
As the Paris Peace Conference entered its third month, Woodrow Wilson made an unprecedented concession to representatives of Zionist interests: 

I am…persuaded that the allied nations, with the fullest concurrence of our own Government and people, are agreed that in Palestine shall be laid the foundations of a Jewish Commonwealth.1  
The reference to a commonwealth marked the zenith of sanctions for the Zionist program during the Peace Conference.  For a moment, it represented a progressive adherence to Britain’s Zionist policy, which had been carefully spelled out in the Balfour Declaration.2   Almost immediately, however, within the diplomatic parameters of Versailles, the statement was followed by a shift in the Allied treatment of Zionism.  The President never retracted his statement, but his decisions in the ensuing months reflected the shift in policy, even to the point that it appeared the Balfour Declaration would be abandoned altogether.  Conventionally, Wilson’s apparent about-face—evidenced most notably in his dispatch of the King-Crane Commission to Palestine3—is explained by his anxiety over rising Palestinian Arab discontent.  But the consideration of a more inclusive policy defines Wilson’s concern for the postwar sovereignty of new European states, particularly Poland; and it unveils a reaction to Jewish nationalism, which played a role in petitioning for the inclusion of minority rights provisions in the treaties with those states.  Wilson’s decisions were meant in part to restrain at least the perception of Allied concurrence with Jewish national-political demands in Eastern Europe—and the potential for such a perception to disrupt the Allied agenda—that had been augmented by his reference to a commonwealth. 
Prior to the peace negotiations, Wilson’s public approach toward improving the conditions of Eastern European Jewry was shaped by his reluctance to interfere with the sovereignty of existing states.  During the war, Wilson had been concerned about Turkey.  Zionists received endorsements from the Allied and Associated Powers through the Balfour Declaration in 1917;  British pressure—with the aid of American Zionists, including Supreme Court Justice Louis Brandeis—persuaded Wilson to approve the Declaration’s public release, ostensibly in light of a rumor that Germany was prepared to publicize a similar document that threatened to “capture the Zionist movement.”4 Still, the President intended to maintain diplomatic connections to Turkey, which controlled Palestine.  Secretary of State Robert Lansing warned the President on more than one occasion against assenting to the Zionist program, since the United States was not at war with Turkey.  Hence, Wilson requested that his approval not be publicly disclosed by the British upon issuing the Declaration.5 Ten months later, when Turkey was practically in ruins, Wilson made a feeble public statement in support of the Balfour Declaration.6    

It was in this context of cautious assent to the Zionist program that Wilson was challenged to form a policy on minority rights in the new and enlarged Central and Eastern European states expected to emerge from the peace talks.  The formula offered by Jewish delegates at the Peace Conference comprised a diverse set of recommendations,7 including an appeal for linguistic and racial protections, as well as provisions for the autonomous management of Jewish schools.8  It is evident that Wilson favored the recommendations; and outside the terms of the Balfour Declaration, Jewish nationalism does not appear to have entered his discussions of the Eastern European Jewish situation prior to the Conference.  Similar to his position on the Balfour Declaration, however, Wilson’s initial approach to minority rights involved an apprehension about the possibility of public exposure of his policy as well as a consideration of how the policy should be weighed against the opinions of other governments.  

Poland was of particular interest to Wilson.  It was the only new state for which he had explicitly advocated independence in his January 1918 Fourteen Points Speech; further, its territories were to be “inhabited by indisputably Polish populations.”9 At the end of the war, Wilson’s stance was set by the need to act in solidarity with French Premiere Georges Clemenceau, who was unwilling to accept a Europe in which Germany might again endanger France, either in another military offensive or through the disease of a Bolshevik revolution contracted from Russia.  As part of a strategy to secure Germany and thereby promote European stability, Clemenceau demanded a unified, politically viable and robust Poland to serve as a buffer to the east of Germany.10 
Jewish hopes for an equitable peace settlement stood at odds with the Allied agenda as early as 1917, when Britain recognized the Polish National Committee as the negotiating body for the new Polish government.  A conspicuous component of the Committee’s organization was the rightist party, the National Democrats, which was headed by Roman Dmowski.  The Allies accepted Dmowski partly because his advocacy of a unified, stable Poland as well as his promise of long-term Polish defense against any potential German aggression accommodated their postwar strategy.  But Dmowski’s idea of Polish unity consisted of a homogenized, Catholic, “intensely Polish Poland” which excluded Jews altogether.11 This attitude was carried into the peace negotiations, as Dmowski filled the role of diplomatic aide-de-camp to chief foreign minister Jan Ignace Paderewski.    
Wilson’s developing strategy for guaranteeing Jewish rights reflected a cautious indulgence of Dmowski’s position by the end of 1918, as the German and Austrian armies pulled out of Eastern Europe and persecutions against Jews sharply increased.12 American Jewish leaders reported the abuses to the President and offered diplomatic strategies.  Judge Julian Mack and attorney Louis Marshall, both of whom subsequently lobbied on behalf of European Jewry in Paris, suggested, for instance, that the recognition of new states be contingent upon the states’ guarantees of Jewish minority rights.  Wilson replied simply that he would not neglect Jewish rights at the Conference.13   
In the next round of correspondence, Marshall14 cited the boycott of Jewish commerce in Poland, ongoing since 1912, and in which Roman Dmowski had admitted his complicity (though he had repeatedly denied that pogroms had occurred in Poland).  The letter was written partly in response to the President’s request for a proposal to avert “threats of pogroms” against Polish and Romanian Jews.  Marshall envisioned a public announcement of Wilson’s “abhorrence of these outbreaks of religious and racial prejudice.” He believed such an announcement would be an effective check on the Polish government’s political and territorial ambitions, the management of which would depend heavily on American participation in the upcoming negotiations.  In his next note to Marshall, Wilson called the suggestion “unwise” and added, “I think you can hardly realize all the reactions of my attempting leadership in too many ways.”15 Wilson was prepared to incorporate proposals of American Jewish leaders into his strategy; he wanted to avoid, however, any assurances which were potentially at odds with a free and autonomous Poland.  Further, an official castigation of the Polish military, which had helped to repel the German army, must have been deemed imprudent, especially if it were directed against rumors of anti-Semitic violence which had been consistently disputed by the new government.   

Possibly displeased with Marshall’s suggestion of a public condemnation, Wilson broached the subject again a week later.  The occasion was a ceremony held in the President’s honor by B’nai B’rith.  “It is one thing,” he said, with an admitted degree of embarrassment,
to give a people its right of self-determination, but it is another to enter into its internal affairs and get satisfactory guarantees of the use it will make of its independence and its power, because that, in a way, involves a kind of supervision which is hateful to the people concerned and difficult to those who undertake it.16 
The President remained firmly opposed to interfering with the domestic policies of new governments.  Still, to those who solicited proclamations, Wilson continued to offer private assurances, via telegrams and conversations, of his intention to protect European Jewry.  Vague though they usually were, these assurances were likely meant to reflect the inconspicuous means by which the President intended to fulfill them.

It was by such means, in fact, that a protective provision, similar to suggestions offered by Mack and Marshall, found its way into an early draft of Wilson’s League of Nations Covenant.  The provision required new states, prior to the recognition of their autonomy and admittance to the League, to provide “to all racial or national minorities within their separate jurisdiction exactly the same treatment & security, both in law & in fact, that is accorded the racial or national majority of their people.”17 But a discussion about minority rights at the Conference evoked opposition, particularly to Jewish rights, by the “bitterly anti-Semitic” leadership of the new Polish government.  It also prompted the Japanese delegates to propose a related clause providing for the racial equality of the Japanese; the British were against such a clause, and the entire provision was left out of the draft.  In his diary, presidential advisor Ray Stannard Baker criticized Wilson’s unwillingness to publicly defend the original provision.  Baker believed that wide publicity of the reasons for its inclusion might have saved it. “It is an odd thing,” Baker wrote, 
that while the President stands for ‘pitiless publicity’ & ‘open covenants openly arrived at’—a true position if ever there was one—it is difficult for him to practice it.  He is really so fearful of it.  No man ever wanted greater publicity than he for the general statements of his position: & few leaders are more secretive when it comes to the discussion of the specific problem.18 
On a public level, Wilson did not state his opinions on pogroms or the boycott in Poland.  He gave few if any warnings against such persecutions to the governments of new states.  To satisfy pressures for a public policy on the Jewish Question, he initially relied on his stated adherence to the Balfour Declaration.  Thus, at the outset of the negotiations, the President’s policy was split.  On one hand, he publicly acknowledged the right to a Jewish national home in Palestine.  On the other, he was consistently silent on the status of the millions of Eastern European Jews.  His precaution against affronting new governments kept him from a “discussion of the specific problem.”  But the Commonwealth statement—his sweeping personal version of the Balfour Declaration—unexpectedly brought the fragmented policy together.  
The Commonwealth Statement and Wilson’s Reversal
On March 2, Wilson received members of the delegation recently named by the American Jewish Congress to represent American Jewry at the Peace Conference.19  The delegates presented Wilson with memoranda on the conditions of Eastern European Jewry; included with the memoranda were two petitions.  One of them requested guarantees of “‘full civil, religious, political and national rights’” for “all peoples of eastern Europe, including the Jews.”20 The delegates were careful to explain the meaning  of “national.”  Its inclusion in the petition was not an attempt to establish a state within a state, and was not based on territorial claims.  Rather, they insisted, “national” designated an “ethnic unit” with an intense desire to preserve its identity and to establish “cultural or communal” rights.  Specifically, the petition requested minority representation in the governments of the new states, the protection of minority languages, and the autonomous management of schools and religious institutions.   In addition, the delegation requested that the adoption of these provisions by the new states be a precondition to the states’ full recognition.21 To these requests, Wilson responded with a vague statement of sympathy for the Jewish right to “equality of status everywhere.” 22    
The second petition recommended the establishment of a Jewish national home in Palestine under a British mandate and “ultimately…the creation of an autonomous Commonwealth.”23 This petition elicited Wilson’s Commonwealth statement, which appeared in the press the following day.24 In making the statement, Wilson was attempting merely to follow the British policy on Zionism, as he had done during the war and just prior to the Peace Conference.  “All that I meant,” Wilson later informed his advisors, “was to corroborate our expressed acquiescence in the position of the British government with regard to the future of Palestine.”25 With a careless choice of words, however, he had unintentionally stepped off the line of British policy.  While there was some disagreement among Wilson’s contemporaries as to whether or not the Balfour Declaration’s “national home for the Jewish people” implied the establishment of a Jewish state, the President undoubtedly became painfully aware that whatever private intentions lay behind the Declaration, the public voice of British policy had been consistently silent on the topic of Jewish statehood.26  He later told  advisors in Paris that “the expression ‘foundations of a Jewish Commonwealth’ goes a little further than my idea at that time.”27  
The plausibility, to the public, of a Jewish commonwealth as a fixture in the postwar world should not be underestimated; nor should the impact of the President’s statement on the negotiations in Paris be minimized.  The statement was given in the context of a conference with the overarching and unprecedented task, in the President’s view, of providing a lasting diplomatic alternative to war.  Multi-national empires had collapsed; their former subjects had ample justification for demanding self autonomy based on national distinctions.  Naturally, territories would change hands, and new states would be forged out of them.  There was little reason to assume that the peace settlement would be indifferent to Jewish expressions of national consciousness and a desire for a homeland, even if Zionists at the Peace Conference had made no overt claims to sovereignty in Palestine;28 Zionists were, after all, beneficiaries of an Allied victory who had arrived to collect on the Balfour Declaration’s wartime pledge.  The Commonwealth statement’s extension of the Balfour formula was likely accepted by many as an expression of genuine optimism and progress in Paris toward a lasting peace. 
Certainly, the plausibility and public acceptance that the “foundations of a Jewish Commonwealth” in Palestine were under Allied and American consideration factored into Wilson’s decision against retracting the statement; an apparent delay in conferring with his advisors also played a part.29 So too did his initial misperception of the shifting role of Zionism after the war.  During the war, the Allies had treated Zionism as an international force and an instrument in derailing the Germanization of Central Europe.30 At the war’s end, the need to restrain Germany persisted; the Zionist program’s utility in meeting this need, however, had diminished.  Within the first few months of the Peace Conference, partly under the impact of the Commonwealth statement, Zionist activism was treated with suspicion and was linked to a perception of general Jewish political agitation.  Increasingly, it was viewed as a complication to the Allies’ postwar agenda.  
Opposition to Wilson’s statement soon appeared; it came from acculturated American Jewish non-nationalists.  In a letter dated March 4, Morris Jastrow, Jr., a University of Pennsylvania Professor of Semitic Languages, elaborated on a petition to the Peace Conference that had recently been forwarded to Wilson.  The petition had been signed by “thirty-one prominent American Jews,” including Jastrow, diplomat Henry Morgenthau, and New York Times owner Adolph Ochs; it protested the “introduction of the political factor” to the colonization of Palestine.31 Although Jastrow and the other petitioners were not hostile to Zionist aspirations, they felt that discussing a Jewish state or commonwealth was “a serious mistake.”  Such an enterprise would “endanger the position that the Jews have acquired in Western lands.”32

If the mention of Jewish statehood suggested a change of status for acculturated Jews in Western Europe and the United States, it boded even worse for Jews in Eastern Europe, where more visible cultural differences led to claims of Jewish separatism.    Political Zionism in Europe—indeed, any Jewish political establishment within a dominant nationality—was open to exploitation by right-wing non-Jewish nationalists, whose doctrines of ethnic purity and homogeneity of citizenry consistently portrayed Jews as political and national aliens.  Intimations of Jewish statehood gave a leader like Roman Dmowski yet another pretext for treating Jews as foreigners in a Poland “inhabited by indisputably Polish inhabitants.”33 In short, Jews faced increased violence and forced migration.34 Wilson was capable of reading the signs of national-political tensions surfacing in numerous regions, including Eastern Europe and Western Asia.  It is difficult to imagine that the numerous pogroms reported from Poland and the Ukraine in 1918 and 1919, as well as the wartime Armenian massacres, did not factor into the President’s consideration of the Commonwealth statement’s adverse potential.  Perhaps they emphasized the brutality incurred by minority groups accused of, among other things, excessive political agitation.35  

Besides harboring an impetus for increased Jewish persecution, the Commonwealth statement stood to complicate Allied negotiations with Poland, since it was also open to exploitation by the Eastern European Jewish nationalist program.  Despite assurances from Marshall and Mack about the purely ethnic and cultural connotations of “national” rights, Wilson was cautious of alternative interpretations (and the demands that could arise from them), given his sanction of political claims to Zionists, who composed a large membership in the pro-national Committee of Jewish Delegations.  Indeed, several Committee delegates pushed further than the Jewish delegates from Britain and France.  Among the demands that came out of Committee discussions were allowances for national electoral curiae within newly-formed European states, the establishment of a world Jewish parliament, and Jewish national representation in the League of Nations.36 Although American Jewish leadership in the Committee aided in toning down some of the demands, key eastern delegates pressed for and were able to retain a nationalist platform for the Committee.37 Consequently, the Committee of Jewish Delegations, claiming to represent some nine million Jews worldwide,38 and closely advised by American Jewish delegates with prior access to the President, posed two fundamental problems to the negotiations for Polish unity.  First, a perception that Wilson favored the establishment of Jewish national institutions smacked too much of a sanction for a state within a state39 and had every appearance of repaying an important wartime associate by impairing its postwar domestic autonomy.     

 Second, it detracted from the Allies’ authority in containing Bolshevik uprisings.  At the end of the war, the presence of the Allied military had diminished considerably in Eastern Europe, owing largely to financial constraints.  Consequently, the Allies were faced with relying on the Polish and Romanian armies to keep order in Eastern Europe, including the containment of Bolshevism—both in the form of the Red Army and the spread of inflammatory ideas.  This policy dissuaded the Allied and Associated Powers from taking actions which would alienate emergent governments and thereby thwart the defenses against Bolshevism.40
The Bolshevik element was an exceptional complication because of its common description as a tool of Jewish political upheaval.  On the whole, Jews actually made up only a very small percentage of the active Bolshevik membership.  However, Jewish leadership in certain German, Hungarian and Polish Communist bodies at the end of the war was viewed by many otherwise sensible statesmen and journalists as the inception of a Judeo-Bolshevik conspiracy to take over the world.  The Protocols of the Elders of Zion, an incendiary book fashioned along such lines, had found a wide readership after the 1917 Russian revolutions,41 and it reportedly circulated among diplomats at Versailles.  Wilson allegedly “ordered an investigation” into the book.42 Although it is difficult to discern Wilson’s personal feelings on the matter, it is reasonable to state that his reactions to the perceived Bolshevik-Jewish relationship paralleled the overall Allied reaction.  Whether or not the President distinguished Jewish Bolshevists from Zionists or other Jewish nationalists,43 it is clear that he was sensitive to perceptions of organized Jewish political activity as potentially dangerous to Polish sovereignty.      
  His sensitivity was exhibited as pressure against perceived exaggerations of Zionist propaganda in Eastern Europe.  The perception had developed in reaction to press coverage and the high volume of telegrams sent to the American consulate in Warsaw which reported a wave of pogroms in Poland.  The impact of the reports was augmented by a mass demonstration in New York against Eastern European Jewish abuses.  Under the recommendations of the American minister to Warsaw Hugh Gibson, and relief director Herbert Hoover, as well as Jan Paderewski, the President formed an investigative mission to Poland.44 

Over adamant Zionist protests—particularly those of Felix Frankfurter, who kept Louis Brandeis informed of the progress of the negotiations in Paris—Wilson appointed Henry Morgenthau, a Jewish opponent of political Zionism, to head the investigation.  Morgenthau viewed Zionism as “an Eastern European proposal” which threatened the status of Jewish Americans;45 the decision to appoint him to the investigation was evidently made in accordance with a perceived need to quiet Zionist activity in Poland.46 Morgenthau’s report was submitted as a validation of that perception.  It cited his belief that secular Zionists and other Jewish nationalists had a disproportionately large degree of political leverage among Polish Jewry; he asserted that organized Jewish hostility to the Polish state was a primary cause for the “excesses” against Jews.  Thus, according to Morgenthau, much of the discrimination and violence in Poland was political rather than strictly anti-Semitic in nature.47 Such an outlook, submitted by a Jewish American diplomat, offered Wilson a justification for reversing European Jewish nationalist momentum. 
The King-Crane Commission
It appears likely that the President had already initiated a campaign to deter the organization of Jewish political and national groups.  Prior to Morgenthau’s investigation in Poland, Wilson dispatched another investigative body to the Middle East.  Initially, its purpose was to settle a territorial dispute between France and Britain by surveying the local inhabitants on their preferences for the postwar administration of their regions.  Proponents of a commission to the Middle East at first envisioned a narrow scope of investigation, revolving mainly around Syria.  But on March 20, to the dismay of Zionists, Wilson suggested that the purview of the commission be widened to encompass other areas, including the predominately Arab populated territory of Palestine. 48 An American commission was dispatched at the end of May, after Arab leaders and the British military had warned of increased tensions among the Middle Eastern populations.49

Explanations of the overall conditions in which the King-Crane Commission formed vary, and a unified purpose for the inquiry is often obscured.50 The Commission’s functions with regard to Palestine, however, are somewhat clearer; they are illustrated by two points.  First, it is unlikely that the postwar administration of Palestine was ever in question.51 It is significant that, just prior to the investigation, in his final instructions to Henry King and Richard Crane,52 Wilson indicated that the “Zionist question” was “‘virtually’ closed by the Powers.”53
Second, the investigation was evidently sensitive to Jewish assessments of information coming out of the Peace Conference.  One commissioner reported that Zionist representatives in Palestine assumed “their claim had been settled by the Balfour Declaration and President Wilson’s statements,” that they needed only to make arrangements to manage the political and economic structure of the country, and that a Jewish state was forthcoming.54 

In its report, the Commission recommended the modification of what was considered an “extreme Zionist programme.”  Its interpretation of the Balfour Decla-ration’s “national home for the Jewish people” did not allow room for the establishment of a Jewish state, which, in its view, would threaten to dispossess the non-Jewish peoples of Palestine, and which could be carried out only with the use of a large military force.55
Most of the Commission’s findings and recommendations were practically disregarded by the Powers in settling territorial disputes in the Middle East.  Ultimately, the investigation succeeded only in producing confusion among the various groups involved in the Middle East settlement, and possibly in delaying the partitioning of the territories.  However, these elements in themselves are noteworthy, for two reasons.  First, although the Commission’s findings were not officially released until 1922, ostensibly due to Zionist pressure,56 they circulated in Paris before the peace negotiations concluded.57 Knowledge of the Commission’s activity removed the force of the Commonwealth statement by placing the Allies’ support for a Zionist program in doubt.  Felix Frankfurter was incensed by what he allegedly viewed as the investigation’s attempt to “cheat Jewry out of Palestine.”58 He repeatedly petitioned Wilson and advisor Colonel House to remove Palestine from the King-Crane Commission’s agenda.  His protests brought only vague consolations.  Frankfurter then directly pressed the President for a clear assurance that at least the Balfour Declaration would be written into the Peace Treaty before he (Wilson) left Paris.59 Wilson replied that he was surprised his “adhesion to the Balfour declaration” had ever been in doubt.60 With attention refocused on the Balfour formula, the Commonwealth statement did not require a retraction; and the perception of a Presidential sanction for political Zionism could more easily be separated from Allied diplomacy.
Second, the commission was dispatched midway through the drafting of the treaties which would create the new European states and would include minority rights provisions.  The Committee on New States, which convened at the beginning of May at Wilson’s instigation, was charged with preparing the treaties.  Its formation followed persistent but unsuccessful efforts by Louis Marshall and Julian Mack to gain direct access to the President.61  Initially, the Committee’s work was held in strict secrecy; and its scope of nation-building concerned only Poland, though it eventually widened to include the other new states.  Early on, proposals submitted by the Committee of Jewish Delegations were stripped of all references to “national minorities,” “national institutions” and “national rights,” as well as allusions to the exercise of “governmental functions” by minorities.62 Incorporated into the treaty signed by Poland on June 28 were provisions for the equal treatment and security of all “racial, religious or linguistic minorities,” including the protection of civil and political rights; linguistic freedom; the autonomous management of Jewish schools; and protection against Sabbath violations.63 Thus, minority rights were granted without the appearance of national-political sanctions.  
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