. Johnson to Fraser Edwards, September 13, 19 30, 
Johnson Papers. 

27. Johnson to C. K. McClatchy, December 28, 1930, 
Johnson Papers. 

28. Johnson to George Wharton Pepper, December 31, 
1930, Johnson Papers. For similar comments see Johnson to 
Harold Ickes, March 8, 1930, Johnson Papers. 
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Johnson became one of the most truculent foes of the 

Moratorium. In an interview with the San Francisco Examiner. 

he stated that he sympathized with a Moratorium that would 

help the average American but he saw no need to aid the 

banking community. Hoover's Moratorium was a device to aid 

big business. "How marvelous it would be if our banks would 

say to our own people who are in the red," Johnson remarked 

29 
sarcastically, "We grant you a moratorium . . . ." The 

Moratorium was a device to place unpaid war debts upon the 

30 
shoulders of the American taxpayer. The ties between 

British and American banking interests reflected the way in 

which British diplomacy had been controlling international 

politics since the Treaty of Versailles. Johnson was 

determined to prevent Hoover from cancelling foreign debts. 

"You may be very certain that moratorium means the cancel

lation of the European debts," he wrote, "and I am equally 

certain that it was brought about not by the plight of the 

German people, but by the fear of their investments of our 

31 
own international bankers." The belief that banking 

interests were in control of American foreign policy 

29. San Francisco Examiner. June 25, 1931, 1, 2. 

30. Johnson to Franklin Hichborn, June 26, 1931, 
Johnson Papers. 

31. Johnson to J. J. Fogarty, June 27, 1931, 
Johnson Papers. 
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permeated Johnson's thinking, and he spoke of the necessity 

32 
to curb business influences. 

Johnson wondered if "it will be possible to make our 

people understand the true facts in relation to the mora-

33 
tonum. " In order to expose the inequities behind the 

Hoover Moratorium, he wrote a journalist friend, "I am 

anxious to get details of the securities held by the four 

big banks, including Morgan and Company, and of foreign 

securities, etc., I would like to know what interest these 

34 
banks are receiving on their German paper . . . ." 

Johnson charged, in a number of letters, that bankers and 

pro-leaguers had formed an alliance to force the United 

35 States into the vortex of European politics. 

Despite his misgivings about the Moratorium, Johnson 

was not rigidly committed to the complete payment of war 

debts. The world-wide depression convinced him that some 

32. Johnson to Frank P. Doherty, June 27, 29, 1931; 
Johnson to Fraser Edwards, June 27, 1931; Johnson to M. V. 
Hartranft, June 27, 1931; Johnson to H. Levine, July 2, 
19 31; Johnson to Matthew A. McCullough, June 26, 1931; 
Johnson to George 0. MacGregor, July 1, 19 31; Johnson to 
0. H. Zaun, June 29, 1931, all in Johnson Papers. 

33. Johnson to James J. O'Brien, August 11, 1931, 
Johnson Papers. 

34. Johnson to Fraser Edwards, September 2, 1931, 
Johnson Papers. 

35. Johnson to D. E. Dunne, September 8, 1931; 
Johnson to James J. O'Brien, September 19, 1931, all in 
Johnson Papers; Ferrell, American Diplomacy in the Great 
Depression. 106-19. 
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reduction in war debts and reparations was necessary; how

ever, he was opposed to banking influences bringing about 

the reductions. "I am firmly convinced there must be a 

marked readjustment of reparations and war debts if the 

world is to recover its economic equilibrium," Johnson 

wrote, "but I am violently opposed to modifications for the 

exclusive benefits of the bankers who are primarily and 

3 6 
exclusively responsible for the present crisis." Thus, 

both the London Conference and the Hoover Moratorium 

reaffirmed the old fears that Johnson had nurtured since 

the Treaty of Versailles. 

On September 18, 1931, Japan seized the Manchurian 

city of Mukden in retaliation for alleged Chinese terrorism 

against the South Manchurian railway. The ensuing crisis 

over Manchuria, the first serious military threat to 

American interests since 1918, strengthened Johnson's con

viction that the Treaties of Washington, 1921-22 and the 

Kellogg-Briand Pact, 1928, were unimportant in maintaining 

international peace. 

"Japan wages war on China," Johnson charged, "and 

with machine-like precision, evincing long and careful 

37 
preparation, overruns Manchuria." The Manchurian incident 

36. Johnson to C. K. McClatchy, September 21, 1931, 
Johnson Papers. 

37. Clipping from the Salt Lake City Tribune. 
September 23, 1931, Johnson Papers. 
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was an excellent example of how useless international peace 

treaties were in actual practice. Johnson levelled his 

strongest criticism at the Nine Power Treaty. "How little 

remembered now is this treaty," he said, "and perhaps Japan 

in the multiplicity of her problems forgot it when her 

38 
troops marched into Manchuria." The "utter futility of 

such piffle agreements as the Kellogg Treaty" was proof that 

the League of Nations was no more than a paper organiza-

39 
tion. This observation was a shrewd one. The Manchurian 

incident was the first serious challenge to the League in 

eleven years. The results were disastrous, and the problem 

of Japanese imperialism emerged as a result of the League's 

lack of power. 

American diplomatic relations with Japan were 

cordial at the beginning of the Manchurian crisis. An 

economic boycott was politically impossible, and the 

American military machine was inadequate. Therefore, the 

only course for the United States was to protest the 

Manchurian incident by not recognizing the Japanese conquest. 

The policy of non-recognition, Secretary of State Henry L. 

Stimson reasoned, would show the United States outrage 

toward Japanese imperialism. On January 7, 1932, Stimson 

38. Clipping from the Washington Times. September 
24, 1931, Johnson Papers. 

39. Johnson to Harold Ickes, October 29, 1931, 
Johnson Papers. 
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delivered a note to the Japanese ambassador which stated 

that the United States would not recognize any Japanese 

conquest that impaired American treaty rights with China, 

was contrary to the Kellogg-Briand Pact, or violated the 

principle of the Open Door. The moralism implicit in the 

Stimson doctrine was pleasing to Americans, but it served 

40 
only to rouse Japanese hostility toward America. 

Johnson analyzed the Stimson doctrine as a policy 

designed to keep the United States out of Far Eastern 

affairs. Furthermore, he was convinced that Japanese 

imperialism was intent upon controlling the Far East. "I 

think it is marvelous how the Chinese have held out, thus 

far," Johnson wrote, "I can't believe it will last long." 

The only means of checking Japanese militarism, Johnson 

41 argued, was to increase the strength of the American navy. 

Johnson accepted Stimson's Manchurian policy; but he 

could not escape the idea that economic influences were 

guiding Hoover's foreign policy. On December 9, 1931, at 

the peak of the controversy over the Moratorium, Johnson 

40. Ferrell, American Diplomacy in the Great 
Depression, 120-37; John E. Wiltz, From Isolation to War. 
1931-1941 (New York, 1968), 18-42. For an interpretation of 
Stimson's policy see, Armin Rappaport, Henry L. Stimson and 
Japan. 1931-1933 (Chicago, 1963). Rappaport argues that 
Stimson's policies were disastrous because he had not 
leverage to back up his proposals. For Stimson's own 
defense see, Henry L. Stimson, The Far Eastern Crisis: 
Recollections and Observations (New York, 1936). 

41. Johnson to Archibald Johnson, February 29, 
1932, Johnson Papers. 
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introduced a Senate resolution calling for an investigation 

into sales of foreign securities in the United States. This 

resolution was a major turning point in the California 

Senator's approach to the problems of American foreign 

policy. He was now determined to force legislation through 

4 2  
the Senate to control the excesses of big business. 

On January 1, 1932, the Senate Finance Committee 

commenced hearings on South American loans. Although 

Johnson was not a member of the committee, he was a leading 

participant at the sessions. The Committee's findings were 

sensational: the amount of defaulted foreign bonds purchased 

4 3  
by American citizens totalled $815,000,0001 The 

publicity concerning the plight of American investors gave 

Johnson a forum on which to develop his economic sense of 

isolationism. Johnson charged that the State Department was 

misleading American investors by giving its approval to the 

selling of unstable foreign bonds by private enterprise. 

The State Department countered Johnson's charges by stress

ing that it was not giving government approval but merely 

checking the transactions to see that they did not conflict 

44 
with the national interest. "It is the rottenest thing," 

42. Congressional Record. 72nd Cong. , 1st sess. , 
213. 

43. New York Times. January 2, 1932, 2. 

44. Johnson, "Senator Hiram Johnson and American 
Foreign Relations," 128-29. 
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Johnson fumed, "although I have only scratched the surface, 

that we have been soaked unmercifully for the profit of 

45 
these international bankers." 

The investigations substantiated Johnson's charge of 

banking corruption. On January 6, 1932, Grosvenor M. Jones, 

Chief of the Finance and Investment Division of the Bureau 

of Foreign and Domestic Commerce, testified that State 

Department aid was instrumental in extending private 

American banking credit to Bolivia. Both Johnson and 

Senator Carter Glass of Virginia now urged an in depth 

46 
investigation into foreign loans. Eventually, while 

investigating Peruvian loans, the committee uncovered evi

dence that American bankers had bribed Peruvian officials. 

A commission of $415,000 was paid to Juan Leguia, son of the 

Peruvian President, by a New York banking firm in return for 

47 
financing a large scale loan to Peru. This transaction 

confirmed Johnson's oft-repeated phrase on the unhealthful 

influences of big business. 

The South American Loan investigations also re

kindled Johnson's hopes of coalescing public opinion against 

big business influences upon American foreign policy. 

45. Johnson to boys, January 9, 1932, Johnson 
Papers; Congressional Record. 72nd Cong., 1st sess. , 6061. 

46. New York Times. January 8, 1932, 15. 

47. Hearings of the Senate Finance Committee 
Investigating Flotation of Foreign Loans in the United 
States. 72nd Cong., 1st sess., 1279. 
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Gleefully, Johnson wrote his sons that the loan controversy 

48 
had given him "a peculiar standing with the people . . . ." 

His mail increased each day with large numbers of communiques 

from people who had purchased faulty foreign securities. A 

more optimistic tone now permeated Johnson's correspondence. 

He realized that an issue equal to the fervor ignited during 

the debate over the Treaty of Versailles was present in the 

49 
loan crisis. It was, in fact, the beginning of a stringent 

type of isolationism that reached its peak in the mid-

1930's. 

In the period from January, 1932, through March, 

1932, Johnson reflected new optimism in his correspondence 

about altering the negative course of Republican foreign 

policy. He had exposed the abuses of international 

financing and high pressure banking methods. Johnson viewed 

the purchase of questionable securities for quick profit as 

a typical performance of the business community, and he 

urged legislation to control corporate abuses. 

Thus, when the hearings on Wall Street investment 

practices closed in late February, 1932, the issue of abuses 

in sales of foreign securities became prominent. Due to the 

48. Johnson to boys, January 9, 1932, Johnson 
Papers. For an analysis of Middle Western Republican 
opposition to American foreign policy see, William G. 
Carleton, "Isolationism and the Middle West," Mississippi 
Valley Historical Review. XXXIII (December, 1946), 377-90. 

49. Johnson to Hiram W. Johnson, Jr., March 21, 
1932, Johnson Papers. 
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insistent probing of Committee consul Ferdinand Pecora the 

Senate investigations detailed abuses at home and led to the 

Securities Acts of 1933 and 1934 to control big business 

excesses. Johnson informed most of his close friends that 

the political atmosphere was in a state of change, and he 

was confident that his stand on foreign affairs was the most 

, 50 
popular one. 

Throughout the remainder of Hoover's term, Johnson 

attacked Republican foreign policy; and he made it very 

clear that the Democratic candidate in the approaching 

presidential election would receive his support if his 

foreign policy stance was right. In April, 1932, Johnson 

wrote his sons, "I am the ranking member of the Foreign 

Relations Committee, and I try to be an intimate part of 

anything of an international character which arises before 

51 
that committee." Eventually Johnson vacillated to a 

position where he believed that Franklin D. Roosevelt stood 

50. Johnson to boys, March 6, 21, 1932; Johnson to 
Frank R. Devlin, March 23, 1932; Johnson to Archibald 
Johnson, March 21, 1932; Johnson to Hiram W. Johnson, III, 
March 27, 1932; Johnson to Irving Martin, February 15, 1932; 
Johnson to C. K. McClatchy, February 2, March 17, 29, 19 32; 
Johnson to Theodore J. Roche, January 17, 1932; Johnson to 
Matt I. Sullivan, January 17, 1932, February 3, 1932, all 
in Johnson Papers; Ferdinand Pecora, Wall Street Under Oath 
(New York, 1939), passim. 

51. Johnson to Frank R. Devlin, March 23, 1932, 
Johnson Papers. 
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for the principles of the old Progressive Party, hence he 

52 
supported Roosevelt in the Presidential campaign of 1932. 

The Senate investigations created a new urgency in 

Johnson's mind about the problems of American foreign policy. 

He felt that the Great Depression tied Hoover's mind to 

domestic problems, and this gave Secretary Stimson, a firm 

believer in collective security, the latitude to promote 

policies that were reminiscent of Wilsonian diplomacy. The 

fear that collective security would dominate American foreign 

policy caused Johnson to intensify his isolationist argu-

53 
ments. The Hoover administration countered by arguing 

that Johnson and his isolationist-minded followers were a 

threat to developing a rational approach to foreign affairs. 

Hoover attacked Johnson's old-fashioned brand of neutrality, 

and the President defended a restrained internationalist 

54 
policy. 

The Stimson policies led to the loose formation of 

an isolationist bloc dedicated to preventing American 

52. Marty Hamilton, "Bull Moose Plays an Encore: 
Hiram Johnson and the Presidential Campaign of 1932," 
California Historical Society Quarterly. XLI (September, 
1962), 211-21. 

53. Richard Current, Secretary Stimson: A Study in 
Statecraft (New Brunswick, 1954), 113. 

54. Adler, The Isolationist Impulse. 208, 222; 
Ellis, Republican Foreign Policy. 24-26; Bernard Sternsher, 
"The Stimson Doctrine: F.D.R. versus Moley and Tugwell," 
Pacific Historical Review. XXXI (August, 1962), 281-89. 
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cooperation in international affairs. When the Hoover 

administration demanded that the United States must sign an 

antiwar pact that would include economic sanctions against 

an aggressor nation it was aided by the findings of Nicholas 

Murray Butler, President of Columbia University, who headed 

a committee, appointed by the Twentieth Century Fund, which 

recommended that the United States use economic sanctions 

in conducting its diplomatic affairs. Butler's group 

advocated a position on foreign affairs that would allow 

the United States to define an aggressor nation and control 

it through a policy of collective security. One of the 

measures proposed by the Butler Committee was an arms 

embargo resolution, and this became one of the main issues 

of early New Deal diplomacy. It also led to the formation 

of a tight isolationist bloc, and the ensuing sentiment led 

to the support necessary to pass the Johnson Act of 19 34. 

Johnson immediately stood out as an intransigent foe of the 

arms embargo proposal. He viewed the resolution as inex

tricably involving the United States in international 

affairs, an unthinkable course in light of past American 

55 
foreign policy. 

An alternate approach to the Butler's "new neu

trality" was the traditionalist school. In response to the 

55. Robert A. Divine, The Illusion of Neutrality: 
Franklin D. Roosevelt and the Struggle Over the Arms 
Embargo (Chicago, 1962), 20, 52. 
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Butler Committee, Edwin Borchard, of the Yale Law School and 

John Bassett Moore, a former Columbia University Professor 

and well-known authority on international law, argued that 

the traditional course of American neutrality must not be 

altered. Borchard charged that neutrality was a progressive 

idea which limited war. To abandon the concept of neu-

56 
trality would be to invite "universal chaos." Professor 

Moore contended that neutrality was a policy of "reason" and 

"common honesty" that prevented nations from foolishly 

57 
entering a war. Implicit in Borchard and Moore's argu

ments was the contention that collective security brought 

the United States dangerously close to entering European 

politics. The traditionalists believed that economic 

sanctions would bring perpetual war. Therefore, an en

lightened nation must stand aloof through impartial neu

trality. 

The debate between those sympathetic to the "new 

neutrality" and the contesting group of "traditional 

neutralists," eventually, brought the debate into the main-

58 
stream of American political thought. It was significant 

56. Edwin Borchard, "The 'Enforcement' of Peace by 
Sanctions," American Journal of International Law. XXVII 
(July, 1933), 523. 

57. John Bassett Moore, "An Appeal to Reason," 
Foreign Affairs. XI (July, 1933), 563. 

58. Christopher Lindley, "Franklin D. Roosevelt and 
the Politics of Isolationism, 1932-1936" (Unpublished doc
toral dissertation, Cornell University, 1964), passim. 



in the development of Johnson's isolationism, because he 

maintained a close relationship with the traditionalists. 

Both Borchard and Moore advised Johnson on problems of 

American neutrality. Maintaining a voluminous correspond 

ence with the two professors, Johnson reflected their 

opinions and ideas in Senate Foreign Relation Committee 

debates. 



CHAPTER 9 

EARLY NEW DEAL DIPLOMACY AND THE 
JOHNSON ACT, 1933-1934 

Early New Deal Diplomacy centered on the same 

economic issues that worried Johnson during the Hoover 

years, namely, the collection of war debts, the question of 

an arms embargo, and the emphasis upon the economic role of 

the United States in world affairs. Although domestic 

reforms overshadowed foreign affairs, the election of 

Franklin D. Roosevelt and a Democratic Congress, after 

twelve years of Republican tenure, caused many former 

Wilsonians to dream of a return to collective security. 

Also, President Roosevelt's background made international

ists feel that it was impossible for him to embrace the 

narrow provincialism of the isolationists. It was natural, 

then, for the internationalists initially both to cling to 

and serve Roosevelt, even though he provided no leadership 

in matters of interest to them. 

In the State Department Wilsonian diplomacy also 

prevailed in the rhetoric and policies of Secretary of 

State Cordell Hull and Norman Davis, who held the peculiar 

rank of ambassador-at-large. Both men had formed lasting 

attitudes about foreign affairs during Wilson's presidency. 

They also shared a common belief that the United States 

246 
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should play an active role in world affairs.^" In this ' 

atmosphere Johnson was soon in the forefront of a resurgent 

isolationist bloc. 

Isolationist sentiment had waned during the 19 20's, 

but its revival during the Hoover years led to the formation 

of a strong Congressional bloc supporting stringent isola

tionist policies during the early years of the New Deal. 

With Johnson dominant in its leadership the isolationist 

bloc vigorously attacked the concept of collective security. 

Most Americans opposed membership in the League of Nations 

and this sentiment nourished the development of an isola

tionist foreign policy. Rising militarism in Europe and 

Asia, the failure of the disarmament policies of the 1920's, 

inability to outlaw or control war, and the rising apprehen

sion in the early 1930's that bankers and businessmen were 

leading the United States toward new involvement culminated 

in the appointment of the Nye Committee in 1934. This 

committee's investigation, generally considered the high-

point of the early 1930 isolationist impulse, led to new 

demands for prohibition of arms exports. 

1. Divine, The Illusion of Neutrality: Franklin D. 
Roosevelt and the Struggle Over the Arms Embargo. 41-42. 
A recent revisionist article portrays Hull and Davis as not 
being interested in the arms embargo or collective security. 
See Howard Jablon, "The State Department and Collective 
Security, 1933-34," Historian. XXXIII (February, 1971), 
248-63. For a useful study suggesting the type of mistakes 
isolationists emphasized in the post World War I era, see 
Warren I. Cohen, The American Revisionists: The Lessons of 
Intervention (Chicago, 1966). 
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These issues allowed Hiram Johnson to prosper as a 

critic of American foreign policy. The passage of the 

Johnson Debt Default Act of 1934 betokened a return to post 

World War I isolationism. Johnson's legislation inaugurated 

a new period of isolationist success matching that of the 

controversies about the Treaty of Versailles and the League 

of Nations. The Johnson Act prohibited governments that 

had defaulted on war debts from borrowing from American 

business. This Act summarized almost two decades of 

Johnson's fight to control the big business influences that 

he felt unduly influenced American foreign policy. 

Johnson's opposition to lending money to nations in 

default on war debts was one of his guiding principles 

during the 1920's. Hence, he looked upon the early New Deal 

years as the fulfillment of his career-long crusade to 

redirect American foreign policy. The Johnson Act, 

implicitly designed to avoid the mistakes of World War I, 

was, in effect, both the first of a series of neutrality 

laws and the first step into an isolationist American posi-

2 
tion in the mid-1930's. 

2. For the standard interpretations of diplomacy 
during the 1930's see, for example, Adler, The Uncertain 
Giant. 150-83; Cole, An Interpretive History of American 
Foreign Relations. 438-52; Divine, The Illusion of Neu 
trality. 1-80; Walter Johnson, The Battle Against Isolation 
(New York, 1944), passim; William E. Leuchtenburg, Franklin 
D. Roosevelt and the New Deal (New York, 1969), 197-230; 
George Mowry, The Urban Nation. 1920-1960 (New York, 1965), 
129-54; David Shannon, Between the Wars: America. 1919-1941 
(Boston, 1965), 214-28; Charles C. Tansill, Back Door to 
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H-Lstoriographically , the Johnson Act has been 

neglected because it was inextricably woven into the debate 

over the arms embargo proposal. More momentous events 

obscured Johnson's crusade to isolate America from world 

problems. The isolationism of the early 1930's had its 

roots in the Hoover years, and Senator Johnson was an 

instrumental figure in reviving isolationist thought. He 

concentrated upon the excesses of big business in arguing 

for an isolationist foreign policy. In February, 1932, 

Johnson introduced a bill containing three provisions to 

protect American investors from unstable Latin American 

bonds. This legislation was the result of Johnson's Senate 

investigation, begun in December, 1931, concerning the 

dependability of foreign bonds sold to American investors. 

The investigation which revealed that these bonds for the 

War: The Roosevelt Foreign Policy. 1933-41 (Chicago, 19 52), 
passim; Merze Tate, The United States and Armaments 
(Cambridge, 1948), passim; Wiltz, From Isolation to War. 
1-17; John E. Wiltz, In Search of Peace: The Senate Muni
tions Inquiry. 1934-36 (Baton Rouge, 1963), passim. For 
interpretations emphasizing economic influences, see, for 
example, Charles A. Beard, American Foreign Policy in the 
Making: 1932-1940: A Study in Responsibilities (New Haven, 
1946), 117-56; Lloyd Gardner, Economic Aspects of New Deal 
Diplomacy (Madison, 1964), 3-93; Williams, The Tragedy of 
American Diplomacy. 162-200. For doctoral dissertations on 
Isolationist sentiment in the early 1930's, see, Adelphia D. 
Bowen, Jr., "The Disarmament Movement, 1918-1935" (Unpub
lished doctoral dissertation, Columbia University, 1956); 
Thomas C. Irvin, "Norman H. Davis and the Quest for Arms 
Control" (Unpublished doctoral dissertation, Ohio State 
University, 1964); Stuart L. Weiss, "The New Deal and 
Collective Security, 1933-36" (Unpublished doctoral disser
tation, University of Chicago, 1962). 
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most part issued by South American nations, depreciated 

rapidly after Wall Street financiers or international 

3 
bankers had turned a sure profit on their sale. Johnson 

skillfully argued that the Hoover moratorium encouraged the 

fiscal irresponsibility of European governments. His 

investigations, for example, revealed that the J. P. Morgan 

Company had profited directly from the scaling down of the 

Italian war debt. After a readjustment of this debt, the 

Morgan interests lent the Italian government $100 million 

to meet the readjusted payment. Johnson cited this trans

action as an example of the profitable market for American 

bankers, and he charged that the Hoover administration had 

no intention of collecting war debts. Therefore, Johnson 

urged special legislation to protect American investors and 

4 to isolate the United States from European involvements. 

3. Beard, American Foreign Policy in the Making. 6; 
J. Chal Vinson, "War Debts and Peace Legislation: The 
Johnson Act of 1934," Mid-America. L (July, 1968), 206-22. 
Despite widespread popular sentiment for Johnson's pro
posals, a number of important studies "minimize the Johnson 
Act. See, for example, Allan Nevins, The New Deal and World 
Affairs. 1933-1945 (New Haven, 1950), 42-45. Nevins, writing 
from the viewpoint of Rooseveltian liberalism, misrepresents 
the intention behind the Johnson Act. For example, Nevins 
writes, "To strike at delinquent governments, Senator 
Johnson was willing to cause these citizens heavy loss," 
42-43. This description fails to mention that the Johnson 
Act was intent upon protecting the small American investor. 

4. Congressional Record. 72nd Cong., 1st sess., 
213-14, 539, 6053; Foreign Relations. I (1934), 525-29; 
Vinson, "War Debts and Peace Legislation," 208-209. 
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In January, 1933, Johnson expanded his original bill 

on the debt default of Latin American governments to include 

any nation defaulting on its war debts. Implicit in 

Johnson's thinking was an attempt to prevent war debt reduc

tion. In a letter to his close friend, C. K. McClatchy, he 

wrote, "I blew the lid off the debt situation in the senate 

last Wednesday, because I thought it high time something 

5 
should be said from the American standpoint." Johnson 

referred to his primary fear that European nations were on 

the verge of convincing the United States to cancel their 

war debts and went on to explain that his mail overwhelmingly 

favored collecting war debts. He characteristically con

cluded that Hoover was giving in to Wall Street influences. 

Once American voters realized the dishonesty of European 

governments, they would accept an isolationist foreign 

policy. This realization was essential, he said, because 

6 
of the recent default by France and many smaller nations. 

Although President-elect Roosevelt and Johnson 

differed in their public statements about foreign affairs, 

they continued to maintain a close relationship. On the 

question of war debts Johnson and Roosevelt held highly 

divergent opinions. By late January, 1933, it was known 

that Roosevelt favored debt reduction for Great Britain, an 

5. Johnson to C. K. McClatchy, January 8, 1933, 
Johnson Papers. 

6. Ibid.. January 8, 16, 1933. 
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attitude which provoked Senate debate on the President's 

role in foreign affairs. Johnson, an ardent Roosevelt 

supporter in the 1932 Presidential campaign, stood apart 

from the debate, and predicted that the President-elect 

7 
would not reduce the war debts. Mindful of Johnson's 

Senate position, Roosevelt called the California Senator to 

a meeting in late January, 1933. Johnson informed Roosevelt 

that the key to his future success lay in naming a Secretary 

of State who was not associated with big business. Roosevelt 

assured Johnson that Wall Street would not enjoy the same 

g 
influences in his administration that it had in Hoover's. 

Nevertheless, Johnson soon became disenchanted with 

Roosevelt's public statements about war debts. In a letter 

to Harold Ickes, he complained that he was "utterly unable 

to comprehend what Roosevelt is doing in the matter of 

foreign debts, and that he is putting himself in a position 

where he will get his fingers burned I think there is little 

7. Johnson to Hiram W. Johnson, Jr., January 22, 
1933, Johnson Papers; Congressional Record. 72nd Cong., 2nd 
sess., 2417; Vinson, "War Debts and Peace Legislation," 
212-13. 

8. Johnson to Archibald Johnson, January 21, 1933; 
Johnson to C. K. McClatchy, January 29, 1933, all in Johnson 
Papers. Johnson wrote McClatchy "I told him [President 
Roosevelt] that, in my opinion, the key position in his 
administration was that of Secretary of State, that since 
1920, the State Department and our foreign relations had 
been absolutely in control of Morgan and Company . . . ." 
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9 
doubt." Despite Roosevelt's personal assurance that he 

intended to follow policies similar to Johnson's, the 

California Senator was soon lamenting the danger of inter

nationalist influence within Roosevelt's cabinet. 

His fear of international influences in Roosevelt's 

embryonic administration prompted Johnson to support a "Buy 

America" clause in the Treasury-Post Office appropriation 

bill of February 2, 19 33 which provided that federal govern

ment projects be constructed with American manufactured 

products. Johnson argued that this restriction was essen

tial because European states often discriminated against 

American goods. In keeping with his past support for high 

tariffs, he emphasized that a self-sufficient economy could 

be developed only through this device, which eventually 

would protect the United States from undue foreign involve

ment. Johnson never acknowledged the contradiction in 

supporting the big business policies of the California 

agri-business complex while attacking the nefarious influ

ence of big business. 

9. Johnson to Harold Ickes, February 1, 1933, 
Johnson Papers. For an analysis that suggests President 
Roosevelt was not yet a firm believer in collective 
security, see Robert A. Divine, "Franklin D. Roosevelt and 
Collective Security, 1933," Mississippi Valley Historical 
Review. XLVIII (June, 1961), 42-59. 

10. New York Times. February 3, 19 33, 4; Johnson, 
"Senator Hiram Johnson and American Foreign Relations," 198-
200; Johnson to.C. K. McClatchy, February 4, 1933, Johnson 
Papers. For a detailed account of Roosevelt's early foreign 
policy, see Donald F. Whitehead, "The Making of Foreign 
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Suspecting that Democratic policy might not measure 

up to his expectations Johnson wrote that Roosevelt was 

"acting as his own Secretary of Foreign Affairs. He may be 

clever enough to keep out of the pitfalls into which our 

American diplomats have always fallen . . . but I doubt 

it. The constant cry for debt reduction from the Eastern 

press and the publicity given to Senator William E. Borah's 

speeches calling for the renegotiation of war debts in 

exchange for a European promise to disarm annoyed Johnson. 

He concluded that his colleague on the Senate Foreign Rela

tions Committee was again moving toward the policy of 

collective security. In a letter to McClatchy, Johnson 

confided: "There was a beautiful tribute paid to him 

recently. ... It was paid to him because he changed his 

views on international relations and was now the strongest 

12 
internationalist there was in the Senate." 

Just before Roosevelt's inauguration Johnson 

expressed uncertainty about the President. "In common with 

Policy During President Roosevelt's First Term, 1933-37" 
(Unpublished doctoral dissertation, University of Chicago, 
1952). 

11. Johnson to boys, January 29, 1933, Johnson 
Papers. 

12. Johnson to C. K. McClatchy, February 19, 1933, 
Johnson Papers; Johnson, Borah of Idaho. 468-89; McKenna, 
Borah. 306-18. For a study which defends Borah's isola
tionist views along "New Left" lines, see Orde S. Pinckney, 
"William E. Borah and the Republican Party, 1932-1940" 
(Unpublished doctoral dissertation, University of California, 
Berkeley, 1958). 
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many others here," he wrote, "I am extremely perplexed 

about the debt and economic conference. Confidentially, I 

don't believe that the President has very many fixed ideas 

13 
himself . . . ." In the Senate Johnson declared that 

European governments were fiscally irresponsible because 

they would not pay their war debts. This irresponsibility, 

he exclaimed, justified "American nationalism" to protect 

national interest. Johnson reemphasized the necessity of 

14 
full payment of war debts. 

On March 4, 1933, Franklin D. Roosevelt was 

inaugurated, and the task of ending the depression pushed 

foreign affairs into the background. The following week, 

however, Secretary of State Hull and Ambassador Norman 

Davis discussed with Roosevelt the arms embargo which had 

been proposed by Hoover's Secretary of State Henry L. 

Stimson. They urged the President to accept this policy, 

and on March 10 he agreed. The State Department then sent 

letters to the chairmen of the House and Senate committees 

urging passage of the proposal. On March 16, Senator Key 

13. Johnson to John F. Neylan, February 24, 1933, 
Johnson Papers; Donald W. Brandon, "Franklin D. Roosevelt's 
View of the United States' Position in World Affairs" 
(Unpublished M. A. Thesis, University of California, 
Berkeley, 1950), passim; Willard Range, Franklin D. 
Roosevelt's World Order (Athens, 1959), passim; Arthur M. 
Schlesinger, Jr. The Coming of the New Deal (Boston, 1959), 
1-23. 

14. Congressional Record. 72nd Cong., 2nd sess., 
1271, 1278; Vinson, "War Debts and Peace Legislation," 213. 
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Pittman of Nevada and Representative Sam D. McReynolds of 

15 
Tennessee introduced an arms embargo resolution. 

In the midst of the move for an arms embargo law, 

Johnson reintroduced, almost unnoticed, his bill to prohibit 

financial credits to any government in default upon its 

16 
debts. Two weeks later the Judiciary Committee reported 

the Johnson bill to the Senate, where a supporter, Henry F. 

Ashurst of Arizona, declared that the bill achieved "simple 

justice for the protection of the American investor 

17 
. . . ." Because his ball explicitly denied debt 

defaulters further American credit, Johnson reasoned it 

18 
would prevent another war. 

The controversy that erupted over the arms embargo 

resolution obscured the re-emergence of the Johnson bill, 

and had a profound effect upon Johnson's thinking. On 

March 28, 1933, the House Foreign Affairs Committee held a 

one-day hearing and three witnesses—Edwin M. Borchard, of 

the Yale Law School; Edward A. Harriman, a lawyer and 

lecturer on international law; and Major General Amos A. 

15. Divine, The Illusion of Neutrality. 41-44; 
New York Times. May 28, 1933, VI, 15. 

16. Congressional Record. 72nd Cong., 2nd sess., 
S. 682; Foreign Relations. I (1934), 525. 

17. Senate Report. 73rd Cong., 1st sess., no. 9769, 
Calendar 21, Report 20; Vinson, "War Debts and Peace Legis
lation," 214. 

18. Johnson to Hiram W. Johnson, Jr., April 1, 
1933, Johnson Papers. 
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Fries, former head of the Army's Chemical Warfare Service— 

appeared to oppose the arms embargo. They argued that a 

discriminatory arms embargo breached neutrality, and would 

eventually draw the United States into world diplomatic 

problems. Their cogent arguments placed the arms embargo 

19 
proposal in a precarious position. As the House fought 

over the arms embargo the State Department intervened with a 

plea for the resolution. Finally, in mid-April, the House 

20 
passed the resolution, and it was sent to the Senate. 

Moved by the arguments of Borchard, Harriman, and Fries, 

Johnson felt that a government controlled corporation or 

commission established to supervise foreign loans would 

effectively maintain American neutrality. Johnson announced 

that he opposed a discriminatory arms embargo resolution, 

because he feared that the arms embargo might adversely 

21 
influence his own legislation. 

19. Richard N. Current, "The United States and 
•Collective Security': Notes on the History of an Idea," in 
DeConde, Isolation and Security. 47; Divine, The Illusion of 
Neutrality. 51-52; Jonas, Isolationism in America, 32-69; 
"Exportation of Arms or Munitions of War," Hearing Before 
the House Committee on Foreign Affairs. 73rd Cong., 1st sess. 
(Washington, 1933). For the classic statement of what 
Professor Borchard calls "honesty neutrality" see, Edwin 
Borchard and William P. Lage, Neutrality for the United 
States (New Haven, 1937). 

20. Divine, The Illusion of Neutrality. 45-47. 

21. Johnson to boys, April 16, 1933; Johnson to 
Archibald Johnson, April 20, 1933, all in Johnson Papers. 
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On May 10, the Senate Foreign Relations Committee 

began formal consideration of the arms embargo resolution. 

Prior to the Committee's action, however, a split between 

Johnson and Borah had developed. The Idaho Senator favored 

a discriminatory arms embargo, while Johnson opposed it, 

because he felt that an embargo would unduly involve the 

United States in international affairs. In March and April, 

Johnson continually raised the question of how the United 

States defined an "aggressor nation" in applying the arms 

embargo. In public speeches and in his correspondence, he 

expressed fear that a discriminatory arms embargo was tanta

mount to a formal alliance. Thus, the arms embargo resolu

tion acted as a catalyst to the Johnson bill. The California 

Senator reasoned that his bill would prevent the implementa

tion of a discriminatory embargo by forbidding loans to any 

nation in default on its war debts. Since all of the major 

European nations had defaulted, Johnson envisioned his 

legislation as protecting American interests from European 

22 
influences. 

As the arms embargo resolution passed from the House 

to the Senate, Johnson confided his fears about foreign 

affairs to John Bassett Moore. Johnson argued that the arms 

22. New York Times. March 23, 1933, 7; Wayne 
Cole, "Senator Key Pittman and American Neutrality Policies, 
1933-1940," Mississippi Valley Historical Review. XLVI 
(March, 1960), 644-62; Leopold, The Growth of American 
Foreign Policy. 498-501; Johnson to boys, April 23, 1933, 
Johnson Papers. 
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embargo was being used to bring false peace hopes: "There is 

such a strange psychology now in our country, and particu

larly in the Congress, that the mere cry of 'peace1 rousts 

logic, and this cry is so convincing to the unthinking, that 

with them it is all sufficient for the destruction of any 

fixed and definite policy." In his correspondence with 

Moore, Johnson argued that an impartial arms embargo was the 

most effective means of implementing Congressional isola-

23 
tion. 

On May 8, Congress passed the Securities Act of 1933 

to protect investors from purchasing stocks manipulated by 

insiders. The Securities and Exchange Commission placed 

trading practices under federal regulation. This act not 

only reflected a pervasive feeling in Congress that stock 

practices at home needed controlling, but it also emphasized 

the idea that active economic involvement abroad was 

unnecessary. Isolationist sentiment was on the rise, 

consequently Herbert Feis, Secretary Hull's economic 

adviser, urged the President not to take a stand on the 

Johnson bill. Feis argued that the United States must not 

take any action against those nations unable to pay World 

23. Johnson to John Bassett Moore, May 5, 1933, 
Johnson Papers. 
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War I debts. Roosevelt, now in a ticklish situation, 

ignored the Johnson bill.^ 

Roosevelt's inaction weakened Johnson's opponents, 

and public opinion soon began to demand protection from the 

"Shylocks" of Europe. Johnson's legislation and his 

rhetoric fitted nicely into the public mood. As the Senate 

committee continued to hear testimony relating to the arms 

embargo resolution, Johnson charged that a discriminatory 

embargo would draw the United States into European or Far 

Eastern affairs. The State Department emphatically denied 

this allegation and attempted to alleviate isolationist 

fears by emphasizing foreign goals free from outside 

entanglements. On May 24, Johnson introduced an amendment 

stipulating that the President apply the arms embargo 

impartially to all belligerents. This proposal radically 

altered the nature of the resolution by transforming it from 

25 
a collective security measure to an isolationist one. 

24. Herbert Feis to William Phillips, May 12, 1933; 
William Phillips to Franklin D. Roosevelt, May 12, 1933, all 
in Franklin D. Roosevelt Papers (Hyde Park, New York); John 
Kenneth Galbraith, The Great Crash (Boston, 1955), 171; 
Schlesinger, The Coming of the New Deal. 465-70. 

25. Franklin D. Roosevelt to Hiram W. Johnson, May 
20, 1933, Roosevelt Papers; Department of State, Peace and 
War: United States Foreign Policy, 1931-1941 (Washington, 
1943), 183-86; Robert A. Divine The Reluctant Belligerent: 
American Entry into World War II (New York, 1965), 5-7; 
Cordell Hull, The Memoirs of Cordell Hull (2 vols.; New 
York, 1948), I, 229; Wiltz, In Search of Peace. 172; New 
York Times. May 25, 1933, 12; May 26, 1933, 3. 
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Professor Moore had initiated the plea for an impartial 

embargo, and it reflected "honest neutrality" in foreign 

affairs. This attitude stemmed from the belief that a 

vigorous defense of American interests against both the 

Allies and the Central powers would have averted United 

States entry into World War I. The past policy of large 

private loans to Great Britain and France was considered the 

worst mistake. Johnson stood in the forefront of the isola

tionist brigade with the argument that past errors should be 

26 
used as a guide to the future. 

President Roosevelt's acceptance of Johnson's amend

ment stunned the State Department. Secretary Hull had 

opposed the measure in a detailed memorandum setting forth 

its dangers. There is no clear suggestion why Roosevelt did 

not oppose the Johnson bill, but he probably needed isola

tionist support to pass key New Deal legislation. Another 

possibility is that President Roosevelt may have held 

26. Johnson to Alex P. Moore, May 25, 1933, Johnson 
Papers; Jonas, Isolationism in America. 56. Historians have 
found it difficult to document the role of big business in 
the 1930's. Gabriel Kolko sees connections between American 
business and German business; however, he finds it difficult 
to explain the exact position of business. See, Gabriel 
Kolko, "American Business and Germany, 19 30-41," Western 
Political Quarterly. XV (December, 1962), 713-28. Roland N. 
Stromberg sees business being forced into supporting the 
war. Both Kolko and Stromberg operate from the initial 
premise that business was sympathetic to isolationism, but 
they conclude that the business community was influenced by 
international events. See Roland N. Stromberg, "American 
Business and the Approach of War. 1935-1941," Journal of 
Economic History. XIII (Winter, 1953), 58-78. 
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isolationist ideas. The fact is that Johnson and Roosevelt 

worked together in a very precarious manner. They often had 

divergent viewpoints, but they continued to respect each 

other's thoughts on foreign affairs. Although President 

Roosevelt was uneasy about many of Johnson's statements, he 

27 
refrained from attacking the California Senator. 

It is difficult to analyze Roosevelt's feelings on 

foreign affairs because he often let his cabinet members 

state their views publicly. Thus, the State Department 

appeared to be very independent. In a news conference on 

May 29, Hull voiced his disappointment with the Senate 

committee. He also argued that the impartial arms embargo 

nullified State Department policies designed to maintain 

American neutrality. The Johnson Amendment would prevent 

the United States from cooperating against aggressor nations. 

Johnson's resolution by minimizing trade and financial 

contacts with nations at war, then, momentarily brought an 

end to the drive for collective security. In many ways 

President Roosevelt was a useful ally in Johnson's drive for 

27. Divine, The Illusion of Neutrality. 23-56. 
For the historiographical literature on Roosevelt's foreign 
policy see, Wayne Cole, "American Entry into World War II: 
A Historiographical Appraisal," Mississippi Valley His
torical Review. XLIII (March, 1957), 595-617; Robert A. 
Divine, ed., Causes and Consequences of World War II 
(Chicago, 1969), 3-30. 
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isolationism; the President carefully gauged public opinion 

28 
and refused to take a decisive stand on foreign affairs. 

A number of factors explain the close accord between 

Johnson and Roosevelt. Johnson had supported Roosevelt's 

candidacy which prompted the President to offer Johnson a 

position as a delegate to the London Economic Conference. 

Johnson refused, because he preferred to keep an independent 

voice. Furthermore, he would not serve on a treaty making 

committee that would ultimately return a document to the 

Senate. Roosevelt assured him that foreign debts would not 

be reduced at the London Economic Conference, and this 

promise satisfied Johnson. Therefore, one can only deduce 

29 that a politxcal compromise had been effected. 

The events from the early summer of 1933 to the 

reconvening of Congress in January, 1934, were instrumental 

in pushing American attitudes toward an isolationist posi

tion. Throughout the summer of 19 33 Johnson was a crucial 

factor in this national metamorphosis. His argument that 

28. Richard Washburn Child to Franklin D. Roosevelt, 
April 11, 1933; Richard Washburn Child to Johnson, April 11, 
1933, all in Roosevelt Papers; Johnson to boys, May 26, 1933, 
Johnson Papers; Divine, The Illusion of Neutrality. 54; New 
York Times. May 30, 1933, 4. For an analysis of the posi
tion of economic recovery in relationship to foreign affairs 
see, Eliot A. Rosen, "Intranationalism vs. Internationalism: 
The Interregnum Struggle for the Sanctity of the New Deal," 
Political Science Quarterly. LXXXI (June, 1966), 274-97. 

29. Johnson to boys, May 26, 1933, June 4, 1933, 
June 16, 1933, all in Johnson Papers; Franklin D. Roosevelt 
to Johnson, July 31, 1933, Roosevelt Papers; Schlesinger, 
The Coming of the New Deal. 208. 
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excluding nations defaulting on their war debts from further 

loans from American business gained wide acceptance. He 

repeatedly informed the press and his political confidants 

that Europe could pay its war debts. When England paid only 

ten of nearly seventy-six million dollars owed from World 

War I, he responded with the charge that the war debt 

30 
problem violated American honor and dignity. 

Johnson and the President refrained from criticizing 

each other and this was due undoubtedly to a political 

bargain. The State Department, however, argued for collec

tive policies. When Roosevelt spoke he revealed beliefs 

much different from the California Senator's, but the 

President supported Johnson's measures. One can conclude 

that Roosevelt needed Johnson's support for key New Deal 

legislation, and the President had made a deal to support 

the Johnson Act in return for domestic support. The possi

bility of a political deal is obvious in Johnson's rhetoric, 

because by late August Johnson charged that Roosevelt's 

advisers were placing the United States in a compromising 

diplomatic position. In summarizing the recent debt dis

cussions with England, he wrote McClatchy, "I told you how 

much I regret to see the Administration, in the matter of 

these debts, taking its orders from Great Britain and 

30. Johnson to Major Edward Wynne, July 14, 1933; 
Johnson to C. K. McClatchy, June 4, 1933, all in Johnson 
Papers; New York Times. June 15, 1933, 6; June 26, 1933, 11. 
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permitting every little internationalist connected with the 

31 
Administration to make such damn fool speeches." Norman 

Davis, Johnson felt, was the most dangerous internationalist 

in the Administration's State Department entourage. The 

Internationalists, mainly Hull and Davis, were encouraging 

European nations not to pay their debts. Their attitude 

prevented the United States from developing a workable 

neutrality program. Finally, he declared that international 

conferences were the most insignificant means of settling 

32 
diplomatic problems. 

Johnson's pessimistic feeling about the future 

course of American foreign policy prompted him to advocate 

a stringent form of economic isolation. The American 

investor, as well as the federal government, he state, must 

be protected from the pitfalls of foreign politics. He 

urged President Roosevelt to maintain strict regulation of 

31. Johnson to C. K. McClatchy, August 23, 1933, 
Johnson Papers. Johnson's argument that England benefitted 
from the New Deal and the economic direction of State Depart
ment policymakers is not supported by a recent article. 
Richard H. Pear argues that the New Deal had a very minimal 
influence upon England in the early 19 30's. See, Richard H. 
Pear, "The Impact of the New Deal on British Economic and 
Political Ideas," The Bulletin of the British Association 
for American Studies, IV (August, 1962), 17-26. 

32. Johnson to J. U. Hemmi, August 25, 1933; 
Johnson to Charles L. McNary, July 28, 19 33; Johnson to 
Robert J. McPherson, July 21, 1933; Johnson to Major Edward 
Wynne, July 14, 1933, all in Johnson Papers; Kenneth P. 
Adler and David Dobrow, "Interest and Influence in Foreign 
Affairs," Public Opinion Quarterly, XX (Spring, 1956), 89-
101. 
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foreign trade. On August 26, 1933, Johnson informed 

Roosevelt that he wotild push the Johnson Act for quick 

passage in January, 1934, when Congress reconvened. 

Johnson charged that the Securities Act of 1933 was not 

being used to protect the individual investor, and he noted 

the State Department's hostility to his bill to protect 

American investors from fraudulent foreign securities. The 

State Department had opposed the Johnson Act, because 

Secretary Hull felt it would unduly involve the United 

States government with private business interests. "To my 

mind it is perfectly absurd to say that it would complicate 

our foreign relations," Johnson retorted to Hull's mis

givings, "or that we are bound to have controversies between 

33 the Department of State and the corporation." Throughout 

the remainder of the fall and winter of 1933 he complained 

of the State Department's unwillingness to supervise foreign 

investment in the United States. He argued that big business 

had a stranglehold on the State Department, thus unduly 

influencing the interests and welfare of the small 

34 
investor. 

33. Johnson to Franklin D. Roosevelt, August 26, 
1933, Johnson Papers. For the State Department's objections 
to Johnson's proposal, see Herbert Feis to William Phillips, 
May 12, 193 3, Roosevelt Papers. 

34. Lloyd M. Wells, "The Defense of Big Business, 
1933-1935: A Study in the Development of an Ideology" 
(Unpublished doctoral dissertation, Princeton University, 
1955), passim. 
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To remedy this alleged condition, Johnson suggested 

that Congress legislate to prevent any sort of unfortunate 

inv lvement by either government or private business in 

European affaits. "I am disgusted with the attitude of the 

State Department," Johnson wrote. "I am unable to persuade 

myself that it is taken primarily to assist or even repre

sent American investors." Johnson urged the creation of a 

public corporation to protect those investors threatened by 

35 
fraudulent securities. It was impossible to loosen the 

hold of big business upon the State Department. To his 

long-time friend, Secretary of the Interior Harold Ickes, 

Johnson wrote: ". . .1 would like to look into the minds of 

the international bankers of this country and see just what 

36 
course they have charted for our Republic." Congress he 

felt must protect American citizens from the activity of 

American bankers and businessmen, hence his rhetoric 

suggested that he viewed the devil theory of war as a 

plausible explanation for the problems besetting American 

foreign policy. Johnson continually referred to the lessons 

of World War I, particularly those emphasizing the 

35. Johnson to L. E. Hanchett, October 14, 1933, 
Johnson Papers. 

36. Johnson to Harold Ickes, October 17, 1933, 
Johnson Papers. 
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involvement of American bankers and businessmen with 

37 
warring nations. 

When Congress convened in January, 19 34, the ques

tion of the arms embargo resolution remained unsolved. The 

Johnson amendment, however, providing for an impartial arms 

embargo, quickly brought the arms embargo into the main

stream of public debate. In the State Department J. 

Pierrepont Moffat, the chief of the Division of Western 

European affairs, and R. Walton Moore, Assistant Secretary 

of State, favored the Johnson amendment. They reasoned 

that to oppose it would lead to a serious confrontation 

with Senate isolationists. Thus, the reintroduction of the 

Johnson bill benefitted directly from the controversy over 

the arms embargo. President Roosevelt, unable to risk 

further alienation of the Senate isolationists, preferred 

38 
that the arms embargo remain a dormant issue. 

Johnson described the necessity of his legislation 

in a letter to President Roosevelt. "It would seem logical," 

he said, "to make it an offense to sell in the future bonds 

to a foreign nation which had defaulted upon its obligations 

39 
to our people " A few days later, Secretary Hull 

37. Johnson to William M. Franklin, October 23, 
1933; Johnson to L. E. Hanchett, October 14, 1933; Johnson 
to Harold Ickes, September 21, 1933, October 17, 1933, all 
in Johnson Papers. 

38. Divine, The Illusion of Neutrality. 58-59. 

39. Johnson to Franklin D„ Roosevelt, January 29, 
1934, Johnson Papers. 
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urged the President to attempt to modify the Johnson Act. 

This request resulted in a proposed compromise that would 

allow the President, rather than Congress, the right to dis

charge the bill's provisions. Hull reasoned that the 

40 
President could control the excesses of the Johnson Act. 

Almost unnoticed in the controversy over domestic 

issues and the arms embargo debate, the Johnson bill came 

up in the Senate for a vote on February 2, 19 34. In its 

final form the Johnson Act banned the floating of loans in 

the United States for nations defaulting on war debts. It 

also prohibited the President from declaring token payment 

41 of the war debt as meeting the original obligation. The 

Roosevelt administration did succeed in eliminating the 

controls the bill originally applied to private loans. 

Johnson felt public opinion looked upon his Act as a means 

of controlling corrupt bankers and businessmen. This 

reaction as well as his strong support for Roosevelt's 

policies made it difficult for the President to publicly 

40. Vinson, "War Debts and Peace Legislation," 216. 
For a description of how Roosevelt would implement the 
bill's provisions, see, for example, Congressional Record. 
72nd Cong., 2nd sess., 1923. 

41. Johnson to Joseph Byrns, February 3, 1934, 
Johnson Papers; New York Times. January 12, 1934, 1; 
January 13, 1934, 2; January 14, 1934, 12; January 18, 1934, 
15; January 30, 1934, 15; Vinson, "War Debts and Peace 
Legislation," 217-20. 
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oppose the measure, and he refused to comment on the Johnson 

Act.42 

In the next two months the bill went from the Senate 

to the House and back to the Senate for final confirmation. 

On April 13, the Johnson Act passed through its final 

stages. It was now illegal to sell or purchase bonds or 

securities from a nation defaulting on its war debts. 

Johnson's bill was the beginning of the "isolationist 

cyclone" that saw Congress pass legislation to restrain 

American participation in world affairs. The Act reduced 

the President's power in foreign affairs by forcing a tough 

stand on the war debts question and was a prelude to the 

43 
Neutrality Acts of 1935-37. 

The Johnson Act was, as one contemporary suggested, 

a rebuke to our war debtors; but it was also a reflection of 

44 
the fervid desire to maintain strict neutrality. In 

addition, the act was the culmination of Johnson's campaign 

to curtail the power of the State Department and big 

42. R. Walton Moore to Franklin D. Roosevelt, March 
12, 1934, Roosevelt Papers; Johnson to Franklin D. Roosevelt, 
January 29, 19 34; Johnson to McClatchy, February 1, 19 34, 
all in Johnson Papers; Schlesinger, The Coming of the New 
Deal. 504-505. 

43. Divine, The Illusion of Neutrality, 58-59; 
Johnson to Edwin M. Borchard, April 16, 19 34; Johnson to 
C. K. McClatchy, March 11, 1934; March 25, 19 34; April 16, 
1934; Johnson to Alex P. Moore, April 9, 1934; Johnson to 
John Francis Neylan, March 25, 1934, all in Johnson Papers. 

44. Johnson to C. K. McClatchy, April 16, 19 34, 
Johnson Papers. 



business in foreign affairs. Johnson's enduring obsession 

with business influences guiding the precepts of American 

foreign policy culminated in the Johnson Act. It was the 

highpoint of Johnson's career as a critic of American 

foreign policy. He had succeeded in implementing a policy 

of neutrality which returned the United States to "tradi-

45 
tional values" in foreign affairs. 

45. Johnson to C. K. McClatchy, April 16, 19 34, 
Johnson Papers. 



CHAPTER 10 

JOHNSON'S LAST STAND, 1935-1941 

When Hitler and Mussolini's aggressions cast the 

shadow of war over Europe in 19 35, nationwide debate on 

American neutrality reached a new intensity, and Johnson 

came into direct opposition to President Roosevelt. From 

1935 to 1941 Johnson emerged as a symbol of "lonely, though 

splendid, isolation.1,1 Simultaneously, Johnson's political 

influence declined again. The Senator's waning prestige in 

domestic affairs became evident during the neutrality debate 

in Congress in the summer of 1935. Johnson and Borah no 

longer dominated the leadership of American isolationism. 

In the national debate over America's place in world 

affairs, Johnson assumed the role of an elder statesman 

arguing for long established isolationist ideas. 

Roosevelt's neutrality policies eventually convinced 

Johnson that the President was purposely leading the natioiji 

into World War II. Johnson became obsessed with Roosevelt's 

broad executive powers, rather than with the President's 

actual policies. This feeling reflected Johnson's own 

waning influence and prestige. After 1935 Johnson's charges 

that big business and an internationalist minded State 

1. Jonas, Isolationism in America. 45. 
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Department moved the nation down a dangerous path sounded 

like a hollow ring from the past. 

The six years preceding Pearl Harbor were a curious 

mixture of success and failure for Johnson. In 1935 isola

tionists were at the apogee of their strength, and Johnson 

basked in the limelight as a symbol of Senate isolationism. 

A few years later, after the neutrality acts, Roosevelt's 

Court packing plan, and the discussion of American trade 

rights during wartime, Johnson became a bitter enemy of the 

President's foreign policy. 

Johnson's increasing criticism of Roosevelt's 

policies flowed from his belief that American trade must be 

curtailed no further than limiting the sale of armaments. 

His faith that the United States could remain politically 

isolated while continuing to develop its world trade was not 

popular in the 1930's. Felix Morley, editor of the Washing

ton Post, pointed out that the supporters of the neutrality 

acts could not be true isolationists if they maintained that 

American trade could dominate economic markets while the 

nation isolated itself from world politics. Furthermore, 

Morley suggested that this position was intellectually 

inconsistent. He had described Johnson's reaction to New 

2 
Deal diplomacy perfectly. Johnson opposed a discretionary 

2. Felix Morley, "Political Implications of 
American Neutrality Policy," Annals of the American Academy 
of Political and Social Science. CLXXXVI (July, 1936), 52. 
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arms embargo, trade quotas, and the cash and carry provi

sion because they curtailed traditional trade rights as a 

consequence of European diplomatic pressures. Johnson 

reasoned that international law was adequate to impose 

diplomatic, economic, or military sanctions against 

aggressor nations. Johnson never saw the ideological 

contradiction in this position. He had evolved into a 

staunch supporter of foreign policy tactics designed to 

promote the prosperity of private-enterprise capitalism, 

although his reputation largely derived from attacking big 

business. Most students of American foreign policy, as well 

as Johnson's contemporaries, have failed to point out his 

consistent support of California's agri-business complex. 

Therefore, Johnson's isolationism was a peculiar combina

tion of geographical insularity, political partisanship, and 

economic determinism. He argued that the United States must 

be solely responsible for its foreign policies, an objective 

3 
rendered meaningless by events in Europe. 

Johnson's transition from a staunch supporter of 

Roosevelt's policies to a vigorous critic of the administra

tion is a complex story. His first suspicions of Roosevelt's 

intentions in foreign affairs resulted from apprehensions 

3. Jonas, Isolationism in America. 1-31; Weinberg, 
"The Historical Meaning of the Doctrine of Isolation," 
540. For an excellent analysis of domestic problems 
during the decade prior to the neutrality legislation of 
1935-37 see, Fred Winkler, "The War Department and Dis
armament, 1926-1935," Historian. XXVIII (May, 1966), 426-46. 
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over State Department policies. Johnson envisioned Secre

tary Hull's internationalism as the catalyst to American 

participation in world affairs. The revival of the World 

Court issue in 1935 solidified Johnson's opposition to Hull. 

Yet, the California Senator continued to remain on friendly 

terms with President Roosevelt. 

In January, 1935, Roosevelt formally requested the 

Senate to approve United States membership in the World 

Court to discharge a Democratic campaign promise. This 

promise, he argued, the Senate should honor. On January 9, 

the Senate Foreign Relations Committee by voting to support 

Roosevelt's recommendation precipitated a vigorous Senate 

debate. The old question of the World Court as a possible 

back door into the League of Nations prompted Johnson to 

vehemently oppose membership. His position was consistent 

with his opposition to the World Court in 1926 and 1929; 

Johnson argued membership would irrevocably bring American 

foreign policy into the vortex of European affairs. The 

World Court, he charged, was simply part of a European plot 

to involve the United States in war. The League of Nations, 

4 he felt, was the root of Europe's difficulties. In a two 

and a half hour Senate speech Johnson reemphasized these 

4. Divine, The Illusion of Neutrality. 83-84; 
Fleming, The United States and World Organization. 117-37; 
Leuchtenburg, Franklin D. Roosevelt and the New Deal. 215-
17; Dexter Perkins, The New Age of Franklin Roosevelt 
(Chicago, 1957), 97-98. 
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points, and he charged that the World Court was a political 

rather than a judicial body. Its sole purpose, Johnson 

asserted, was to legitimize decisions of the League of 

Nations. Therefore, American participation in the World 

Court would result in American troops and money enforcing 

5 
League decisions. Johnson's correspondence reflected his 

fears of the World Court and League of Nations, and for the 

first time his letters reflected dissatisfaction with 

Roosevelt's diplomacy. 

He was particularly worried about Hull's alleged 

0 
influence upon the President. Johnson and Roosevelt, none

theless, remained on friendly terms. In his conversations 

with the President, Johnson informed his close political 

associates, Roosevelt indicated no deep interest in the 

7 
World Court and was simply redeeming a campaign promise. 

Despite the President's ensuing inaction to secure passage 

of the World Court resolution, Johnson envisioned closer 

cooperation with Europe. "The attitude of the President has 

made this a hopeless fight," he complained, "but I have ever 

believed a contest is worthwhile when one believes he is 

5. Congressional Record. 74th Cong., 1st sess. , 483. 

6. Johnson to Hiram W. Johnson, Jr., January 6, 
1935, Johnson Papers. 

7. Johnson to Edwin M. Borchard, January 8, 11, 
1935; Johnson to Hiram W. Johnson, Jr., January 13, 1935; 
Johnson to John Bassett Moore, January 8, 1935; Johnson to 
Theodore J. Roche, January 20, 1935, all in Johnson Papers. 
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right, and certainly when one believes a policy possibly 

g 
perilous to his country is involved." Not once did Johnson 

say that Roosevelt may have favored the Court, and there

fore he could not understand the President's endorsement of 

9 
it. On January 29, 1935 when the Senate rejected a member

ship in the World Court, Johnson declared that the mood of 

the American public would not allow internationalists to 

shape American foreign policy. 

In the aftermath of the World Court struggle, 

Johnson continued to denounce internationalists in general 

and Cordell Hull in particular. He alluded to a rumor 

circulating about Washington that Secretary Hull was 

supporting a joint resolution of Congress to allow the 

United States to enter the World Court by a majority vote. 

This rumor helped to revive all the old suspicions of 

business conspiracy that had dominated Johnson's thinking in 

the years prior to Roosevelt's election. The Court issue 

once again convinced Johnson that the Morgan interests 

influenced American foreign policy."^ 

8. Johnson to Hiram W. Johnson, III, January 21, 
1935, Johnson Papers. 

9. Johnson to Hiram W. Johnson, Jr., January 31, 
1935, Johnson Papers. 

10. Johnson to Matt I. Sullivan, February 2, 1935, 
Johnson Papers; New York Times. January 30, 19 35, 1; Con
gressional Record. 74th Cong., 1st sess., 1147. 

11. Johnson to Hiram W. Johnson, Jr., February 10, 
1935, Johnson Papers. 
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This renewed suspicion of economic influences caused 

Johnson to re-examine many of Hull's policies. The strange 

thing about his criticism of Hull's economic diplomacy was 

that the State Department actually developed policies 

similar to Johnson's thinking. Liberalized world trade, 

Hull argued, was the best means of promoting world peace, a 

conviction quite consistent with Johnson's reasoning on 

expanding the export market. Hull and Johnson, however, did 

differ over tariff policies and the role of American 

commerce in world politics. 

The major difference between Johnson and Hull was 

Hull's belief that an Anglo-American trade agreement would 

restore international political and economic stability. In 

19 35, however, Hull suggested little more than world 

economic recovery might promote restoration of American 

13 
domestic prosperity. Thus he viewed Hull's policies in a 

12. Arthur W. Schatz, "Cordell Hull and the Struggle 
for the Reciprocal Trade Agreements Program, 1932-1940" 
(Unpublished doctoral dissertation, University of Oregon, 
1966), passim. 

13. Grace Beckett, "Effects of the Reciprocal Trade 
Agreements Upon the Foreign Trade of the United States," The 
Quarterly Journal of Economics. LIV (November, 1940), 80-94; 
William L. Langer and S. Everett Gleason, The Challenge to 
Isolation. 1937-1940 (New York, 1952), 7, 17; Julius W. 
Pratt, Cordell Hull (New York, 1964), I, 29-30; Arthur W. 
Schatz, "The Anglo-American Trade Agreement and Cordell 
Hull's Search for Peace, 1936-1938," Journal of American 
History. LVII (June, 1970), 85-103. For a discussion of 
British commercial policy see, Carl Kreider, The Anglo-
American Trade Agreement: A Study of British and American 
Commercial Policies (Princeton, 1943). 
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much different light. The old image of corporate conspiracy 

prompted Johnson to regard Hull's policies as another 

example of business controlling the direction of American 

14 
foreign policy. 

The investigations of the Nye Committee were another 

catalyst to Johnson's isolationist ideas. Its findings pro

moted the idea that munitions makers were "merchants of 

death," and charged them with being responsible for American 

entry into World War. This was the argument that Johnson 

had employed since 1919, and he used the findings of the Nye 

Committee to increase his pleas for American non-

participation in European affairs. 

Johnson directed these comments toward the Nye-Clark 

bills, the nucleus of the Neutrality Act of 1935, which 

authorized the President to prevent American citizens from 

travelling in war zones and forbidding loans by private 

citizens to foreign governments at war. The Nye-Clark 

14. Johnson to Edwin Borchard, July 26, 1935; 
Johnson to Hiram W. Johnson, Jr., February 10, 1935; Johnson 
to John Bassett Moore, February 17, 1935; Johnson to Raymond 
Moley, February 19, 1935, all in Johnson Papers. 

15. Johnson to John Bassett Moore, April 14, 1935, 
Johnson Papers; Cole, Senator Gerald P. Nye and American 
Foreign Po1icy. passim. The best contemporary statements of 
the merchant of death theory are, H. C. Engelbrecht and F. 
C. Hanighen, Merchants of Death; A Study of the International 
Armament Industry (New York, 19 34) and George Seldes, Iron. 
Blood and Profits (New York, 1934). For a revisionist 
statement dispelling the influence of the Nye Committee upon 
American neutrality legislation, see John E. Wiltz, "The Nye 
Committee Revisited," Historian. XXIII (February, 1961), 
211-33. 
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measures evoked an intense foreign policy debate over 

whether an embargo should be impartial or discriminatory. 

In early May, 19 35, a Senate bill proposed placing an impar

tial embargo upon the shipment of arms to belligerent 

nations and denying passports to Americans wishing to enter 

16 
war zones. 

In mid-July, the Senate Foreign Relations Committee 

appointed a subcommittee to draft a comprehensive neutrality 

policy statement in cooperation with the State Department. 

Johnson, a subcommittee members, wrote an isolationist 

colleague that, "the attempt to prescribe our actions now in 

case of a future war or contingencies which cannot now be 

17 
foreseen, seems to me extremely doubtful." Then, on July 

21, 1935, Undersecretary William Phillips persuaded Presi

dent Roosevelt to support a discriminatory arms embargo. 

This was a significant turning point in Rooseveltian 

diplomacy, for since 1935 Phillips, Norman Davis, and 

Joseph C. Green pushed Roosevelt to cooperate with other 

nations to prevent overseas aggression. Once the President 

determined his course with respect to neutrality, he faced 

the delicate task of convincing a largely isolationist 

18 
Congress to accept discriminatory neutrality. 

16. Wiltz, From Isolation to War. 1931-1941. 51. 

17. Johnson to Edwin M. Borchard, July 26, 1933, 
Johnson Papers. 

18. Divine, The Illusion of Neutrality, 81-103. 
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During the first week of August, members of the 

State Department met with the Senate subcommittee, and the 

committee rejected their proposal. Most members of the 

Senate subcommittee argued for a strict non-discriminatory 

program of American neutrality. Strangely, Johnson did not 

concur with the majority. Johnson argued that although he 

did not oppose neutrality legislation, the Neutrality Act of 

1935 was no guarantee against involvement in a European 

19 
war. On August 31, President Roosevelt signed the bill 

which provided for a mandatory embargo on implements of war 

to belligerents. Despite his misgivings about neutrality 

legislation, Johnson lauded his colleagues for their far-

sighted approach to international relations. He described 

the Neutrality Act of 1935 as "the downfall ... of the 

internationalist who has been devoting his gigantic energy 

in the last seventeen years to involving us in marching 

abroad and who would take us into Europe's troubles and into 

20 
Europe's difficulties . . . ." His fear that the 

Neutrality Act of 19 35 would fail in its purpose was 

heightened when Mussolini's armies marched into Ethiopia. 

The Roosevelt administration immediately declared that a 

state of war existed between Italy and Ethiopia, and placed 

an embargo upon the shipment of arms to each nation. 

19. Congressional Record, 74th Cong.. 1st sess.. 
14430-32. 

20» Ibid., 14432. 
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Johnson confidently predicted that American involvement was 

not probable in the foreseeable future, but he feared that 

the unprecedented European events might force Congress into 

21 adopting stringent and unworkable neutrality legislation. 

For the first time he began to question seriously 

Roosevelt's management of foreign affairs. Johnson wrote 

his isolationist-minded contemporary, John Bassett Moore, 

that he "worried over what may be done in the early days of 

22 
Congress with respect to neutrality laws." The Neutrality 

Act of 1935 was scheduled to expire on February 29, 1936, 

and this certainty made debate upon future neutrality legis

lation including levying sanctions and embargoes the key 

issue in the second Senate session. Johnson's anglophobia 

prompted him to lecture his Senate colleagues about levying 

21. Johnson to Edwin M. Borchard, September 24, 
1935, Johnson Papers; Henderson Braddick, "A New Look at 
American Policy During the Italo-Ethiopian Crisis, 1935-36," 
Journal of Modern History. XXXIV (March, 1962), 64-73; 
Robert A. Friedlander, "New Light on the Anglo-American 
Reaction to the Ethiopian War, 1935-36," Mid-America. XLV 
(April, 1963), 115-25. For an explanation of why many 
Americans did not see Mussolini in a negative light, see 
John P. Diggins, "Mussolini and America: Hero-Worship, 
Charisma, and the Vulgar Talent," Historian. XXVIII (August, 
1966), 559-85. For the place of Stimson's view of collec
tive security in relationship to the Ethiopian crisis, see 
Kenneth W. Thompson, "Collective Security Reexamined," 
American Political Science Review. XLVII (September, 19 53), 
753-72. For the standard treatment of the Roosevelt 
administration's role in the Ethiopian crisis, see Brice 
Harris, Jr., The United States and the Italo-Ethiopian 
Crisis (Stanford, 1964). 

22. Johnson to John Bassett Moore, December 26, 
1935, Johnson Papers. 
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economic sanctions that would be advantageous to "Great 

23 
Britain's League of Nations." Furthermore, he warned that 

superior British diplomacy could again lead "America out on 

a limb. 

When Congress reconvened in January, 19 36, the State 

Department presented another neutrality proposal. The 

Neutrality Act of 1936 was almost identical to its pre

decessor. The only significant change was an amendment 

forbidding Americans to lend money to belligerent nations, 

a concession to the Nye Committee findings. In the ensuing 

debate over the new neutrality proposal the question of 

a discretionary or mandatory arms embargo soon blurred the 

general question of an overall neutrality program. Johnson, 

a prominent figure in the debate, used the Senate Foreign 

Relations Committee hearings to attempt to show that Secre

tary Hull and the State Department had framed faulty legis

lation in 19 35, by arguing that Hull's policies placed 

restrictions upon American commerce which violated historic 

American commercial policies. "We went off half-cocked the 

last time," Johnson wrote, "although the fault . . . rested 

25 
more with the State Department . . . ." Thus, Johnson 

23. New York Times. January 14, 1936, 3. 

24. Congressional Record. 74th Cong., 2nd sess., 
807. 

25. Johnson to John Bassett Moore, January 2, 
19 36, Johnson Papers. 
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reaffirmed his opposition to any and all of Hull's economic 

, . . 26 
policies. 

Throughout January, 1936, the Senate Foreign Rela

tions Committee held hearings, and Secretary of State Hull 

and his assistant, R. Walton Moore, testified for the 

Roosevelt administration. They argued that a neutrality 

program placing a total embargo upon shipping American goods 

to belligerent nations would destroy the economy. Hull 

proposed a trade quota system as the only feasible means of 

maintaining normal pre-war trade patterns while still pro

tecting American neutrality, and Hull's proposal to restrict 

trade in goods other than arms and munitions became the 

focal point of the Senate investigations. He believed that 

an Anglo-American trade alliance would maintain trade 

policies that would avert the drift toward war, a scheme 

which eventually led to the Anglo-American trade agreement 

27 
of 1938. Hull's testimony to the Senate Foreign Relations 

Committee emphasized the need for consistency in American 

foreign policy and the inadvisability of a discriminatory 

arms embargo. The aggressor theory, Hull noted, was a 

26. Ibid.. January 10, 14, 1936, Johnson Papers. 

27. Schatz, "The Anglo-American Trade Agreement and 
Cordell Hull's Search for Peace, 1936-1938," 85-89. For a 
study of Hull's interest in international economics, see 
William Allen, "The International Trade Philosophy of 
Cordell Hull, 1907-33," American Economic Review. XLIII 
(March, 1953), 101-16. 
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dangerous idea for a nation wishing to implement a policy of 

28 
total neutrality. 

Johnson repeatedly harassed Secretary Hull with 

accusations that the Roosevelt administration desired dis

cretionary power over trade policies in order to support the 

League of Nations in maintaining economic sanctions against 

aggressor nations. Hull vehemently denied Johnson's allega

tion, but the California Senator's position was a simple 

one. Any restrictions upon American commerce, Johnson 

argued, other than an arms embargo, violated long-

established trade policies. Furthermore, to grant Roosevelt 

control of raw materials exports was to approve a disguised 

means of cooperating with the League of Nations. Hull's 

defense against these charges was not particularly success

ful, because he was unable to convince neither the Senate 

nor apparently the American public that the Roosevelt 

administration was not under the influence of collective 

security advocates. In the midst of the debate over pro

posed neutrality legislation, Johnson declared that he found 

the Roosevelt administration's proposals "illogical and 

28. Divine, The Illusion of Neutrality. 142-43. 
For an official record of the Hearings, see "Neutrality," 
Hearings Before the Senate Committee on Foreign Relations. 
74th Cong., 2nd sess. (Washington, 1936). 
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29 
harmful." After Hull and Moore testified, Johnson wrote 

his son that the State Department displayed "hypocrisy and a 

30 
tremendous amount of hokus pocus . . . ." He came to 

view neutrality legislation favored by Hull as a device 

31 
which would allow Roosevelt to label aggressor nations. 

After two months of debate and controversy, the 

Roosevelt administration yielded, and on February 29, 1936, 

the President signed a resolution extending the Neutrality 

Act of 1935. Although the Neutrality Act of 1936 contained 

the arms embargo and travel restriction proposals of its 

predecessor, as well as a ban upon loans to nations at war, 

Johnson, nonetheless, opposed it. 

Johnson was the only member of the Senate Foreign 

Relations Committee to vote against extending the neutrality 

legislation. This negative vote reflected the change in his 

attitude concerning American neutrality. His correspondence 

predicted that collective security would soon be the 

dominant factor in the Roosevelt administration, and he 

argued that a "collectivist" foreign policy would force 

29. Johnson to Hiram W. Johnson, Jr., January 18, 
1936, Johnson Papers; Gerald E. Wheeler, "Isolated Japan: 
Anglo-American Co-Operation, 1927-36," Pacific Historical 
Review. XXX (May, 1961), 165-78. 

30. Johnson to Hiram W. Johnson, Jr., January 26, 
1936, Johnson Papers. 

31. Ibid.. February 2, 3, 1936; Johnson to John 
Bassett Moore, January 31, 1936, all in Johnson Papers; 
Divine, The Illusion of Neutrality. 144-53. 
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Roosevelt to impose sanctions against aggressor nations. 

The inevitable result of such a policy, Johnson wrote his 

32 
son, was war. Although he opposed the extension of the 

neutrality act, Johnson did feel that it prevented enactment 

of a State Department neutrality proposal that would make 

the League of Nations a dominant force in implementing 

33 American foreign policy. 

On March 7, 1936, one week after President Roosevelt 

signed the Neutrality Act of 1936, Adolph Hitler marched 

troops into the Rhineland in defiance of the Treaty of 

Versailles. Hitler's act violated the Treaties of 

Versailles and Locarno, and the ensuing debate in the 

United States began to weaken the isolationist coalition. 

Johnson warned against indiscriminately labeling Germany an 

aggressor; he felt that ignoring Hitler was the best 

34 
policy. In fact, Johnson informed his son that he was 

sympathetic "with the German people in their desire to 

35 
occupy their own soil . . . ." 

32. Johnson to Hiram W. Johnson, Jr., February 16, 
19 36, Johnson Papers. 

33. Johnson to Edwin Borchard, February 28, 19 36; 
Johnson to Hiram W. Johnson, Jr., February 16, 25, March 1, 
1936; Johnson to John Bassett Moore, February 21, 1936, all 
in Johnson Papers. 

34. Johnson to Hiram W. Johnson, Jr., March 15, 
1936, Johnson Papers. 

35. Ibid.. March 22, 1936, Johnson Papers. For 
German-American relations, see Arnold A. Offner, American 
Appeasement: United States Foreign Policy and Germany. 1933-
1938 (Cambridge. 1969). 
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On March 14, 1936 the League of Nations Council met 

in London and condemned German aggression. However, the 

League Council then invited Hitler to propose a security 

system for Europe. Eventually Hitler suggested a twenty-

five year non-aggression pact-. These events served to 

maintain the illusion that an isolationist mood dominated 

American politics. To many Americans the same events were 

3 6 
signs of a return of European tranquility. Johnson viewed 

them as another example of England's predominance in world 

diplomacy. He charged that the London proceedings were 

another example of "where Britain orders and directs, 

controls and commands" the League of Nations. The fact 

that Great Britain did not desire war, Johnson informed his 

37 
son, made its likelihood mimscule. 

In the same weeks of March Johnson had a serious 

stroke. In February, during the debate over the neutrality 

act, he endured frequent attacks of rheumatism, and in June 

he suffered a paralyzing stroke. Not until mid-August did 

he return to his office. Even then his secretary, Mary 

Connor, signed his correspondence and conducted most of his 

business. Finally, on November 21, 1936 Johnson wrote his 

son that his health was returning, but the seriousness of 

36. Divine, The Illusion of Neutrality. 158-61. 

37. Johnson to Hiram W. Johnson, Jr., March 29, 
1936, Johnson Papers; Divine, The Reluctant Belligerent. 
29. 
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his illness forced him to curtail drastically his political 

38 
activity for the remainder of the year. 

As Johnson convalesced, the Spanish Civil War brought 

a new intensity to the debate over American neutrality. 

This conflict raised the delicate question of shipping war 

materials to Spain. Initially, Roosevelt placed a moral 

embargo upon the sale of war implements to Spain. However, 

Robert C^use, a New Jersey scrap dealer, sold three million 

dollars worth of airplane parts and engines to the Spanish 

government. This defiance prompted the Roosevelt adminis-

39 
tration to seek a formal arms embargo. 

On January 7, 1937, Congress passed an arms embargo 

resolution. The question of a Spanish arms embargo was a 

general prelude to revamping Roosevelt's neutrality program. 

In January, 1937, with administration approval, Senator Key 

Pittman and Representative Sam D. McReynold began to devise 

a Congressional plan of neutrality. The basic features of 

American neutrality were already well-established—the 

impartial arms embargo, a ban on travel to war zones, and 

the prohibition of loans to belligerent nations. However, 

one basic question remained unsolved, namely, export trade 

38. Johnson to Hiram W. Johnson, Jr., November 21, 
1936, Johnson Papers. 

39. Divine, The Reluctant Belligerent. 31-34; Allen 
Guttmann, The Wound in the Heart: America and the Spanish 
Civil War (New York, 1962), passim; Richard P. Traina, 
American Diplomacy and the Spanish Civil War (Bloomington, 
1968), passim. 



290 

in goods other than arms and munitions. To resolve this 

problem Bernard M. Baruch devised the cash and carry pro

posal to maintain American neutrality while continuing to 

enjoy the profits from foreign trade with belligerents. 

Johnson and Borah emerged as the only major opponents of the 

cash and carry idea. Johnson's opposition was based upon 

his philosophy of world trade; he saw cash and carry as 

another example of surrendering the traditional rights of 

American commerce. Moreover, he believed that the cash and 

carry policy emanated from the work of superior British 

diplomats. During Senate debate on the Neutrality Act of 

1937, Johnson charged that the cash and carry provision 

favored maritime nations such as England and France, and 

40 
would eventually align the United States with these powers. 

On May 1, President Roosevelt signed the Neutrality 

Act of 1937, and the cash and carry provision became an 

integral part of American neutrality. Johnson voted against 

the Neutrality Act of 1937 and he denounced it as a "shot-

41 
gun measure" to maintain a precarious neutrality. 

40. Johnson to John Bassett Moore, February 20, 
1937; Johnson to Theodore J. Roche, February 26, 1936, all 
in Johnson Papers; Congressional Record. 75th Cong., 1st 
sess., 1677-83, 1778-79, 1806; Jonas, Isolationism in 
America. 180-81; F. Jay Taylor, The United States and the 
Spanish Civil War (New York, 1956), passim. 

41. Liljekvist, "Senator Hiram Johnson," 459-61; 
Johnson to John F. Neylan, February 26, 1937, Johnson 
Papers. 
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By October, 1937, as a result of the controversy 

over packing the United States Supreme Court, Johnson became 

openly hostile to President Roosevelt. He accused the 

President of being "a knight errant to reform the world." 

But ill health prevented him from displaying his displeasure 

on the Senate floor. Johnson announced that he opposed any 

form of reciprocal trade agreements, sanctions, or economic 

boycotts because these devices were certain to lead the 

42 
United States into a warlike situation. In November, 

1937, Johnson told Raymond Moley that British diplomacy was 

on the verge of pulling the United States into European 

affairs. He speculated that while fighting the tide of 

world events was probably useless, history would vindicate 

him.43 

Johnson's hostility toward Roosevelt increased as a 

result of the President's "quarantine speech" delivered in 

Chicago on October 5, 1937, warning that "aggressor nations" 

might be subjected to "quarantine" to prevent the contagious 

spread of war. Roosevent stressed the importance of peace 

42. Johnson to Elizabeth I. Moore, October 7, 19 37, 
Johnson Papers. For Johnson's opposition to Roosevelt's 
Court-packing scheme, see Johnson to Charles P. O'Neil, 
October 6, 1937, Johnson Papers. For a description of the 
public debate over Roosevelt's growing power in foreign 
affairs, see George L. Grassmuck, Sectional Biases in 
Congress on Foreign Policy (Baltimore, 1951), 113-32. 

43. Johnson to Raymond Moley, October 11, 1937; 
Johnson to L. A. Ortiz, October 15, 1937, all in Johnson 
Papers. 
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loving nations uniting to prevent the spread of interna

tional anarchy. Isolationists reacted strongly to 

Roosevelt's speech, and Johnson was particularly vehement 

about the dangers of this scheme to American foreign policy. 

It was a policy that would ally the United States, Johnson 

44 predicted, with the major European powers. 

Johnson reflected the waning influence of isola

tionist sentiment throughout 1938. He found it impossible 

to develop political alliances to counter Roosevelt's 

policies, and the press generally ignored his well-known 

arguments. Thus Johnson's criticism became harsher but less 

relevant. He was particularly critical of Hull's Anglo-

American trade policies, and he continually emphasized 

British influences upon American foreign policy. But 

Johnson lacked concrete information on Hull's policies, and 

he was only able to write that he was "choked with indigna

tion whenever I think of Hull with his head in the clouds, 

prattling about peace . . . without regard to our welfare 

44. Johnson to Edwin Borchard, February 18, 1938; 
Johnson to Raymond Moley, November 1, 1937, February 19, 
1938, all in Johnson Papers. Dorothy Borg, "Notes on 
Roosevelt's 'Quarantine' Speech," Political Science 
Quarterly. LXXII (September, 1957), 405-33; John M. Haight, 
"Roosevelt and the Aftermath of the Quarantine Speech," The 
Review of Politics. XXIV (April, 1962), 233-59; Travis 
Jacobs, "Roosevelt's Quarantine Speech," Historian. XXIV 
(August, 1962), 483-502; Leuchtenburg, Franklin D. Roosevelt 
and the New Deal. 226-27. 
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45 
. . . ." During the summer of 1938 Johnson began to 

emphasize again big business influence upon American foreign 

policy. He informed Virginia Senator Harry F. Byrd that, 

"thinking people are very strongly opposed to the Roosevelt 

policies, while the recipients of the bounty of the govern-

46 
ment are enthusiastically in favor of them." The 

intensity of Johnson's hatred for Roosevelt's policies 

finally brought the California Senator to charge that the 

President's power caused a drift "toward a dictatorship in 

this country."^ His hatred soon became a matter of public 

record. 

During the fall of 19 38, however, Johnson was a 

forgotten figure in the events surrounding American foreign 

policy. His hollow cry for payment of war debts and his 

pleas for non-involvement in European affairs bore no 

relationship to the events influencing American politics. 

The best indication of Johnson's waning importance in the 

45. Johnson to Raymond Moley, February 19, 1938, 
Johnson Papers. 

46. Johnson to Harry F. Byrd, July 12, 1938, 
Johnson Papers. 

47. Johnson to Rolfe Thompson, July 23, 1938, 
Johnson Papers. For a revisionist interpretation of 
Roosevelt's foreign policy that is similar to Johnson's 
thinking, see Harry Elmer Barnes, ed., Perpetual War for 
Perpetual Peace: A Critical Examination of the Foreign 
Policy of Franklin D. Roosevelt and Its Aftermath (Caldwell, 
1953). For a critique of the Barnes volume, see Robert H. 
Ferrell, "Pearl Harbor and the Revisionists," Historian, 
XVII (Spring, 1955), 215-33. 
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continuing debate over the course of American foreign policy 

appears in a letter to his son which charged that the 

Roosevelt administration controlled the press, which no 

48 
longer offered Johnson's opinion to the American public. 

In the three years prior to the Japanese bombing of Pearl 

Harbor, then, Johnson was at best a marginal figure as the 

isolationist impulse waned. 

On January 4, 1939, President Roosevelt, in his 

annual message to Congress, raised the question of revising 

the existing neutrality legislation. Roosevelt argued that 

neutrality legislation then in force operated unfairly, and 

it could result in aiding an aggressor nation. However, the 

. . 49 
President did not make any specific proposal for revision. 

Nonetheless, both isolationists and interventionists inter

preted his remarks as a signal to revive the neutrality 

debate. To complicate matters Roosevent's personal popu

larity was at a low ebb, and it appeared that congressional 

and public opinion was not in favor of revising existing 

proposals. 

Therefore, President Roosevelt persuaded Senator Key 

Pittman, chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, 

to lead the fight for neutrality revision. Pittman1s 

48. Johnson to Hiram W. Johnson, Jr., December 29, 
1938, Johnson Papers. 

49. Samuel Rosenman, ed., The Public Papers and 
Addresses of Franklin D. Roosevelt (13 vols.; New York, 
1938), VIII, 1-3. 
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leadership however, was weak and vacillating, and he simply 

conducted hearings without bringing any legislative plan 

before the Senate. Johnson declared that the renewed 

50 
neutrality debate delighted him. As the Senate considered 

the question of revising existing neutrality legislation, he 

51 
came to view the existing laws as useless ones. The force 

of international law, Johnson repititiously argued, was the 

52 
best form of neutrality, and he argued that strict neu

trality would prevent the State Department from doing 

53 
"everything that France and England desire." At this 

point in early March, 1939, however, the neutrality debate 

reached an impasse. But on March 15, the German army 

marched into Czechoslovakia, and President Roosevelt held a 

press conference stressing the necessity of neutrality 

54 
revision. Johnson interpreted Roosevelt's remarks as an 

indication of the administration's desire to enter European 

50. Johnson to Hiram W. Johnson, Jr., February 4, 
1939, Johnson Papers; Langer and Gleason, The Challenge to 
Isolation. 122-59. 

51. Johnson to John Bassett Moore, February 25, 
1939, Johnson Papers. 

52. Ibid.. March 4, 9, 1939, Johnson Papers. 

53. Johnson to Hiram W. Johnson, Jr., March 5, 
19 39, Johnson Papers. See also Basil Rauch, Roosevelt From 
Munich to Pearl Harbor: A Study in the Creation of a Foreign 
Policy (New York, 1950). For a study of Anglo-American 
relations in 1938, see William V. Wallace, "Roosevelt and 
British Appeasement, 1938," The Bulletin of the British 
Association for American Studies. V (December, 1962), 4-30. 

54. Divine, The Illusion of Neutrality. 241-43. 
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55 
affairs, and he predicted that the strong divisions 

between isolationists and internationalists, as well as 

the catacylsmic European events, made no solution to 

American neutrality imminent.^ 

In April, 1939, Johnson charged that the State 

Department was "an apendage of Downing Street," and he wrote 

his grandson that his last crusade would be to prevent 

57 
England from taking the United States into a European war. 

The neutrality legislation introduced by Senator Pittman was 

largely the work of the State Department, and it repealed 

the arms embargo as well as placing all trade with bellig--

erants on a cash and carry basis. The cash and carry pro

visions of the Neutrality Act of 19 37 were due to expire on 

May 1, and this seemed to insure prompt Senate action. In 

early April, 1939, hearings before the Senate Foreign Rela

tions Committee made it apparent that public opinion did 

favor repealing the arms embargo. Senator Pittman, however, 

continued to hold hearings, and this procedure delayed 

Senate consideration of a new neutrality law. In April and 

May, 1939, Roosevelt assailed Hitler and Mussolini and came 

out publicly for repeal of the arms embargo. The 

55. Johnson to Hiram W„ Johnson, Jr., March 19, 
1939, Johnson Papers. 

56. Ibid. . March 26, 1939, Johnson Papers. 

57. Johnson to Philip B. Johnson, April 3, 1939, 
Johnson Papers. 
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isolationists countered by arguing that Roosevent's sugges

tion would result in war. Johnson wrote his grandson that 

he was determined to use the Senate Foreign Relations 

Committee "as a sounding board for the refrain—we won't go 

into the war. 

Throughout the confused hearings on the proposed 

Neutrality Act of 1939, Johnson was a persistent, if 

ineffectual, thorn in the side of the Roosevelt administra

tion. He insisted that everything must be done to preserve 

traditional American neutrality, but he failed to offer any 

59 
counter-proposals to those of the President. On May 1, 

1939, the cash and carry provision of the 1937 Act expired 

with the Senate Foreign Relations Committee still debating 

the merits and demerits of neutrality revision. In early 

May, the hearings convinced Johnson that repeal of all 

neutrality legislation was desirable, and he again argued 

that international law was the best means of implementing 

American neutrality.^ 

In July 7, 1939, Johnson invited thirty-four 

isolationist-minded Senators to his office and announced 

that the group opposed any form of neutrality revision. 

58. Ibid.. April 9, 1939, Johnson Papers. 

59. Johnson to Edwin Borchard, April 9, 1939; 
Johnson to Hiram W„ Johnson, Jr., April 2, 8, 9, 21, 22, 29, 
1939, all in Johnson Papers. 

60. Johnson to John Bassett Moore, May 12, 1939, 
Johnson Papers; Divine, The Illusion of Neutrality. 251. 



298 

Johnson• s isolationist bloc threatened to filibuster if the 

administration's neutrality revisions proposal was reported 

favorably out of a Senate committee. Furthermore, the 

members emphasized that the President must not have the 

power to designate an aggressor.^ When President Roosevelt 

threatened to appeal to the people, Johnson gleefully told a 

Boston audience that he was prepared to follow Roosevelt in 

the same manner he had trailed President Wilson twenty years 

6 2 
ago because "this country wants no war." 

A week after the meeting in Johnson's office, 

President Roosevelt sent a mild and formal note to Congress 

recommending neutrality revision. The President warned that 

the arms embargo threatened American neutrality and Roosevelt 

urged Congress to extend the cash and carry principle to 

arms and munitions. Congress adjourned without acting upon 

6 3 
Roosevelt's recommendations. 

On September 1, 19 39, Ambassadors William Bullitt 

and Joseph P. Kennedy called from Paris and London respec

tively to inform President Roosevelt that Germany had marched 

into Poland and France and Great Britain had responded with 

aid to Poland. Two days later Britain and France were 

officially at war with Germany. Roosevelt addressed the 

61. New York Times, July 8, 1939, 1; Time. XXXIV 
(July 17, 1939), 13. 

62. Boston Evening Transcript. July 19, 1939, 1. 

63. Divine, The Reluctant Belligerent. 62-63. 
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American public in a fireside chat, and the President 

revealed that he was determined to seek Congressional repeal 

64 
of the arms embargo. On September 21, Roosevelt entered 

the House of Representatives and made a personal appeal for 

a repeal of the arms embargo emphasizing the necessity to 

6 S 
return to the traditions of international law. 

A few hours after Roosevelt's speech, twenty-four 

isolationist Senators met in Johnson's office to plan 

6 6 
strategy to prevent the repeal of the arms embargo. 

Johnson characterized the repeal of the arms embargo as 

6 7 
"taking sides with Great Britain and France in the war," 

and on September 26, 1939 voted against the neutrality 

68 
bill. Throughout the neutrality debate he continued to 

argue that to revise earlier neutrality acts was a means of 

drawing the United States into the war, and he cautioned 

69 
against overreaction to Hitler. He wrote California's 

Attorney General, Earl Warren, "I think the gentleman in the 

64. Rosenman, The Public Papers and Addresses of 
Franklin D. Roosevelt. VIII, 460-63. 

65. Divine, The Illusion of Neutrality. 295-99. 

66. New York Times. September 22, 1939, 15. 

67. Johnson to John Bassett Moore, September 24, 
1939, Johnson Papers. 

68. New York Times. September 29, 1939, 1. 

69. Jonas, Isolationism in America. 245; Congres
sional Record. 76th Cong., 3rd sess., 628-32. 
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7Q 
White House ... is determined to carry us into war." 

However, Johnson's voice in domestic politics no longer 

carried the power and authority it once had commanded. 

From December, 19 39 to the bombing of Pearl Harbor 

on December 7, 1941, Johnson suffered frustration and 

isolation. His tirades against Roosevelt's excessive 

executive power, charges that the war was creating a "little 

false prosperity," and belief that big business -interests 

again influenced American foreign policy became tiresome. 

He also lamented to his son that isolationist arguments no 

71 
longer influenced American foreign policy. 

On February 9, 1940, President Roosevelt announced 

that he was sending Undersecretary of State Welles on a 

European tour to advise the President of European condi

tions. Historians have debated the purpose of the Welles 

Mission. The standard historiographical viewpoint is that 

it created illustions about the war aims of the bellig-

72 
erents, while recent revisionist writing has emphasized 

that it was a calculated plan by Roosevelt to bolster Allied 

70. Johnson to Earl Warren, October 29, 1939, 
Johnson Papers. For similar views, see Johnson to Frank 
Doherty, October 29, 1939, Johnson Papers. 

71. Johnson to Hiram W. Johnson, Jr., January 5, 
1940, Johnson Papers. 

72. Langer and Gleason, The Challenge to Isolation. 
361-75. 
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73 
strength. Whatever the case, the Welles Mission convinced 

Johnson that his apprehensions about Roosevelt's leadership 

were correct. "This move is a cooly calculated scheme to 

take us further in," Johnson wrote, "easing us a little bit 

74 
forward to war." His belief that Roosevelt was delib

erately leading the nation down a path to war reduced 

Johnson's political position to one of ineffectual 

criticism. He failed to temper his remarks concerning 

Roosevelt's leadership, and consequently the press and 

general public ignored Johnson. 

Nonetheless, Johnson envisioned himself as the only 

person sufficiently experienced to combat Roosevelt's 

foreign policies. The result was eighteen months of ineffec

tual criticism of Rooseveltian diplomacy. In fact, during 

the year and a half prior to Pearl Harbor, Johnson wrote his 

75 
son that the United States was bound to enter World War II. 

Setting the tone for his repetitious criticism of President 

Roosevelt, he published an article in Life in October, 1940, 

arguing that a third term for Roosevelt could end 

73. Stanley E. Hilton, "The Welles Mission to 
Europe, February-March 1940: Illusion or Realism," Journal 
of American History. LVIII (June, 1971), 93-120. 

74. Johnson to Hiram W. Johnson, Jr., February 10, 
1940, Johnson Papers. 

75. Ibid.. May 11, June 2, 1940, Johnson Papers. 
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7 6 
traditional American democracy. The Life article was the 

theme of Johnson's public statements until December 7, 1941. 

Only a few days prior to Pearl Harbor, Johnson informed a 

nationwide radio audience that superior British diplomacy 

and big business were leading the United States into World 

War II. It was a tedious theme and one ignored by most 

Americans. The bombing of Pearl Harbor brought an end to 

Johnsonian isolationism, but the California Senator incon-

grously continued his well-practiced isolationist policies 

until his death in 1945.^ 

The period from 1935 to 1941 was a fitting climax to 

Johnson's isolationist approach to American policy. He 

basked in the public limelight during the debate leading to 

the passage of the Neutrality Act of 1935, but the series of 

neutrality acts eventually served as the catalyst to destroy

ing the isolationist influence. By 1939 isolationists were 

on the defensive. For Johnson deteriorating health, com

bined with the rise of new political leadership made this a 

period of little power or even significance. 

76. Hiram W. Johnson, "Fight On, Truth Will Pre
vail," Life. IX (October 28, 1940), 108. 

77. Jonas, Isolationism in America. 271. For a 
discussion of the complex factors involved in the pre-World 
War II years, see Raymond Sontag, "The Origins of the Second 
World War," Review of Politics. XXV (October, 1963), 497-
508. 
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Hiram W. Johnson's role as a critic of American • 

foreign policy reflected the dilemma that isolationists 

faced during the interwar years. In arguing that viable 

alternatives to internationalist policies existed isola

tionists were unable to translate these perceptions into a 

workable policy. Lacking a concrete policy toward foreign 

affairs isolationists appeared as mere obstructionists. 

Hence, isolationism appeared to lack cohesion and con

sistency. Johnson possessed all of the negative traits of 

the isolationist mentality, and these characteristics have 

fostered illusions about Johnson's isolationism. 

Constantly invoking images of the Founding Fathers, 

Johnson alluded to a simpler time and place in the conduct 

of American foreign policy. In the later stages of World 

War I Johnson concluded that European conditions adversely 

affected American economic and political interests. There

fore, the California Senator dedicated himself to purging 

future foreign policy of corrupt European influences. 

Johnson considered the major European powers to be self-

seeking, and he was fearful of permanent European alliances. 

Johnson's anglophobic sentiment largely produced 

this fear of Europe's derisive influence. He reasoned that 

Great Britain was a dangerous ally, because British diplo

macy was intent upon using American economic and military 

power to maintain a world wide status quo. Johnson felt 

that holding back the tide of world revolution was dangerous 
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in that it would result in permanent international commit

ments. Equally important, Johnson viewed presidents from 

Woodrow Wilson through Franklin D. Roosevelt as tools of 

bankers and business. Thus, Johnson envisioned the advo

cates of collective security as business-oriented inter

nationalists. This belief fostered a very rigid and non-

compromising approach to American foreign policy. The 

result was a repititious opposition to any cooperation in 

international politics. Johnson viewed any type of coopera

tion with European or Far Eastern powers as tantamount to a 

formal alliance. Hence, he emerged as a symbol of 

"exaggerated isolationism." 

As one of the prime symbols of the "isolationist 

impulse" Johnson was never able to convince the American 

public of the dangers of bankers and businessmen posed to 

conducting foreign affairs. The consequences of excessive 

American economic interests were vividly and accurately 

described in many of Johnson's political stands. His 

opposition, for example, to a discriminatory arms embargo 

reflected his belief that American business favored the 

Allied powers. Johnson looked upon the cash-and-carry 

policy as a British inspired scheme to place American 

economic interests at the disposal of the Allied powers, 

and he predicted that this policy would ultimately draw the 

United States into the European war. 
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Beneath the rhetoric and shallow economic deter

minism that characterized Johnson's approach to foreign 

affairs, however, an essential consistency remained. The 

Johnson of 1917 was indistinguishable from the Johnson of 

1941. His debilitating prejudices hampered him as a critic 

of American foreign policy, but he was ahead of his times 

in many respects. Johnson recognized that the United States 

no longer could depend upon interventionist policies to 

settle world problems. Throughout his career he emphasized 

that the United States deal equitably with nations regard

less of their size. By the time of his death, Johnson's 

fears were on the verge of realization. Johnson's life

long prediction that the United States would again partici

pate in international affairs was fulfilled at the moment of 

his death. 
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