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William Jennings Bryan

In 1913 newly-elected
Woodrow
President
Wilson named William
Jennings Bryan to the
most prestigious cabinet post in the American government. It
seemed an odd choice,
as the Democratic party congressman, threetime presidential candidate, and popular orator
proved a poor traveler
in his early career and
rallied against America's foreign military
adventures throughout
his public life. To his
more cosmopolitan peers , The Great Commoner seemed nai:Ve when it
came to foreign policy. They pointed to comments such as those made
in 1907 , in which Bryan assured Americans that foreign travel would
increase their patriotism-that the rest of the world had little to teach
them , as proof of his backwardness. 1
Many Americans, however, shared Bryan's view of the world.
Bryan's sentiments reflected a traditionally American belief concerning
the rest of the globe that represented America's republican tradition and
a sense of God-ordained exceptionalism . Outside of commerce, most
Americans historically wanted little to do with other nations, believing
that alliances and long-term military involvement would contaminate
America's republican government and democratic culture. Wars of conquest, rather than of defense, and massive standing armies and navies
seemed in direct opposition to the great American traditions of self-determined democratic rule and limits on the use of coercion instituted by
America's founders. Bryan retained this older mistrust of foreign interventionism and remained a critic of America's imperialistic adventures
1
Daniel J. Boorstin. The Americans: The Democratic Esperience (New York:
Vintage Books, 1973) , p.515.
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under presidents McKinnley, Roosevelt, and Taft. Moreover, Bryan
embraced the optimistic Christian belief popular at the time that the
United States should lead the world in establishing a Christian-based
moral system in international law with its main focus the ideal of world
peace. 2
President Wilson did not tap Bryan for his expertise in foreign
relations. At the 1912 Democratic Party Convention Bryan effectively
blocked Wilson's opponents from the nomination, and a favor of the
type Bryan bestowed on Wilson required a plum appointment in the
president's cabinet or a prestigious ambassadorship. In addition, Wilson
needed someone familiar with Washington, D.C., politics to help him
get his domestic policy agenda through the Congress. Bryan desired to
be Secretary of State, in part because he dreamed of building a lasting
peace for the world and setting the U.S. as the Good Samartian of the
Western Hemisphere. Wilson approved of Bryan 's ideas and Bryan enthusiastically embraced Wilson's legislative vision. 3
Democrats in 1912 swept both houses of Congress and the president, therefore, enjoyed a favorable advantage, but Congressional leaders have their own agendas and American history is replete with a party
having full control of the government, yet failing to pass significant legislation. Bryan garnered support for Woodrow Wilson's New Freedom
proposals in Congress, helping to ensure passage of major legislation
that still impacts Americans, including a progressive income tax, the
federal reserve_system , and a host of business regulation. Bryan worked
hard to pass the administration's agenda, but not simply as a favor to
the president. While he felt happy to be Wilson's liaison on Capitol Hill,
Bryan viewed his efforts as fulfillirig the promises that the progressive
wing of the Democratic Party had championed in his three campaigns .4
William Jennings Bryan cut a frenetic pace in his brief stint as
Secretary of State. Between March of 1913 and his departure in June
1915, Bryan sought to secure world peace and maintain America's tra2
Fred H. Harrington, "The Anti-Imperialist Movement in the United States ,
1898-1900," The Mississippi Valley Historical Review 22:2 , Sept. 1935, pp . 211-213 ;
Charles D. Tarlton, "The Styles of American International Thought: Mahan, Bryan, and
Lippmann," World Politics 17:4, pp. 594-602.
3
Paul Johnson , A History of the American People (New York: Harper Collins
Pub ., Inc., 1997), pp . 633-634 .
4
LeRoy Ashby, William Jennings Bryan : Champion of Democracy (Boston :
Twayne Pub ., 1987) , pp . 141-144.
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Signing the Peace Treaty.

ditional isolationism, but his work was delayed or thwarted due to multiple problems around the world and his own actions that caused even
old friends to question his dedication to traditiohal republican principles. Woodrow Wilson, however, did not always allow Bryan to be the
primary driver of State Department policies. Wilson increasingly relied
on his own sensibilities or on unofficial advisors, chief among them
Edward M. House, an interventionist diametrically opposed to Bryan's
peace-focused isolationism. 5
Bryan was justifiably most proud of the "Bryan Treaties," a series of bi-lateral agreements between the United States and 30 foreign
countries that called for a "cooling off period" when disputes among
states arise and possible third-party arbitration if conflicts could not be
resolved by the two nations thereafter. The Great Commoner concluded
the first treaty with El Salvador on August 7, 1913, and it was used as a
model for the others. Bryan viewed these treaties as fulfilling God's desire for the Christian values of peace and love for others to be embedded
in public policy. The Secretary of State believed that if the United States
could conclude these treaties with all the major powers of the earth that
world peace could become a reality. His genuine trust in the inevitability of world peace was due to his faith in the spread of Christianity. In
1915 Bryan wrote, "For nineteen hundred years the gospel of the Prince
of Peace has been making its majestic march around the world, and
during these centuries the philosophy of the Sermon on the Mount has
become more and more the rule of daily life. It only remains to lift that
5
Walter LaFeber, The American Age: U.S. Foreign Policy at Home and Abroad,
2nd ed. (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1994), p. 273 .
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William Jennings Bryan , Governor Hiram Johnson and Robert Frae on the
steps outside the Governor's mansion in Sacramento , California.

code of morals from the level of the individual and make it real in the
law of nations . . . ." The principles Bryan established in these treaties
were later used in the charters for the League of Nations and the United
Nations .6
Before 1913 Bryan was most well known in foreign policy circles
as an advocate of non-intervention. He had fought against the adoption
of colonies after the Spanish-American War, the Platt Amendment that
converted an independent Cuba into an American protectorate, and the
Big Stick and Dollar Diplomacy of Presidents Roosevelt and Taft that
sought to expand American commercial and political influence throughout the Western Hemisphere. Wilson believed that order and stability
was necessary for the introduction of democracy, and his primary goals
6

The American Journal of International Law, Oct. 1913 , p. 823; Advocate of
Peace, Dec. 1915, p. 272; Kendrick A. Clements, William Jennings Bryan : Missionary
Isolationist (Knoxville: The University of Tennessee Press, 1982), pp . 65-67; James

Scott Brown, "In Memoriam: William Jennings Bryan-March 19, 1860-July 26,
The
American
Journal of International
Law 19:4 (Oct. 1925), pp . 772-774. 5
1925,"by
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were the spread of democracy and the protection of American interests.
Bryan largely shared Wilson's enthusiasm for both goals, but in the process of putting these ideals into operation Bryan had to abandon his
cherished belief in non-intervention .
Bryan came into office desiring to establish a hemisphere-wide
non-aggression treaty, eliminate private bank loans to corrupt governments that depended on U.S. military support, and protect the sea
lanes to the U .S .-owned Panama Canal. The protection of the sea lanes,
however, undermined his other goals, as Bryan increasingly sensed the
need to protect the canal from possible European interference in nearby
countries by directly supporting pro-American governments in the region . Under Wilson, and with support from Bryan, the United States occupied or continued its presence in eight Central American or Caribbean
nations. Long a critic of government support for private bank loans for
foreign countries, Bryan was forced by Wilson to approve multiple loan
guarantees whose security was the possibility of U.S . military force.
Bryan, and Wilson, truly believed that military intervention in places
like Haiti, Mexico, and Nicaragua was ultimately a service to those
nations by way of promoting the establishment of law and order that
would one day provide the atmosphere for democracy, and pro-Ameri-

In Wind Cave , South Dakota, 350 feet below the surface at Odd Fellows ' Hall .
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William Jennings Bryan sitting at his desk.

can governments would help to secure the Canal Zone. 7 Bryan's actions
cost him support in the anti-interventionist movement and undermined
his moral authority on that issue.
The Western Hemisphere was not Bryan's only focus . Bryan
forged agreements with Japan for continuation of the Open Door Policy
in China, convinced the California legislature to ease its landowning
policy aimed at limiting Japanese ownership, and worked on the aforementioned peace treaties.
Bryan is now most remembered for his principled stand against
America's entry into World War I. When war broke out in Europe in
1914 Bryan urged Wilson to loudly declare America's neutrality to
avoid the corrupting entanglements of Europe and to ensure a continued focus on progressive domestic policies. Bryan and Wilson viewed
America's role as that of peacemaker, and Wilson declared America's
neutrality and ran in 1916 on the theme of keeping the U.S. out of the
War. Bryan also urged the president over time to not sanction private
loans to the belligerent powers, to ban Americans traveling on ships of
Selig Adler, "Bryan and WIisonian Caribbean Penetration," The Hispanic American Historical Review 20:2 (May 1940) , pp. 198-226.
7
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belligerent nations, and to press the British to adhere to neutral shipping
rights; Wilson did not follow this advice. Wilson was an Anglophile
who admired the British system and his closest advisor, Colonel House,
had been an advocate of an American-British Alliance for more than a
decade. After the sinking of the British ship Lusitania in May 1915, that
killed 128 Americans and 1,100 others, Wilson pushed for a strong note
that demanded that the Germans avoid submarine warfare, but made no
demands on the British to avoid shipping munitions on passenger ships
or uphold the rights of neutral shipping. The note shocked Bryan and he
realized that Wilson would eventually enter the war because the president was not treating the two sides equally. 8
Bryan refused to send the note on behalf of the president because
he believed it ran counter to the republican tradition of neutrality and
against the vision of America as peaceful missionary. As he could
not fulfill his duties as Secretary of State and retain his honor, Bryan
submitted his resignation to the president on June 7, 1915. In refusing to place the United States on a path toward war in Europe William
Jennings Bryan became one of the last Secretaries of State who retained
a commitment to traditional American republican principles.
Bradford Sample
Dayton, Tennessee
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8
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