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Introduction:
A New Manifest Destiny

In the late summer of 1917, Edward T. Devine left his home in New York City
and boarded a ship bound for the French war zone. In the months after the
United States entered the First World War, a growing number of American men
took the same trip “over there.” But Devine was no wide-eyed draftee. Nor was
he an average American. Edward Devine was one of the leading American social
economists and a noted public intellectual. He had served as the executive sec-
retary of New York’s Charity Organization Society since 1896, was a professor at
Columbia University, had been instrumental in founding the New York School
of Philanthropy, and had spent a career engaged in urban reform initiatives. Yet,
with total war raging across the Atlantic, Devine saw little choice but to put his
professional commitments on hold.

Edward Devine did not go to Europe to take up arms. Rather than heading to
the trenches to assist Allied forces, he used his professional expertise at the back
of the line, aiding French civilians as the head of the Bureau of Refugees and
Relief for the American Red Cross. Devine would not calculate his contribution
to the Allied war effort by the number of mortars he fired, nor by the number
of German and Austrian soldiers he killed. Instead, he would gauge his success
by the number of women, children, and other noncombatants that he helped to
feed, clothe, and house.

Devine never regarded humanitarian assistance as a lesser substitute for
military service. In fact, he understood it as a vital complement to the armed
intervention. He explained as much in a 1918 address to fellow aid workers in
Paris. Speaking to scores of volunteers, Devine advanced his own interpretation
of the famous appeal for American isolationism that George Washington made
in his 1796 Farewell Address. “When Washington told us not to meddle in the
affairs of Europe,” Devine explained, “he meant of course not to meddle in their
local quarrels and their rival ambitions; he did not mean that we should be pro-
vincial, isolated or indifferent to the welfare of other nations...OQur manifest
destiny is not indefinite expansion,” he proclaimed, “but indefinitely expanding

brotherhood.™
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Devine’s choice of words spoke volumes about his understanding of the role
of humanitarian aid in American foreign relations. In evoking manifest destiny,
Devine belied claims about the isolationist past of the United States. Indeed,
he acknowledged a long history of American international involvement, a pro-
cess that had increased greatly during his own lifetime. In recasting American
manifest destiny as a project of “indefinitely expanding brotherhood,” however,
Devine offered an alternative means of engaging with the world. No longer could
Americans remain detached from global political affairs; the Great War had
made that much clear. Nor could they consider violent imperial conquest, reli-
gious proselytizing, and ruthless capitalist penetration as suitable forms of inter-
vention. The new American internationalism required all Americans to accept a
novel set of civic obligations, a common commitment of their minds and their
money to improving the health and welfare of the wider world. Through the
provision of emergency material aid and intellectual and technical expertise to
civilians in Europe and throughout the world, Devine and many of his fellow
Americans hoped to achieve one of the nation’s principal avowed wartime goals.
Together, they would make the world safe.

Making the World Safe is a history of American relief and assistance to foreign
civilians in the early twentieth century. It traces how the U.S. government came
to realize the value of overseas aid as a tool of statecraft and diplomacy. At the
same time, it examines the lives of a cosmopolitan cadre of American civic lead-
ers, philanthropists, and medical and social scientific professionals—individuals
who embraced foreign assistance as a new way to participate in the international
community. This book recounts how ordinary Americans understood, assessed,
and reassessed the new global relief commitments that they were urged to make.
It is, in sum, a study of how U.S. citizens and their government together defined
foreign civilian aid as an American responsibility, of their efforts to carry out
foreign relief and assistance projects at a heady moment in U.S. international
history, and of the multiple political and cultural objectives they hoped their
humanitarian interventions might achieve. It tells these stories by examining
the pivotal role that one organization—a quasi-private, quasi-state organization
called the American Red Cross—played in realizing this new commitment to

civilian aid.?

In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the United States emerged
as a key player on the world stage. Postbellum Americans grew more interested
in international affairs. Increasingly, they traveled the world as businessmen,
missionaries, and tourists. Recognizing the strategic and economic value of this
privately led expansionism, the federal government promoted it by enacting
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favorable trade policies with certain regions, enlarging the navy, and increas-
ing the size and strength of the diplomatic bureaucracy. By the end of the nine-
teenth century, fueled in large part by such private-public partnerships, the
United States rivaled the great powers of Europe in terms of economic and cul-
tural influence. It soon challenged them on political terms as well. Victory in the
1898 Spanish-American War resulted in American control of territories in the
Caribbean and Pacific and established the country as an imperial nation. Less
than two decades later, entry into the Great War embroiled the United States in
the messy Old World politics that American policymakers had always vowed to
avoid. In a period of unprecedented American expansion, citizens and govern-
ment officials grappled with their nation’s increasing prominence and power in
the international sphere and debated how best to engage with the wider world.?

In these formative years of American global power, providing material relief
and assistance overseas became a principal way for Americans to interact with
the wider world and to provide a living demonstration of the country’s new inter-
national identity. On missions to Asia, Africa, and the Middle East, American
Protestants sought not only to save souls but also to improve lives materially
through education, protective legislation, and social and sanitary reforms.
Engineers and technical experts, philanthropists, and health professionals
worked abroad to ameliorate disease, malnutrition, and other social problems
with environmental reforms and medical aid. During the First World War and its
aftermath, millions donated their time and their money to provide food, cloth-
ing, and other relief to European refugees, women, and children. Thousands
traveled overseas to administer such aid. Many of these Americans believed that
the United States had to behave as a benevolent world power, a nation ready and
willing to direct its burgeoning material and intellectual resources toward the
improvement of international health and welfare. By taking steps to reduce suf-
fering in the world, these citizens aspired to live up to that ideal.

Rather than looking to the federal government to administer foreign assis-
tance, Americans at this time tended to believe that bettering the world was a task
best left to private enterprise. Churches and charities, not the state, took charge.*
Though typically voluntary in character, their assistance nonetheless held pro-
found political significance. Efforts to improve the lot of civilians helped foster
global political and social order, thereby encouraging stable trade and reduc-
ing potential threats to U.S. security. At the same time, by projecting a positive
image of the United States, relief served as effective propaganda.® In a period of
largely informal internationalism, privately administered foreign aid represented
an invaluable form of diplomacy. Well aware of the power of humanitarian relief,
the federal government proved a ready and willing promoter.

Americans who elected to support or participate in foreign aid and assistance
in these years could do so through a vast array of religious and secular charities,
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voluntary associations, and philanthropies. Some arose temporarily in response
to immediate crises, while others enjoyed greater longevity.® At the turn of
the twentieth century, however, one organization—the American Red Cross
(ARC)—Dbegan to dominate the humanitarian landscape. By the Great War era,
as the United States confronted the unprecedented social disaster of Europe’s
total war, the ARC would take the lead in administering civilian relief on the
nation’s behalf. In spite of the ARC'’s prominence in this field, historians of the
early twentieth century have largely overlooked its efforts. Studies of U.S. inter-
national humanitarianism and reform have chronicled the work of a wide array
of individuals and groups, including Protestant missionaries, colonial adminis-
trators, the Rockefeller Foundation, and Herbert Hoover’s Great War—era chari-
ties. The ARC remains noticeably absent from these accounts.” Those who have
examined the organization in any great detail have concentrated primarily on its
position as an adjunct to the military or on its domestic disaster relief activities.®
The ARC’s work in overseas catastrophes and non-combatant war relief, such a
gap would seem to indicate, was relatively inconsequential.

Far from peripheral, the ARC’s international civilian assistance in the early
twentieth century was wide-ranging and held major diplomatic and cultural sig-
nificance. The organization’s activities are central to the histories of both U.S.
humanitarianism and U.S. foreign policy and, as such, merit further consider-
ation from both fields. This book therefore tells the story of the private citizens
and government officials who expanded the ARC'’s role in overseas civilian aid,
analyzing how they used the ARC to achieve their international political and
social objectives. It does not presume to offer an exhaustive history of the ARC;
indeed, it explicitly ignores the ARC’s extensive work in military and domestic
relief. Rather, by integrating the ARC’s civilian aid efforts into American social
and diplomatic history, Making the World Safe illustrates the significance of vol-
untary foreign relief in American political and cultural relations with the world.
This book traces the twin trajectories of the ARC’s entry into foreign civilian aid
and the fluctuating American interest in its voluntary international humanitari-
anism, beginning with the organization’s earliest roots in the nineteenth century
and concluding just after the end of the Second World War. Its primary focus,
however, is on the years from 1914 through the early 1920s, the Great War era
and the time in which the ARC’s place in U.S. international affairs peaked.

The ARC’s unique position vis-a-vis the U.S. government, U.S. society, and
the international community makes it particularly valuable for understanding
how foreign relief functioned as a facet of U.S. foreign relations. Established in
1881, the ARC was a privately funded and staffed relief organization, primarily
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dependent on volunteer labor. Yet the ARC differed in pronounced ways from
other contemporary American voluntary associations. First, it formed part of
the International Red Cross Movement. Like all other Red Cross societies, the
International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) recognized the ARC as the
designated agency to provide neutral wartime aid to soldiers on its nation’s
behalf. From its inception, however, the ARC also served a secondary purpose,
distinct from the ICRC’s founding mission. Its charge included aiding civilians
during natural disasters, famine, political upheaval, and other moments of social
unrest, both at home and overseas. Thus even as it benefited from its connec-
tion to the International Red Cross Movement, the ARC enjoyed significant
autonomy, allowing it to serve American humanitarian goals beyond the sphere
of military relief.

Second, in the early twentieth century, the ARC cultivated relationships with
internationally minded leaders in politics, the military, business, and the social
sciences—connections unparalleled by other voluntary relief associations. The
organization benefited especially from its connections to the U.S. government,
formalized by the Geneva Convention and, over time, by Congressional charters
and ties to the White House and the State and War Departments. By 1911, the
ARC had earned the designation of “the official volunteer aid department of the
United States,” a distinction that only grew sharper over the ensuing decade.’
At the same time, the ARC began to forge strong ties to the American medi-
cal, social scientific, and philanthropic communities, whose more cosmopoli-
tan members recognized its potential as a vehicle for carrying out reform and
assistance projects abroad. Leading figures in corporate America, too, increas-
ingly threw their support behind the organization and took part in its gover-
nance. Realizing that the social upheaval generated by disasters and war posed a
threat to international production and trade, they appreciated the ARC’s civilian
aid as a means of restoring normal conditions. Such governmental and profes-
sional connections gave the ARC an incomparable level of political and cultural
authority. Officially connected to the state but not fully part of it, simultaneously
national and international in its identity, the ARC was well situated to achieve
the diverse diplomatic and humanitarian objectives of the U.S. government and
its citizens.

Although the ARC first began to play an important role in U.S. foreign affairs
in the late nineteenth century, it was the Great War era that marked its most
conspicuous and considerable involvement in this arena. From the start of the
war in 1914, but particularly after the United States entered the conflict in 1917,
the ARC garnered incredible popular and governmental support for its foreign
relief work. Over one-third of the U.S. population joined the organization as
members. American donors gave over $400 million in 1917 and 1918 alone, an
enormous sum at that time. American physicians, social workers, nurses, and
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other professionals volunteered in droves, recognizing wartime service with the
ARC as a way to extend their professional commitments across the Atlantic.
Prominent bankers and businessmen took charge of the organization to ensure
that its relief work was administered efficiently. President Woodrow Wilson and
former president William Taft became indefatigable proponents, promoting the
ARC to the exclusion of all other aid organizations and strengthening its part-
nership with the federal government further still. With such fervent popular and
state backing, the ARC became America’s largest and most influential wartime
voluntary relief agency.

While the ARC of these years is often remembered for its service to soldiers
at the front—an image popularized in the writings of ambulance drivers Ernest
Hemingway and John Dos Passos and nurtured by subsequent generations of
historians—a vast proportion of its resources in fact went toward civilian, not
military, relief. During the war and its aftermath, the ARC organized assistance
operations in over two dozen countries, mostly in areas where U.S. troops never
deployed. In 1917 and 1918, during the years of U.S. armed involvement in the
war, the ARC was the nation’s principal provider of civilian relief. Its personnel
provided food, housing, employment, and medical assistance to millions of ref-
ugees, women, children, and other noncombatants. Many went further, attempt-
ing to influence European welfare in the long-term through the orchestration
of comprehensive health reform projects. Although the organization’s leaders
scaled back their assistance program after the Armistice, deeming wartime levels
of relief outside the bounds of their appropriate peacetime responsibilities, hun-
dreds of ARC personnel remained in Europe aslate as 1923 to participate in relief
and rebuilding projects.'® Once the war concluded, many veteran ARC workers
attempted to keep the potent public zeal for both the ARC and international
humanitarianism alive. In part, they succeeded. The postwar ARC remained the
“official volunteer aid department of the United States” and continued to play a
leading role in American responses to international disasters. The widespread
public enthusiasm for the ARC and its international humanitarian aid projects,
however, proved in many ways a transitory phenomenon. Not until World War
II would the American fervor for the ARC and its overseas assistance return. By
the time it did, changes that had transpired in both the United States and the
international community fundamentally altered the role the ARC and its volun-
tary civilian aid would play in the nation’s foreign affairs.

As the United States expanded its position on the international stage—and
especially as it faced the unprecedented crisis of the First World War—the ARC’s
voluntary civilian relief thus constituted a major part of the nation’s foreign rela-
tions. The ARC’s extensive program of foreign civilian assistance advanced both
the strategic and social interests of the United States. On the one hand, the ARC
promised to counteract the root causes of social and political instability while
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enhancing the image of the United States—both critical diplomatic goals. At
the same time, through the provision of relief and assistance, American citi-
zens found an unparalleled opportunity to interact with foreign civilians and to
impart their ideas about health, charity, and social organization. Never simply
a sideshow to U.S. diplomatic or military engagement, the ARC’s overseas aid
constituted an important route for Americans and their government to engage
with the world beyond their borders.

While the ARC offers a critical window into the political, diplomatic, and cul-
tural practices of U.S. foreign aid in the Great War era, it has as much to sug-
gest about the workings of contemporary U.S. society and foreign relations
more broadly. The ARC might have been part of the International Red Cross
Movement, but far more than that, it was a product of the late nineteenth- and
early twentieth-century United States. It embodied the political and cultural
qualities characteristic of that period. Many wider currents in contemporary
U.S. society informed the ARC’s global actions, but three broad contextual
strains prove especially salient for understanding the place the ARC occupied
in the Great War—era United States: progressivism, missionary ideology and
activity, and American cosmopolitan and internationalist thought. Through
the history of ARC’s foreign relief, this book tells the story of the American
people at the turn of the last century, their approaches to social and politi-
cal organization, and their contemporary ideas about their relation to the
world.

To begin, the ARC that spread across the world during the Great War years
was very much a creature of the Progressive Era United States. Admittedly, this
designation risks obscuring more than it clarifies, but even a brief survey of the
ARC'’s structure and ideology attests to the organization’s convergence with
many of the period’s prevailing domestic trends. Following a major institutional
reorganization in the first few years of the early twentieth century, a new genera-
tion took charge of the ARC, drawn from the ranks of the U.S. government and
American corporate and philanthropic communities. These new leaders dem-
onstrated a remarkable commitment to voluntary civic engagement and fiercely
advocated service for the common good, hallmarks of contemporary theories
of progressive democracy. Mirroring the impulses of the scientific management
crusade, they labored to build the ARC into an organization known for its effi-
ciency and accountability. These leaders also forged a strong association with
the state, a form of reciprocal social organization quite typical of the time; the
U.S. government relied on the ARC to administer American relief on its behalf,
while the ARC depended on governmental boosterism.
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Lastly, the ARC’s leadership exhibited a robust faith in the power of profes-
sional expertise. At a time when physicians, social workers, nurses, and other
welfare occupations were establishing their professional credentials and identi-
ties, ARC leaders appealed to leading figures from each of these fields to design
and direct relief activities. Such an approach effectively denied untrained, ama-
teur women, traditionally the lynchpins of American humanitarianism, any role
in ARC leadership or decision making. On the other hand, overseas service with
the ARC provided a valuable opportunity for female professionals to advance
their careers or to assume leadership roles that would have been far less obtain-
able in the United States. But it was male professionals who arguably derived the
greatest personal benefit, for ARC leaders typically appointed them to super-
vise aid activities and manage other personnel. In the process, the ARC played
a central part in legitimizing humanitarian work as a career choice for American
men. These welfare professionals, both male and female, left a profound mark on
the ARC’s approach to foreign aid. In the early twentieth-century United States,
they first defined disaster relief as a professional enterprise, with the ARC and its
staff assuming the mantle of the nation’s premier disaster experts.

By the time the United States entered the Great War, the ARC’s new leaders
had built the organization into an association known for its social democratic
spirit, its efficiency, its professionalism, and its expertise—distinct markers of its
Progressive Era provenance. As a dominant and in many ways archetypal insti-
tution in the early twentieth-century United States, the ARC offers a focused
way to examine U.S. civilians and government officials interacting within their
domestic cultural milieu. As a major American organization in the world, more-
over, it presents a chance to chart the international movement of key progressive
individuals, institutions, and ideas."

If progressivism provides the backdrop for thinking about the ARC’s place
in American culture both at home and abroad, two other conceptual factors
help situate the organization with regard to U.S. international relations. First,
the ARC’s overseas assistance efforts formed part of a long and ongoing tradi-
tion of American missionary ideology and practice. The organization’s forma-
tion and subsequent rise coincided with a surge in American Protestant overseas
missionary activity and the development of a vast American moral empire. In
key ways, the ARC'’s civilian relief efforts constituted part of this larger pattern
of American cultural expansion and influence. Motivated by ideals of American
exceptionalism and benevolence, the ARC’s personnel assumed a correspond-
ing obligation to aid the world. And yet they also diverged from the Protestant
missionary tradition in profound ways. Deemphasizing avowedly religious moti-
vations for their actions, the ARC’s leaders tended to define their humanitarian
missions in explicitly material and modernist terms. They employed a language
of professional obligation and expressed a commitment to physical, rather than
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spiritual, uplift. Under the ARC’s auspices, Christian universalism—at least on
paper—started to give way to international humanitarianism. The organization’s
success reflects the beginnings of a trend toward the secularization of American
missionary ideology, a pattern that grew stronger as the twentieth century
progressed.'?

Second, the ARC’s explosion onto the world stage occurred in a period redo-
lent with debate over the proper role for the United States in the world. In the
early twentieth century, a growing number of Americans came to believe that
the United States must become more involved with the international commu-
nity in order to secure global peace and democracy. American international-
ism was by no means a coherent worldview; U.S. citizens held wildly disparate
opinions about how to exercise influence in the world. Some trumpeted a more
powerful and forceful U.S. military as the answer, while others advocated partici-
pation in some sort of collective security apparatus. Many believed that expand-
ing American investments and financial practices would generate economic and
political stability in the world. Still others stressed the importance of nurturing
personal connections with foreign individuals, of building a transnational com-
munity based on commitments to peace and global well-being. By offering U.S.
citizens the opportunity to intervene in the world for the ostensibly liberal ends
of improving health and welfare, the ARC’s relief activities proved well suited to
serve these diverse agendas. For those committed to peaceful, mutualist forms
of global involvement, helping civilians seemed a viable alternative to more coer-
cive or belligerent international engagement, a way to act in accordance with
their cosmopolitan sensibilities. For those willing to exercise the power of the
state, the military, or the market to secure American interests in the world, civil-
ian relief appeared a ready complement to these other forms of intervention.
And for those Americans who resisted and resented the state’s expanding inter-
national role, privately administered aid generally appeared a more palatable
way to engage with the world. In a moment of competing international visions,
the ARC’s civilian aid program won support across the political spectrum. Its
success in navigating the deeply partisan waters of the early twentieth century
points to the importance that diverse groups of Americans attributed to volun-
tary international humanitarian engagements."

Moving beyond the realm of social and diplomatic ideas, the history of the
ARC’s civilian assistance efforts is at its heart a story about the American peo-
ple—their relationship to the state and civil society, their participation in foreign
aid enterprises, and their beliefs about the value of international humanitarian-
ism. The internationally minded government officials and private citizens in the
upper echelons of the ARC’s leadership saw foreign aid as a way to secure their
respective political and social objectives. Without the donations and support
of American citizens, however, the ARC could not function; the organization’s
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leaders therefore had to convince the American public of its importance as well.
Together, U.S. government officials and ARC leaders labored to define support
for the ARC and its foreign aid as a new American civic obligation and urged
every American citizen to embrace this new international responsibility. During
the Great War era, U.S. citizens joined the ARC in record numbers and declared
an unprecedented commitment to overseas civilian aid. The millions of individ-
uals who took part in the wartime ARC represented heterogeneous segments of
the American body politic. They held disparate assumptions about the proper
place of the United States in the world. They united, however, in support of the
Red Cross and international humanitarian engagement. This enthusiasm for
international civilian aid, though ultimately short-lived, suggests much about
how early twentieth-century Americans thought of themselves and their respon-
sibilities to the world community.

To understand the history of the ARC’s civilian relief is thus to understand
one of the major ways that U.S. citizens engaged with the world and with each
other at a critical moment of American international history. To begin this
story, Chapter 1 turns back to the early nineteenth century to chart the origins
of American international humanitarianism, the rise of the International Red
Cross Movement, and the creation of the organization that bridged the two:
the American Red Cross. It then charts the ARC’s steady growth through the
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, focusing particularly on the orga-
nization’s expanding international reach and the relationships that ARC lead-
ers forged with American social scientists, philanthropists, and state officials.
Together, these individuals built the ARC into an organization that would best
serve their mutual interests in the field of international civilian aid.

The next two chapters examine the ARC’s place in the United States in the
Great War era. Chapter 2 focuses on the eight years prior to U.S. entry into the
war. In these years, presidents William H. Taft and Woodrow Wilson became
major supporters of the ARC, while their State Departments started relying on
the organization’s civilian aid in a number of conflicts and crises. Members of
the business, social scientific, and philanthropic communities increasingly dem-
onstrated their support as well. It was not until U.S. entry into the Great War,
however, that the ARC’s foreign assistance garnered wide enthusiasm among the
American public. Chapter 3 explores the ARC’s meteoric growth in the United
States during 1917 and 1918. It analyzes how the ARC’s leaders sold the ARC to
the U.S. public and worked to define foreign assistance as a new wartime obliga-
tion. It also considers the extent to which individual Americans consented to
this new set of international humanitarian responsibilities and discusses the var-
ied meanings that they attributed to this foreign assistance.

The subsequent two chapters turn to the ARC’s civilian relief efforts in Great
War-era Europe. Chapter 4 examines the ARC’s work in 1917 and 1918, the
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period of U.S. military involvement in the war. In these years, the ARC focused
primarily on Western Europe. There, ARC workers not only provided mate-
rial relief but also undertook major comprehensive health and welfare projects,
including anti-epidemic campaigns, the construction of health demonstration
centers, and the provision of nursing education to local women. Chapter 5 turns
to the ARC’s peacetime efforts on the continent, where personnel remained for
more than four years after the Armistice. In the early postwar months, ARC lead-
ers redirected the majority of their funds and personnel to Central and Eastern
Europe, attempting to replicate many of the same approaches that their prede-
cessors had developed during the war years. Declining public enthusiasm for
the ARG, its foreign aid, and American international involvement more broadly,
however, soon limited the organization’s ability to administer generous assis-
tance. Undeterred, the enduring proponents of American international humani-
tarian engagement worked to sustain their involvement in Europe. In an attempt
to adapt to the hostile postwar climate, they refocused their efforts entirely on
European children, the group they saw as most likely to win public support and
most in need of their assistance. Both Chapter 4 and Chapter S call attention
to the ways that the ARC served varied diplomatic and cultural agendas of the
U.S. government and the American public. These chapters consider how U.S.
diplomatic and military officials relied on the ARC to complement their larger
goals of winning the war, preserving the peace, and achieving order and stabil-
ity abroad. They also explore how American health and welfare professionals
embraced assistance to achieve wholesale change in European society. Finally,
they consider the ways that individual Americans, both in Europe and back in
the United States, conceived of the ARC and its international humanitarian
activities.

Chapter 6 moves out of postwar Europe to trace the humanitarian activities
that the ARC pursued across the globe during the interwar years and in the after-
math of World War II. Focusing on ARC disaster response, development initia-
tives, international collaboration, and wartime relief, it demonstrates the ARC’s
continued role in U.S. international humanitarianism. At the same time, it also
illustrates how changes in both the international system and the American state
significantly altered the role that the ARC’s civilian aid played in U.S. foreign
relations. A brief epilogue reflects on the nature of the ARC’s civilian aid as a
form of U.S. foreign relations.

Together, these chapters tell the story of how Americans in the early twenti-
eth century embraced a new Manifest Destiny for the United States and strove
to infuse the ideal of “indefinitely expanding brotherhood” into their nation’s
foreign policy. To be sure, this approach to world affairs was never purely altru-
istic, and it was not without its problems. When U.S. citizens and government
officials set out to aid and rebuild the world, they were driven, at least in part,
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by self-interest. In their encounters with aid recipients, moreover, American
humanitarians inevitably engaged in an uneven power relationship. As benefac-
tors in this dynamic, they held significant cultural, economic, and political clout
over the foreign individuals and societies they pledged to assist, a fact that some-
times bred resentment and resistance. Yet at the same time, foreign aid efforts
were neither entirely self-serving nor simply a veiled attempt at social control. In
the early twentieth century, millions of Americans—from political leaders and
social elites to everyday men, women, and their children—accepted the belief
that they must work to alleviate overseas suffering. They advanced a benevolent
and compassionate vision of their nation and its place in the world, a vision they
labored to achieve through foreign aid activities. The implications of this inter-
national humanitarian awakening, with its inherent complexities and its posi-
tive and negative repercussions, are essential to the broader history of American
foreign relations.



Making International
Humanitarianism American

In the early years of his life, Ernest P. Bicknell probably did not envision his
future as a globetrotter. Born in 1862 to a farming family in rural Indiana,
Bicknell worked his way through Indiana University, graduated in 1887, and
took a job at the Indiana State Board of Charities. In 1898, he became the
general superintendent of the Chicago Bureau of Charities. Over the next ten
years, he earned a national reputation as a leader in the period’s scientific charity
movement, known for his systematic efforts to reform philanthropy, corrections,
public health, housing, and other municipal concerns. Bicknell’s coming-of-age
in the American Midwest coincided with a period of rising U.S. involvement
and influence in world affairs. In the decades following the American Civil War,
U.S. material and cultural exports, foreign investments, and military and naval
power all increased meteorically. By the first decade of the twentieth century, the
United States had acquired territories in the Caribbean and Pacific; asserted its
hegemony in the Western Hemisphere; and emerged as a central player in Asian
and European economic, political, and social affairs.

In 1908, Ernest Bicknell made a career change that destined him to play a cen-
tral role in his country’s expanding global involvement: he became the national
director of the American Red Cross. By the time the First World War erupted in
Europe in 1914, Bicknell and his colleagues had transformed the ARC into one
of the nation’s principal agencies for overseas civilian relief. When the United
States entered the war three years later, many Americans recognized the ARC
as the organization best suited to administer international aid on behalf of the
U.S. government and its people. Bicknell's twenty-five-year career with the ARC
took him to dozens of countries, where he provided assistance to the civilian
victims of natural disasters, epidemics, and war. Thousands of other Americans
joined him abroad as staff and volunteers. Millions of American donors funded
their overseas activities. In their humanitarian endeavors, Bicknell and his fel-
low citizens served as informal ambassadors for the United States to the world.

13
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At the same time, they reaped personal and professional benefits. Service with
the ARC gave Bicknell and his colleagues an opportunity to not only see the
world but also assist, reform, and rebuild it.!

By the Great War era, the ARC’s overseas civilian relief activities would come
to represent a critical part of U.S. foreign relations. Yet just as the young Ernest
Bicknell would have been hard-pressed to predict his future work as an American
international humanitarian, few in the post—Civil War United States foresaw the
dominant role that overseas aid would play in American diplomacy and inter-
national engagement in the early twentieth century. The ARC’s position as the
United States” principal civilian relief agency, furthermore, was never foreor-
dained. For either to occur required a fundamental shift in the way Americans
conceived of both humanitarianism and their nation’s position in the world.

This transformation of American sensibilities took place in the five decades
following the Civil War. These years saw Americans alter their approaches to
charitable assistance, missionary activity, and social reform. Throughout much
of the nineteenth century, Evangelical Christianity had provided the mobilizing
impulse for these American humanitarian activities, at home and abroad. This
began to change as Americans embraced a new faith in the ability of profession-
als to solve social problems using new scientific methods. Although religious
commitments continued to influence and inspire them, American humanitar-
ians increasingly defined their work in non-sectarian and social scientific terms.>
At the same time, they developed new expectations about an expanded role for
the state in humanitarian activities. Confident in a galvanizing spirit of civic and
religious voluntarism, most American humanitarians still presumed that the
government would not dominate this field. Increasingly, however, they tended
to regard cooperative relationships between the state and private actors as a bet-
ter approach to fixing social problems.* Concurrent with these domestic shifts,
Americans began to develop a greater awareness of the connectedness of the
United States and the world community. They not only observed their nation’s
rising political power and global influence but also began to take part in interna-
tional social movements and cultural exchanges. In the process, they forged new
physical and emotional ties with the people and governments of other nations.*

From its inception, the ARC both reflected and contributed to these wider
shifts in U.S. culture. The story of the ARC’s creation and rise to national promi-
nence in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries is simultaneously a
story of how, due to changing domestic and global contexts, American politi-
cians and citizens first began to see international civilian aid as an important ele-
ment of U.S. relations with the world.* When founder Clara Barton established
an American chapter of the International Red Cross in 1881, she linked the
United States to a fledgling global humanitarian movement, organized to secure
neutral aid for wounded soldiers at war, whatever their nationality, creed, or race.
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Though it formed part of an international organization, the ARC immediately
diverged from the ICRC’s founding mission in order to serve the particular
humanitarian interests of the United States. To win over the American people,
Barton defined the mission of the American chapter broadly. Rather than limit-
ing aid to wounded soldiers, she pledged to provide assistance in response to any
calamity that produced human suffering. This early distinction helped define the
ARC as an association ready to administer civilian relief on behalf of the United
States, at home and abroad, in peace as well as in war.

The mere founding of the ARC did not guarantee its acceptance as the
nation’s primary overseas aid agency, nor did it generate widespread support for
American international humanitarianism. Barton aspired to accomplish this pair
of goals, but it took the next generation of leadership to achieve them. In the early
twentieth century, a small group of Americans took charge of the ARC and reor-
ganized it. They brought in social science professionals to manage and reform
the organization, incorporating the principles of the period’s scientific char-
ity movement and practices of successful philanthropic trusts. Although they
retained the ARC's status as a voluntary agency, these new leaders forged much
stronger relationships with the federal government, most notably with Secretary
of War William H. Taft. By the time Taft entered the White House in 1909, they
had positioned the ARC as a key component of American statecraft and an ave-
nue for all Americans to take part in overseas humanitarian endeavors.

Domestic and Global Genealogies

On May 12, 1881, twenty-two residents of the District of Columbia and its envi-
rons declared themselves members of an international movement for human-
ity and global civilization. On that evening, following the lead of a Civil War
volunteer named Clara Barton, they signed a charter to form the American
Association of the Red Cross. The assembled men and women pledged to build
up an organization of volunteers, ready to provide relief in the wake of “war, pes-
tilence, famine and other calamities,” at home and abroad. They had created a
national association to direct the humanitarian energies of the American people,
but they understood their efforts as transnational in scope. Leaders of the ICRC
in Geneva had already promised to support Barton’s association. In signing the
charter, American members committed to cooperate with all the other Red
Cross societies of the world. They also vowed to lobby the U.S. government to
ratify the 1864 Geneva Treaty and then, in accordance with its terms, recognize
their society as the official relief agency of the United States.’ As those found-
ing members hoped, the International Red Cross Movement eventually gained
traction in the United States. To succeed, however, it could not be transplanted



16 MAKING THE WORLD SAFE

wholesale into U.S. soil. The ARC’s founders had to define their organization as
a uniquely American association, one that adapted elements of the American
humanitarian, reform, and missionary traditions to suit the increasingly global
culture of the postbellum United States. To understand the ARC’s beginnings
thus requires expanding its origin story well before 1881 and well beyond
Washington. Examining the ARC’s historical roots, influences, and precedents—
both domestic and foreign—puts its creation into context. Moreover, it explains
how, from inauspicious beginnings, the organization became an internationally
recognized relief society and a leading representative of the United States in
the world.

Clara Barton’s birth in 1821 provides a fitting starting point to trace the ori-
gins of an international humanitarian tradition in the United States. Born in
Oxford, Massachusetts, Barton grew up in a region and a time energized by
a broad array of moral reform movements. In the forty years before the Civil
War, New Englanders and Midwesterners vigorously protested slavery, railed
against alcohol and other vices, and called on town and business leaders to cre-
ate better working and living conditions for all classes of people. This reform
impulse stemmed in part from a response to the changing nature of antebellum
American culture and society. As witnesses to the dehumanizing aspects of slav-
ery and market capitalism and to the moral and physical hazards of industrializa-
tion and urbanization, these reformers developed a concern for the sufferings of
other sentient beings. They felt new sympathies, new connections, and a novel
moral responsibility to care even for distant individuals with whom they shared
no personal connection. They declared it their moral duty to alleviate the pains
of others and to convince their fellow citizens to do the same.’

Strains of religious and secular thought, which emphasized the need for
human intervention to improve society and politics, provided the intellectual
underpinning for this burst of humanitarian reform. As Evangelical revivals
swept the Midwestern and Northeastern United States in the 1820s and 1830s,
hundreds of thousands of Americans embraced the doctrines of the Second
Great Awakening. The converted learned that they had a Christian duty to con-
front social injustices and to reform their underlying conditions. Personal salva-
tion depended on doing spiritual work in the world. Inspired by this popular
theology, hundreds of thousands joined in collective protest against perceived
evils. They agitated their churches, their communities, and their political leaders
to take stands against alcohol, sexual inequality, blasphemy, and—especially—
slavery. For most antebellum reformers, the sacred and the worldly realms were
inseparable.®

Influences outside the church and the revival tent also profoundly shaped
the U.S. humanitarian tradition, most notably Enlightenment thought. At first
glance, these two traditions appear incongruous. Enlightenment philosophy
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taught that through reason and rational thought, rather than Godly intervention,
individuals could fix any societal problem. Yet Evangelical and Enlightenment
rationales for social reform readily coexisted in that they shared a mutual faith
in the power of human agency and the potential for universal human progress.
Thus alongside religious tracts and moral suasion, antebellum American reform-
ers touted scientific and technological interventions as the keys to improving
society. The sanitary reform movement, which blossomed in the 1840s and
1850s, readily embraced these assumptions. In those years, medical and sanitary
reformers began to see poor health and disease outbreaks not as acts of a venge-
ful God but as the results of poor hygiene, overcrowded living, and contaminated
water and environments. To check these worldly evils, they campaigned for civic
improvements to create water works and sewage systems, clean up refuse, and
improve housing. Through human intervention, they aspired to curb the delete-
rious results of industrialization and urbanization.’

As the influence of Enlightenment philosophy makes clear, the roots of the
American humanitarian reform tradition lay outside U.S. culture as well as
within it. Antebellum Americans did not live in isolation from the rest of the
world. They participated in transnational humanitarian causes and established
relationships with like-minded reformers in Europe. In 1821, the year of Clara
Barton’s birth, vocal factions of the U.S. public urged President James Monroe to
join Great Britain’s intervention on behalf of Greek insurgents revolting against
the Ottoman Empire. Even though the young U.S. government opted to remain
outside the conflict, pledging in the 1823 Monroe Doctrine not to meddle with
Europe’s internal affairs, many members of the American public felt personal
connections with afflicted peoples overseas.'” Antebellum Americans also
forged relationships with fellow European humanitarians, building networks
that influenced their domestic reform efforts. Abolitionists and women’s rights
advocates shared concerns and tactics with fellow British activists, while sanitar-
ians took much of their medical and hygienic knowledge from the scientific elite
of London, Paris, Vienna, and Berlin. Clearly, antebellum American humanitar-
ians were anything but isolated from the wider world."!

Even as American humanitarians imported inspiration and tactics from
Europe, however, they invariably adapted those ideas to U.S. culture. The
strains of religious and rationalist thought that motivated sanitarians, abolition-
ists, and other reformers meshed well with American republican traditions that
emphasized concern for the collective well-being as a public obligation and a
foundation of civic virtue. Antebellum American humanitarians and reform-
ers were exemplary republicans. They joined together in a host of voluntary
associations, benevolent societies, and political parties dedicated to improving
the public weal and nurturing communal commitments. They formed groups
dedicated to temperance, abolishing slavery, and uplifting morals; they also
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organized charitable aid societies. This strong civil society facilitated participa-
tion in humanitarian causes."

Significantly, this strong spirit of civic voluntarism never precluded a desire for
greater government involvement. With increasing frequency as the nineteenth
century progressed, antebellum humanitarians exhorted local and national
politicians to support their causes. By the 1850s, sanitary reformers in north-
ern cities lobbied for the creation of city boards of health to secure municipal
improvements and the passage of laws to improve the lot of the working classes
and protect public safety. At the same time, many abolitionists expanded their
moral suasion strategies into the realm of politics. They tried to achieve their
goals through supporting the Free Soil and Republican Parties, petitioning, and
pressuring Congress for stronger antislavery legislation. In the aftermath of natu-
ral disasters, too, they urged the state to step in to provide assistance. Thanks to
this emerging culture of associationalism—a cooperative relationship between
private individuals and their institutions of governance—antebellum humani-
tarians often enjoyed political support for their various causes."

By the outbreak of the U.S. Civil War in 1861, a clear humanitarian tradition
existed in the United States, rooted in a mixture of Evangelical, Enlightenment,
and republican ideals. Coming of age in the four decades before the Civil War,
Clara Barton would not escape its influence. Born to a family of Universalists
and committed abolitionists, Barton learned from an early age that she had a
moral responsibility to fight suffering and social injustice in the world. As an
adult, she rejected organized religion but maintained a strong personal faith in
God and the importance of moral action. She also took a deep interest in the
social politics of her time and believed that private citizens and their govern-
ments must work together to achieve social reforms. Barton’s early career dem-
onstrated these commitments well. At the age of seventeen, she began work as
a teacher in Massachusetts. There, she campaigned to improve the standards
and facilities of her local schools. An adherent of public schooling, Barton later
moved to New Jersey to establish and run a free school. In 1854, desiring a
change, she moved to Washington, D.C., and obtained a job as a clerk at the U.S.
Patent Office. In the nation’s capital, she became acquainted with Republican
Senators and Congressmen and grew engrossed with the fiery political debates
over slavery then rippling through the country. Barton was still in Washington in
April 1861, when news arrived of the firing on Fort Sumter.'

The Civil War provided a novel test for Barton and the humanitarian reform
tradition in the United States. The violent conflict renewed concern for the
pain and suffering of others. In response to this unprecedented national crisis,
American women volunteered in droves. Their motives ran the gamut from
Christian charity to a sense of patriotic duty to a belief in the powers of medi-
cine and sanitary science to improve the health and well-being of soldiers. Both
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the Union and Confederate governments relied on these civilian relief efforts.
In turn, private volunteers increasingly relied on the state and expected their
governments to support them. This mutual dependence took its most formal
shape in the U.S. Sanitary Commission. Just after the war began, a coalition of
womenss aid society members, physicians, religious officials, and other private
citizens urged the Union government to sanction their relief work for wounded
or ill Northern soldiers. Signed into law by Abraham Lincoln in June 1861, the
Sanitary Commission worked alongside the War Department to organize and
train nurses, maintain clean field hospitals, and collect donations to aid disabled
soldiers and their families. In short, it channeled the religious and civic volun-
tarism of American women and medical men in service of the Union’s wartime
humanitarian needs."

The history of the U.S. Sanitary Commission suggests some of the ways that
the American humanitarian tradition had begun to change shape by the 1860s.
Even as religious commitments continued to motivate American humani-
tarians during the Civil War, Americans at mid-century looked with greater
frequency to new scientific breakthroughs as the keys to preventing and alle-
viating suffering. While approaches to humanitarianism and reform remained
primarily voluntary and outside the state bureaucracy, the relationship that
volunteers shared with the federal government grew stronger in the war years.
This approach to social transformation continued to shape humanitarian activi-
ties in the Reconstruction period as well. Working through churches and new
government agencies like the Freedmen’s Bureau, thousands of Northerners
headed to the former Confederacy to provide assistance. They went not only to
provide immediate relief but also to modernize the prostrate South by teaching,
building railroads, and encouraging new industry. By restructuring society and
politics at large, these humanitarians hoped to alleviate the pains of racial dis-
cord and poverty. For them, the Reconstruction-era South represented a vital
missionary field.'

As postbellum humanitarians considered how to redeem and reform the
South, some of their compatriots set their sights on more distant locales. In the
years following the Civil War, growing numbers of Americans embarked on
religious and technical missions throughout the world. American Indian res-
ervations became a prime target for American missionaries. Rejecting the U.S.
military’s efforts to exterminate native peoples, missionaries hoped instead to
convert them to Christianity, capitalism, and the American way of life. Further
afield, Evangelical Protestants focused their energies on China and the Middle
East, where they labored to replace Confucian and Islamic religious traditions
while teaching domestic skills and democratic values. Americans with expertise
in agriculture, industry, and other scientific and technological fields followed the
same routes as their religious counterparts, yet focused on material rather than
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spiritual transformation. Most of these globally oriented humanitarians chan-
neled their energies through such private institutions as churches, universities,
or businesses rather than state bureaucracy. In an era characterized by relatively
minor U.S. government involvement overseas, these American religious and
technical missionaries played a central role as ambassadors from the United
States to the world."”

Enmeshed in the American humanitarian tradition since birth, Clara Barton
played a central role in its evolution and global expansion during and after the
Civil War. As a frontline volunteer during the conflict, she delivered sanitary and
medical supplies to Union field hospitals and made attempts to identify dead
and wounded soldiers. Once hostilities ceased, Barton labored to locate miss-
ing soldiers and identify those killed in battle. Barton focused her attention on
domestic crises during the 1860s, but like many fellow American liberals, she
adopted a more cosmopolitan outlook in the postbellum years. Beginning in
1870, Barton would become a leading lobbyist for greater American involve-
ment in international humanitarian movements. While traveling in Europe to
renew her health, she became aware of the International Committee of the Red
Cross. Barton volunteered with that organization during the Franco-Prussian
War, delivering medical and sanitary supplies to the battlefront just as she had
in the U.S. Civil War. During that time, she became deeply committed to this
international movement for humanity.'®

The Red Cross Movement was only in its fledgling stages when Barton arrived
in Europe. The founders of the ICRC, Swiss citizens Henry Dunant and Gustave
Moynier, had organized it in the early 1860s to achieve two goals. First, they
desired the passage of a new set of international humanitarian laws to protect
ill and wounded soldiers at war. Second, they wanted to encourage the forma-
tion of national aid societies to provide neutral assistance to fallen troops. These
humanitarian aspirations represented a distinct reaction to the changing military,
diplomatic, and technological landscape of mid-nineteenth-century European
society. In this period of rising nationalism and belligerency, the weapons of war
became more deadly. Believing war inevitable, Dunant, Moynier, and their sup-
porters hoped at least to diminish its horrors. In 1863, therefore, they convened
aninternational conference oflike-minded humanitarians and formed the ICRC.
In 1864, the ICRC invited delegates from sixteen European nations to Geneva
to draft an international treaty, binding them to provide aid to wounded soldiers
in all future conflicts and to recognize the legal neutrality of both aid workers
and the wounded. The eleven original signatories to this Geneva Convention
also pledged to establish national Red Cross societies. Significantly, although the
ICRC claimed the power to grant official recognition to these national societies,
it did not assert any further authority over their operations. The ICRC encour-
aged their formation and served as a medium of communication between them,
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but each national society maintained autonomy over its operations, bylaws, and
charter. This relationship ensured that even as national Red Cross auxiliaries
formed part of a larger international organization, they would invariably serve
their own nation’s needs."

Both religious and utilitarian sensibilities motivated Dunant, Moynier, and
the original supporters of the Geneva Convention to support this international
humanitarian campaign. Dunant, an Evangelical Christian, saw such work as
an expression of his faith in the worldly realm. The less pious Moynier, on the
other hand, understood his efforts as more material in nature. He believed that
through sanitary and technical interventions and international collaboration,
rational human actors held the power to build a more civilized world. While
ICRC founders may have been motivated by universalist religious and humani-
tarian sensibilities, many European state leaders elected to join the Red Cross
Movement because they concluded that it served their own national interests.
By designating a national association of willing volunteers to act on their behalf,
policymakers realized, they could secure the protection of their own soldiers
without much investment. At the same time, they could demonstrate their
benevolence and concern to the public. Organized voluntary humanitarianism,
thus conceived, served both nationalist and internationalist agendas.*

In 1864, the United States had the opportunity to take part in this interna-
tional movement, by signing the Geneva Convention and creating its own Red
Cross society. Nineteen nations went on to do so within two years, but the U.S.
government demurred. Embroiled with the internal problems of the Civil War
and national reconciliation, the administrations of Abraham Lincoln and Andrew
Johnson were preoccupied with domestic concerns. Most Americans, moreover,
deemed it prudent to avoid European treaties and alliances. Despite persistent
lobbying by several members of the U.S. Sanitary Commission, Secretary of
State William Seward declined to consider the Treaty. Citing precedents estab-
lished by the Monroe Doctrine and other antebellum U.S. foreign policy, Seward
argued that it was in the best interest of the United States to avoid entangling alli-
ances, especially those related to war. His successor, Hamilton Fish, adhered to
the same logic as the International Red Cross Movement spread through Europe
in the 1870s.”!

Upon her return to the United States in 1873, Clara Barton challenged this
policy of non-engagement. Fresh from her experiences in Europe, she was deter-
mined to bring the United States into the International Red Cross Movement.
In Washington, D.C., Barton began to lobby for U.S. ratification of the Geneva
Treaty and to solicit support for an American Red Cross Society. She faced an
uphill battle. Most Americans were far more concerned with the domestic tur-
moil of Reconstruction and pervasive political corruption than international
issues. Undeterred, Barton lobbied government officials vigorously while also
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considering ways to win the support of the American public. Five years after
returning from Europe, she found a solution. In 1878, Barton published a pam-
phlet called The American Red Cross and the Geneva Convention. The tract empha-
sized the moral importance of supporting international humanitarianism, but
it also proposed a unique set of peacetime responsibilities for the proposed
American association. Barton suggested that the ARC need not limit itself to
foreign wars and conflicts but could respond to civilian suffering after natural
disasters and other catastrophes as well. In proclaiming this set of duties, Barton
created a role for the American association that went beyond the goals and aims
of the International Red Cross Movement’s founders. By expanding the associa-
tion’s reach to channel the voluntary energies of the American people in peace-
time as well as during war, Barton hoped to garner the support of the American
public and political officials.”

In 1881, Barton’s lobbying efforts finally had their day. Armed with a letter
from the ICRC’s president, Gustave Moynier, Barton arranged meetings with
newly elected President James Garfield and his secretary of state, James G.
Blaine, to curry their support. Unlike their predecessors, Garfield and Blaine
agreed to back Barton in her efforts to ratify the Geneva Convention and bring
the Red Cross Movement to the United States. Blaine, especially, foresaw a
greater role for the United States in global affairs and considered the country’s
historical commitment to non-entanglement outdated and immoral. As he put
it concisely, “The Monroe Doctrine was not meant to ward off humanity”> In
May 1881, buoyed by this official support, Barton and fifty-one others drafted
the charter that created the American Association of the Red Cross. Having
established a national Red Cross society, they increased their lobbying for U.S.
acceptance of the Geneva Convention. In the spring of 1882, the U.S. Senate
voted to ratify the Geneva Treaty and subsequently authorized the ARC to act
as its official relief agency in time of war. The ICRC then recognized Barton’s
group as a formal national society. Nearly two decades after the founding of the
International Red Cross Movement, the United States had taken a step toward
greater participation in international humanitarian affairs.**

Yet it would be a mistake to describe this as a radical departure in either the
nature of American foreign relations or its humanitarian tradition. Although the
U.S. government had recognized the ARC as its official representative under
the Geneva Convention, in practice it treated Barton’s organization much like
any other voluntary agency. The ARC’s relationship to the state was minimal
when compared to other Red Cross societies throughout the world; most sig-
nificantly, it had no federal charter. Small and not widely known, the ARC com-
peted with numerous civic and religious aid organizations for funds and national
prestige. Since Barton’s birth sixty years earlier, major changes in the way
Americans thought about humanitarianism and global involvement had created
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an environment amenable to forming a branch of the International Red Cross
Movement. Securing a more prominent and permanent place for the ARC in
U.S. culture, however, would require further transformations in American under-
standings of the world and the part U.S. citizens and their government should
playin it. A cultural sea change during the next quarter century would enable the
ARC to become the leading player in U.S. international humanitarianism.

Gaining Influence in a New Era

During the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries—amid a radical refash-
ioning of ideas about charity, reform, and the global position of the United
States—both international humanitarian sensibilities and the ARC’s particular
approach to foreign aid took firm hold in American culture. Clara Barton both
relied on and helped produce this transformation. As she endeavored to gain
support for the Red Cross Movement in the United States, participated in inter-
national Red Cross conferences, and provided civilian assistance in several for-
eign crises, Barton encouraged Americans to support international humanitarian
ventures. At the same time, she benefited from their growing inclination to do
so on their own. By the turn of the century, the ARC had become recognized,
domestically and internationally, as an important U.S. voluntary association for
overseas civilian assistance. As the ARC’s visibility and global role increased,
however, concern mounted over the way it was presenting the United States
to the world. For an increasingly outward-looking United States, the nation’s
humanitarian reputation became a real priority.

Two major shifts in fin-de-siécle American culture account for this emergent
international humanitarian sensibility at this particular moment. First, changing
social, scientific, and religious ideas strengthened existing belief in the power of
human intervention to improve society. In the late nineteenth century, a new
generation of professional social workers, physicians, and nurses declared them-
selves more capable than amateur volunteers in administering charity. These
health and welfare professionals argued that they could improve systemization
and organization in social reform and relief efforts. Moreover, since they had
greater knowledge of sanitary and social science, they could attack and prevent
disease, poverty, and other social ills more effectively than reformers motivated
by sympathy alone. The creation of municipal and state boards of health and
charity, the organization of settlement houses, and the development of national
professional organizations institutionalized these intellectual shifts.”* Even as
many humanitarians continued to derive inspiration from their faith, liberal
interpretations of Protestant theology increasingly advised Christians that they
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had a spiritual obligation to materially improve the world around them and not
simply to spread the good word. Inspired by these tenets of the Social Gospel,
many Protestant reformers committed to improving the education, health,
and living conditions of those around them. A growing number of Jewish and
Catholic relief organizations likewise focused on improving the non-spiritual
realm. Humanitarians from all faiths cast their social assistance in increasingly
ecumenical terms.” Together, these changing scientific and religious beliefs
about social interventions profoundly reshaped the humanitarian tradition in
the United States around the dawn of the twentieth century.

Second, and coincident with these shifting ideas about social reform, the U.S.
government and its people dramatically expanded their involvement and interest
in world affairs. Revolutions in technology and communications, including the
construction of faster ships, railroads, and telegraph lines, connected Americans
more closely to world events and facilitated overseas travel. Already active in the
years after the Civil War, the American foreign mission movement exploded in
the 1880s and 1890s. At the same time, U.S. corporations began looking overseas
for markets and sources of raw materials, thus widening the nation’s investments
and commercial interests in the Western Hemisphere, the Pacific, and Europe.
By the 1890s, Republican Presidents Benjamin Harrison and William McKinley
and their secretaries of state followed the lead of these private individuals to pur-
sue expansionist and activist foreign policies. They took steps to modernize the
U.S. Navy, drive European interests from the Caribbean and Central America,
and insist on open trade policies in China. Under their watch, the United States
became a major industrial power, competitive with Britain and Germany. After
winning the Spanish-American War in 1898, the United States asserted for-
mal political control over the Philippines and Puerto Rico and developed legal
mechanisms to retain economic and political control over Cuba. By the turn of
the century, the nation had become an imperial power and a potent political and
economic rival of Europe.”’

Even as the United States flexed its international muscle, intense debates
erupted over the acquisition of foreign territories and the exercise of American
power in the world. As these contests suggest, Americans were not only inter-
ested in imposing their influence on the world; many displayed a growing inter-
est in cultivating international community and constructing a global liberal
civilization. American liberal internationalists began looking for new ways to fos-
ter world cooperation, turning to arbitration and international law as a rational
way to halt Great Power conflicts. They participated in intergovernmental global
summits, such as the Hague Peace Conference of 1899, and meetings of interna-
tional nongovernmental organizations like the Woman’s Christian Temperance
Union. They closely followed European discussions about democratic reforms,
women’s rights, and civil liberties and called for the United States to take an
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active part in these campaigns. Medical and social science professionals com-
municated with each other about how to improve the health of their cities and
nations, how to increase democratic participation, and how experts might play
a role in improving their societies. By the turn of the century, an unprecedented
number of Americans believed in the need to engage in world affairs and dem-
onstrate their nation’s benevolent internationalism.*®

Together, these changing ideas about humanitarianism and U.S. internation-
alism provided a fertile environment for an outward-looking, non-sectarian
aid association like the ARC to represent the United States in its international
humanitarian efforts. But before it could do so, Barton had to build the ARC’s
reputation and prove its usefulness and effectiveness to the U.S. public and gov-
ernment officials. By the time she established the ARC in 1881, the Red Cross
societies in most European countries had developed into well-oiled national
associations that were fully supported by their governments. The newly founded
ARC did yet not enjoy these advantages. Having seen firsthand the benefits of this
systematically organized, state-sponsored humanitarian aid in Europe, Barton
strove to make the ARC an equal to its international peers. To achieve her goal of
federal support, Barton would have to demonstrate the ARC’s unique utility to
the state. Although many of the world’s other Red Cross societies included disas-
ter relief among their activities by the 1880s, their primary service to the state—
and the reason they garnered such extensive state support—rested in their role
as medical auxiliaries to their national militaries. In the United States, a nation at
peace, the ARC’s charter mission to relieve civilians in times of natural disasters
proved far more relevant than its charge to aid wounded soldiers at war. To build
the ARC into a nationally recognized organization, therefore, Barton had little
choice but to focus on civilian disaster relief operations rather than tending to
battlefield wounded. Ironically, achieving international parity meant diverging
from international trends. The focus on civilian relief during the ARC’s forma-
tive years set a precedent for the centrality of such efforts in the future.”®

Before the ARC could become an international civilian relief agency, it had
to prove its ability to respond to domestic emergencies. In the 1880s, Barton
thus worked to build up a network of Red Cross chapters in towns and cities
throughout the country, ready to respond to disasters as soon as they occurred.
To organize these affiliates, she appealed to skilled physicians and nurses, prefer-
ring their expert approaches to amateur relief efforts. Nevertheless, she often
relied on any willing volunteers in order to provide rapid relief and to build
the movement. As president of the ARC, Barton responded to a host of disas-
ters within the United States. She oversaw the distribution of material aid and
medical assistance to individuals affected by floods on the Mississippi and Ohio
Rivers in 1883; a major earthquake in Charleston, South Carolina, in 1886;
tornadoes in Illinois and yellow fever in Florida in 1888; and the catastrophic
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Johnstown, Pennsylvania, flood of 1889. In each of these undertakings, Barton
aimed to define Red Cross relief as systematic and professional, and thus wor-
thy of national support. By the 1890s, the ARC still remained small in terms of
membership and funds. Through wide aid efforts and skilled publicity, however,
Barton had begun to establish its reputation for disaster relief.*

Barton believed in the importance of her domestic humanitarian work, but
from the beginning she had global ambitions. As a recognized branch of the
International Red Cross Movement, she understood, the ARC served as the offi-
cial representative of the United States in a global humanitarian network. Barton
maintained connections with other Red Cross societies in Europe and com-
municated frequently with ICRC founder Gustav Moynier about her society’s
work. She traveled to Europe as an official representative of the United States
at International Red Cross Conferences: Geneva in 1884, Karlsruhe in 1887,
and Vienna in 1897. By the 1890s, with the ARC’s reputation at home more
firmly established, Barton launched her first overseas relief operations in Russia,
the Ottoman Empire, and Cuba. In each of these endeavors, Barton hoped that
the U.S. government would formally designate the ARC to administer aid on its
behalf. In its first two foreign missions, however, the ARC went abroad at the
behest of other private agencies and without the official backing of the U.S. gov-
ernment. In 1891 and 1892, Iowa farmers and New York businessmen appealed
to Barton to help them ship corn to Russia to relieve famine there. Then in the
early months of 1896, the New York-based National Armenian Relief Committee
asked Barton to go to Constantinople to assist Armenian Christians persecuted
by the Ottoman Empire. In both cases, while working with existing philanthro-
pies, Barton tried to define the ARC as the most appropriate vehicle to extend
aid on behalf of the United States. Without government recognition, however,
the ARC’s international civilian relief work remained little different from that of
other private agencies.”

The ARC’s first major foray into international civilian relief as a formal rep-
resentative of the U.S. government came in 1898, during Cuba’s revolution
against Spain. In the late 1890s, as news of Cuban political and social grievances
started to saturate U.S. media, Americans began feeling a moral imperative
to aid Cubans in some way.** In late 1897, in an effort to take action without
declaring war, president William McKinley turned to humanitarian assistance.
Recognizing the ARC’s new national and international standing, he designated
it as the U.S. government’s official agent to distribute goods and funds donated
by private American citizens. Officially sanctioned, Barton arrived in Havana
with a full supply ship on February 9, 1898, six days before the explosion of the
U.S.S. Maine and over two months before the United States officially declared
war on Spain. In Cuba, she distributed food and medical supplies to civilians
and established orphan asylums. After the United States declared war on Spain,
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the U.S. government named the ARC to act as the military’s medical and sani-
tary auxiliary, as stipulated by the Geneva Convention. However, military offi-
cials, concerned that Red Cross volunteers might disrupt battlefield discipline,
resented the ARC’s assistance. The surgeon-general objected to Barton’s efforts
to send female nurses to aid troops, calling them “an encumbrance” to mili-
tary operations.*® Unlike its European counterparts, the ARC had not yet won
acceptance as a medical auxiliary to the military. Although the War Department
ultimately allowed Barton and her staff to assist some wounded soldiers, this
situation resulted in much of their aid going toward Cuban reconcentrados,
noncombatants imprisoned in Spanish concentration camps. Upon her return
to the United States in November 1898, Barton continued this commitment
to noncombatants, lobbying for funds to support some fifty thousand Cuban
orphans. Experiences in Cuba solidified the ARC’s national reputation for inter-
national civilian relief. The military may have resisted the ARC’s assistance, but
the McKinley administration relied on it to “exercise the noble purposes of its
international organization” and to demonstrate the humanitarian concern of the
United States for civilians abroad.**

By the time Barton returned from Cuba at the turn of the twentieth cen-
tury, the United States had become a far more important player in global affairs
than it had been in 1881, and many Americans were starting to recognize that
humanitarian assistance might play an integral role in U.S. international rela-
tions. Moreover, they were beginning to see the ARC as potentially well suited
to administer aid on behalf of the United States. The ARC’s efforts over the
previous two decades, coupled with its authority under international law to
aid fellow signatories of the Geneva Convention, won over politicians and pri-
vate citizens alike. To meet U.S. humanitarian commitments most effectively
in this changed global context, policymakers decided to formalize the govern-
ment’s relationship with the ARC. In June 1900, nineteen years after the ARC’s
creation, the U.S. Congress finally granted it the charter that Barton had long
petitioned for, thereby incorporating the ARC into the federal government.
The charter named the ARC as the agency designated to “carry out the pur-
poses” of the Geneva Convention in the United States. In addition to aiding
soldiers at war, it charged the ARC with “carry[ing] on a system of national
and international relief in time of peace” and promoting “measures of human-
ity and welfare of mankind.” The federal government also required the ARC to
submit annual financial and procedural reports, giving the government a mea-
sure of oversight over the organization. This charter defined the ARC as the
official voluntary relief organization of the United States and created a unique
private-federal partnership. After nearly twenty years, Barton had achieved her
goal. The United States and the ARC stood together at the dawn of a new cen-
tury, each prepared to take on new global responsibilities.*
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As Barton and her supporters celebrated their successes, however, a grow-
ing chorus of critics voiced concern over the ARC’s capacity to represent the
United States in the world. Such dissent had been mounting steadily through-
out the 1890s. Alongside the acclaim that Barton had received for her work in
Russia, the Ottoman Empire, and Cuba had come a host of complaints about
her accounting, her record keeping, and her very approach to aid. In 1901, these
critiques erupted into a full-scale debate over Barton’s qualifications to serve as
ARC president. The first signs of trouble occurred at the ARC annual meet-
ing in December, where Barton’s close friend, and ARC vice president Mary
Logan, “was greatly surprised to find that an element of discord had crept into
the society that threatened serious trouble for the organization and boded evil
for Miss Barton.” A group of individuals in the ARC’s Executive Committee
charged Barton with making decisions without their approval and with fail-
ing to account for funds spent. Barton, they asserted, was unfit to serve as the
president of the ARC.*

Mabel T. Boardman, a member of the ARC’s Executive Committee since
the 1900 Congressional incorporation, led the campaign against Barton. Born
in 1860 in Cleveland, Ohio, Boardman had resided in Washington, D.C,, since
the late 1880s. The daughter of a wealthy lawyer, Boardman never married and
involved herself in an array of philanthropic pursuits. By 1901, she had become
a prominent figure in Washington’s Republican political and social circles and
wielded considerable influence in the capital. At the 1901 annual meeting, she
and twenty-two others, including former secretary of state John W. Foster and
former secretary of the Navy Hilary A. Herbert, seized control of the ARC. This
move left Barton, in her own words, a “powerless president, to be controlled by
them.”” By the 1902 meeting, Barton’s allies had harnessed their strength. They
elected Barton as the ARC’s president for life and suspended Boardman and the
other dissident members.*

The infighting only escalated from there. Boardman and her allies brought
their appeal to President Theodore Roosevelt. He subsequently “declined to
have his name connected with the organization” and “satisfied himself there was
something wrong with the management of the Red Cross.”* He also rejected
Barton’s request that he and his cabinet act as a board of consultation to the ARC,
instructing her “to have it publicly announced that the President and his cabinet
can not so serve.” Roosevelt’s refusal to endorse the ARC was just the evidence
that Boardman and her allies needed to show the threat that Barton’s leadership
posed. Armed with this critique, they continued to push for Barton’s resignation.
Barton appealed to the public, tried to make amends with her critics, and even
published an open letter to President Theodore Roosevelt to plead her case.*
Ultimately, confessing to friend and former secretary of state Richard Olney that
“the past two years have been hard—bitterly hard,” Barton succumbed to the
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pressure. On May 14, 1904, she tendered her resignation and left the organiza-
tion she had founded.”

The three-year battle for control over the ARC represented, at its most fun-
damental level, an effort to reinvent the association for the twentieth-century
United States. Barton and her detractors agreed on one thing: the ARC had a
vital role to play in the nation and its foreign relations. They diverged on whether
the ARC, in its state at the time, could perform those duties effectively. The prob-
lem according to critics was Barton’s failure to incorporate modern approaches
to humanitarian reform. Since the ARC’s founding in 1881, the wider trends
toward professionalization and organization of charity had accelerated greatly.
Though Barton herself stressed the need for non-sectarian, professional, and sys-
tematized relief efforts, many of her opponents believed she had not succeeded
in this regard. They protested that the octogenarian Barton wielded too much
control over organizational decision making. They faulted her for her lack of
formal training and for not including enough health and charity professionals
or social elites in the ARC’s governance. They accused her of poor accounting,
record keeping, and planning. As Boardman and her allies realized, the ARC
possessed neither the members nor the funds necessary to carry out extensive
relief operations.® Barton, in short, had failed in her mission to make the ARC a
professional and well-organized charity, one worthy of meeting the international
humanitarian obligations of the United States.

If this status was important throughout much of the late nineteenth century,
it had become even more significant since Theodore Roosevelt became presi-
dent in 1901. Roosevelt, to a far greater extent than his predecessors, envisioned
a major role for the United States in world affairs. As the Barton controversy
unfolded from 1901 to 1904, Roosevelt and Secretary of State John Hay solidi-
fied U.S. control over the Philippines, took steps to reduce European influence
in the Western Hemisphere during the Venezuela Crisis of 1902, exercised
gunboat diplomacy to secure the Panama Canal Treaty, and began formulating
principles of U.S. international police power over hemispheric affairs. In his for-
eign policy, Roosevelt assumed that the United States had a special obligation to
ensure order and bring civilization to the world. He explained as much in his first
address to Congress in 1901, when he declared, “We must henceforth recognize
that we have international duties no less than international rights.”** By bringing
the most up-to-date approaches to social and political organization to the world,
the United States would influence a new world order.*

Barton’s detractors largely shared this worldview. They believed that the ARC
could—and indeed must—fulfill U.S. international duties through overseas
humanitarian assistance, but only if they assumed control of the organization,
reorganized it, and increased its membership, funding, and prestige. Seeing their
nation’s expansionism as a positive development, they felt a special responsibility
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to consider how the ARC represented the United States to the world. In 1881, the
ARC’s founding members had joined an international movement for humanity
and hoped to persuade Americans of its relevance. By 1904, a new generation of
leaders had been convinced. Influenced by the evolving American reform tradi-
tion and eager to serve the nation’s new international humanitarian obligations,
they set out to reinvent the ARC for the twentieth century.

Readying the ARC for its New International Role

In January 1904, at the height of the Barton controversy, William Howard Taft
returned to the United States after serving three years as civilian governor-general
of the Philippines. In Washington, D.C., where Taft settled into his new post as
secretary of war, Mabel Boardman became the driving force behind the ARC’s
reorganization. Representing U.S. humanitarianism faithfully to the world, she
and other leaders believed, required appointing social science professionals to
run the ARC, cultivating wide philanthropic and public backing, and securing
the full confidence and endorsement of the federal government. Boardman and
her allies aspired to succeed where Clara Barton had failed. Their vision for the
ARC evidently appealed to the new secretary of war; in December 1905, Taft
agreed to become the ARC’s president. Over the next four years, throughout
the remainder of Roosevelt’s presidency, Taft presided over the ARC as it estab-
lished firm connections with the federal government and the nation’s philan-
thropic and social scientific communities. By the time Taft won the presidential
election in 1908, the ARC’s new leaders had reorganized the ARC and prepared
it to take on wide-ranging international humanitarian activities on behalf of the
United States.

Strengthening the ARC’s relationship with the federal government rep-
resented the first step toward securing the association’s special place in
Progressive-Era foreign affairs. In December 1904, to mark its break with
Barton, the ARC submitted a revised charter to Congress, which Theodore
Roosevelt signed into law on January S, 190S. Like its 1900 predecessor, the
1905 charter charged the ARC to provide aid to the sick and wounded dur-
ing war, to act in accord with U.S. military and naval authorities, to “carry on
a system of national and international relief in time of peace...and to devise
and carry on measures for preventing the same.” Though similar in many ways,
the revised charter gave the U.S. government far more authority over the ARC.
It required the ARC to submit a report to the U.S. War Department for an
annual audit, further increasing governmental oversight. It also established
an eighteen-member Central Committee to govern the association and gave
the president of the United States the power to designate six of its seats. These
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presidential appointments included the Central Committee chair and repre-
sentatives from the Departments of State, War, Navy, Treasury, and Justice.
The charter thus secured the Presidential Board of Consultation that Roosevelt
had rejected just three years prior. Military authorities, who had largely dis-
missed ARC efforts in the Spanish-American War, became major players in
ARC affairs, as did other leading figures in national politics. Wide administra-
tive involvement by members of the president’s cabinet ensured a voice for the
federal government in privately administered humanitarian activities.*

The 1905 charter created the legal framework for a stronger and more official
government partnership, but it was the early and vigorous support of William H.
Taft that gave the ARC its most invaluable political connections. Taft knew little
about the International Red Cross Movement before 190S. That summer, he met
Mabel Boardman while on the steamship Manchuria, traveling to the Philippines
as part of an American goodwill tour. The pair developed a close and ultimately
lifelong friendship during the four months they were on board.*” Taft, meanwhile,
became a major proponent of the ARC. Committed to an active role for the United
States in promoting world peace, international cooperation, and global stability,
he recognized humanitarian assistance as an important tenet of his philosophy
on U.S. foreign relations.** Upon their return, at Boardman’s urging, Taft became
the president of the ARC, thus filling the vacancy created by Barton’s departure.
Because the 1908 charter put control in the hands of the Central Committee, the
position of president was now largely honorary. Nonetheless, Taft’s role as the
organization’s figurehead demonstrated firm political support for the ARC and
its efforts. With his connections to the military, U.S. corporate and financial elites,
and the Republican Party—then in control of the White House and both Houses
of Congress—Taft worked to generate wide support for the newly reorganized
ARC. He helped Boardman secure an office for the ARC in the Department of
War building in downtown Washington and urged prominent Wall Street finan-
ciers and Washington Republicans to join its governing board. Shortly after its
reorganization, the ARC had attained significant political support.*

The first tangible benefit from these new political connections came on
April 18,1906, when an earthquake and ensuing fire devastated San Francisco.
Just days after the quake, Roosevelt issued an appeal to the people of the
United States urging them to direct their donations to the ARC, “the national
organization best fitted to undertake such relief work.” In addition to cement-
ing the ARC’s status as a federally endorsed philanthropy, Roosevelt empha-
sized its accountability, efficiency, and expertise. He promised Americans
that by contributing money solely to the Red Cross, they could be sure that
“this work may be well systematized” and “wisely administered.” Such praise
represented a substantial change from Roosevelt’s 1903 refusal to connect his
name to the ARC.*



32 MAKING THE WORLD SAFE

Connection with the federal government gave the ARC a political stamp of
approval, but ARC leaders also desired a closer association with professional
social scientists to demonstrate the organization’s rational and modern approach
to humanitarian assistance. The San Francisco earthquake gave them this oppor-
tunity. Upon hearing that Edward T. Devine, the executive secretary of the
Charity Organization Society of New York and a professor of social economy at
Columbia University, had volunteered to assist in relief work in San Francisco,
Boardman and other leaders jumped at the chance to appoint him as their rep-
resentative. Devine was an exemplary figure in the scientific charity movement.
His consent to represent the ARC in San Francisco marked an important step
toward the organization’s scientific and expert management of humanitarian
assistance.” This relationship also piqued the interest of social scientists nation-
wide, including the secretary of the Chicago Bureau of Associated Charities,
Ernest P. Bicknell. By 1906, Bicknell, had established a national reputation in
the field of organized charity. He published widely in professional journals and
worked with such figures as Jane Addams, Julia Lathrop, and sociology faculty
at the University of Chicago. After the quake, Bicknell took a leave of absence
from his post to assist Devine and the ARC in their relief efforts. When Devine
left San Francisco to return to New York, the ARC appointed Bicknell as his
replacement.*

Out of the New York Charity Organization Society and the Chicago Bureau
of Associated Charities came the philosophical and methodological influences
to redefine the ARC’s humanitarian assistance as a social scientific undertak-
ing. Although catastrophic events were by nature temporary and unpredictable,
full-time professionals committed to scientific, methodical planning promised
to make the response to disasters more effective. By the early twentieth century,
state and municipal boards of charity, settlement houses, and other social wel-
fare institutions all employed full-time, academically trained professionals. If the
ARC wanted to ensure professional disaster relief, Bicknell counseled, it could
not “depend on chance help for its leadership.” To be an effective national soci-
ety, the ARC required a permanent executive, ready to respond to disasters at a
moment’s notice and armed with “the most valuable studies and reports in exis-
tence on methods and measures of relief in war and in great calamities.”*

Not only did the ARC readily receive Bicknell’s call for a permanent, informed
manager to represent the Central Committee, but they also looked to Bicknell
to take the position. As one member explained, “There is no one in whom the
Red Cross has more confidence than in Mr. Bicknell.** In February 1907, the
ARC oftered Bicknell the new position of national director. He initially turned
it down, but a felicitous financial contribution changed his mind. In 1908, the
newly organized Russell Sage Foundation pledged to cover his salary for the first
three years. Bicknell accepted the offer, confident that “the Red Cross would
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inaugurate its new policy by showing the world that it intends to carry on its
works here after in a thoroughgoing, scientific manner.** American social scien-
tists applauded this embrace of the principles and key figures of scientific charity,
amove that, in their minds, greatly enhanced the ARC’s standing. As the journal
Charities and the Commons editorialized, “The choice of Ernest P. Bicknell to lead
the American Red Cross movement seems almost as inevitable as the operation
of the law of natural selection.”® Although the Central Committee continued to
make decisions about how to run the organization, Bicknell became the organi-
zation’s public face and provided a solid connection to American social scientific
circles.

At the same time, the Russell Sage Foundation’s financial support estab-
lished an important link to the philanthropic community. Its board members,
including John Glenn, Robert W. de Forest, and Cleveland Dodge, were nation-
ally known figures in the fields of philanthropy and social reform. They recog-
nized the potential for the ARC to become a leading humanitarian agency and
wanted to encourage its development.’” These men saw supporting the ARC as
an opportunity to reform the field of emergency relief according to social sci-
entific methods. In addition to financing Bicknell’s salary, they therefore con-
tributed an additional $20,000 to launch the ARC Endowment Fund. Like the
U.S. government, board members also wanted to exercise greater control over
the ARC’s administration; they considered their oversight essential to achieving
their larger goals. Their philanthropy came with stringent requirements. In order
for the ARC to be most effective in its work, they demanded that ARC leaders
take steps to “affiliate the Red Cross and local Associated Charities and Charity
Organization Societies throughout the United States.” They also required that
the ARC include some of the Russell Sage Foundation’s own members in the
ARC’s governance. Finally, the Foundation’s leaders insisted that the ARC must
reorganize further to best serve the diverse fields of military, national, and inter-
national relief. ARC leaders gladly consented to these stipulations, sacrificing
institutional autonomy for the support of a major philanthropy and the guaran-
teed income of a new endowment.>®

Thus within just a few short years of the ARC’s reorganization, a new genera-
tion of leaders had forged close relationships with the federal government and
with American social scientific and philanthropic communities. At the ARC’s
annual meeting in December 1908, the first held since Ernest Bicknell joined
the organization as national director, three key organizational decisions welded
these connections tighter still. Since 1905, Taft had recognized the benefits that
the government accrued from a strong relationship with the ARC, just as ARC
leaders understood the prestige that his association conferred on their organi-
zation. Therefore in December, only weeks after Taft’s election to the White
House, ARC leaders unanimously reelected him president of their association,
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an honor he readily accepted. The incoming president of the United States was
now president of the nation’s Red Cross society.” At the same meeting, Russell
Sage Foundation board member Robert W. de Forest assumed the newly created
position of vice president, fulfilling one of the conditions of the Foundation’s
donation. De Forest, a founder of the New York Charity Organization Society
and New York School of Philanthropy and a leading figure in philanthropic and
reform causes, lent the organization another layer of cultural esteem. To satisfy
the Russell Sage Foundation’s other funding requirements, the ARC’s leaders
also created specialized Boards for War Relief, National Relief, and International
Relief. With the formation of its International Relief Board, the ARC established
abody specifically designated to administer overseas civilian assistance on behalf
of the U.S. government. Following Taft’s inauguration, his assistant secretary of
state, an experienced diplomat named Huntington Wilson, became its first chair.
From that point forward, the State Department would become a major player in
the ARC’s operations, offering its services to foreign governments that accepted
or requested American humanitarian assistance and helping to coordinate its
expanding roster of activities abroad. Together, these three changes in the ARC’s
leadership and organizational structure would profoundly shape its work in the
years to come.®

By the end of 1908, the ARC had developed the infrastructural foundations
necessary to administer professionally organized international civilian relief on
behalf of the United States. Clara Barton had started this process in the nine-
teenth century, when she brought the United States into the International Red
Cross Movement while adapting its mission to the particular humanitarian and
diplomatic traditions of the United States. Over the next quarter century, a period
of significant shifts in American ideas about humanitarianism and international
engagement, Barton and the next generation of ARC leaders reorganized their
society and forged new connections with key political and cultural authorities
of the Progressive-Era United States. While the ARC remained small in terms of
funding and membership, most of the elements were in place for it to begin play-
ing a much larger role in the world. During the next fifteen years, as the United
States engaged in global events to an extent theretofore unprecedented, the ARC
and its international civilian relief efforts would become essential to the nation’s
foreign relations.
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On March 27, 1918, the District of Columbia witnessed a striking moment of
bipartisanship. That afternoon, President Woodrow Wilson and former presi-
dent William H. Taft laid the cornerstone of a new national memorial at 17th
Street Northwest dedicated to the women of both the North and South who
had alleviated suffering on the battlefields of the U.S. Civil War (figure 2.1).
This would be no small monument. Nor was it intended solely as a testament to
past humanitarianism. The cornerstone formed the base of an $800,000 marble
building, funded by a $400,000 Congressional appropriation and large dona-
tions from the Rockefeller and Russell Sage Foundations. Once complete, this
living monument would serve as the national headquarters of the ARC. After
Wilson spread the first layer of mortar, he passed the trowel to Taft. Wilson then
set the symbolic stone in place, while Taft addressed the assembled crowds. The
ARC deserved such a grand institutional home, Taft explained, because it pro-
vided “the people of the United States a certain and effective means of relieving
human misery in their own country and in the world.”" Given the revolution
that had rocked Mexico since 1910 and the great conflict that had erupted in
Europe the previous summer, ensuring the ARC’s ability to administer overseas
assistance with certainty and effectiveness struck both Taft and Wilson as a vital
national concern.

Just over two years later, on May 12, 1917, Taft and Wilson reunited in the
same spot to commemorate the building’s opening. By then, the ARC’s capac-
ity to carry out international humanitarian activities had assumed even greater
importance; one month earlier, the United States had declared war on Germany
and entered the First World War. This time, it was Wilson who addressed the
audience. In the face of this unprecedented crisis, he proclaimed, there was “no
time for amateurs.” The Red Cross, he asserted, would therefore “be our instru-
ment to do the work of alleviation and of mercy which will attend this struggle.”
Wilson, like Taft, recognized the ARC as a critical public instrument, the vol-
untary association best suited to provide foreign aid in the name of the United
States to a world at war. Whatever their political and personal differences, the
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Figure 2.1 William H. Taft and Woodrow Wilson shake hands at the ceremony
commemorating the laying of the cornerstone of the American Red Cross Headquarters.
1918S. Harris and Ewing Photograph Collection, Library of Congress.

two presidents wholly concurred on the centrality of ARC civilian aid to U.S.
foreign affairs.

In the eight years from the start of Taft’s presidency to the beginning of
Wilson’s second term in office, from early 1909 to early 1917, the ARC built upon
the foundations laid at the turn of the century to become a principal agency for
U.S. overseas civilian relief. The broad social trends that had facilitated the ARC’s
rise in previous decades—increased U.S. engagement with the world, rising
social scientific influence, and expanding government-private partnerships—all
accelerated in these years, helping to influence this outcome. During Taft’s presi-
dency, from 1909 to 1913, the State Department started relying on the ARC
to administer civilian aid in areas of key strategic concern, and assisted in coor-
dinating and planning the organization’s overseas aid operations. Prominent
American medical professionals, social scientists, and engineers became lead-
ers in these ARC foreign aid missions, conferring on those endeavors a greater
sense of cultural prestige. In Europe, Central America, and Asia, ARC civilian
aid offered both American policymakers and public figures a way to take part in
contemporary world affairs. During Wilson’s first term, the Mexican Revolution
and the Great War in Europe created new opportunities for the ARC to expand
its role abroad. These years saw the State Department broaden its involvement
in the ARC’s international aid to an even greater extent. Military authorities now
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looked to the ARC to assist soldiers and sailors, but the military also began to see
value in the organization’s noncombatant and civilian relief operations. Outside
the government, ever greater numbers of health and welfare professionals joined
the ARC in its missions abroad. The Russell Sage Foundation maintained its
earlier connections to the ARC, but other leading philanthropists also began to
take note. Most notably, the Rockefeller Foundation became a major funder of
ARC projects and a promoter of its international civilian relief. As tensions in
Europe escalated, prominent U.S. financial and business leaders also joined in
ARC governance and decision making. They reshaped the organization in accor-
dance with contemporary corporate principles and practices so that it could best
serve the needs of a nation readying itself for war.

Internationally minded politicians and cosmopolitan members of the phil-
anthropic and social scientific communities had begun to appreciate the diplo-
matic and social significance of ARC foreign aid, yet the American public proved
slower to follow suit. When Taft entered the White House in 1909, the ARC still
lacked the personnel, the membership base, and the capital to respond to inter-
national humanitarian needs as effectively as its leaders and proponents wished.
Over the next eight years, the ARC’s leaders and the Taft and Wilson administra-
tions took a number of steps to build public support and put the ARC on more
stable financial footing. Though they had made some progress by early 1917,
the ARC’s membership statistics and financial stability still paled in comparison
to sister societies around the world. It would take U.S. entry into the conflict to
truly fuel popular support.

Nonetheless, the years from 1909 to 1917 marked an important period of
growth for the ARC. This rapid ascendancy suggests the importance of integrat-
ing the ARC and its international civilian relief activities into existing narratives
of the period’s foreign relations. Taft and Wilson, along with growing propor-
tions of the American public, believed that the expansion of U.S. influence in the
world promised to achieve global stability and to nurture international liberal
civilization. Putting this liberal internationalist philosophy into practice took
various forms, from loans and financial advising, to military interventions and
occupations, to arbitration and “cooling-oft” treaties to prevent war.> Although
both presidents developed larger diplomatic and military apparatuses to per-
form some of these tasks, they also relied heavily on associational partnerships
with private citizens and voluntary organizations to carry out American foreign
policy. Taft depended on bankers and financiers to act as his dollar diplomats,
while Wilson expected leaders in banking, business, agriculture, and labor to
mobilize the nation for war. These figures, in turn, willingly committed their
services to the state, recognizing the personal benefits of such a partnership.
This associational form of social organization, so typical of the Progressive-Era
United States, shaped American approaches to world affairs.*
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Of equal importance to this history was the bond that both administrations
formed with the ARC and, by extension, with the social scientists, philanthro-
pists, and social and political elites who ran it. Taft, Wilson, and their administra-
tions understood international civilian assistance as crucial to their larger foreign
policy goals of promoting global peace, international order, and liberal civiliza-
tion. Rather than creating a state mechanism to administer aid, they turned to a
key institution of civil society, the ARC, to administer the nation’s foreign relief
and to serve their diplomatic needs. For most of the ARC’s leaders, steeped in
a culture of associationalism and sharing a similar liberal internationalist world-
view, this relationship made utmost sense at the time. To be sure, not all of the
ARC’s leaders concurred with Taft and Wilson’s foreign policy approaches. Many
individuals—better characterized as progressive internationalists—favored more
thoroughly multilateral, cooperative, or peaceful forms of interaction with the
world community than either president pursued.® They converged, however, on
the belief that the United States should take part in relieving world suffering. For
liberal and progressive internationalists alike, the ARC—with its unique national
and international political position—appeared to be an institution particularly
well suited to achieving the nation’s international humanitarian goals. In the eight
years preceding U.S. entry into World War I, a wide consensus on the value of
the ARC’s overseas aid developed among many cosmopolitan Americans, both
inside and outside the government. As a form of peacetime diplomacy and a
complement to military intervention, they believed, its voluntary civilian aid had
a fundamental role to play for a nation expanding its place in the world.

“Bread Instead of Bullets”:
International Civilian Aid during the Taft Presidency

When William Howard Taft traded his legal career for a political one in 1900,
he became part of a government committed to the belief that the United
States must increase its role in world affairs in order to promote international
liberal civilization. As governor-general of the Philippines from 1900 to 1904
and then secretary of war until his own election to the U.S. presidency, Taft
had been a key figure in this pursuit. As president, he vowed to continue a
foreign policy agenda based on the “promotion of peace and international
morality” and the encouragement of global progress and stability.® In rela-
tions with Europe and some of the more powerful nations of South America
and Asia, he and Secretary of State Philander Knox pursued arbitration trea-
ties and encouraged the international justice efforts of the Hague Tribunal.
In relations with politically weaker nations, on the other hand, the pair built
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their policy around financial lending and advising, an approach known as
“dollar diplomacy.” Pledging to eschew Theodore Roosevelt’s penchant for
military intervention by substituting “dollars for bullets,” they sought to cre-
ate international order by developing the economies and reducing the debts
of Caribbean, Central American, and Asian nations. To carry out this pro-
gram, they formed partnerships with private bankers and financiers willing to
devote their expertise to the administration’s efforts. While critics faulted the
policy for its paternalistic approach to other nations, for bolstering the power
of banking interests and financial trusts, and for ultimately failing to deter
military intervention, Taft and his supporters understood this partnership
with American bankers as central to his larger goal of world peace, stability,
and cooperation.’

Just as central to Taft’s foreign affairs program—and related in both goals
and form—was his administration’s vigorous promotion of the international
civilian relief activities of the ARC. During his time in office, while a series
of retired U.S. military figures chaired the organization’s governing Central
Committee, Taft’s close friend and confidante Mabel Boardman continued
to behave as the organization’s de facto leader and took charge of much of
its day-to-day decision making. She and national director Ernest Bicknell
together oversaw the ARC as it expanded its international reach to record
levels. They dispatched aid to Italy, China, Nicaragua, and a host of other
sites. Relying on prominent U.S. health and welfare professionals to carry
out its growing roster of foreign interventions, the ARC gave emergency aid
following natural disasters and political upheaval, and enacted reform mea-
sures to prevent future disasters and social unrest. ARC leaders also hosted
an International Red Cross Conference in 1912, the first held in the United
States, thereby demonstrating their nation’s commitment to a wider global
humanitarian movement.

On each of these endeavors, Taft and his administration gave the ARC sub-
stantial support. As president of the ARC, Taft spoke frequently on behalf of
the organization. Knox and the State Department coordinated the ARC'’s efforts
abroad, offering its aid to foreign governments and, in some cases, requesting
that the ARC send assistance. As chair of the ARC’s newly created International
Relief Board, Assistant Secretary of State Huntington Wilson facilitated com-
munication and collaboration between the two bodies. Foreign aid and assis-
tance, Taft and his cabinet realized, could do much to bolster their vision of U.S.
internationalism and to advance the global peace and stability they coveted. The
ARC’s professional humanitarians served the interests of the Taft administra-
tion in several ways. By relying on a privately administered organization to carry
out overseas assistance on its behalf, the Taft administration accrued the ben-
efits of assistance without making official commitments. ARC aid also served as
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valuable public diplomacy by characterizing the nation’s citizens as selfless and
globally concerned. The ARC, in short, served the varied internationalist ambi-
tions of U.S. citizens and their government officials.

The first test of the new International Relief Board’s capacity to represent the
humanitarian spirit of the U.S. government and its people came less than two
months after Taft’s election to the White House and just weeks after his reelec-
tion as ARC president. On December 28, 1908, an earthquake and consequent
tsunami devastated the area surrounding the Straits of Messina in southern Italy.
The disaster killed over one hundred thousand people and left five hundred
thousand homeless in mainland Calabria to the east and Sicily to the west. Upon
hearing the news, Taft cabled the Italian government and the Italian Red Cross
to “tender...profound sympathy”® He pledged that contributions from the
United States would be forthcoming. And indeed they were. Over the next few
months, the American public donated nearly $1 million to the ARC for these
endeavors; the funds were channeled to Italy through the State Department.
The U.S. Congress, in a move without much precedent, also allocated $800,000
in public funds—a clear sign of the U.S. government’s sudden interest in and
support for American foreign relief endeavors. When the Italian government
promptly accepted the offer of aid, ARC leaders named the U.S. ambassador to
Italy and the U.S. vice-consul at Milan as its special representatives. These two
representatives, along with several other men, arrived five days after the quake
with a steamer filled with relief supplies. In the United States, the ARC focused
on fundraising and dispatched its new national director, Ernest Bicknell, to the
scene. Over the next several months, Bicknell oversaw the distribution of food,
arranged housing, and administered other forms of relief. By the time the ARC
turned over relief operations to the Italian government in late November 1909,
eleven months after the earthquake occurred, the ARC’s new leaders had exe-
cuted their first major foray into international civilian relief.’

This aid to Italy carried important political implications for all involved. By
the early twentieth century, Italy had begun to occupy a more prominent place
in U.S. diplomatic designs, both because of the millions of emigrants who left
the country for the United States every year and due to its rising importance as
a European power.'” ARC leaders touted the diplomatic value of humanitarian
assistance, which demonstrated U.S. concern for Italy. At the same time, they saw
the potential to accomplish something more; civilian assistance could be used
as a tool for long-term social reform in the area around the Straits of Messina. In
this region, home to a large proportion of America’s new immigrants, address-
ing the perceived threat of pauperization, dependency, and idleness represented
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a fundamental goal of U.S. assistance."" To counteract these presumed tenden-
cies, Bicknell and his colleagues first put in place a system to investigate Italians
who applied for material assistance to determine if they deserved relief. ARC
staff then focused on creating jobs. They put 1,200 Italians to work and, apply-
ing the tenets of scientific management—Taylorism—to their relief, organized
them into gangs with each laborer assigned to a particular task. These aid recipi-
ents constructed thousands of sixteen-by-twenty-foot cottages to house refugee
families and built colonies to house orphans. Celebrating the merits of their
approach to charity, ARC leaders assured American donors that all funds had
“gone quickly and efficiently to the places where it was most needed” and fur-
thered “a carefully considered and well matured plan of permanent rehabilita-
tion.”"* The ARC pledged not only to restore southern Italy but also to improve
it morally and materially."

Such assistance promised to benefit both the Italian recipients of aid and the
American social scientists responsible for administering it. For Bicknell, here
was a clear opportunity for critical investigation and social scientific research
and experimentation. Bicknell seized the chance to collect quantitative and
qualitative data about relief activities in Italy. “My mission is to study this mat-
ter,” he explained. Through their work in southern Italy, “the most valuable field
for investigation that ever existed for Red Cross experts,” Bicknell and his col-
leagues developed a firmer understanding of how the ARC could best aid the
world, how it could accomplish something far greater and longer lasting than
the mere provision of relief supplies.'* The approach to disaster assistance devel-
oped in southern Italy, characterized by a mixture of professionally organized
emergency relief and constructive reform efforts and administered in close coor-
dination with the State Department, would underpin future ARC efforts for for-
eign civilians.

As Bicknell administered the ARC’s assistance in southern Italy, Taft settled
into the first few months of his presidential administration. The ARC’s work in
Italy convinced him and his cabinet of the diplomatic and stabilizing potential
of foreign assistance. Philander Knox, noting that “the international activities of
the American Red Cross can not but be a factor in international relations and
good feeling,” began encouraging individuals who wanted to contribute to for-
eign aid to do so through the ARC, a “centralized, appropriate, and highly effi-
cient channel”" The State Department, in turn, agreed to promote any ARC
foreign assistance through the U.S. diplomatic and consular service. Even as
they endorsed the ARC's civilian relief work, both Taft and Knox worried that
the organization’s small size hindered its ability to serve the United States effec-
tively in this regard. When the earthquake struck Messina in late 1908, the ARC
had a paid staff of just three and a national membership of just over ten thou-
sand. While the U.S. public donated over $1,000,000 to the disaster, the ARC’s
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permanent endowment amounted to only $50,000. By comparison, Austria,
France, Germany, Italy, and Japan all boasted endowments and membership fig-
ures in the millions. Given Taft’s confidence in the superior civilization of the
United States, he saw the nation’s failure to measure up to “the other first pow-
ers” as quite an embarrassment.'¢

In December 1909, Taft took steps to remedy this discrepancy. Noting the
ARC’s status as the “authorized official organization of the United States for
volunteer aid” and commending “the standing of this remarkable organization
throughout the world...and its beneficent influence for peace and goodwill in
international relief work,” Taft named a committee to raise a $2 million ARC
endowment. He put Secretary of the Treasury Franklin MacVeagh in charge of
the campaign. Prominent diplomats and bankers—including the former assis-
tant secretary of state Robert Bacon; Lloyd Griscom, the ambassador to Italy;
and Henry P. Davison, a senior partner at J. P. Morgan and Company—rounded
out the committee. Relying on a partnership of public officials and private citi-
zens, Taft set out to put the ARC “on a permanent and eflicient basis. .. prepared
at all times to carry out the purposes for which it has been created.” The commit-
tee could not succeed, of course, unless U.S. citizens supported its efforts with
their donations. Taft therefore made a patriotic appeal, calling on “the public
spirited men and women of the United States” to back their Red Cross society
by funding it and becoming members."” Ensuring the United States could com-
pete with other leading powers on international humanitarianism was becoming
an obligation of citizens and a priority of the government—trends that would
increase significantly in the years to come.

Over the next several years of Taft’s presidency, as ARC leaders worked
to build the organization’s membership and its permanent endowment, its
International Relief Board continued to send money and relief supplies in
response to natural disasters throughout the world. It offered aid in response to
earthquakes in Portugal and Costa Rica, floods in Mexico, famine in Japan and
Russia, and—replicating Clara Barton’s efforts two decades earlier— persecuted
Armenian Christians in the Ottoman Empire.'® At the same time, Boardman and
other ARC leaders began moving in new directions. Specifically, they began to
regard long-term, constructive foreign assistance projects as suitable fields for
their international humanitarian interventions. With an eye toward preventing
future disasters rather than waiting until the damage was done, the ARC began
sending financial resources and expert personnel to areas of strategic interest to
the Taft administration. Humanitarian assistance gave Americans a sense of con-
trol over these regions, their populations, and their economies, a prerequisite for
stable trade and improved diplomatic relations.

China, a nation that piqued multifaceted American diplomatic, business,
and humanitarian interests, became the ARC’s most important target in these
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early constructive assistance projects. China had long occupied an important
place in U.S. foreign relations. Since the nineteenth century, American mission-
aries, financiers, and military personnel all worked to expand their influence
and markets in China. By the turn of the twentieth century, the United States
faced tensions in the region on a number of fronts. Several European powers
and Japan had begun scrambling to partition China, prompting Secretary of
State John Hay to insist on an “Open Door” policy in regard to Chinese com-
merce. Despite U.S. efforts to prevent formal imperialism, U.S. encroachment
bred resentment among Chinese nationalists. Discriminatory U.S. immigration
policy, codified in the 1882 Chinese Exclusion Act, further fueled animosity.
The 1900 Boxer Uprising and a 1904-05 boycott of U.S. goods made it clear
that both Chinese citizens and the Chinese government objected to U.S. poli-
cies. Growing unrest against the imperial Ch’'ing Dynasty, culminating in the
1911 Chinese Revolution, cemented China as a key area of diplomatic concern
for the Taft administration.'” As these political tensions mounted, reports of
widespread famine and epidemic pneumonic plague in China began to reach
the United States. Hunger and disease threatened the lives of tens of millions
of Chinese civilians. Many Americans lamented the humanitarian catastrophe.
Others, particularly potential investors, questioned China’s stability as a trading
partner. Taft administration officials feared that these events might fuel further
internal unrest or prompt European powers to intervene.*’

Ending China’s recurring famines and disease outbreaks served each of these
diverse international agendas, promising to strengthen the country’s financial
and political stability, demonstrate U.S. concern, and improve Chinese percep-
tions of the United States.”’ By the time Taft became president, Boardman and
other ARC leaders had already begun to raise funds for famine relief. In 1907,
they coordinated with several private U.S. aid organizations then operating in
China, including the Christian Herald and Central China Famine Fund, and
began distributing aid on their behalf. Although these groups initially welcomed
the ARC’s cooperation, hoping its size and esteem would help them achieve their
own goals, the ARC’s increasing largesse soon bred resentment. Louis Klopsch,
the head of the Christian Herald, complained that the ARC had not given his
organization the credit it deserved. Moreover, he criticized the ARC’s nonsectar-
ian aid policy, arguing that “the benefit this money will bring is not half so great as
the benefit of the influence on the minds of the people, in knowing that they are
being cared for by a Christian people.”* As such a critique suggests, the ARC’s
claim to represent the international humanitarian sensibilities of the United
States was hardly uncontested. Even as the organization garnered increased sup-
port from the state and many cosmopolitan Americans, its approach to aid alien-
ated other international humanitarians. Nonetheless, ARC leaders maintained
their involvement in famine relief and sent hundreds of thousands of dollars to
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U.S. consuls and aid organizations each year. More laudatory American observ-
ers reported that these contributions had improved relations between the United
States and China. Lebbeus R. Wilfley, a judge of the U.S. Court for China, noted
that the ARC’s assistance had “made a profound impression upon the Chinese
people and was interpreted by them as an unmistakable evidence of the generos-
ity and friendship of our people.”” Though some American civilians questioned
the ARC’s claim to represent the United States and its international interests,
others praised it as an ideal form of voluntary diplomacy.

While food relief may have offered diplomatic and altruistic benefits, it failed
to prevent the root causes of famine. By 1911, the ARC had committed over
$600,000, yet starvation persisted. As revolutionary uprisings against the impe-
rial government rippled across Chinese provinces in that year, U.S. observers
grew increasingly anxious to find a way to permanently curb the unrest. Such
concern prompted one of the ARC’s partner aid organizations, the Central
China Famine Fund, to consider how “to induce the Government to administer
its relief along more scientific lines.”** Bicknell and other ARC leaders likewise
began considering what would constitute a more “scientific” approach to aid.
One of the reasons for the lack of food, they recognized, stemmed from recur-
rent flooding in China’s Huai River Valley and the consequent destruction of
crops. Controlling this natural phenomenon through technological interven-
tion, they recognized, provided a logical way to prevent a prime cause of China’s
starvation.

Thus as an answer to China’s ongoing humanitarian and political crises, the
ARC’s directors began to refocus their efforts on preventing the causes of famine.
In 1911, the State Department offered the Chinese government the services of a
corps of U.S. engineers, funded by the ARC, to study flood prevention in China’s
Huai River Valley and devise a flood conservancy project.® When China’s impe-
rial government accepted, the ARC sent a prominent American engineer, C. D.
Jameson, to lead the survey mission.”® After several months in China, Jameson
issued a report reaffirming the inefficiency of food relief. He recommended that
the ARC instead make a much larger commitment to drainage, flood prevention,
and land reclamation. Such a project, Jameson promised, would result in “the
elimination of the suffering, starvation and degeneration of several millions of
people” and substantively reduce “unrest and lawlessness.””” This idea won the
support of the State Department, which advised U.S. representatives in Peking
that it would readily endorse a conservancy project executed by the ARC. The
Chinese government, too, expressed its interest. Ultimately, however, the ARC’s
leaders decided that funding the project went too far beyond both the limits of
its charter and the budget of the International Relief Board. While the ARC and
State Department did help China secure international loans and expert assis-
tance to carry out the project on its own during the early years of Woodrow
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Wilson’s presidency, the ARC in these years was not yet prepared to commit to
long-term assistance projects.”® Nonetheless, the move toward preventive work
suggested the new direction that the organization began taking on the eve of the
First World War.

Further indicative of this expanded reach was another ARC foray into pre-
ventive aid in China, this time focused on medical assistance. In early 1911, as
the ARC Huai River survey project got underway, pneumonic plague ravaged
Manchuria. Desperate to quell this additional cause of social unrest, the Ch’ing
government appealed to foreign governments to send medical experts to inves-
tigate the causes of the epidemic and suggest preventive measures. In the United
States, Philander Knox turned to the ARC to secure and fund a medical expert.”
ARCleaders chose Richard P. Strong, a Harvard specialist in tropical diseases and
then head of the U.S. Biological Laboratory in the Philippines. For three months
in the spring of 1911, Strong worked from a makeshift laboratory to study plague
among infected Chinese patients. In April, he represented the United States and
the ARC at an international plague conference of the eleven nations that had
committed to Chinese plague research. Strong’s efforts, like Jameson’s, seemed
to have good diplomatic effect. “Several prominent Chinese officials,” reported
the U.S. minister to Peking, “commented on the splendid representation of the
American Government and the Red Cross Society...and expressed the high-
est appreciation.”*® Focused on investigation, prevention, and the exchange of
knowledge rather than the mere alleviation of suffering, Strong’s intervention
in China further demonstrated the ARC’s evolving approach to humanitarian
interventions.’'

In Manchuria and the Huai River Valley, as in the Straits of Messina region, the
ARC joined expert assistance and rational planning to reduce the harmful effects
of natural phenomena. In the process, preventive assistance became naturalized
as arational alternative to repeated emergencies and a new form of cultural diplo-
macy. Although sponsoring a conservancy project and plague research hardly fit
the ARC’s founding mission to relieve suffering in times of war and disaster, it
represented, in Taft’s words, a “modern and scientific” approach to humanitarian
assistance that demonstrated American altruism and goodwill. “The Red Cross
had represented to the people of China the disinterested, helpful friendship of
the people of America, above suspicion and above reproach,” Taft would later
declare. “Back of it lay no ulterior motive that threatened the integrity of their
Empire, and no selfish purpose that endangered their welfare.®> In Taft’s mind,
the ARC’s voluntary humanitarian aid offered visible proof of his own interna-
tionalist ideology, evidence that the global involvement of American experts was
both a benevolent undertaking and a path to instilling order in the world.

While China and Italy represented key areas of strategic concern, the diplo-
matic potential for aid was perhaps nowhere more obvious than in Nicaragua,
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a nation of critical political and military interest during the Taft presidency.
In 1909, Taft and his State Department began aiding a group of conservative
rebels in Nicaragua working to overthrow the country’s president, Jose Santos
Zelaya. Regarding Zelaya as fiscally and politically irresponsible, the Taft admin-
istration deemed his removal necessary to protect U.S. capital investments and
economic stability. When Zelaya’s government executed two Americans for sup-
porting the resistance in late 1909, the two countries broke diplomatic relations
and the Taft administration threatened to invade. Zelaya quickly resigned, but
the revolution continued. In the spring of 1910, Taft sent four hundred Marines
to the country, ostensibly to protect U.S. interests but with the ulterior motive of
swaying the rebellion in favor of Zelaya’s key opponent, Juan Estrada. The rebel-
lion eventually turned in Estrada’s favor, but State Department officials doubted
his commitment to U.S. interests. By 1911, the State Department had helped
to install a new president favorable to Taft’s dollar diplomacy, the Conservative
Adolfo Diaz. Political unrest continued, however. Anti-American and anti-Diaz
sentiments motivated oppositional forces to revolt, throwing the country into
a violent civil war. In late August 1912, Taft sent in another occupying force of
2,700 Marines to quash the rebellion. Although Taft pledged that U.S. involve-
ment in Nicaragua “help[ed] the cause of international peace and indicates
progress in civilization,” many Nicaraguans doubted his promises.*

As a response to Nicaraguan resentment of American military and finan-
cial interventions, U.S. officials turned to humanitarian assistance to win local
hearts and minds. In December 1909, at the height of tensions with Zelaya,
Philander Knox asked the ARC to help relieve captured soldiers from Zelaya’s
army. The ARC ultimately gave $10,000 to provide blankets, clothing, and food
for nearly two thousand prisoners. “Bread, instead of bullets, is the watchword
of the State Department,” ARC leaders explained, adding that “the prospects of
food and medical attention will win over more men from the government ranks
than any other plan that could be adopted.”* Juan Estrada, then desirous of U.S.
support, understood the diplomatic intent. Praising “the unequivocal proof of
humanity which the Navy Department of the United States and the American
Red Cross Society have tendered the people of Nicaragua,” Estrada thanked
Philander Knox for humanitarian actions, reporting that they had “awakened in
us the feeling of deepest affection and sympathy and will without doubt con-
tribute to the establishment of solid ties of fraternity.”** While Knox saw aid as
a way to win hearts and minds, Estrada recognized the need to express appre-
ciation for American assistance if he wanted to remain on good terms with the
United States. Both Nicaraguan and U.S. officials acknowledged the diplomatic
significance of ARC aid.

As the events that unfolded over the next three years belied Estrada’s words,
the U.S. government continued to rely on ARC aid to offset criticisms of its more



Humanitarian Preparedness 47

aggressive interventions and to instill order among Nicaraguan civilians. In the
summer of 1912, U.S. officials in Nicaragua began reporting widespread hunger
due to a combination of political upheaval and drought-induced crop failure.
After Taft deployed Marines in August to quash insurrectionist resistance, State
and War Department officials grew even more concerned with quelling rum-
bling stomachs, prompting Knox to inquire whether the ARC could send food
supplies for noncombatants.* Eager to comply, ARC leaders donated thousands
of pounds of beans and cornmeal for distribution. American occupying forces
quickly opened railroads to distribute ARC supplies in Managua, Granada,
Léon, and other key cities. “The prompt and generous action of the American
Red Cross,” the U.S. minister to Nicaragua reported, “has won expressions of
deep appreciation from those who have been helped and has created the kindli-
est feelings among all classes of people in Nicaragua.™” While Nicaraguan insur-
rectionists surely disagreed with this assessment, the logic certainly appealed
to State Department officials and military leaders. In Nicaragua, as in Italy and
China, ARC civilian assistance proved its diplomatic value.

During Taft’s four years in the White House, ARC international civilian relief
became ever more central to U.S. foreign relations. Through humanitarian activi-
ties, such American health and technical professionals as Bicknell, Strong, and
Jameson found a chance to test their methods abroad. Concurrently, as State
Department officials recognized, these projects held the potential to demon-
strate American benevolence, improve diplomatic relationships, and stabilize
political and economic conditions. “In these days when the spirit of humanity
and helpfulness more and more ignores boundaries,” Philander Knox explained,
“International aid in case of foreign disasters is especially appropriate and is of
very real value, I believe, in promoting that international good will with the fos-
tering of which the diplomacy of the United States is so much engaged.”® The
ARC’s civilian aid served the desires of the liberal internationalist state and its
citizens, earning the organization a unique and special status in U.S. society. In
1911, Taft made this much clear. The ARC, he declared, was not simply “a private
association created by certain persons for benevolent purposes,” but rather “the
official volunteer aid department of the United States.”

While the ARC strengthened its relationship with the U.S. government and
society, it remained part of the larger International Red Cross Movement. Even in
this capacity, however, the ARC served important American interests. Through
its participation in this global humanitarian organization, the ARC positioned
the United States as an equal to the other major world powers. In May 1912,
the ARC hosted the Ninth International Red Cross conference in Washington,
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D.C,, the first such meeting held outside of Europe. Both ARC leaders and the
U.S. government recognized the profound symbolic importance of the meet-
ing. Congress allocated $20,000 to the gathering, and the Department of State
appointed several of the delegates who represented the American society. Taft
hosted an opening reception on the White House lawn, while the former secre-
tary of state Elihu Root gave the opening address. The ARC’s leaders took great
care in planning the meeting. Organizers built an exhibition pavilion to demon-
strate modern American methods of relief and included Ernest Bicknell, Edward
Devine, and other noted professional humanitarians on the program. The site
chosen for the conference, the Palace of the Pan-American Union, revealed an
unmistakable effort to link the ARC to America’s growing role in the Western
hemisphere, an area that had figured prominently in the nation’s statecraft over
the past several decades.”

In this elaborate conference, the ARC brought together representatives
from thirty-two nations to discuss international humanitarian issues, but lead-
ers also used the occasion to showcase the ARC’s many achievements since its
190S reorganization. The assembled delegates learned, for example, that the
American social scientific community fully endorsed the ARC. Addressing the
conference, social economist and former ARC volunteer Edward T. Devine
lauded the ARC “for securing wise administration of emergency relief,” its
efforts “based on the belief that a ‘trained personnel’ is essential.” Noting that
such “system and order inspires confidence,” Devine gave his stamp of approval
to the ARC’s work and proclaimed its ability to solve global affairs.*" That a
renowned figure in the scientific charity movement chose the words system,
order, and confidence to describe the ARC suggested to other nations that the
United States, through its Red Cross society, could be trusted to bring aid any-
where it might be called.*

In addition to showcasing social scientists’ enthusiasm, the conference also
illustrated to representatives from other nations how much the U.S. government
had come to value its Red Cross society in recent years. The Taft administration
hoped that by hosting an International Red Cross Conference, the United States
could assert its status as one of the world’s “civilized” nations and take the lead
in promoting greater international collaboration. This project convinced at least
one attendee, a member of the Turkish delegation, to envision the potential for
the conference to forge a “future world in which all civilized nations will be seen
joined.” Such efforts had failed before, he admitted, “but the United States of
America will not fail, because it is...a great nation that desires to see the world
united in eternal peace.”* This message—that the citizens of the United States,
through their Red Cross, stood prepared to guide the world community in peace-
ful international cooperation—was exactly what conference organizers and the
State Department had hoped to inspire. By electing to play a more active role in
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the greater Red Cross movement, the ARC offered proof of the internationalist
leanings of the U.S. government and its citizens.

Foreign representatives to the International Red Cross Conference may have
discovered the esteem that the U.S. government and the social scientific commu-
nity held for the ARC, but they would have been less impressed had they looked
to the U.S. public for the same. Since Taft came into office, Americans had proven
increasingly willing to fund specific ARC appeals but not to support it on a per-
manent basis. In 1912, national membership still hovered at around ten thousand.
Although Taft’s endowment committee had made some progress, the ARC’s per-
manent funds remained well below $1 million, far from their target. Compared to
its international counterparts, the ARC remained quite underdeveloped.* By the
time Taft lost the 1912 presidential election to Woodrow Wilson, the ARC had
come along way toward convincing government officials and cosmopolitan elites
of its importance. It would take U.S. involvement in an unprecedented global cri-
sis, however, before it could win substantial public support as well.

Aiding a World at War, 1913-1917

On March 4, 1913, the day Woodrow Wilson took the inaugural oath of the execu-
tive office, he also assumed the presidency of the ARC. Taft had served in the hon-
orary position since 1905, but he voluntarily resigned upon his defeat, “with the
hope that President Wilson might accept it and use the union of the two offices in
the same way I have attempted to use it, for the benefit of the public of the United
States and of the world at large.” Taft would not be disappointed. Nor would he
be displaced. During Wilson’s first term in office, Taft remained a central figure in
the ARC’s governance. For several years, his close friend Mabel Boardman con-
tinued to serve as the de facto leader of the organization, keeping Taft personally
connected and invested. As the United States drew closer to entering the war in
Europe, however, Taft and other ARCleaders grew concerned that the organization
was not prepared to carry out either civilian or military relief on the scale required.
In late 1915, in an attempt to rectify this situation, Taft briefly took charge of the
ARC before turning the chairmanship over to a handpicked successor, a corporate
manager chosen to infuse modern business principles into ARC operations. By
the time the United States entered the First World War in 1917, Taft and Wilson,
the former political rivals, were working closely to prepare the ARC for its new
responsibilities and to advance their mutual international goals.

Such bipartisan cooperation and concern for the ARC has much to suggest
about Taft, Wilson, and their shared worldview. Though they differed over how
to achieve their objectives, Taft and Wilson largely agreed on the role the United
States must play in the world. Both believed that the central aim of U.S. foreign
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policy should be the active promotion of international peace and order. Both
proved willing to secure that outcome through military intervention, yet both
also sought to develop multilateral institutions of arbitration and diplomacy.
The United States, they concurred, must take the lead in creating a new, more
stable international system. By alleviating physical suffering—both aresultand a
cause of global unrest and turmoil—the ARC’s foreign assistance projects prom-
ised to assist in this endeavor. For Wilson and Taft, and for growing numbers of
internationally minded Americans, overseas civilian assistance was an activity
that transcended partisan politics.*

The two central foreign policy crises of Wilson’s first term in office—the Mexican
Revolution and the Great War—tested ARC civilian assistance in new ways. In their
response to these events, ARC leaders continued along much the same trajectory
as they had during crises in the previous four years, experimenting with social sci-
entific approaches to civilian relief in collaboration with the government and lead-
ing philanthropists. In both Mexico and Europe, Bicknell and other staff members
devised preventive and constructive aid programs, intended to ensure professional,
efficient relief. With the continued involvement of the Russell Sage Foundation and
the new support of the Rockefeller Foundation, the organization deepened its ties
to the American philanthropic community. The State Department likewise con-
tinued to increase its involvement in ARC affairs. Wilson’s first secretary of state,
avowed pacifist William Jennings Bryan, welcomed international humanitarianism
as a form of U.S. engagement. Though his successor Robert Lansing diverged from
Bryan in many respects, the two shared a vision of the ARC as a force for peace-
ful internationalism. Indeed, before becoming secretary of state, Lansing served as
the chair of the ARC’s International Relief Board. Connections between the ARC,
the government, and the philanthropic and social scientific communities only grew
stronger in response to the decade’s new emergencies.

As the United States drew closer to war in both hemispheres, many began
to call the ARC’s professed neutrality into question. Both U.S. citizens and the
international community could not help but observe the ARC'’s growing involve-
ment in the world and its increasing ties to the federal government. This led
many to wonder whether humanitarian intervention in foreign conflicts, though
avowedly a neutral act, in fact invariably constituted a political action. During
Wilson’s first term in office, the diplomatic potential of international civilian
assistance grew clearer to all concerned. As it did, the nature of this type of for-
eign relations increasingly became a matter for debate.

By the time Woodrow Wilson became president of the United States and its Red
Cross society in 1913, the Mexican Revolution had come to occupy a major area
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of U.S. international concern. During his first term in office, Wilson tried to sway
the course of the revolution through both diplomatic suasion and military inter-
vention. As he did, his State Department called on the ARC to introduce order,
improve social conditions, and demonstrate American goodwill. Though fairly
limited in scope, ARC assistance to Mexican civilians represented an impor-
tant aspect of the United States’ wider reaction to the revolution. Moreover, the
ARC’s brief involvement in Mexico, from April 1914 to October 1915, tested its
ability to minister to civilian suffering in a large-scale war and therefore provided
an important prologue to its far greater intervention in the Great War in Europe.
Public discussions about that intervention, finally, mirrored much wider debates
over the ARC’s right to intervene and raised concerns about the political nature
of U.S. humanitarian assistance.*’

Though ostensibly an internal conflict, the Mexican Revolution involved the
United States through economic ties, military interventions, and humanitarian
actions. The revolution began in late 1910, two years into Taft’s presidency, when
liberal Democrat Francisco Madero called his fellow citizens to mount an armed
insurrection against longtime dictator Porfirio Diaz. Uprisings soon spread to
more than a dozen Mexican states. By May 1911, Diaz had ceded power to a
provisional government led by Madero, but the revolution was far from over.
Taft and Knox feared Madero’s leftist tendencies and saw him as a threat to U.S.
investments. In late February 1913, Diaz loyalists, assisted by Taft’s ambassador
to Mexico, overthrew Madero and assassinated him. The conservative general
Victoriano Huerta then assumed power. In reaction, moderate reformers such
as Venustiano Carranza and revolutionaries with more radical demands, such as
Francisco “Pancho” Villa and Emiliano Zapata, united against Huerta’s forces for
control of Mexico.*

When Wilson became president just weeks later, he responded to the con-
tinuing revolution with a mix of fascination and concern. To a far greater extent
than Taft, Wilson understood and sympathized with the democratic sentiments
motivating Mexico’s revolutionaries. He, too, scorned Huerta and considered his
rule illegitimate. Yet Wilson also doubted the capacity of any of the revolution-
ary factions to establish a working democratic government without U.S. help.
When on April 9, 1914, Huerta’s forces arrested several U.S. sailors in Tampico,
Wilson used the relatively minor incident and affront to U.S. honor as a justifica-
tion for intervention. On April 21, 1914, Wilson deployed several hundred U.S.
Marines and sailors to Veracruz, beginning an occupation that would last until
November.*”

The U.S. military intervention in the Mexican Revolution created an oppor-
tunity and a demand for ARC involvement. Until 1914, the ARC’s response to
the war had been limited to assisting U.S. citizens living in Mexico and reliev-
ing refugees and soldiers who crossed the border into the United States.’
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The 1914 occupation of Veracruz changed the dynamic. Two days after the inva-
sion, hoping to soothe anti-American sentiments and improve social conditions,
the U.S. rear admiral in Veracruz requested that the ARC send an experienced
reliefagent to care forwounded soldiers and refugees. Charles Jenkinson,an ARC
regional director who had been assisting U.S. citizens in Mexico City, arrived
on May 6 as a special representative of both the ARC and State Department.
Though called to aid soldiers, Jenkinson focused his energies primarily on civil-
ian relief. At the request of the U.S. commanding general, Jenkinson distributed
corn, beans, canned milk, and other supplies to those “families as might be des-
titute as a result of presence of American forces.”' Military officials hoped that
food aid would reduce resentment among Mexican civilians and restore order,
as it had in Nicaragua several years prior. In an effort to achieve those goals, how-
ever, Jenkinson soon took on far grander tasks. Working in concert with the U.S.
occupying forces and Army sanitary officials, he began to implement an array of
hygienic and moral reforms. As the ARC had done in Italy in 1909, Jenkinson set
up an inspection system to ensure that all aid applications met ARC criteria, in
order to prevent pauperism and idleness among aid recipients. Beyond provid-
ing material relief, he funded vaccination clinics and city sanitation campaigns.
At the request of U.S. military officials, he worked to track down Mexicans with
tuberculosis and educate them about preventing the spread of the disease. When
the U.S. military rounded up suspected prostitutes, it relied on Jenkinson’s ARC
office to examine and treat them. The ARC involvement in Veracruz lasted only
until September 1914, but by that time its initial relief efforts had expanded into
an attempt at nation building, medical surveillance, and social control. With the
invitation and cooperation of U.S. occupying forces, Jenkinson used material aid
and coercive relief policies to shape a future Mexico more in line with American
ideals. Just as U.S. military intervention aimed to sway the political course of
the Revolution, humanitarian assistance aspired to influence cultural changes
among Mexican citizens.*

While Jenkinson carried out his work in Veracruz, U.S. humanitarian and
political focus shifted to Mexico’s capital city. By the summer of 1914, the revo-
lution had spiraled in new directions. Forces opposed to Huerta had steadily
gained the upper hand, and in July 1914, Huerta surrendered and fled. On
August 15, Carranza’s troops occupied Mexico City; five days later, Carranza
declared himself president. Not everyone consented. Although Carranza, Villa,
and Zapata had been united in opposition to Huerta, they disagreed deeply over
the proper form for Mexico’s new government. In the months after Carranza’s
forces took the capital, Villa’s and Zapata’s factions allied against him and began
fighting for control. Wilson, worried that Carranza might threaten U.S. invest-
ments in Mexico, initially sided with Villa but opted to deny formal recogni-
tion until a clear winner emerged. The prolonged fighting and political unrest
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had profound effects for civilians throughout Mexico, but particularly in Mexico
City. Food and water supplies grew scarce or prohibitively expensive, while the
prevalence of typhus, smallpox, and other epidemics increased. In the spring
of 19185, unable to respond to these conditions itself, the Mexican Red Cross
appealed to the ARC for assistance.®

The request to expand its intervention beyond Veracruz raised questions
about the ARC’s legitimate role in foreign conflicts and its obligations as a repre-
sentative of the U.S. government and people. Ernest Bicknell, Mabel Boardman,
and other ARC leaders recognized the severity of the humanitarian crisis and
reported on it widely to the American public.** Still, they debated whether the
terms of the Geneva Convention permitted them to expand the intervention
without government invitation. Because the Wilson administration had not rec-
ognized either side, ARC leaders feared that their involvement might imperil
U.S. claims of neutrality.> In late May 19185, with reports of hunger, disease, and
unrest in Mexico City continuing to mount, Secretary of State William Jennings
Bryan ultimately decided to put these concerns aside and requested that the
ARC become involved. Boardman agreed but, still concerned with issues
of legality, only on the condition that aid be limited to noncombatants. With
the ARC now formally involved, Wilson subsequently issued an appeal to the
American public, calling on them to contribute money and supplies specifically
to the American Red Cross to aid Mexican civilians in “an impartial spirit of
brotherhood.”*¢ Lacking formal consent or invitation from any of the leaders of
the revolutionary factions, the ARC thus began sending funds and food to U.S.
consuls stationed throughout Mexico.

One month later, ARC representative Charles O’Connor arrived in Mexico
City, the area of key strategic and humanitarian concern. O’Connor set up eight
stations to distribute soup and dried corn and beans. In collaboration with
the Mexican Red Cross, the local American Relief Committee, churches, and
other charities, he implemented the now familiar ARC system of investigation,
intended to ensure that only those deemed truly in need received food and to
reduce the perceived threat of dependency. The sheer demand, however, made
such oversight attempts difficult. At peak distribution, the ARC was providing
food to nearly fifteen thousand families per day. Still, the situation seemed lit-
tle improved. By August, O’Connor had come to doubt the ARC’s capacity to
relieve Mexican famine given the tumultuous state of political affairs.”

The ARC’s intervention in Mexico would last less than four months, its brief
duration dictated by the complex political and diplomatic situation. By the
summer of 1915, Carranza began to gain the upper hand, prompting Wilson to
consider shifting support to him and away from Villa. Fighting continued apace,
with control over Mexico City shifting hands four times during O’Connor’s
time there. This upheaval contributed further to food scarcity and mounting
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food prices in the capital. As O’Connor labored to provide relief, he struggled to
prove his and the ARC’s commitment to neutrality. O’Connor saw his motiva-
tions as purely humanitarian and above the politics of the revolution. Denying
“sympathy with any faction,” he blamed the Carrancistas, the Villistas, and the
Zapatistas equally for the “desolation and destruction for which they are respon-
sible.”® Nonetheless, rumors swirled about his allegiances. Many Mexicans, he
reported, saw him as just “another spy of President Wilson” and believed that he
“came to represent the United States government and had some political mission
here”** Despite his assurances to the contrary, many Mexicans saw O’Connor’s
presence as merely a pretext for another U.S. military intervention. The actions
of other Americans living in Mexico City did little to dispel such doubts. By
July, some of these residents had called on the Wilson administration to launch
a full-out military intervention in Mexico. O’Connor may have seen himself as
an apolitical actor, concerned only with feeding the starving, but his physical
presence in Mexico City inevitably raised the specter of further U.S. interven-
tionism and complicated an already difficult undertaking. As O’Connor quickly
understood, “the less the Red Cross appears to represent the U.S. government,
the better it can do its work.”®

O’Connor’s struggles reflected a much larger set of disagreements over
the right and responsibility of the United States to influence the course of the
Mexican Revolution. On the one hand, whether they agreed with deploying U.S.
military forces or not, many U.S. citizens shared with Wilson the belief that they
had a moral obligation to intervene in Mexico and assist its civilians. It was fol-
lowing this logic that a new player on the philanthropic scene, the Rockefeller
Foundation, endorsed the ARC’s civilian relief work with a $25,000 donation
and a declaration that “the relief of destitution in Mexico is a duty so far as we
are concerned, it is also a duty that should fall upon the American public.”®' The
American publiclikewise contributed thousands of dollars to food relief.”> While
some Mexicans welcomed and benefited from this assistance, others proved
quite skeptical of U.S. intentions. Many also resented the symbolic nature of U.S.
aid, namely the impression that Mexico depended on the United States for its
survival. These concerns certainly resonated for Carranza as he worked to con-
solidate power. In late September, regarding ARC assistance as another form of
U.S. meddling and a threat to his claims to legitimate, independent governance,
Carranza announced to the State Department that further U.S. relief work was
“unnecessary and inexpedient.” Although U.S. consuls reported that hundreds
of thousands of civilians might starve without food aid, the State Department
complied with Carranza’s request and asked the ARC to recall O’Connor.®®

In the autumn of 1915, international diplomacy trumped international
humanitarian concern in the Wilson administration’s decision. The agreement
to withdraw O’Connor occurred at a critical time in U.S.-Mexico relations. Just
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weeks later, on October 19, 1915, Wilson recognized Carranza as the de facto
leader of Mexico. Wilson had come to believe that Carranza would emerge
victorious and wanted to both distance the United States from the revolution
and support the winning side. In this context, respect for Carranza’s request to
withdraw American aid proved more important to Wilsonian diplomacy than
continued assistance.®* Still, the conflict had not ended, nor was the U.S. involve-
ment with Mexico complete. In 1916 and 1917, Wilson sent General John J.
Pershing and ten thousand U.S. troops into Mexico in an attempt to capture Villa
and his forces. During this time, ARC leaders appealed to U.S. citizens to main-
tain their humanitarian support. They published sensational articles and press
releases that called attention to “distressing conditions” caused by widespread
hunger and unrest.** Concerned U.S. citizens called on the ARC to intervene
and the ARC leaders made several offers of aid, yet the Carranza government
persistently refused assistance.® Thus while Ernest Bicknell, speaking for the
ARC in May 1917, declared that “we are not indifferent to the unhappy condi-
tions of many of the people of Mexico,” he understood that the priorities of the
Wilson administration and U.S. donors, together with the political desires of the
Carranza government, made further ARC commitment in Mexico impossible.’’
Humanitarian assistance was simply too politically charged.

The ARC’s declining interest in Mexico was in part a resignation to Carranza’s
resistance, but it also resulted from a new diplomatic and humanitarian crisis
that had begun to capture U.S. attention. In the years that the ARC had been
involved in Mexico, the nations of Europe had propelled headfirst into the Great
War. Increasingly—and especially as the United States edged closer to enter-
ing the war in 1916 and early 1917—ARC leaders shifted their attention and
resources to Europe to devise a response to that crisis. By the time the U.S. mili-
tary pulled out of Mexico in February 1917 to turn its attention to Europe, the
ARC had already charted a similar course. As ARC leaders began their foray into
relief efforts for European civilians, the questions of neutrality and international
obligation that they had wrestled with in Mexico again influenced the nature of
their relief efforts.

On June 28, 1914, while the United States struggled to manage its occupation
of Veracruz, an event halfway around the world marked the beginning of a war
of unprecedented proportions. On that day, Serbian nationalist Gavrilo Princip
assassinated Archduke Franz Ferdinand of Austria-Hungary, setting off a chain of
diplomatic reprisals and war declarations that soon embroiled the continent in
the Great War. As they watched these events unfold, many Americans regarded
the conflict as evidence of the failures of Old World politics and diplomacy.
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Woodrow Wilson certainly did. When he declared U.S. neutrality on August 9,
1914, the majority of U.S. citizens supported his call to remain impartial—in
action if not in thought.*®

A commitment to political neutrality, however, was never an outright dis-
avowal of U.S. involvement in the war.®” Entering the conflict may have been out
of the question, but privately administered relief for European noncombatants
was another matter entirely. It stood to demonstrate U.S. concern for suffering
civilians worldwide, to affirm the U.S. commitment to international peace and
civilization, and to prove—in Wilson’s words—the American “spirit of absolute
disinterestedness.””® Whether they favored neutrality or armed intervention,
this was a project that many U.S. citizens could support. From 1914 to 1917,
during the period of official U.S. neutrality, Americans therefore contributed
to an impressive range of charities for noncombatants, from Herbert Hoover’s
Commission for Relief in Belgium to the American Friends Service Committee
to the American Committee for Near East Relief. In these years, the ARC grad-
ually entered the field of European civilian relief. This move was not without
hurdles. As in revolutionary Mexico, the ARC’s professed neutrality became a
matter for debate. So too did its readiness for simultaneous large-scale civilian
and military interventions. Nonetheless, by the eve of U.S. entry into the war,
ARC leaders had positioned their organization as one of the nation’s foremost
agencies for aiding Europe’s noncombatants.

William Jennings Bryan, a secretary of state dedicated firmly to U.S. neutral-
ity and the promotion of peace, wasted little time involving the ARC in the Great
War. Bryan, however, did not immediately call on the ARC to assist civilians.
Rather, soon after the fighting erupted, he arranged with the ARC’s leaders to
provide medical relief to the sick and wounded soldiers of all belligerent nations,
the sphere of humanitarian activity expressly reserved for Red Cross Societies
by the Geneva Convention. Because the ARC did not distinguish between the
Central Powers and the Entente, Bryan considered such efforts well in keeping
with the U.S. declaration of neutrality. As he understood it, such assistance was
“purely charitable and in the interest of humanity.””" On September 12, 1914,
a ship flying Red Cross flags and christened the Red Cross sailed out of New
York City’s harbor. On board were eleven units composed of three surgeons and
twelve nurses each, armed with surgical equipment and hospital supplies and
bound for seven belligerent nations in Europe that had accepted the ARC’s offer
of aid. The State Department did much to assist this enterprise. To ensure that
“the efforts of Americans in the interest of suffering humanity may be as effec-
tive and creditable as possible,” Bryan advised “every diplomatic and consular
officer of the United States” to give the ARC representatives their “earnest and
sympathetic support.””> Moreover, Bryan and his staff endeavored to ensure that
ARC supplies “not be declared contraband” by the belligerent governments “but
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be free and be expedited everywhere””* Neither the Allied naval blockade nor
political conditions on the continent, Bryan asserted, must limit the American
ability to provide medical assistance. Less than three months after the assassi-
nation of Archduke Franz Ferdinand precipitated the Great War, the ARC and
State Department had deployed a voluntary medical force to care for wounded
soldiers and to demonstrate America’s neutral humanitarian concern.”

Although the first offer of ARC aid to Europe took the form of military relief,
State Department officials and ARC leaders were equally concerned with the
dire conditions affecting civilians. Reports of hunger, homelessness, and epi-
demic disease saturated American media and diplomatic correspondence.
Robert Lansing, a counselor for the State Department and chair of the ARC’s
International Relief Board, testified that never before 1914 had the “calls for
active service been so many and so far-reaching.”* ARC leaders discussed the
possibility of aiding noncombatants, but they realized they lacked the funds
necessary to stage an effective response. In the fall of 1914, recognizing this
dilemma, Wilson proposed committing federal funds to the ARC for noncom-
batants. This proposal, however, generated significant concern from within the
State Department. While the Geneva Convention clearly protected the ARC’s
right to aid wounded soldiers, it said nothing about noncombatants. Civilian
relief may have been an element of the ARC’s charter, but it was not a sphere of
aid protected by international law. Providing state funds to the ARC risked com-
plicating the matter all the more. As Lansing warned, it would invite “charges of
partiality which would seriously interfere with the friendly relations which it now
has with the governments of all the countries at war.’¢ ARC leaders shared these
apprehensions. In 1914, neutrality was contested terrain; the United States had
to tread carefully to avoid becoming embroiled in world turmoil. Declaring that
noncombatant relief “cannot be impartially administered” and citing the organi-
zation’s limited funding, small endowment, and tiny staff as clear impediments
to staging an effective response, Boardman and other leaders voted in December
1914 to restrict relief work to wounded soldiers and to leave all noncombatant
relief to other voluntary aid societies.”

And yet, in spite of this official decision, ARC leaders soon began making
minor forays into the field of civilian relief. The prodding of a prominent new-
comer on the philanthropic stage, the Rockefeller Foundation, first prompted the
ARC to dabble in this arena. Though only incorporated in 1913, the Rockefeller
Foundation had quickly become an influential institution in international medi-
cal relief.”® Much like his counterparts at the Russell Sage Foundation during
the previous decade, Rockefeller Foundation secretary Jerome Greene took
great interest in the ARC’s potential for international relief work. He hoped to
encourage its entry into the field of European civilian aid. Shortly after the ARC
launched its relief ship, Greene and his fellow Rockefeller Foundation trustees
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invited Ernest Bicknell to join their War Relief Commission in Europe, a group
organized to investigate civilian conditions on the ground. They also agreed to
assume all expenses related to the trip. Bicknell well understood the benefits the
ARC might accrue by uniting with the Rockefeller Foundation. As he explained
to ARC vice president and Russell Sage trustee Robert W. de Forest, the ARC
would be “tremendously strengthened” and able “to command large sums of
money for relief purposes” if the Rockefeller Foundation could “be led to look
to, and depend upon, the Red Cross as the adequate and satisfactory channel
for the expenditure of its relief contributions.””” Concurring with this logic,
the ARC Central Committee granted Bicknell a paid leave of absence from his
post of national director so he could join the Rockefeller Foundation. From late
1914 to late 1918, he traveled throughout England, Belgium, Holland, France,
Poland, Germany, Serbia, and Russia to observe the effects of war on noncom-
batants. Bicknell valued the chance it afforded him to make “a very thorough
study of conditions.”® Moreover, he successfully utilized the opportunity to win
the respect of the Rockefeller Foundation’s trustees who—as Greene confided
to Bicknell—soon came to “feel very great confidence in [his] judgment.”®!
Bicknell’s surveys allowed the ARC to prepare for its own civilian relief efforts,
while his involvement with the Rockefeller Foundation fostered lasting connec-
tions between the two organizations and secured philanthropic patronage for
the ARC’s international ambitions.**

As the Rockefeller Foundation pressed the ARC to take on civilian assis-
tance activities, the State Department began urging the same. While Bryan and
Lansing continued to disapprove of providing federal funds to the ARC, they
acknowledged that its civilian assistance could achieve important diplomatic
outcomes. Of major concern to U.S. government officials was an outbreak of
typhus in Serbia. In the winter of 1914 and 1915, the State Department received
dozens of reports of appalling conditions and high mortality among Serbians,
then under attack by Central Powers forces. The American consul in Saloniki,
Greece, wrote to Bryan that there had been forty-eight thousand proven cases of
typhus in Serbia over the past few months, with mortality rates as high as eight
hundred per day. The epidemic threatened to further destabilize an already vola-
tile and disorderly region of Europe.** Aware of both the humanitarian and polit-
ical threat typhus posed, Bryan called on the ARC to control it.** Funding for
the endeavor came from the Rockefeller Foundation in the form of a $145,000
appropriation, proof of the value of the ARC’s new philanthropic connections.
With this government and private support, ARC leaders organized a sanitary
commission to the Balkans and invited the renowned Harvard epidemiologist
and tropical disease specialist Richard P. Strong to direct it. As a former director
of the government biological laboratory in the Philippines and a member of the
ARC expedition to control pneumonic plague in Manchuria, Strong had earned
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a reputation for controlling disease in sites of U.S. strategic interest. His leader-
ship expanded this pattern to Eastern Europe. The sanitary commission sailed
for the Balkan States on March 17, 19185. To fight typhus, they erected disinfec-
tion stations, dispensaries, and mobile sanitary trains in the region. Although
Strong returned to the United States in early October, the ARC remained an
important presence in Eastern Europe. Several ARC representatives stayed in
Serbia to organize a hospital for women and children and to establish other civil-
ian relief operations. They also commenced a food distribution program, mod-
eled on the work of the Commission for Relief in Belgium, to prevent starvation
among civilians in occupied Serbia.®

Within less than a year of the outbreak of war in Europe, the ARC had thus
taken some limited steps into the field of noncombatant relief. By aiding civil-
ians, such prominent experts as Bicknell and Strong sought to emphasize the
compassion and the neutrality of the United States. As early as 1915, however,
such claims of U.S. impartiality and antimilitarism became more difficult to sub-
stantiate. In May of that year, the German sinking of the British ship Lusitania
and consequent death of 128 U.S. citizens invited Wilson’s strong rebuke. In
June, citing Wilson’s apparent favoritism toward the British and French over
the Central Powers, Bryan resigned as secretary of state. His successor, Robert
Lansing, rebuffed Bryan’s neutrality and began putting pressure on Wilson to
intervene on the side of the Entente. Growing proportions of the U.S. public
began to favor the British and French cause as well. Even if they did not support
entering the war, many Americans began to call for greater preparedness. Groups
such as the National Security League and the League to Enforce Peace, a group
headed by William H. Taft, agitated for an expanded Army and Navy to better
defend U.S. interests. Although Wilson continued to formally insist on neutral-
ity, he too began to express his growing support for “reasonable preparedness.”
In June 1916, he made this commitment official when he signed the National
Defense Act, which provided for expanding the military and Navy in the event
that the United States entered the conflict.®

Despite these trends, many Americans did object to their nation’s increased
militancy and its apparent move away from neutrality. This did not mean that
they wholly objected to some form of involvement in Europe’s bloody war.*” Even
as the United States began preparing for the possibility of war, many Americans
continued to endorse impartial civilian assistance as a viable, non-military mode
of intervention. Increasingly, both government officials and private citizens
pushed the ARC to reconsider its 1914 decision to limit aid to soldiers. Not only
must ARC leaders enter this sphere of relief, such proponents argued, but they
must take the lead in these efforts as well. In late 1915, Rockefeller Foundation
officials asked ARC leaders to give “most considerate and sympathetic atten-
tion” to taking on civilian assistance, stressing that “modern war necessitates not
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only the care of the wounded, but noncombatant relief on a large scale” Not
content to have the ARC play a minor role in civilian relief, they wanted it to
become “the one organization for relief purposes, par excellence, through which
all other agencies... would work.”® Popular progressive Democrat and soon-to-
be secretary of war Newton Baker concurred. Baker, a self-proclaimed pacifist,
shared Wilson’s desire to keep the United States out of war and to end the con-
flict peacefully. He also shared the administration’s commitment to foreign aid.
Writing to Boardman in February 1916, just weeks before his appointment to
Wilson'’s cabinet, Baker “expressed the hope and belief that the Red Cross would
now advance into the relief of non-combatants as its pioneering field.” Reporting
that he was “deeply distressed by the limitations which the Red Cross felt obli-
gated to put upon its activities” Baker “grieve[d] that America has been denied
the privilege of feeding the hungry women and children of Europe, comforting
the destitute and nursing the sick.” Moreover, he lamented that the preponder-
ance of competing “nationalistic appeals” for aid had resulted in waste and inef-
ficiency, preventing the U.S. public from giving as generously as it might have
had humanitarianism “been centered in one great, neutral, and honored agency
like the Red Cross.”® Baker, like Rockefeller Foundation officials, saw the ARC
as the agency most able and most suited to lead the nation’s civilian relief work.
ARC officials did not object to the idea that their organization should oversee
all U.S. aid efforts for noncombatants; indeed, most agreed wholeheartedly with
this proposal.”® Yet the ARC’s small size and limited funds continued to hamper
its ability to take on a major civilian aid program. When war broke out in 1914,
these factors had been instrumental in the decision to leave civilian relief to the
hands of other voluntary organizations. More than a year later, the situation had
not changed substantially. At the end of 1915, the ARC counted just 22,500
national members. The ARC had raised over $700,000 for Europe and Mexico,
but leaders recognized that to adequately administer relief to both European
civilians and soldiers would require millions more.”" Fiscal concerns had already
prompted ARC leaders to withdraw their medical units in Europe earlier that
year.”> Committing to a large-scale civilian relief program seemed wholly impos-
sible. A central problem, as ARC leaders and their allies saw it, was that dozens
of other relief agencies now competed with the ARC for funds. As Boardman
explained to the State Department, “Such great demands have been made during
the past 11 months on the people of the United States in an endeavor to relieve
distressed conditions that for some time there has been a marked decrease in
the funds and other donations sent to the American Red Cross.”* If the ARC
wanted to take the lead in European civilian relief, ARC leaders believed, they
had to do more to set their organization apart from the competition. In order to
secure the membership and funds they would need to meet both the military
and civilian relief obligations of the United States, they would need to convince
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the public to recognize the ARC as the leading authority in international civilian
relief and the one clear representative of the U.S. government and its citizens.

As they set out to build membership, raise funds, and define the ARC’s cen-
trality in the field of civilian relief, the ARC’s leaders and their allies in the Wilson
administration adopted the logic and language of the growing U.S. preparedness
movement.” Just as military preparedness advocates demanded a larger, better
supplied, and better funded Army and Navy, they argued, so the nation needed
a professional and fiscally stable agency to carry out overseas relief. Achieving
this goal meant another round of organizational changes for the nation’s offi-
cial voluntary aid agency. Since 1904, Mabel Boardman had behaved in many
respects as the ARC’s de facto leader. Although retired Civil War general George
Davis had served as the official chair of the organization since 1906, few would
have objected to Bicknell’s later recollection that Boardman “was the chief... the
voice of authority in the country at large as well as inside the organization.”®
When Davis resigned from his post in the summer of 1915 due to ill health,
Boardman assumed the role as acting chair of the ARC’s governing Executive
Committee.

With diplomatic tensions over Mexican aid mounting and calls for civilian aid
in Europe increasing, however, many of the ARC’s other leaders began to ques-
tion Boardman’s capability to respond. In October 1915, the other members of
the ARC’s Executive Committee reported to Wilson that the rapid expansion
of the ARC’s current relief infrastructure had produced “waste, overlapping
and inefficiency,” as well as “increasing confusion both in the public mind and
in the work itself” Humanitarian preparedness, they argued, required a more
streamlined organization and a more professional leadership, ready to respond
to Wilson’s call at a moment’s notice. These critical ARC leaders included
Russell Sage Foundation principal Robert W. de Forest; Secretary of the Interior
Franklin K. Lane; surgeon generals of the Army and Navy, William C. Gorgas and
William C. Braisted; and Charles D. Norton, vice president of the First National
Bank. When key voices from the military, philanthropic, and financial worlds
complained, Wilson listened. As president of the United States, Wilson held the
authority to appoint the ARC chairman. The members of the ARC Executive
Council urged him to select “a man of national reputation, so that the policies
and methods announced by the Red Cross go to the public with the weight
of a name known throughout the country””® Wilson’s close friend Cleveland
Dodge had the perfect suggestion. “The one best man for the chairmanship of
the Executive Committee,” he offered, “by reason of his long familiarity with
and interest in Red Cross matters and his position and standing throughout the
entire country,” was William H. Taft.””

Wilson readily accepted this recommendation and, on October 28, 1915,
asked his former rival for the White House to chair the nation’s Red Cross
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society.” Before agreeing, Taft discussed the matter with Boardman. In no
uncertain terms, he advised her to relinquish her authority. Boardman may have
successfully managed the ARC in peacetime, but Taft and others concerned
with the international situation deemed her incapable of effectively overseeing
the ARC during war. Though Boardman initially resisted, she eventually con-
sented to Taft’s counsel and agreed to let him replace her.”” Although Boardman
remained an influential member of the ARC’s governance, especially active in
fundraising and publicity, leadership of the ARC had become a man’s job.

Wilson’s appointment of Taft as ARC chair illustrated the high level of consen-
sus that American liberal internationalists held on the importance of American
international humanitarianism. While they differed in the details of how to
achieve their goals, Taft and Wilson shared a commitment to the U.S. promo-
tion of world peace and international stability and cooperation. Both shared the
belief that the ARC'’s civilian assistance was a vital means to secure those goals.
As Taft explained to an audience at Clark University in 1915, “Through the
medium of the Red Cross a new era may dawn upon this war-weary world—an
era not of national rights, but an era of international duties and international ser-
vice” Taft reasoned further that a reduction in militarism could not occur “until
the foundations of international relationships are built upon the rock of interna-
tional friendship and good will,” something the ARC’s overseas aid would help
to create.'® Such sentiments struck a chord with Wilson, who likewise defined
the ARC as the clearest embodiment of the entire United States and its humani-
tarian concern for Europe, an organization that “represents the sympathy of us
all”!*! Despite political differences, Wilson recognized Taft as an able and effec-
tive leader in the movement for international cooperation and stability, an obvi-
ous choice to help prepare the ARC for its expanded role in the war.

In late 1915 and early 1916, ARC leaders took two further steps to prepare
their organization to be the nation’s primary civilian relief agency. First, they
divided the organization’s operations into two distinct departments, one of
military relief and one of civil relief. Colonel Jefferson Kean, a member of the
U.S. Army Medical Corps, directed the former, while national director Ernest
Bicknell took charge of all efforts for noncombatants. Second, they abruptly
brought in a new chair to replace Taft. Given the intense lobbying on his behalf,
this move appears surprising at first. Taft’s diplomatic and political experience,
after all, made him an obvious choice to lead the ARC. In fact, even though he
agreed to chair the ARC, Taft himself doubted that these qualifications alone
were sufficient. To ensure real accountability and efficiency of the organization,
he argued, the ARC needed “to be readjusted and reframed on modern corpo-
rate business principles.” As agitation for U.S. intervention in Europe escalated
in 1916, Taft thus looked to the U.S. business community to complete the ARC’s
transformation. Taft recruited Eliot Wadsworth, managing partner of the Boston
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consulting firm Stone & Webster, as his replacement. In addition to being a
product of “the modern school of corporate managers,” Wadsworth had also
served with Ernest Bicknell in Europe as part of the Rockefeller Foundation’s
War Relief Commission. Wadsworth’s “service in applying his knowledge and
experience...to the business organization of the Red Cross,” Taft emphasized,
“is exactly what we wish.” Presaging the influx of dollar-a-year men—elite
American business executives whom Wilson tapped to manage war industries
for a token salary—to Washington, Wadsworth retired from his professional
work and devoted himself to the management of the ARC without income. At
no cost, the ARC managed “to secure a corporate reorganization of the most
approved modern plan.”'® Taft, for his part, consented to serve as vice chair. The
ARC, newly restructured, stood ready to become a leading figure in the field of
civilian relief.

Following this reorganization, the ARC’s new leaders began looking for ways
to increase their involvement in civilian relief activities. The immediate lack of
financial resources, however, forced Taft, Wadsworth, and their colleagues to
maintain their reliance on other U.S. voluntary agencies to organize most of the
reliefefforts for noncombatants. Unable to establish alarge independent presence
in Europe right away but still hoping to make their growing involvement in the
field known, they began to formally designate other private agencies to admin-
ister relief on the ARC’s behalf. They named the Paris-based American Relief
Clearing House for France and Her Allies as the official representative of the
ARC in Europe. They also gave official endorsement to such agencies as Herbert
Hoover’s Commission for Relief in Belgium and the Serbian Agricultural Relief
Committee. By establishing official ties with these existing agencies and their
work, the ARC gained an important foothold in civilian relief before it could
build its own aid infrastructure in Europe.'®

At the same time, ARC leaders did begin to expand their own international
civilian relief efforts. As they did so, ARC leaders proclaimed their capacity to
impartially and effectively administer noncombatant assistance on behalf of the
United States. By 1916, however, wider national debates over American neutrality
and the changing geopolitical context conspired to test those claims. Beginning
in September 1918, the British Government started restricting permits on ARC
relief supplies bound for Central Powers nations, limiting what humanitarian
items could get past the Allied blockade of Europe.'™ In March 1916, Britain
announced that it would prohibit all such relief shipments and “treat them as
contraband of war.” Lansing, Taft, and Walter Hines Page, the U.S. ambassador
to England, tried to negotiate, but to no avail. The State Department ultimately
assented to Britain’s demands and ceased coordinating shipments of ARC aid to
Germany.'” This decision raised the ire of many U.S. citizens, who argued that
it made the ARC nothing more than a tool for the pro-Allied cause. “At the very
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time when President Wilson claims to stand before the world as the upholder
of humanity and international law,” one such critic railed, the acquiescence to
British demands represented “an act of the most cold-blooded inhumanity...in
absolute abrogation of the most solemn compact of international law.”'% Others
tarred the ARC with being “instrumental in prolonging the Great War” by fur-
nishing aid “to only one side of the belligerents.”'”” Faced with these charges,
ARC leaders struggled to affirm the ARC’s neutrality. They explained that the
ARC was committed to “the relief of suffering wherever it is able to do so” and
asserted that “our duty to suffering humanity lies to all that we can reach and has
nothing to do with the causes of the belligerents.”'*® As much as ARC leaders
may have believed in and emphasized the ARC'’s impartiality, the international
politics of war and the diplomatic decisions of the Wilson administration invari-
ably limited their potential field of civilian relief operations and raised doubts
about their ability to act without favoritism.

These larger issues of neutrality and geopolitics impinged on the ARC’s
fledgling civilian relief efforts in other areas as well. In January 1916, the State
Department offered to send a small ARC commission to distribute food and
medical supplies within the Ottoman Empire, an effort to prevent the deaths
of hundreds of thousands of Armenian Christians then being subjected, in the
State Department’s words, to the Turkish government’s campaign “to extermi-
nate by starvation.”'*” The Turkish government consented to the offer of ARC
aid, contingent on the ARC’s promise to work with the Turkish Red Crescent
Society and to “conduct relief work for civilians of all races.”"'* Although the
State Department accepted this stipulation, the planned aid distribution
immediately hit several snags. First, the Allied blockade of Ottoman Empire
ports prevented the ARC from distributing its relief supplies as widely as pro-
posed. Then, as U.S. diplomatic officials tried to convince France and Britain
to make an exception for material aid, the Turkish government reneged on
its earlier acceptance of American aid. “If [the] Turkish government is not
attempting to starve inhabitants,” a skeptical Robert Lansing wondered, “what
are its objections, if any, to sending relief supplies?”""" ARC relief eventually
entered Syria and Lebanon in late November 1916, but only after months of
negotiations with both sides."* The politics of war also hindered relief work in
Serbia, where staff of the ARC Sanitary Commission had been operating since
early 1915. In the fall of 1916, the occupying Austro-Hungarian government
demanded that the State Department terminate further ARC operations there.
Arguing that the U.S. inability to challenge Entente blockade regulations had
kept the ARC from delivering the aid it promised, Austro-Hungarian military
authorities asserted that they would provide for civilians in occupied territo-
ries without outside aid.'"* Lacking permission to remain yet still desiring to
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continue their work, ARC workers relocated headquarters to Saloniki, Greece,
where they provided assistance to Serbian refugees and other civilians for the
duration of the war.'*

By early 1917, the ARC had moved into the field of civilian relief. In spite
of the organization’s official commitment to providing neutral assistance, it was
clear that neither the Central Powers nor the Entente—nor, for that matter, many
members of the U.S. public—regarded its work as either impartial or apolitical.
Such issues significantly hindered the ARC’s ability to relieve noncombatants in
Europe and raised concerns at home about its true allegiances. The importance
of the ARC’s professed neutrality, however, soon became a moot point. The U.S.
declaration of war in April 1917 changed the dynamic profoundly, restricting
the ARC’s civilian efforts exclusively to the Allies and ushering in a new phase of
the ARC’s international humanitarian intervention.

The Eve of War

By the eve of U.S. entry into the First World War, the turn-of-the-century drive
to make the ARC an efficient and professional organization and a clear represen-
tative of American international humanitarianism was almost complete. During
Taft’s presidency and Wilson’s first term in office, the ARC had deepened its
connections with the White House, State Department, and War Department;
with prominent philanthropists, social scientists, and medical professionals;
and with corporate America. ARC leaders and their allies had done much to set
their organization apart from other private charities and to position themselves
as prepared to take charge of the nation’s international civilian aid efforts. At the
ARC’s December 1916 annual meeting, the assembled delegates passed a reso-
lution affirming this commitment. Declaring that “the obligation of neutrality is
not incompatible with unselfish generosity toward those who suffer” and that
the prosperity of the United States “places a peculiar obligation upon our people
to give generously” for the “mitigation of the sufferings of non-combatants,” the
ARC’s leaders resolved to “take the lead in a new and energetic movement” for
overseas relief. In so doing, they pledged to make the United States “better enti-
tled to that gratitude and goodwill from the nations of the world.”''* Rockefeller
Foundation trustees gave their clear nod of approval to the ARC’s aspirations to
preeminence in the field of noncombatant assistance, declaring their “decision
in favor of turning the war work over to the American Red Cross” rather than
competing with it.!¢ Like the Red Cross societies of Europe and Japan, the ARC
had become the recognized voluntary civilian relief organization of the United
States government and many of its cosmopolitan citizens.
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But one more ingredient was required for the ARC to truly rival its sister
organizations: public backing. Since the outbreak of war in Europe and the U.S.
intervention in the Mexican Revolution, increasing numbers of U.S. citizens had
come to support the ARC’s efforts. Indeed, in 1916 alone, membership rose from
22,500 to over 286,000. In that year, the ARC’s endowment had finally passed
$1 million, thanks in large part to the ARC’s new corporate connections—the
J. P. Morgan and the Busch families had each contributed over $100,000 to the
cause.'” In spite of this growth, the ARC still lacked the popular support that
leaders deemed necessary to carry out the organization’s new commitments to
European civilians. Until large proportions of the U.S. public came to see the
ARC as their preferred choice for civilian aid, leaders could not hope to secure
the funds necessary to relieve Europe. On the eve of U.S. entry into the war in
Europe, the ARC had won the support of the government and the philanthropic
community, had reformed its organization, and had started to build momen-
tum among the public. This final stage was fully realized once the United States
entered the fray.

Significantly, in the process of rivaling its sister societies during the period
of U.S. neutrality, the ARC had diverged more than ever from the International
Red Cross Movement’s founding purpose to aid the battlefield wounded. The
U.S. government and military did, in accordance with the Geneva Convention,
recognize the ARC as the official agency to administer aid to injured and ill sol-
diers and prisoners of war on behalf of the United States. Yet, as the increasing
emphasis on emergency relief and preventive reform efforts for noncombatants
indicates, both government officials and private citizens regarded assisting for-
eign civilians as an equally critical part of the ARC’s responsibilities, an indis-
pensable aspect of U.S. political and culture engagement with the world. To suit
their own nation’s particular global interests, ARC leaders modified the specifics
of the ICRC’s international humanitarian vision. As this adaptation suggests, the
ARC may have been part of the International Red Cross Movement, but its pri-
mary allegiance was always to the United States. The consequences of this fact,
too, became clearer as the United States and its Red Cross society plunged into
the Great War.



Mobilizing a Volunteer Army

An organization without a history could not hope to have much of a future.
Mabel Boardman recognized as much in 1915 when she published her history of
the ARC, Under the Red Cross Flag at Home and Abroad. In its pages, Boardman
lauded the ARC for its efforts in the preceding few decades to improve global
well-being and foster world cooperation. Through its overseas relief, she wrote,
the ARC was “laying foundation stone after foundation stone in the great struc-
ture of international brotherhood yet to be built” Even as she emphasized this
enormous potential, however, Boardman lamented that the organization was
“lacking still the size and development it must attain before it is a worthy repre-
sentative of these United States of America.”' The ARC had won the affections of
the U.S. government and many prominent social scientific professionals, philan-
thropists, and financiers; yet only with broad participation and popular support
could it effectively serve and symbolize the American commitment to alleviat-
ing civilian suffering abroad.

U.S. entry into the First World War provided the conditions necessary to
achieve this goal. In the two years between Wilson’s reelection and the end of
the Great War in November 1918, the American Red Cross grew at an explo-
sive rate. By the early months of 1919, roughly one-third of the U.S. popula-
tion—twenty-two million adults and eleven million children—had joined
their national Red Cross society. Many millions worked for the ARC in the
United States, while thousands traveled to Europe as ARC staff and volunteers.
Collectively, the U.S. public had raised over $400 million for its domestic and
overseas war activities and had built up an endowment of nearly $2,500,000.
The support and confidence of the public at large provided the final ingredient
necessary to define the ARC as the nation’s preferred instrument for overseas
civilian relief.*> Aiding European civilians represented only one of the ARC’s
wartime activities; in 1917 and 1918, the organization also provided extensive
assistance to U.S. and Allied troops, wounded soldiers, and prisoners of war.
But in these years, noncombatant relief represented a central part of the ARC’s
operations, as fundamental as military assistance to its humanitarian mission.

67
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By war’s end, moreover, millions of ordinary Americans had come to recognize
aiding foreign civilians through the ARC as an essential element of their wartime
responsibilities.

The wartime zeal for the ARC’s efforts to help European civilians and the
simultaneous mainstreaming of international humanitarian sensibilities consti-
tuted a major departure in U.S. foreign affairs. To an extent never before matched
in U.S. history, Americans in the Great War years voluntarily elected to give their
time and money to ameliorate the suffering of unknown children, women, and
men in distant lands. That millions made this choice is a fact, yet the statistics
themselves fail to explain the public’s extraordinary enthusiasm. Widespread
enrollment in the ARC was not inevitable. Americans heard plenty of competing
requests for their time and money, both from other voluntary organizations and
from Uncle Sam himself. Nor was it foreordained that U.S. citizens would prove
eager or even willing to contribute vast sums of money to European civilians.
After all, they had plenty of domestic concerns on their minds. Furthermore,
despite increasingly cosmopolitan attitudes among some segments of the U.S.
population, many Americans continued to believe that their nation was best
served by avoiding involvement in European affairs. For these reasons, the suc-
cess of the ARC’s wartime international civilian aid program was by no means
guaranteed.

How, then, to account for this rapid swelling of popular support? In part, the
public interest in ARC civilian aid should be understood as a popularization of
the ethos of international humanitarian concern that had been emerging in U.S.
culture since the nineteenth century. Witnessing the sheer brutality of Europe’s
total war and its devastating human effects was enough to convince many mem-
bers of the American public that they must come to Europe’s aid. Equally impor-
tant to the story, however, is the active role that ARC leaders and members of the
Wilson administration took in securing this outcome. These individuals attrib-
uted great diplomatic and strategic importance to foreign aid; they therefore
concluded that building public enthusiasm for the ARC’s civilian relief opera-
tions was best not left to chance or passive process.

Immediately after the United States entered the war, Wilson, with the full
approval of ARC leaders, appointed prominent U.S. business, financial, phil-
anthropic, and political leaders to run the ARC for the duration of the conflict.
Just as he charged the Committee on Public Information, the official U.S. pro-
paganda agency, with selling war to the American public, Wilson called on the
these men—known collectively as the ARC War Council—to generate public
support for the ARC’s overseas relief activities and to define them as part of the
broader U.S. war effort. One early decision made crafting the latter half of this
message easier; after the United States joined the conflict, the War Council ruled
against offering any further aid to civilians in Central Powers nations. Still, the
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War Council’s members had to overturn both the public’s indifference and its sus-
picion of involvement in European affairs. They had to convince U.S. citizens that
giving their money and time to help an Italian mother or a Russian child thou-
sands of miles away was, in fact, a vital national interest. As business and financial
leaders, the War Council’s members orchestrated their appeals in the way they
knew best. To overcome parsimony and apathy, they turned to publicity and mass
media. Using multiple rhetorical and visual strategies—including magazines and
speeches, posters and spectacles—they constructed a public image for the ARC’s
civilian aid projects and disseminated it throughout the country.?

These public messages delineated a novel set of responsibilities for all U.S.
citizens, casting active support for the ARC’s civilian aid as nothing less than a
new patriotic obligation. Good Americans had a responsibility to support U.S.
troops, but this alone was insufficient. To be truly loyal, Americans now had a
civic duty to commit their money and voluntary labor to Allied civilian relief
as well. The War Council told Americans that they must make sacrifices for the
peoples of all democratic nations, just as they would for their fellow citizens.
They were to fund efforts to improve European health and welfare as enthusi-
astically as they knitted bandages for the doughboys, to care about the Allied
home front as much as the front lines. Supporting the ARC’s international civil-
ian assistance stood to bolster other Allied societies, demonstrate the strength
and the sympathy of the entire United States, and prove the nation’s standing as
a benevolent, liberal world power. If they backed the U.S. war effort, patriotic
Americans must prop up the nation’s relief mission as well.*

That, atleast, was the message. Whether U.S. citizens actually understood sup-
porting ARC civilian relief as their civic duty was another matter entirely. Many
certainly did. A public commitment to aiding foreign noncombatants through
the ARC increased discernibly in 1917 and 1918. Millions of Americans acted
upon this responsibility by making donations, volunteering at home, or the ulti-
mate act of serving overseas. Even so, levels of devotion varied widely. Some gave
large amounts of time and money, others little more than a one-time donation of
pocket change. The individual meanings that ARC supporters attributed to their
assistance differed in key ways as well. Many donors and volunteers believed
deeply in their duty to relieve overseas suffering, but a host of other incentives
simultaneously motivated people to support and work for the ARC. Fear of
European unrest, a chance to advance in one’s career, or a simple fascination
with Europe and the Great War all influenced American decisions in this regard.
Although it enjoyed much support, the ARC certainly did not lack critics. Some
resented its domineering position, others its compliance with the Wilson admin-
istration and its larger foreign affairs agenda, and still others its overall approach
to aid. Just as Americans were divided over the war and its meanings, so too did
they differ in their views of the ARC and its civilian relief.’
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Thus in spite of the War Council’s efforts to construct and disseminate the con-
cept of international civilian aid as a patriotic obligation, the idea never achieved
total consensus in U.S. society. Nonetheless, the burst of international humani-
tarian sentiments suggests the extent to which the Wilsonian state, the ARC’s
leaders, and large proportions of the American public found convergence over
their presumed responsibility to aid Allied noncombatants. For a brief moment in
1917 and 1918, international humanitarianism became an American obligation.

Wilsonian Ideology and Strategy and the Work of
the ARC War Council

On March §, 1917, the day that Woodrow Wilson gave his second inaugural
address, he and his fellow Americans had a lot on their minds. Wilson had cam-
paigned for reelection the previous November based on his success in keeping
the United States out of the Great War. Just four months later, U.S. entry into
the conflict appeared imminent. For years, Britain, France, Russia, and Italy had
implored the United States to intervene on their behalf. Wilson and Secretary of
State Robert Lansing had resisted these pleas, but a deteriorating relationship
with Germany had caused the administration to reevaluate its neutrality pledge.
In January 1917, Germany announced that it would commence unrestricted
submarine warfare. The next month, the British government intercepted the
Zimmermann Telegram, which proposed a German-Mexican alliance against
the United States. While Wilson had offered to act as mediator on numerous
occasions, a persistent refusal by leaders on both sides of the conflict had led
him to doubt his ability to negotiate peace without armed intervention. As
Wilson considered the possibility of sending U.S. troops to Europe, Russians
in Petrograd revolted and staged a successful coup against Tsar Nicholas II, the
February Revolution. In the revolution’s aftermath, a provisional government
headed by Aleksandr Kerensky and composed of liberal and socialist factions
took control of the Russian state. As Wilson watched these events unfold, he
decided he had no choice but to renege on his campaign pledge. On April 2, he
asked Congress to declare war against the Central Powers.®

By the time the United States entered the war, the conflict had already raged
for over two and a half years. Though millions had died in the trenches, it was
clear that the battlefield was not the only site of suffering. Civilians on the home
front experienced material deprivations and the wholesale destruction of tradi-
tional family and social support networks. In France, Italy, Palestine, Belgium,
and Greece, millions of refugees had fled their homes to escape fighting. Families
of soldiers lacked money and material resources for basic survival; nor could
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they find employment. Children, the elderly, and the ill suffered from malnour-
ishment and lacked medical care. Epidemic disease and political unrest con-
tributed further to this war-induced social instability. Overwhelmed, European
private charities and state institutions lacked the resources to stage an effective
response. In many areas, riots and strikes signaled mounting popular opposi-
tion to the war. Clearly, the war powerfully and profoundly affected those living
behind the lines.”

From the moment the United States entered the Great War, the Wilson
administration understood that assisting these civilians would serve as an essen-
tial complement to its armed intervention. There were several interrelated rea-
sons for this. One was ideological and closely linked to Wilson’s broader liberal
internationalist worldview. Wilson’s professed justification for entering the con-
flict centered on his sense of the global humanitarian responsibility of the United
States. In requesting the declaration of war, Wilson defined it as a “fight...for
the ultimate peace of the world and for the liberation of its peoples,” a crusade
to secure individual rights, freedoms, and welfare, and to establish a firm foun-
dation for universal democratic government. Because the German government
had “thrown aside all considerations of humanity and of right,” the United
States was obligated and privileged to intervene against it. But this could not
be accomplished with guns and soldiers alone. Americans had to demonstrate
their compassion as well as their military might. They had to prove that they had
“no selfish ends to serve,” that they desired “no conquest, no dominion.” The
American people, as Wilson went on to declare in his Fourteen Points Address
in January 1918, were committed only to ensuring “that the world be made fit
and safe to live in” Generous noncombatant aid would serve as an example of
these Wilsonian ideals in action, an effort to secure peace and global welfare
without seeking personal gain."

In addition to its ideological significance, providing civilian aid appeared cru-
cial to achieving America’s strategic objectives, both in the short and long term.
For three years, the Great War had uprooted families, disrupted food supplies,
destroyed homes and communities, and impaired mental and physical health. If
ignored, such widespread civilian upheaval risked generating social unrest and
depleting the morale of soldiers who feared for the well-being of their families.
These conditions clearly posed a threat to the Allied war effort. Just as signifi-
cantly, they imperiled Wilson’s postwar goals. The success of Wilson’s inter-
nationalist vision depended on the readiness and willingness of like-minded
nations to advance the ideals of liberal democratic governance and capitalist
economic order. This, in turn, required not only an Allied victory but also the
existence of orderly, industrious postwar societies that would be prepared to put
Wilson’s plans into action. It demanded that Allied noncombatants be healthy
and well fed, that children receive educations, that workers remain productive,
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and that an ideal home life be preserved. In order to secure world democracy, the
Wilson administration reasoned, the United States needed to do more than join
Allied troops on the battlefield. It had to provide relief to people living behind
the lines. The fate of international civilians, both in the immediate moment and
in the long term, was in the nation’s self-interest."

Finally, and related to both Wilsonian ideology and strategy, civilian aid stood
to serve as valuable propaganda. Although the physical provision of relief was
important, so too was the message of American involvement that it transmitted.
A visible demonstration of American investment and concern offered a potent
way to win Allied hearts and minds. To be most effective as propaganda, however,
civilian relief had to remain a voluntary enterprise. By relying on private citizens
to administer aid, the Wilson administration could present assistance as tangible
proof of Americans’ selflessness and righteousness and could define the United
States as a benevolent nation, prepared to revitalize the world thanks to its intel-
lectual and material resources and the generous spirit of its citizens. Democratic
government, in this rendering, produced compassionate and inspired citizens
who solved the world’s problems without burdensome state oversight. Privately
administered civilian assistance would demonstrate the sincerity of American
alliance and the superiority of America’s political and cultural values.

The ability for voluntary organizations to provide civilian assistance thus had
obvious value for the wartime United States. Given its importance, Wilson saw
the need to increase his administration’s involvement with the nation’s voluntary
relief organizations to ensure that they best served the government’s interests.
Similar logic had already prompted him to establish the Council of National
Defense, a body that brought together Wilson’s cabinet secretaries with a non-
partisan advisory committee of leaders in labor, industry, finance, and health to
coordinate the state’s various wartime needs with the private sector. The United
States’ entrance into the conflict would stimulate the creation of a host of war-
time agencies, groups such as the Committee on Public Information and the
Food Administration, each staffed with private citizens and charged with volun-
tarily assisting the nation’s war efforts. In a wartime climate, the already thriving
associational state of the prewar years grew even more powerful."

At the earliest stages of this state mobilization of U.S. voluntarism, Wilson
turned his attention to the ARC. By 1917, the ARC’s leaders had succeeded in
positioning their organization as the recognized face of American humanitarian-
ism. Privately funded and staffed, yet tied to the government in myriad ways,
the ARC appeared to Wilson to be the obvious choice to lead the nation’s civil-
ian relief efforts. The idea of making this status official had arisen even before
the United States joined the conflict. In January 1917, the secretary of the
Rockefeller Foundation, Jerome Greene, urged Wilson to invite “the most influ-
ential business and professional men in the country to meet him at the White



Mobilizing a Volunteer Army 73

House” to devise plans for coordinating American war relief under the auspices
of the ARC."” In February, leaders of principal American relief organizations,
including Herbert Hoover of the Commission for Relief in Belgium, John R.
Mott of the YMCA, and Cleveland Dodge of Near East Relief, met with ARC
chair Eliot Wadsworth to “discuss a better consolidation and furthering of relief
effort abroad” and to take steps toward “the formation of a great national relief
fund...to be raised primarily for the American Red Cross.”'* With the U.S. decla-
ration of war, Wilson elected to move forward with these plans. On April 6, 1917,
the day that Congress voted to enter the Great War, Wilson issued his Statement
on the Coordination of Relief that publicly established a de facto monopoly sta-
tus for the ARC among U.S. voluntary aid organizations. Explaining that “a mul-
tiplicity of relief agencies tends to bring about confusion, duplication, delay and
waste,” Wilson argued that the only way to make foreign relief work “thoroughly
efficient” was for it to be “coordinated and concentrated under one organization.”
That organization, of course, was the American Red Cross. With this statement,
Wilson designated the ARC as the one organization charged with coordinating
all of the nation’s humanitarian assistance. It was an organization “broad enough
to embrace all efforts for the relief of our soldiers and sailors, the care of their
families, and for the assistance of any other non-combatants who may require
aid.”'* The ARC was now, without a doubt, the nation’s official voluntary agency
for both military and civilian relief.

Association with the wartime state dramatically elevated the ARC’s position
among aid agencies, but it also entailed several major changes for the organiza-
tion. First, in the interest of serving the needs of the wartime United States, ARC
leaders altered their previous stance on neutrality. In the weeks after the United
States entered the war, ARC staff reported many puzzled inquiries regarding the
agency’s neutral stance. To resolve the matter, ARC leaders called on William
H. Taft, the organization’s legal expert in residence. Taft affirmed that the ARC
would remain neutral with regard to sick and wounded prisoners of war, a fun-
damental tenet of the Geneva Treaty. He reasoned, however, that this specific
principle did not demand “political indifference” on the part of ARC leaders.
Nor, significantly, did it obligate the ARC to provide “aid and comfort” to the
enemy.' The Geneva Convention might require Red Cross impartiality on the
battlefield, but it said nothing about civilians. With the United States at war, ARC
leaders had no interest in trying to succor civilians in Central Powers nations. As
ARC Executive Council member Charles Norton explained it bluntly, “We do
not propose to be tried for treason.”"” With the end of U.S. political neutrality
thus came an official end of the ARC’s willingness to consider aiding any bel-
ligerent noncombatants. Now in the service of the U.S. government and devoted
to winning the war in favor of the Allies, ARC leaders restricted civilian aid to
the Entente.'
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In addition to affecting the ARC’s ideas about neutrality, the shift from
peacetime to wartime occasioned yet another restructuring of the ARC’s
leadership. In late April 1917, Taft suggested that Wilson form a new body to
conduct ARC operations now that the United States was at war. On May 10,
1917, following several conferences with Taft and other members of the ARC
Executive Committee, Wilson named a seven-man war council, composed of
leaders in finance and industry, to take over the ARC. As with the U.S. Railroad
Administration, Shipping Board, and other key industries, Wilson appointed
these men to ensure that the nation’s humanitarian assistance was adminis-
tered effectively and efficiently. He entrusted the War Council with “the duty of
responding to the extraordinary demands which the present war will make upon
the services of the Red Cross in the field and in civilian relief” The best way to
“impart greatest efficiency and energy to this relief work,” he asserted, was “to
concentrate it in the hands of a single experienced organization which has been
recognized by law and by international convention as the public instrument for
such purposes.”’® With the creation of the ARC War Council, Wilson effectively
harnessed voluntary assistance as a weapon in the nation’s war arsenal.

The composition of the ARC War Council illustrated the associational, bipar-
tisan approach that Wilson and Taft deemed essential to staging the nation’s
humanitarian response. Wilson retained both Taft and the ARC’s new chair,
businessman Eliot Wadsworth, as members of the War Council but, at the sug-
gestion of Taft and Cleveland Dodge, he appointed Henry P. Davison to lead it.
Davison had worked his way up through the banking world to become a senior
partner at J. P. Morgan and Company in 1909. Although Davison was both a
Republican and a Wall Street man—characteristics that might have engendered
Wilson’s scorn—Taft convinced Wilson that Davison’s expertise in business and
finance qualified him to lead an unprecedented fundraising drive to support the
ARC’s new expenses. The other four members of the War Council brought fur-
ther political and social connections and business acumen to the organization.
They included Harvey D. Gibson, the President of the Liberty National Bank
of New York; Cornelius N. Bliss, a Republican politician, businessman, and
philanthropist; John D. Ryan, the president of the Anaconda Copper Mining
Company; and Charles D. Norton, the vice president of the First National Bank
in New York. Together, these seven men would oversee the ARC for the dura-
tion of the conflict.””

Wilson relied on these men to administer the nation’s aid according to cor-
porate principles and bureaucratic management and to make the ARC “the one
great agency for relief” To achieve this goal, they spearheaded several major
initiatives. First, to extend their oversight nationwide, the War Council divided
the ARC into thirteen regional divisions, each split further into several hundred
chapters. Local leaders answered to regional directors, who in turn reported
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directly to the War Council, creating an efficient and orderly chain of command.
Second, to oversee the work of other American reliefagencies and volunteers, the
War Council established a Committee on Co-Operation that concentrated the
relief work of other aid organizations “under the protectorate of the Red Cross.”
This move allowed groups such as the National League for Women’s Service,
the American Friends Reconstruction Unit, the Salvation Army, the Circle for
Negro War Relief, and the American Relief Clearing House to channel all their
resources to the ARC while still preserving their individual identities and col-
lecting funds under their own names.”’

In addition to directing the daily operations of the ARC and administering
the work of other aid agencies, Wilson charged the War Council with raising
funds and membership. Here the personal connections of War Council mem-
bers proved extremely valuable. Relying on the wartime culture of civic volun-
tarism, Davison appealed to leading financiers such as J. P. Morgan, Jacob H.
Schiff, and Cornelius Bliss to make “a personal canvass of every man in the Wall
Street district” for funds.”> The Rockefeller Foundation, a longtime ARC sup-
porter, gave $S5 million in 1917 and another three million the following year;
other leading philanthropists and corporate figures followed suit.>* While they
wooed financial and philanthropic elites, War Council members also made the
wider public a top priority. To raise money and encourage Americans to join the
ARC, they organized December membership drives and Spring Red Cross Week
fundraising campaigns in 1917 and 1918. Hoping to encourage the spirit of vol-
untary giving, the War Council asked leaders of every local chapter to appoint
the “most efficient men in the community and give them full power” to run
these drives.* Such an approach worked quite well. Although some considered
Davison exceedingly optimistic when he set $100 million as the target of the
first Red Cross Week drive, collections in 1917 eventually exceeded $114 mil-
lion. The 1918 drive proved even more successful, with an estimated forty-three
million Americans contributing $169.5 million in only seven days. By the end of
the war, the ARC’s endowment, a constant concern during the previous decade,
neared $2.5 million. Membership soared as well. From a base of 238,000 mem-
bers in December 1916, ARC rosters increased to 6,385,000 by June 1917. One
year later, over 22 million U.S. adults had paid at least one dollar to join the local
chapter of their national Red Cross society.” In a population of roughly 100 mil-
lion, this was an extraordinary feat. It was also an extraordinary thing to manage.
Davison therefore hired “a great New York trust company to handle the money
end of the business” and tapped the secretary of the treasury, William Gibbs
McAdoo, to serve as treasurer of the War Fund. Under Davison’s leadership and
in the feverish environment of war, the federal government, corporate and phil-
anthropic elites, and the American public joined to make the ARC the nation’s
most powerful relief organization.?
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The War Council’s leaders and their allies in the Wilson administration saw
building a well-funded ARC with a large popular base as crucial to achieving
Wilson’s ideological and strategic objectives in the war. As Davison noted fol-
lowing the second War Fund drive, the existence of a strong ARC would help the
Allies not simply to win the war but “to win it worthily and greatly” and to “carry
a deepened assurance of sympathy and support to all the armies and civilians
fighting the battle of democracy””” But beyond serving the interests of Wilsonian
statecraft, they also believed that a burgeoning Red Cross movement portended
important benefits for U.S. society. The ARC, they believed, served as an impor-
tant mechanism for promoting American voluntarism and civic engagement. As
Wilson explained to the public in 1918, the ARC was so important because it
brought Americans together “with a great eagerness to find out the most service-
able thing to do.” Under its auspices, “the people of the United States are being
drawn together into a great intimate family whose heart is being used... for the
service of civilians where they suffer”® Mobilizing the public behind the ARC’s
civilian aid promised not only international returns, but also domestic ones.

Because of the ARC’s presumed potential to unify Americans in service
and present them in a positive light to the world, War Council leaders realized
that it made little sense to restrict their reach to the continental United States.
Thousands of U.S. citizens resided abroad as employees of the State Department,
the U.S. military, and various American corporations. These individuals and
their dependents represented an untapped source of financial and material con-
tributions to the ARC’s war effort. To secure their membership and donations,
Davison established an Insular and Foreign Division (IFD) and appointed Otis
H. Cutler, a prominent New York financier, to lead it. In cooperation with the
U.S. State Department and the Bureau of Insular Affairs, the IFD appealed to
consular officials and prominent citizens to organize and lead foreign branches
in areas of American interest around the globe. By November 1918, the IFD
included one hundred thousand adult members, scattered throughout 150
chapters in twenty-six countries.”’

The ARC gained funds and support from these IFD members while promis-
ing important civic benefits in return. War Council leaders feared that U.S. citi-
zens who lived far from the heart of American society might lose sight of what
it meant to be properly American. The IFD’s importance thus rested not in “the
value of the goods or the number of dollars involved,” as Davison argued, “but
rather the effect such a relationship must have upon the American who has been
so long away from home that he may have begun to believe himself a ‘man with-
out a country.” Through the IFD, distant Americans joined their compatriots
at home in mobilizing for the war effort, ensuring that they did not lose sight
of their patriotic obligations. “The American in a foreign land has been, at least
in spirit, brought home and made to realize a new sense of responsibility and
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obligation,” Davison explained to Woodrow Wilson. “The result of it is that he is
abetter man, has a better standing in his own community, and the spirit now per-
meating our country is carried effectively into the remote community in which
this man lives. If this process was valuable for those who were already citi-
zens, then it surely had a role to play in nurturing civic values, patriotic duty, and
democratic participation among the indigenous populations of U.S. territories
and protectorates. Following this logic, Cutler included all residents of U.S. ter-
ritories and protectorates as full ARC members. By supporting the ARC, these
individuals were to learn their civic responsibilities and thereby become more
fit for eventual self-government. “In Porto Rico and Hawaii, in the Philippines
and Guam and the Virgin Islands,” Davison cheered, “men, women, and little
children found a new meaning to their American citizenship.?" Civilians in
these areas worked alongside American citizens to knit bandages, collect mate-
rial goods, and raise funds for U.S. and Allied soldiers in faraway Europe. U.S.
chapter workers embraced the labor of these new pools of able-bodied volun-
teers as they lauded the more civilizing benefits of service. With its potential to
Americanize indigenous populations and re-Americanize U.S. citizens abroad, it
was no surprise that, by the end of the war, the IFD had “planted the outposts of
the American Red Cross around the world.”*

Given the fervor with which American men and women joined the ARC
throughout the world, it was only a matter of time before they mobilized their
children. Soon after the United States entered the conflict, War Council leaders
began discussing the desirability of a Junior division, to be affiliated with the
nation’s schools. Through such a partnership, the ARC could engage students in
humanitarian assistance through in-class activities, thus teaching youth about
their responsibilities to the international community as part of the curricu-
lum. Davison tapped prominent figures in U.S. education and children’s work
to design the Junior Red Cross (JRC), including Henry Noble MacCracken,
the president of Vassar College; Julia Lathrop, the head of the U.S. Children’s
Bureau; and Anna Hedges Talbot, a New York vocational school director and
reformer. On September 2, 1917, Davison invited the 22 million schoolchildren
of the United States to join the newly organized JRC.*

The JRC’s proposed activities for the schools, which included raising money
and producing relief supplies for Allied civilians, garnered substantial public
support from high-ranking political and educational leaders. The commissioner
of the Bureau of Education and the secretary of the interior both endorsed it,
as did the president of the National Education Association.* It was Woodrow
Wilson’s appeal, however, that gave the JRC its most welcome publicity. On
September 18, speaking as the president of both the United States and the ARC,
Wilson addressed a proclamation directly “to the school children of the United
States.” The JRC “will bring to you opportunities of service in your community
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and to other communities all over the world,” Wilson asserted. “It will teach you
how to save in order that suffering children elsewhere may have the chance to
live.” In making this appeal, Wilson underscored both the JRC’s immediate work
of engaging American children in foreign aid and its forward-looking policy of
nurturing the international humanitarian commitments of future generations.*
With these goals and endorsements, the JRC found a warm welcome in many
schools. By the November 1918 Armistice, it counted eleven million schoolchil-
dren engaged in foreign service activities in their classrooms. Juniors helped pro-
duce over 371,500,000 relief articles for U.S. and Allied soldiers and refugees,
valued at nearly $94 million. JRC activities had “opened fields of service to boys
as well as to girls,” instilling in them a commitment to civic participation and
international humanitarianism.*® The schoolchildren of America now counted
as committed members of the humanitarian army of the ARC.

In 1917 and 1918, in a climate of wartime patriotism, the War Council suc-
ceeded in realizing the wildest dreams of earlier ARC leaders. They convinced
vast numbers of U.S. adults and youth, at home and overseas, to support their
national Red Cross society and fund it generously. The War Council strength-
ened the organization’s relationship with leading philanthropists, financial
elites, and government officials. With the help of the Wilson administration,
War Council leaders publicly pronounced the ARC to be the nation’s foremost
civilian aid agency, the organization best equipped to coordinate and carry out
voluntary noncombatant assistance for the United States. In the process, they
modified their earlier commitment to neutrality, limiting their assistance only to
those civilians allied with the American cause. With the United States at war, the
ARC was mobilized not to address the suffering of international humanity, but
to serve the particular ideological and strategic objectives of the wartime state.

Defining International Relief as an
American Patriotic Duty

William Taft interrupted his otherwise jovial 1917 Christmas letter to Mabel
Boardman to transmit a glum message from his daughter. “Helen is with us for
the Christmas holidays,” he wrote, “and she is quite disposed to criticise the
publicity of the Red Cross. She thinks that we haven’t made clear to the public
what we have been sending the money to France for.”*” Helen Taft’s disparage-
ment surely came as a blow to her father, one of the ARC’s most ardent disciples,
but she raised a valid question: Why should Americans support international
civilian relief? Why should she, or any other U.S. citizen, send money to relieve
noncombatants in France? Or in Italy, Russia, or Serbia, for that matter? It was
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this set of doubts, which millions of other U.S. citizens shared with Helen Taft,
that the ARC’s wartime leaders had to efface. It was not enough to persuade
Americans to become members of the ARC or supportits efforts for the U.S. and
Allied militaries. Given the critical importance that civilian aid had assumed for
the Wilson administration, all objections to it had to be silenced. War Council
leaders had to convince the public to support their efforts for European non-
combatants generously and willingly. They had to replace public suspicion and
indifference toward Europe with a new international humanitarian sensibility.

Throughout the First World War, but especially after U.S. entry in 1917,
ARC media and publicity helped to construct and popularize this mentality as
it endeavored to sell civilian relief to the American public. Although a variety
of governmental and nongovernmental agencies collectively contributed to
the cultural production of this ideology through their own publicity, the ARC’s
wartime leaders played a leading role. In the Great War years, they undertook a
concerted publicity campaign, flooding the American cultural landscape with
two distinct yet intertwined messages. First, they advanced the idea that all loyal
U.S. citizens had a civic duty to support their nation’s civilian relief efforts. To
be a good American citizen now demanded more than showing concern for
one’s compatriots; it required coming to the aid of fellow democratic citizens
wherever in the world they happened to reside.*® Second, they declared that
such assistance was best administered by the ARC, an exceptional aid organiza-
tion that uniquely embodied the humanitarian values of the U.S. government
and the American people. Supporting the ARC'’s civilian aid efforts, such media
emphasized, represented the most effective way for Americans to live up to their
new global responsibilities (figure 3.1). With these twin messages, ARC leaders
offered Americans a new missionary ethos primed to inspire a nation at war for
civilization. Such ideas proved valuable not only to the ARC as it tried to raise
funds and build membership, but also to the Wilson administration as it labored
to mobilize U.S. society for the war effort.”

To define support for the ARC'’s civilian aid as an American patriotic obliga-
tion, War Council leaders did not have to start from scratch. They drew on the
longstanding traditions of Christian fraternalism, civilizing mission, and republi-
can humanism that had motivated earlier generations of Americans to ease the suf-
fering of others. They also built on contemporary discourses of social democracy
and progressivism, which emphasized reforming public life for the greater good
and were grounded in cosmopolitanism and liberal internationalism, worldviews
that prized global interdependence and peaceful interaction. They appealed as well
to a wider culture of wartime voluntarism and sacrifice. Finally, they tapped into
a widespread conviction of the Great War era—one increasingly shared by many
internationally minded Americans—that with “civilization itself seeming to be in
the balance,” the United States had no choice but to respond in some way.* Since
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Figure 3.1 A wartime poster defines support for the American Red Cross as an
American patriotic obligation. Artist Grant Gordon, ca. 1914-1918. World War I Posters
Collection, Library of Congress.

the earliest days of war, more conservative internationalists such as Theodore
Roosevelt implored the United States to intervene militarily, stressing war’s moral
and masculine virtues. Initially, a large coalition of pacifists, religious leaders, and
liberal and progressive intellectuals opposed this course. By the time the United
States entered the conflict, however, many of these earlier critics agreed that U.S.
military intervention was vital. Leading Protestant and Catholic voices promoted
armed involvement in terms of personal redemption and moral crusade. Public
intellectuals John Dewey and Walter Lippmann argued that mobilizing for war
would nurture social cohesion and civic engagement at home, all while inculcat-
ing a more peaceful and internationally connected world order. While such ardent
pacifists as Randolph Bourne and Jane Addams maintained their objections to U.S.
militancy throughout the war, they concurred that U.S. citizens must participate
in international affairs by joining transnational movements for social justice and
peace. Whatever their stance on U.S. military intervention, these cosmopolitan
Americans agreed that they had a special responsibility—as U.S. citizens and as
citizens of the world—to protect European civilization, democracy, and human-
ity. To be sure, many of their compatriots disagreed. However, these isolationist
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and non-interventionist mentalities became increasingly marginalized as amoral
or immoral stances. In the Great War era, the desire to take part in European affairs
became mainstream in a way it never had before.

Together, these wider cultural currents fused in the Great War era drive to
encourage a patriotic commitment to the ARC’s civilian assistance. Crafting this
set of ideas, though, was only part of the process. To spread its message widely,
the War Council embraced the modern art of public persuasion, adopting novel
techniques from corporate advertising to elicit support. Employing diverse
forms of mass media, including magazines, posters, films, political speeches, and
public spectacles, wartime leaders built a publicity machine to define the ARC
as a national movement for international humanity. During World War I, they
saturated the American wartime landscape with Red Cross publicity.

War Council leaders did not act alone in their campaign. They sought out
political, religious, and cultural authorities across partisan and doctrinal lines to
convince their followers that the ARC was the representative of all good, loyal
Americans. They urged church leaders “to promote the campaign by pulpit
notices” and sent pamphlets to thousands of local unions asking labor leaders to
appeal to their members. They hired speakers “of national importance, includ-
ing college presidents, editors, preachers, and other distinguished men” to speak
about the ARC; tapped personnel returning from Europe to join the Chautauqua
lecture circuit and bring firsthand accounts of the value of ARC assistance
activities; and recruited students “from the senior classes of Yale, Harvard, and
Columbia” to bring the message to their communities.* To demonstrate that
international humanitarianism transcended domestic politics, they relied largely
on the ARC’s own Republican and Democratic leadership. From his post on
the War Council, Republican William Taft championed both the national and
international obligation to support the ARC. In stump speeches, Taft reminded
Americans that “the movement which you represent is a part—and a very impor-
tant part—of the great work of preparation that the American people now have
to do in carrying on the war”* To reach larger segments of the population, he
also arranged with the editor of the widely circulated Ladies’ Home Journal to
create a Red Cross department and to put him in full editorial control. Through
monthly columns, Taft spread the ARC’s messages widely.** As president of both
the United States and the ARC, the Progressive Democrat Woodrow Wilson par-
alleled Taft in his indefatigable promotion of the organization. In speeches, press
releases, and news articles, Wilson explained how Americans demonstrated their
patriotism and international humanitarian concern through ARC participation.
“But a small proportion of our people can have the opportunity to serve upon
the actual field of battle,” he declared in 1917, “but all men, women, and children
alike may serve and serve effectively by... giving to your Red Cross.”* Americans
had a “duty,” he proclaimed a year later, to show Europe not only “the real quality
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of our power...but the real quality of our purpose and ourselves.”* Such pub-
lic accord on the political and humanitarian significance of overseas assistance
helped present the ARC and its efforts as a national responsibility and a national
good. Americans might disagree over the merits of armed intervention, but their
cultural and political leaders defined a place for the ARC’s voluntary international
assistance in any field of foreign relations.

The spoken and written endorsements of esteemed public figures were
invaluable, but effectively promoting the ARC and its civilian aid required
more than their words. Wartime leaders therefore utilized many other forms of
mass media in their efforts to persuade the public. Recognizing that “big busi-
nesses have been built around a popular slogan,” the War Council distributed
books of ARC jingles to incorporate into campaigns. Such gems as “Show me
your Red Cross membership button and I'll tell you what kind of an American
you are” and “The language of the American Red Cross is universal” succinctly
defined international humanitarianism as a patriotic duty.*” Books such as
Red Cross Stories for Children and The Children of France and the Red Cross pro-
vided longer narratives of the ARC’s international mission for young and old
Americans alike. So, too, did the new medium of motion pictures, with films
such as To the Aid of Poland and Italy’s Sons of the Sea demonstrating ARC civilian
relief in action.*® Parades and pageants offered an especially visible and public

Figure 3.2 American Red Cross nurses parade in Washington, D.C,, creating quite the
public spectacle. 1917. Harris and Ewing Collection, Library of Congress.
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demonstration ofthe ARC and its growing prominencein U.S. culture (figure 3.2).
May 18, 1918, marked the pinnacle of such spectacles. On that day, the chair-
man of the ARC’s Division of Parades coordinated two thousand processions to
march simultaneously in the United States, the “greatest demonstration in [the]
history of [this] country,” according to Davison. At the head of the largest of
these, a seventy-thousand-person march down Fifth Avenue in New York City,
was none other than Woodrow Wilson.* With such spectacles, the ARC became
an omnipresent symbol in American wartime culture.

Alongside these cultural productions, cheap magazines and newspapers rep-
resented an effective and affordable way to reach mass national audiences.*® The
War Council called on editors at leading newspapers and magazines to pub-
licize the ARC as a patriotic service. Davison made frequent appeals to edi-
tors at U.S. newspapers, asking that they “give such preference and display as
may be practicable, to news, editorials, and feature stuff’ as it comes to you
from day to day...regarding the activities and needs of the Red Cross.”' The
ARC also reached out to mass-circulated periodicals. Taking a cue from Taft’s
successful Ladies’ Home Journal column, the War Council established a Bureau
of Magazines “for the purpose of directing and coordinating the relations
between authors and the leading magazines so far as Red Cross subjects are
concerned.” For its 1918 Christmas membership drive, the ARC discovered
an entirely new field for publicity, outside the “so called magazines of the first
class,” and sent stories, photos, and cartoons to “second grade magazines, trade
papers, business papers, and house organs,” reaching an estimated circulation
base of over twenty-five million Americans.® Government agencies assisted
ARC leaders greatly in their quest to flood print media. Journalist George
Creel, head of the wartime Committee on Public Information (CPI), worked
closely with Davison to put “the advertising interests of the United States on
a basis of war co-operation.”* The CPI’'s Division of Advertising assisted the
ARC by securing free and reduced-cost advertisements and features for it in
commercial publications. At the same time, the CPI’s daily Official Bulletin fre-
quently published pieces that detailed the ARC’s activities, helping to establish
the organization’s legitimacy and importance to the wartime state. The Stars and
Stripes, the official newspaper of the American Expeditionary Forces, likewise
gave a good deal of space to the ARC to spread its messages among the troops.
These government organs gave the War Council a forum for appeals to volun-
teers and donors, a space to call on Americans to “respond in a way which will
electrify the world.”s*

But it was in the pages of its own mass-market magazine that ARC lead-
ers most clearly articulated their organizational mission and ideals to the
American public. This project originated long before the War Council’s for-
mation, and even before the outbreak of war in Europe. In 1913, ARC leaders
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had hired journalist Austin Cunningham to edit and revamp their quarterly
Bulletin, hoping to convert what was a rather dry institutional journal into
something with more popular appeal. Marking this change, Cunningham
rechristened it The American National Red Cross Magazine and set out to cre-
ate “an interesting, instructive, attractively illustrated humanitarian publica-
tion,” ready to compete with other contemporary mass-market periodicals
such as Ladies’” Home Journal, Good Housekeeping, and The Saturday Evening
Post.* From 1914 to 1918, as the United States began readying its military
and eventually went to war, ARC leaders increasingly directed more resources
toward Red Cross Magazine, enlarging both its page counts and its page sizes
several times. Red Cross Magazine included progressively more images, as
well as color illustrations beginning in September 1917. Cunningham com-
missioned articles and images from noted progressive journalists and photog-
raphers such as Ida Tarbell, William Allen White, and Lewis Hine. In short,
he followed national trends and appealed to national tastes in the attempt to
foster American interest in international affairs and in the ARC’s assistance
activities. Realizing that “the magazine is one of the most powerful agen-
cies in forwarding the objects for which the American Red Cross stands,”
the ARC’s leaders easily rationalized the costs of an increasingly glamorous
publication.?”

Through the pages of Red Cross Magazine, wartime leaders aspired to
chronicle—indeed, to create the very language of—a unique and vital move-
ment of international humanitarianism, unparalleled in U.S. history. They
conceived of the magazine as an informative and inspirational journal capable
of uniting the American reading public in support of civilian aid. In some
respects, they mirrored trends in other internationally oriented publications,
most notably National Geographic.*® Like that periodical, Red Cross Magazine
relied on exotic images and stories to attract subscribers. Red Cross Magazine
editors, however, professed to give viewers something greater than shock or
entertainment value. Instead, they promised Americans exclusive, firsthand
accounts of the world at war and of the dire conditions necessitating U.S.
assistance. Their stories purported to provide a real, unbiased account of U.S.
foreign affairs while educating Americans about the international commu-
nity with which they had so recently become entwined. Because Americans
“hear strange names of strange countries,” editors explained, “we try to reflect
through the Red Cross eyes what is going on in these different places.”® Red
Cross Magazine pledged to provide a socially conscious contribution to
knowledge about the world at large and to record how Americans were help-
ing to shape that international order. A narrative of the ARC’s international
ventures as they unfolded, it entreated U.S. citizens to join that history in the
making. With millions of subscribers by 1918, Red Cross Magazine proved an
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incredibly effective tool for selling both the ARC and its message of interna-
tional humanitarian patriotism.

As with all other ARC publicity, the magazine had two principal tasks: to
persuade U.S. citizens of the ARC’s exceptionalism among aid organizations
and to convince them of their responsibility to support foreign civilian assis-
tance. To achieve the former, Red Cross Magazine relied on several different
narratives. First, its articles celebrated the ARC for its role in nurturing social
democratic and international commitments, for uniting Americans with differ-
ent backgrounds and beliefs through their voluntary concern for Allied civilians.
The ARC “embraces as many types and classes of men, women, and children
as our great western Melting-Pot produces,” Cunningham wrote.® Testifying to
the ARC’s support among all economic classes, he reported that funding “has
come from little boys who earned a few cents shoveling snow in an Idaho town.
It has come from a group of Indian maidens who pooled their nickels and dimes
on an Oklahoma reservation. It has come from wealthy philanthropists in many
parts of the United States.”®" Other articles lauded the ARC’s potential to bridge
Americans across ethnic lines. One piece reported that in the Lower East Side of
Manhattan, an area that contained “the greatest mixture of races on earth,” the
Red Cross had “captured the interest and imagination” of immigrants represent-
ing over a dozen different nationalities, “a wonderful bit of testimony to the fact
that the Red Cross is helping to weld us into one nation.”®> The ARC, according
to such messages, brought all Americans together and nurtured a shared com-
mitment to the nation and its international responsibilities.

Demonstrating the efficiency and accountability of ARC assistance was a sec-
ond focus. Through Red Cross Magazine articles, readers learned that the many
business leaders who worked for the ARC during the war were dollar-a-year vol-
unteers, committed to service above profit. With their backgrounds in corporate
leadership, these men would reduce administrative expenses, improve effi-
ciency, and raise the funds necessary to provide generous assistance. Red Cross
Magazine articles likened the ARC to a “big business machine,” its thousands of
coordinated activities resembling an intricate array of “cams and cogs and ped-
als and shafts” In this metaphor, the ARC was a complex but well-oiled appa-
ratus, one that “turned out its product with such precision and rapidity.”® That
product, of course, was overseas civilian aid. Red Cross Magazine articles were
also quick to note that “a gradually increasing efficiency is making itself manifest
throughout all the Red Cross work in Europe...and the cost of inefficiency has
been reduced to insignificance by organized work.”* The ARC'’s skill at efficient,
expert management of overseas relief further exemplified its preeminent status
among aid organizations.

Efforts to describe the ARC’s moral and humanitarian exceptionalism rep-
resented a final theme, one that relied heavily on gendered images and rhetoric.
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Red Cross Magazine made use of both feminine and masculine constructions,
combining them in striking ways. The ARC was at once caring, loving, and nur-
turing, as well as a rational, masculine, and powerful force. Promotional material
had long depicted the ARC as “The Greatest Mother in the World,” but wartime
leaders revised this image by emphasizing her strength, power, and efficiency
(figure 3.3). Referring to this icon, one Red Cross Magazine piece avowed,
“No mother is more loving, more unselfish, more ready to take upon her
well-burdened shoulders additional tasks or burdens,” nor “more efficient to suc-
cor the helpless.” The Greatest Mother in the World was surely a compassionate
figure, but she was also brave, professional, and intelligent.® While the magazine
often presented the Red Cross as a woman, it also emphasized the masculine side
of humanitarian assistance. Since reorganizing in 1904, ARC leaders had sought
to project an image of the organization as an efficient enterprise led by social
scientific experts and businessmen. The appointment of the War Council and
other key male leaders, together with the service of thousands of American men
as ambulance drivers, physicians, and dollar-a-year volunteers, gave ARC media
makers a large stock of publicity material to solidify this impression. Red Cross

Figure 3.3 A wartime poster depicts the American Red Cross as the Greatest Mother
in the World, a strong and confident figure. Artist Cornelius Hicks, 1917. World War I
Posters Collection, Library of Congress.
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Magazine articles introduced readers to Taft, Davison, and Bicknell to showcase
manly leadership. Photographs depicted men at work behind battle lines, bear-
ing stretchers and dressing wounds even as they risked gas attacks and mortar
fire. An article entitled “What a Man Can Do” focused on men ineligible for mili-
tary service, suggested that those who stayed behind could still contribute to the
common fight by taking part in the ARC. Urging doctors, carpenters, firemen,
and mechanics to enlist in the cause, the Magazine ensured male readers, “Your
help is needed and your help is wanted.” By defining humanitarian service as an
appropriately masculine activity, the ARC gave American men the opportunity
to live up to their patriotic duties.®®

Red Cross Magazine espoused the ARC’s exceptional status among aid orga-
nizations by touting the ARC’s unifying character, efficiency, and rational empa-
thy, but this was just one part of the challenge; it also had to win support for
foreign civilian assistance. To do so, editors defined international concern and
sympathy as particularly American characteristics. Austin Cunningham trum-
peted this message frequently, noting that “humanitarianism and generosity, to
say nothing of self-sacrifice” were traits “abundantly possessed by the American
people”” To make sure the message of duty to nation was clear, the magazine
sprinkled Woodrow Wilson’s statements on the ARC liberally throughout its
pages. Wherever “Red Cross men and women go,” Wilson’s words informed Red
Cross Magazine readers, “they are carrying the message that Americans cannot
rest without seeking to relieve such suffering”® Through ARC participation,
readers learned, Americans emphasized their voluntary spirit and humanitarian
concern to the world.

To firmly convince Americans of the importance of foreign civilian aid, the
magazine also had to create a genuine concern for peoples across the sea. Here,
Cunningham offered readers visual and textual proof of suffering and salvation
overseas, relying on the ARC’s Foreign News Service, part of its publicity depart-
ment, to provide this evidence. To forge bonds with aid recipients, he appealed to
both negative and positive American sympathies. Many pieces offered detailed,
graphic accounts of civilian suffering in Europe. Articles such as “The Greatest
Horror in History” documented sickness, homelessness, and famine in Europe
and the Near East, trying to sway American readers by appalling them.® At the
same time, Red Cross Magazine counterposed these with such stories as “Look
Out for the Children,” which presented Europeans in a far more positive light—
proud, virtuous, and heroic in spite of the war.” Such articles publicized the dire
European need for aid while casting Allied civilians as worthy of U.S. assistance.
Photography was an important tool in crafting this narrative of worthy victim-
hood. It purported to show Americans the truth about European conditions and
offer visible proof of the successful outcomes of humanitarian assistance. ARC
publicity directors urged European field workers to send as many photographs
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of “the conditions of misery” as possible, “in order to be able to paint this pic-
ture of want so that the American people will appreciate the need.””" They also
turned to such prominent figures in social photography as Lewis Hine to vol-
unteer their eyes and their cameras to the cause. Hine’s photographs of civilians
in the Balkans, France, and Belgium portrayed aid recipients as suffering, yet
dignified; they were in need of American assistance, yet worthy to receive it.”>
Using sympathetic representations of European civilians and emotive tugs on
American heartstrings, the ARC tried to manufacture American empathy for
civilians abroad.”

Although Red Cross Magazine claimed to show Americans the objective real-
ity of European suffering, this form of media clearly relied on subjective, coded
language and imagery in its attempts to persuade. The gendered publicity that
cast the ARC as a strong, nurturing mother coexisted with a very different set
of feminized representations of European civilians, depicting them as weak,
suffering, and victimized. Further contributing to this characterization was the
magazine’s persistent attention to youth. Images and stories of children occupied
a key place in the appeals because children immediately represented neutral vic-
tims, entitled to help from the generous citizens of the United States.”* These
children, according to Red Cross Magazine pieces, were at risk of becoming a lost
generation. To circumvent this fate, U.S. readers learned, they had an obligation
to intervene, to destroy the nationalist tendencies that had undermined peace-
ful cooperation. The Great War “was fought for the children, for the future of
the race which they typify,” Red Cross Magazine explained.” By aiding children,
American readers learned, they would take part in “the great work of healing the
spirit of the nations, of purging men’s hearts of hate and suspicion and revenge,
and of freeing their minds from the bondage of narrow nationalism and selfish
materialism.””® In response to a war that divided families and orphaned thou-
sands, the ARC positioned itself and the United States more broadly as protec-
tors of childhood and family, saviors of the Europe of the day, and preservers of
Europe’s future. Only by actively supporting this project, readers learned, could
U.S. citizens pledge their commitment to Allied societies and therein fulfill their
new patriotic duties.

The magazine thus appealed to American sympathies, emotions, and moral
commitments through its visual and narrative representations of foreign civil-
ian suffering, feeding voyeuristic appetites while avowing the U.S. responsibility
to aid weaker beings via the ARC. If wartime leaders used Red Cross Magazine
to construct and disseminate the complex narrative of international humanitar-
ian patriotism, they distilled its messages most succinctly into one final piece
of mass media, the now iconic ARC publicity poster. Using stunning visual
imagery and few, if any, words, ARC posters plainly defined support for volun-
tary humanitarian assistance as a patriotic act. As did Red Cross Magazine, ARC
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posters appealed to public concern through images of worthy victims, including
women, children, and wounded soldiers. They relied on a similarly gendered,
missionary logic that cast strong and generous American humanitarians as the
saviors of suffering mothers, emasculated men, and starving babies. One par-
ticularly poignant poster depicted these European civilians reaching out to
the United States, a glowing beacon of hope, for aid (figure 3.4). To be a loyal
American, to be “one of US,” the poster explained, demanded aiding these suf-
ferers by contributing to the ARC. Such publicity went beyond merely asking
the public for help; it made saving suffering Europe a requirement for U.S. loy-
alty. Another poster clearly demonstrated that good Americans were not only
expected to keep the armed forces fighting, they were also expected to “keep this
hand of mercy at work” by giving their money to civilians in war-torn nations
(figure 3.5). Supporting assistance was an obligation as critical as supporting
war. Through these and numerous other posters, War Council leaders comple-
mented Red Cross Magazine’s attempts to define U.S. aid as a moral imperative
and a civic duty in popular discourse.

In an attempt to generate American enthusiasm for overseas relief and its place
in the larger war effort, the ARC’s wartime leaders thus took a leading role in
crafting and presenting a new patriotic obligation, one that defined aiding Allied
civilians through the ARC as an American civic duty. The ideology was fresh,
yet many of its fundamental premises—a faith in American global responsibility
and moral authority, a belief in the imperative to uplift and protect threatened

Figure 3.4 A wartime poster presents relieving foreign civilians as an American patriotic
obligation. Artist L. N. Britton, 1917. World War I Posters Collection, Library of
Congress.
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Figure 3.5 A wartime poster portrays support for Allied civilian relief as an essential
complement to supporting the war effort. Artist P. G. Morgan, 1918. World War I Posters
Collection, Library of Congress.

populations—echoed longstanding concepts of American exceptionalism and
American mission. To persuade effectively, ARC publicity relied on a variety
of existing cultural tropes and assumptions. Nevertheless, War Council lead-
ers defined the ARC’s mission as a thoroughly modern and unique one. They
emphasized the ARC’s corporate masculine leadership, heralded the progressive
efficiency and efficacy of their assistance while affirming its essential humanity
and benevolence, and relied on photography and firsthand reporting to assume
the burden of proof. As they sold their organization and its relief to the American
public, the War Council’s leaders aspired to do nothing less than inculcate a new
international humanitarian sensibility among the U.S. public.

Millions of Members, Millions of Meanings

The ARC’s wartime leaders may have been skilled publicity makers, but they
ultimately had no control over whether Americans consented to the new inter-
national humanitarian obligations put before them. Nor could they force U.S.
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citizens to support the ARC and its foreign aid projects. To understand the sta-
tus of both the ARC and its institutional ideology in the wartime United States
therefore requires looking beyond the War Council and its messages to exam-
ine how the public regarded the ARC and its civilian assistance activities. The
War Council’s narratives no doubt played a part in convincing many Americans
to support the ARC’s activities, but they were never the sole motivating factor.
Many Americans proved uninterested, wary, or openly critical of ARC foreign
aid. Even though no universal consensus on the ARC ever existed, Americans
could not help but grapple with its ubiquitous messages. In their personal con-
siderations of these narratives, U.S. citizens altered, translated, and appropriated
the War Council’s carefully crafted publicity. They came to their own under-
standings about the importance of voluntary overseas aid and its role in U.S.
foreign affairs.

As evidenced by the ARC’s membership and funding statistics, the War
Council’s publicity clearly did resonate across much of the United States. Indeed,
the speed and intensity with which Americans threw their support behind the
ARC left contemporary observers searching for explanations. In his analysis of
the ARC’s “sudden blossoming...into an organization of stupendous magni-
tude,” journalist and author H. Addington Bruce advanced a psychological jus-
tification for this “remarkable social phenomenon.” Bruce attributed part of the
ARC’s popularity to the power of suggestion and “psychic contagion,” yet main-
tained that the idea of foreign aid must also “have accorded with deep seated and
intense desires” of the American public. Growing awareness of suffering prior to
U.S. entry into war, he reasoned, had awakened the “gregarious instinct” in the
collective subconscious, a psychological factor that compelled U.S. citizens to
care for “not merely the safety of America, but the safety of civilization itself”
Once the United States joined the fray, he concluded, this “conjoint influence
of instinct and of organized campaigning in behalf of the Red Cross” caused
the burst of public support.”” Addison was not the only one grappling with
the ARC’s new power. War Council chair Henry Davison privately pondered
it. Davison was “convinced of the fact that the people liked the idea of giving
to the Red Cross,” yet he had a hard time pinpointing the precise reasons why.
Ultimately, as he explained to Taft, he believed that Americans liked donating to
the ARC because they understood that “in so giving, their sense of responsibility
[was] discharged.””® In their minds and their actions, Davison reasoned, millions
of U.S. citizens had come to regard funding the ARC’s foreign relief as a way to
fulfill new patriotic and moral obligations.

Bruce and Davison offer valid partial explanations, but public zeal must
also be attributed to the ease of supporting the ARC and its mission. The fact
that U.S. citizens accepted foreign assistance as their responsibility need not
imply that international humanitarian patriotism was an exclusive ideology. It
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could—and did—coexist among a variety of other political and cultural tradi-
tions. Many Americans found it easy to embrace, at least in part, because a com-
mitment to voluntary civilian aid reinforced their other values and ideals. Hawks
and doves debated armed involvement, but they agreed on humanitarian inter-
ventions. Those opposed to extensive state or military commitments could read-
ily approve of an army of volunteers representing U.S. interests abroad. Ardent
nationalists could see that civilian aid would help the U.S. win the war and could
assume, with paternalistic conviction, that the United States had a special role to
play in uplifting the world. Those committed to more cosmopolitan worldviews,
on the other hand, could regard human assistance as an enterprise that tran-
scended national boundaries. By supporting foreign relief, Americans bolstered
their other philosophical and political commitments.

Supporting the ARC did not preclude support for other aid agencies, nor
did it require Americans to forsake other loyalties. Wilson’s April 1917 appeal
to coordinate the relief work of other aid organizations under the ARC was
intended to foster cooperation and eliminate competition for resources, not
destroy other outlets of voluntarism. Americans who donated to the Salvation
Army, the American Relief Clearing House, or any other group “under the pro-
tectorate of the Red Cross” simultaneously supported the ARC in its ventures.
The ARC’s professed secular humanism further enhanced its inclusiveness,
allowing it to attract Protestants, Jews, Catholics, and the nonreligious alike.
For a nation that prized voluntarism and associational relations between private
agencies and the state, the ARC’s organizational structure and social position
also proved quite appealing. With its claims to nonpartisanship, universalism,
and efliciently executed assistance, in short, the ARC proved a good fit in U.S.
Great War—era culture.

The ease of supporting the ARC and its mission, together with the War
Council’s media barrage and the Wilson administration’s endorsements, con-
vinced many Americans to regard the ARC as the face of American aid and, by
extension, to accept their international humanitarian commitments. Rockefeller
Foundation trustee Jerome D. Greene joined Wilson and the War Council in
declaring the ARC “the one great agency for relief” He urged all existing aid
organizations to “combine the common interests of all under the flag of the Red
Cross” and forecast an “awakening of the American people to a fuller realization
of their duty to respond generously to the needs of non-combatants.””” Writers
in The New Republic extolled the ARC’s virtues as well, noting that the organiza-
tion “affords civilian patriotic feeling an immediate and a wholesome outlet in
essentially philanthropic work, and so converts it into a valuable preparation for
the healing ministrations of peace.” The ARC, the journal concluded, “is perhaps
the most salutary existing expression of that better nationalism which is not easy
to keep alive in the poisonous atmosphere of war.”*® James Cardinal Gibbons of
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Baltimore, a leading voice in Catholic circles, praised the JRC for teaching youth
“those lessons of unselfish love and service which must be part of the education
of every child if this republic is to endure as a Christian nation, and remain the
haven of Freedom.”' These prominent supporters reified the War Council’s own
rhetoric and further cemented the ARC’s position as the nation’s leading volun-
tary relief agency.

Many ordinary citizens agreed, and expressed their appreciation through
personal letters to ARC leaders and their associates. Caroline Van Dyke of
Louisiana, for instance, wrote Red Cross Magazine editors to laud “the universal
extent of the American Red Cross beneficence.”® While the ARC’s voluntary
nature won support from many corners, some enthusiastic supporters so valued
the ARC that they wanted it formalized as an official branch of the government.
One citizen, writing the State Department, urged as much, calling on Secretary
Lansing to put the ARC “under the command of the Secretary of State.” Given
the ARC’s significant international role, he asserted, “every patriotic citizen in
the United States...would rather see the nation’s Red Cross work committed to
avolunteer army commanded by the President.”® Throughout the United States,
such expressions of zeal demonstrated public acceptance of the War Council’s
messages.

But not all Americans were so enthusiastic. Even those who joined or funded
the ARC did not necessarily agree fully with the War Council’s narratives. Many
who opted to support the ARC did so because they appreciated its efforts for
U.S. troops; assistance for foreign civilians was but a secondary concern, if a
concern at all. In a wartime culture that expected civilians to make voluntary
sacrifices and champion Wilson’s war aims, many others undoubtedly felt pres-
sured or coerced into backing the ARC. The 1917 federal prosecution and con-
viction of Wisconsin resident Louis Nagler, charged under the Espionage Act for
criticizing the ARC War Council, more than likely scared a number of would-be
critics into toeing the line.** Even with the very real pressure to take part in and
endorse the ARC, many Americans did not do so. Twenty-two million adults
and eleven million schoolchildren officially joined the ARC, but that left roughly
seventy million nonmembers. Levels of participation varied widely by region.
Midwestern and western states drew the largest numbers of active supporters,
followed closely by New England. Southern states, especially those in the Deep
South, reported the lowest enrollments, typically less than ten percent of the
population.®> A host of cultural impulses begin to account for this resistance.
Throughout the war, many Americans tenaciously adhered to a policy of nonen-
gagement in Europe’s affairs in any capacity. Others, especially those of German
or Irish descent, either opposed the ARC’s abandonment of neutral assistance
or supported the Central Powers. Some worried that U.S. aid to Europe would
take American minds off social reform initiatives at home. Others, simply
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put, prioritized their own pocketbooks. The specifics of local political culture,
including levels of support for the war, Wilson, and international engagements,
all influenced the War Council’s ability to successfully persuade and win support
for ARC civilian aid.

Many rejected the ARC passively by not joining or funding it, but more active
opponents made their voices heard on a number of issues. Some critics protested
the organization’s monopolization of relief. A 1916 Chicago Tribune editorial
entitled “The Red Cross Octopus” set a precedent for such critiques even before
the United States had entered the war. “The Red Cross society stands among
us as an organization whose success in collecting money is only equaled by its
tenacity in holding it,” the article seethed. “The society has organization, politi-
cal power, and ability to keep others out of the field of helpfulness. It, unfortu-
nately, does not occupy that field.”* Such critiques mounted following the U.S.
entry into the war and the subsequent increase in government support for the
ARC. Executives at the American Fund for the French Wounded, for instance,
strenuously objected to Woodrow Wilson'’s call to coordinate relief activities and
vowed to “resist the effort to force them into the Red Cross.®” Clearly, not every-
one accepted the notion that the ARC deserved to be prized above all other aid
agencies.

Others faulted the ways that wartime leaders spent American money. In
late 1917, the War Council received complaints from a number of U.S. citizens
over the ARC’s experimentation on animals in its infectious disease research
in Europe. Regarding these antivivisectionists as a threat to “humanitarian and
humane” purposes, ARC leaders tarred them as disloyal, asserting that any
attempt to slow down medical research “is in reality giving aid and comfort
to the enemy”®® Though written off as anti-American, complaints like these
pointed to a lack of concord on the War Council’s use of public donations.
Another more common—and less easily dismissed—critique about the use of
funds concerned the War Council’s payment of salaries to Red Cross war work-
ers. In an effort to attract and compensate expert workers, the War Council
greatly expanded its staff of paid personnel. Some received full salaries, others
small stipends for living expenses. Regardless, the payments made to “volun-
teer employees” invited the scorn of many U.S. citizens. Ultimately, the dis-
sent prompted the ARC’s treasurer, U.S. Comptroller John Skelton Williams,
to weigh in. Arguing that many “are only too glad to contribute their services
freely and without compensation of any sort except the knowledge that they are
doing good,” Williams counseled War Council leaders to reduce their expendi-
tures. The money in ARC coffers, he argued, represents “great self-sacrifice and
privation on the part of the generous men and women and children who have
given it” Entrusted with these funds, the ARC’s leaders had an obligation to
spend them with the utmost probity and accountability.* In spite of the War
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Council’s pledge that it oversaw relief efficiently and professionally, its actions
left many unconvinced.

As the ARC grew in size and prominence, rumors about its activities increas-
ingly began to circulate. Some of the most common accusations blamed the ARC
for contributing to the moral degradation of American women. Writing “with
regard to the perils” purported to greet volunteers in France, one Massachusetts
woman told ARC leaders that she had “been informed that they cannot escape
being mutilated by the Germans, and that every week nurses are brought home
to this country either crippled for life, or pregnant; and that it is hushed up by
the Government.” Another concerned citizen from North Carolina wrote that
she heard from a Quaker preacher that “800 or more red Cross Nurses had been
sent back to this Country to become the Mother of bastard children.” Others
inquired about the “immorality...believed to exist among the nurses” and
whether it was true that “every nurse was a damn whore.” ARC leaders took
these rumors seriously and tried to negate them. “There is no question but that
it is German or Pacifist propaganda, and absolutely without foundation,” read
one characteristic response. “Please do not hesitate to deny as vigorously as pos-
sible similar rumors if you hear them.”® Though the War Council did its best to
reject such stories, many Americans remained suspicious about the organization
and its overseas activities.

Some dissenters supported the ARC’s efforts in theory but objected to its
seeming abandonment of neutrality. A self-professed “humble member of the
Red Cross” wrote Wilson “to register an emphatic protest against a shameful
perversion of the purposes of the Red Cross.” The writer condemned the War
Council’s decision to aid only Allied civilians, which he saw as “barbarous and
inhuman,” “un-Christian and un-American in spirit” He called on Wilson to
reaffirm the ARC’s “neutral, impartial, humanitarian, and international charac-
ter” and requested “the immediate elimination of Mr. Davison from the War

Council ™

Trying to quell concerns such as these, Davison, Taft, and their col-
leagues wrote frequent letters of defense. They strove to convince Americans
that “with the position of war between the United States and Germany, the posi-
tion of the American Red Cross toward Germany changed at once.”” Many U.S.
citizens, however, rejected this justification and lamented that ARC leaders had
forsaken their organization’s founding principles.

The most radical critics condemned not just the ARC’s abandonment of neu-
trality but the very existence of international humanitarian relief. Socialist and
surgeon James P. Warbasse blasted the ARC as no less than an “accomplice in
keeping warfare alive.” ARC physicians, nurses, and other volunteers “should not
beguile us with the claim that they are non-combatants and inspired only by love
of humanity,” Warbasse proclaimed, for their “sentimentalism, combined with
a confused ethical sense which calls for impartiality, results in the promotion
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of war” If Americans really wanted to assert their neutrality and humanity, he
argued, they “would employ their energies to end the war” rather than doing any-
thing to assist the Allied cause or mitigate the conflict’s horrors.”® For Warbasse
and others vehemently opposed to war, civilian aid appeared nothing less than
another tool in the militarist’s arsenal.

Thus, even as the responsibility to support foreign aid became a familiar
part of the public discourse in American culture, opponents critiqued the War
Council’s narratives on a number of grounds. Wartime leaders worked to sup-
press unflattering portrayals as quickly as possible while touting the truth of
their own publicity, but even those who supported the ARC did not adopt its
messages in a straightforward manner. Americans chose to back the ARC for
myriad personal reasons. This was the case for the millions of Americans who
made only minimal sacrifices to the organization such as giving a dollar, knitting
a sweater, or attending a Red Cross parade. It was just as true for the thousands
of Americans who made the highest possible commitment to the ARC: traveling
to Europe to administer civilian assistance.

What It Meant to Go Over There

After the United States entered the Great War, thousands of American men and
women began crossing the Atlantic to serve as ARC staff and volunteers. As they
carried out civilian assistance in France, Italy, Serbia, Russia, and other Allied
nations, these Americans were supposed to represent the humanitarian face of
the Wilson administration and the benevolence of the U.S. public. War Council
leaders therefore tried to ensure that all personnel had been inspired by the logic
of international humanitarian patriotism and understood the profound nature
of their commitment. Realizing that the employment “of any but thoroughly
serious and reliable” volunteers was “likely to bring discredit to the organiza-
tion,” the War Council required prospective personnel to provide letters of rec-
ommendation from Americans “of well-known standing and reputation.” They
appealed to nationally known professionals in health, medicine, and social sci-
ence to lead its relief efforts and recruited graduates from the best colleges and
universities to staff its canteens, ambulance corps, and other relief units.”* The
War Council’s leaders took great care in constructing its volunteer army, just as
they had its institutional publicity.

On the whole, the U.S. citizens who served with the ARC in Europe repre-
sented some of its most ardent disciples, those most likely to embrace the orga-
nization’s professed ideals. They had, after all, made a significant commitment to
the ARC and its mission. Even so, numerous factors simultaneously influenced
each individual who decided to live and work in Europe. ARC workers desired
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not only to assist Europe, but also to see it, to experience it, and to play some part
in the epic struggle. Those who volunteered for overseas relief work cut across
a wide swath of the American populace and held a wide spectrum of political,
economic, and social views. They were men and women of various ages and
from all parts of the country. Many were college-educated members of health
and welfare professions, but there were also lawyers, factory workers, secretar-
ies, and retirees. The ARC’s leaders may have crafted a coherent, if multifaceted,
institutional ideology and tried to make sure its personnel adhered to it, but the
heterogeneity and sheer size of the organization’s volunteer army ensured that
not all workers possessed the same level of commitment to the ARC’s interna-
tional humanitarian ideals.

Among those most poised to accept the ARC’s institutional ideology were
cosmopolitan and progressively oriented members of the American medical
and social scientific professions. Though often divided over U.S. military inter-
vention, hundreds of physicians, nurses, and social workers chose to serve with
the ARC because of how they understood the war and its social effects. Trained
in contemporary theories of hygiene, sanitation, and quantitative social work,
the members of these professions regarded individual and community welfare
as inextricably linked. They tended to prize preventive and constructive mea-
sures to improve individual and community well-being. Committed to social
scientific approaches to solving civic problems, they insisted on expert planning
and oversight. In the prewar United States, they had lobbied for improved hous-
ing and nutrition, labor reforms, prenatal and child health care, visiting nurse
services, and aid for dependent mothers. As they did so, they had engaged in
transatlantic conversations with fellow reformers in France, Italy, and Britain;
the United States’ allies in the Great War had been its progressive peers and men-
tors in the decades preceding the conflict. The outbreak of war, however, pro-
voked great concern among many American health and welfare professionals
for the fate of these international reform efforts. War threatened to cripple the
civil societies of like-minded nations, leaving them ill prepared to protect their
citizens and rebuild their communities. In this context, many American health
and welfare professionals understood their participation in war relief as a means
to sustain the progressive reform tradition in Western Europe. In addition, they
hoped to get a chance to nurture similar reform movements in areas further east.
Volunteering to help European civilians was but an extension of their social and
political commitments to the international community.”*

As professionals in public health and social welfare considered how to com-
mit their expertise to the wartime cause, the ARC’s leaders did their best to
attract them. The War Council recognized the dedication of these individuals
and the value of their skills, and thus appealed to noted social professionals to
design and lead European civilian relief activities. Especially desirable were those
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with “special technical experience such as physicians with special experience in
tuberculosis or child welfare, trained nurses with health experience, [and] social
workers with general experience.””® To encourage their service, ARC leaders pre-
sented civilian relief as a professionally satisfying activity. War work consisted
of more than “handing black steaming coftee to refugees trooping past a station
canteen or distributing raisins and apples at the point of destination or fixing up
straw beds and food stations for people.””” Relieving Europe, like reforming sani-
tary and social conditions in American cities, demanded expert leadership to
ensure efficient administration and up-to-date methods. Service with the ARC
was not a pause in one’s career but a complementary venture that presented “an
extraordinary opportunity for constructive advance in the whole social field.”*®
The War Council promised professional volunteers personal benefit from help-
ing Allied civilians to support themselves, reconstruct their cities and villages,
and improve their health and social conditions.

For many progressive health and welfare professionals, it took little con-
vincing. By 1917, the ARC had established its commitment to scientific assis-
tance; had ample funds to support relief work; and had the clear support of
the federal government, philanthropic organizations, and the U.S. public.
With promises of vast resources and professional opportunities, ARC service
presented an unparalleled career opportunity. Furthermore, according to its
clearly articulated institutional mission, the ARC seemed to share many of
the same political and social commitments as would-be personnel. Following
U.S. entry into World War I, hundreds of social workers, physicians, nurses,
and public health officers therefore joined its ranks. These progressive profes-
sionals represented a special segment of the volunteer army, for they were the
architects, directors, and staunchest advocates of the ARC’s civilian assistance
projects. Many of the individuals who directed civilian relief activities had a
history of involvement in ARC international activities. The head of the ARC’s
Division of Civilian Relief, Ernest Bicknell, spent most of the war directing
civilian relief efforts in occupied Belgium, while social economist Edward
Devine headed the ARC’s Bureau of Refugees in France. Serving alongside
and under these veterans were scores of physicians, nurses, social workers,
and other professionals. As they left behind their careers in hospitals and dis-
pensaries, tenements and settlement houses, universities and city boards of
charity, the individuals who organized civilian relief in Europe carried their
worldviews and professional commitments with them.

Homer Folks, as the director of Civilian Relief in France, was arguably the
most influential of these professional ARC workers. Like Bicknell and Devine,
Folks embraced his new international humanitarian commitments because they
accorded closely with his broader worldview. Folks had served as the director
of the New York State Charities Aid Association since 1893. In that position, he
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involved himself in a wide array of progressive causes, from municipal reform
to the promotion of widow’s pensions to antituberculosis and mental health
campaigns. Particularly interested in child welfare, Folks had fought for juve-
nile court and child labor reforms, served as the vice-chair of the White House
Conference on the Care of Dependent Children in 1909, and helped to develop
the United States Children’s Bureau in 1912. For nearly a quarter of a century, he
had devoted his career to scientific charity, social work, child welfare, and public
health. Hoping that he would approach Europe’s diverse civilian relief needs in
the same way as he had tackled social problems in Progressive-Era New York, the
War Council called on Folks to oversee its civilian assistance efforts in France.”

In the summer of 1917, as Folks contemplated whether to accept this offer,
he sought advice from a friend. “If the organization of the American Red Cross
can put you into that field for so important a line of work,” his friend coun-
seled, “it would seem to me to be the call of duty and an opportunity not to
be neglected”'* Believing firmly in his international humanitarian responsibili-
ties, Folks concluded that he had no choice but to accept the ARC’s offer. He
arrived in France in July and became director of the Department of Civil Affairs
in August. In Europe, he became an ardent and vocal proponent of the War
Council’s narratives. If Woodrow Wilson had entered the war to save civiliza-
tion, Folks reasoned in a 1918 speech, then there was no threat “more grave nor
more significant” to that goal than the demise of Allied European civil societies.
Soldiers and humanitarians, he declared, were “engaged in two sides of the same
task.” While soldiers were “fighting for the survival of liberty and democracy,”
humanitarians were “working for the conservation of the human resources of
the allied nations to enjoy that liberty and democracy.”'*' Military intervention
would help to win the present war, but only by intervening to preserve Allied
health and welfare could Folks and his fellow Americans ensure liberal Europe’s
postwar viability and sustain the coming peace. Clearly, Folks found much to
agree with in the ARC’s wartime messages.

The sense of obligation to improve international well-being motivated many
of Folks’s fellow health and welfare professionals. Lulu Hunt Peters, a physi-
cian from Los Angeles who served in Serbia, affirmed that, above all, she “came
over here to make their lives happier” and she would “do [her] duty.”"*> Edward
Devine concurred with this sentiment. Moreover, he saw participation in the
ARC as a way for himself and others who were disqualified from military ser-
vice to profess their commitment to both the U.S. armed intervention and the
American humanitarian intervention. Devine articulated this point to a group
of ARC workers in France. “We are for the most part not eligible for that high
service; we are women, old men, and physical defectives,” Devine stated. “That
is not our fault, and we are here primarily to demonstrate that it is also not our
misfortune or the misfortune of the cause in which our hearts are enlisted. We
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are here on war work, on serious, practical, necessary war work.”'® As Devine
saw it, overseas assistance was not an inferior substitute for military service,
but a vital complement to it. Significantly, this logic failed to fully persuade the
Wilson administration. While many conscientious objectors hoped that service
with the ARC might serve as a suitable alternative to military service, Wilson
and Secretary of War Newton Baker ultimately decided that it would not suf-
fice as a replacement. Afraid that too broad a definition might “have the effect
of encouraging further ‘conscientious’ objecting,” they refused to allow ARC
work to substitute for combat service.'** Official policy aside, many proud ARC
volunteers such as Peters and Devine continued to see working for the ARC as
counterpart to military service.

Many health and welfare professionals believed that they fulfilled their inter-
national humanitarian obligations through ARC work, yet this did not prevent
them from simultaneously realizing other, more personal benefits. With its
noted personnel, ample funding, federal support, and absence of bureaucratic
hindrance, the ARC proved an ideal employer. As Homer Folks explained,
“We have had sufficient funds, substantial freedom in the use of them, absence
of the countless limitations and traditions attached to governmental work,
and...I have in my department four or five of the very best physicians in the
United States, together with quantities of specialists of every sort and descrip-
tion, all of whom I order about from place to place with the utmost freedom.”
Furthermore, he reported that there was “everywhere a most receptive attitude
and a very widespread interest in the subjects we are dealing with.”'* Folks
may have believed in the moral value of the international humanitarian work in
which he engaged, but he also valued the career opportunity. Service conferred
professional benefits.

This chance to develop professionally while aiding Europe proved particu-
larly valuable to female personnel in fields such as nursing, medicine, and social
work. In the early twentieth-century United States, women in these careers had
struggled mightily to achieve autonomy and respect.'® The ARC offered many
of them a chance to not only practice their professions but also prove their capa-
bilities. While California physician Clelia Duel Mosher, a volunteer bound for
France, pledged to “come and do [her] part no matter what it cost [her] person-
ally” she also made sure to inform the ARC that her “seven years” working in
preventive medicine would especially fit [her] for this work.” Her time in Europe
did not disappoint. Reflecting later on her experiences assisting French refu-
gees, she admitted that “every bit of experience, judgment and knowledge... was
called upon” as part of her ARC service."” Working in the ARC allowed Mosher
and her fellow professional women to develop their skills; to carry their ideas
and practices to Europe; and to enjoy challenging, innovative, and personally
satisfying career opportunities. Simultaneously, by providing visible proof of the
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ARC’s claims to benevolent yet professional leadership, these women reinforced
the messages of the War Council’s publicity.

Although many of the health and welfare professionals who oversaw civil-
ian aid activities in Europe closely adhered to the ARC's institutional ideology,
not all personnel were as committed to that logic. For some, the primary reason
for volunteering was not to help foreign civilians specifically, but because they
saw it as a quicker and easier way to take part in the war effort. John Stewart
Van der Veer, assigned to Camp Pike, Arkansas, for officers’ training camp in
1918, recalled that his “desire to see action on the front became an obsession.”
Van der Veer requested transfer overseas, only to see his efforts thwarted several
times. “Constitutionally unable to weather prolonged frustration,” he resigned
from his commission under the advisement of his army doctor, who worried
that the sheer frustration at not being allowed to go overseas might result in a
nervous condition. Van der Veer then joined the ARC in Italy, and in less than a
month found himself “doing something that took on the nature of a dream.”'%
At fifty-eight years old, former mayor of Chicago Carter H. Harrison also found
it difficult to obtain a wartime position. Although he offered his service to the
government “in any capacity,” Harrison complained that “unless one belonged
to a learned profession, was a technical expert, or closely hooked up with ‘Big
Business, he could expect short shrift” The ARC, however, readily enlisted
Harrison to work with refugees in Toul, France. Eager to join the war effort in
any capacity, he sailed in 1918 as a full volunteer, receiving no salary and paying
all of his own expenses.'”

The ARC provided many of the nonprofessional women who left the United
States to serve in Europe an opportunity to play an active part in the war. Alice
W. Wellington, the secretary of the ARC-affiliated Smith College Relief Unit,
invited her fellow alumnae “to do a patriotic and humane service” for the people
of Europe. Because “our men must help drive out the invader,” she contended,
American women must “help restore the humble lives so ruthlessly shattered.”'°
Wellington defined women’s humanitarianism as of equal importance to men’s
military service, but others imagined themselves in a supporting role. Florence
M. Marshall, for one, argued that the women who worked in France played an
important part in the ARC because they could take up jobs that required lit-
tle or no training “and thus release men for more important positions.”""" The
ARC gave women a position in the war effort, but these female personnel often
deferred to male superiors. For them, service demanded subservience.

Like women, other marginalized U.S. citizens saw joining the ARC as a way
to participate in the war and demonstrate their patriotic commitment to the gov-
ernment. ARC media had made this message clear. Racism and nativism, how-
ever, often thwarted those efforts. In 1918, Charles E. Mason, a trustee for the
Tuskegee Institute, complained to War Council leaders that African Americans
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had been barred from overseas service with the ARC. Although the national orga-
nization had no segregation policy in place, it did not prevent local chapters from
employing discrimination in hiring or appointing volunteers. “The President has
instilled in us all the belief that the present war is one for democracy,” Mason
asserted. “It is almost criminal that all classes in this country cannot share in
the relief work which is being done as they would like to.”''* Other prominent
African Americans added their critiques to the chorus. Tuskegee Institute presi-
dent Robert R. Moton pointed out that the ARC’s refusal to confront institu-
tionalized racism had created “indifference on the part of colored people” to the
organization.'"* Mason and Moton understood service with the ARC, like the
military, as a way for African Americans to prove their patriotism and gain the
benefits of citizenship. Yet although ARC leaders pledged to deliver aid without
regard to race or creed, they proved unwilling to demand that these same stipula-
tions be extended to would-be volunteers. War Council leaders refused to upset
the status quo, calculating popular support from white Americans to be more
important than fighting for racial advancement. As in so many other spheres of
American life, Jim Crow drastically limited the opportunities of would-be ARC
workers.''*

Immigrants also understood ARC involvement as a way to demonstrate
their loyalties, but just as racial prejudices limited the opportunities for African
Americans to serve, wartime suspicions of foreigners hindered immigrants’
attempts. When Charles D. Malaguti, a naturalized U.S. citizen born in Italy,
applied to serve overseas with the ARC, he learned that the State Department
had not yetruled on whether aliens or even naturalized citizens would be allowed
to fill such positions. Malaguti “is intensely patriotic...and feels very keenly the
hesitation on the part of the Red Cross Society,” one of his advocates ensured
the State Department. Nevertheless, his background raised suspicions about
his American loyalties."”* Individuals from Central Powers countries met even
fiercer scrutiny. In 1917, representatives from the Allied governments asked the
U.S. State Department to prevent individuals of German, Austro-Hungarian,
Bulgarian, or Turkish birth or parentage from serving overseas with the ARC.
Although Henry Davison ultimately succeeded in resisting this policy, the State
Department’s willingness to consider this request worried U.S. citizens who
wanted to serve abroad."® One nurse wrote to Woodrow Wilson to express trep-
idation that she would be barred from volunteering. Her father, she explained,
arrived in the United States when he was six months old and “fought in the Civil
War on the side of the Union,” while her Polish mother had arrived in the United
States at the age of thirteen after fleeing the Kaiser in Germany. The nurse asked
Wilson to “kindly advise me whether, in view of the above facts, my German
parentage will bar me from service?” A male American citizen, born to a German
father, understood the contradictions well. “It certainly seems strange that the
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government will let me serve the country as a soldier,” he wrote to Robert
Lansing, “but not as a Red Cross worker.""”

These and scores of other petitioners wanted to join the ARC to demon-
strate their patriotism, but in the wartime United States, a nation fractured by
racial and ethnic stereotypes and fears, contemporary prejudices threatened
to thwart their attempts to serve. Indeed, many Americans saw the issue from
the opposite perspective and criticized the War Council for its overly liberal
stance on the issue. “Are the lives of French, British, Belgian and American
soldiers to be sacrificed or put in jeopardy in order that the feelings of those
who not long ago were among the Kaiser’s upholders in this country might be
spared a little hurt?” wrote one critic, adding, “There are other ways open to
former pro-Germans to serve the common cause which are not open to sus-
picion”'"® Those most affected by these contemporary biases hoped that by
serving in the ARC, they might prove their loyalty and their Americanness.
Those who doubted the loyalty of immigrants, on the other hand, worried that
these so-called hyphenated Americans would manipulate overseas assistance
for their own treacherous purposes. With the world at war, humanitarian assis-
tance became deeply embroiled in much broader American cultural and politi-
cal debates.

For all the Americans who joined the ARC—or tried to—because of patri-
otic, altruistic, or professional interests, many undoubtedly signed up simply
because they had a thirst for adventure and travel. In the early twentieth century,
U.S. civilians journeyed increasingly to Europe for business and pleasure, their
transport eased by faster ships and reduced costs. The war slowed this tourist
boom substantially. In July 1915, the New York Times reported that only 170,000
American tourists had traveled to Europe during the previous twelve months,
half the number that would normally be expected and “the smallest number of
departures for Europe in a generation.”''* As restrictions on foreign travel tight-
ened following U.S. entry into war, overseas service offered Americans a chance
to see the world and, as a volunteer from North Dakota planned, “make the most
of...agolden opportunity to improve my mind through travel.”'** The ARC gave
her and thousands like her a chance to see the world firsthand. Such personal
pleasures, together with humanitarian zeal, patriotic commitment, and profes-
sional callings, formed the multifaceted set of reasons that compelled Americans
to go abroad in an ARC uniform.

Crossing the Ocean

On November 30, 1917, New York librarian Helen Grannis set sail for a ten-day
Atlantic crossing to Europe. The boat ride marked the first stage in her service
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as an ARC volunteer, a period to reflect on what lay in store, to meet fellow
ARC workers, and to learn the rules and culture that would soon govern her life.
Various activities punctuated the voyage, including inoculations, daily French
and Italian classes, evening card games, and opportunities to socialize with sail-
ors. As Europe neared, Grannis took a moment to reflect on the excitement that
she sensed among all her fellow volunteers. “There is a most enthusiastic crowd
on board,” she wrote in her diary, “All going for something—even though their
idea of it may be rather vague.*!

As Grannis observed, national enthusiasm for the ARC failed to produce a
national consensus on the country’s international humanitarian mission. The
wartime ARC enjoyed a clear groundswell of popular support, as did a belief in
the importance of overseas civilian aid. Nonetheless, Americans differed widely
in their reasons for coming to Europe’s aid, and many chose not to. Despite the
War Council’s efforts to build universal American support for the ARC and its
overseas aid, a gap persisted between official ideology and public understanding.
ARC leaders and their proponents hoped that they had sparked a permanent
change in public sentiment. Only time would tell, however, whether this was a
permanent shift or a temporary effect of wartime fervor. Over the next six years,
as Americans like Helen Grannis went to Europe to put international humanitar-
ian ideals into practice, they would test the limits of this new vision of American
statecraft.
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Relieving Europe

On June 3, 1917, Ernest Bicknell boarded the ship La Touraine in New York
City’s harbor and set sail for Paris. Less than two months after the United States
entered the Great War, the ARC War Council had appointed him, along with
seventeen other men, as the first representatives of the ARC Commission to
France. They went, as Bicknell confided to his journal, “to blaze the way into a
field of activity for which neither the members of the group nor indeed the Red
Cross itself had the guidance of experience or precedent.” On June 12, 1917, the
same day that General John Pershing arrived in the City of Lights to command
the American Expeditionary Forces, the men reached Paris and began to orga-
nize relief activities.' Two weeks later, on June 29, a dozen American physicians,
public health experts, and bacteriologists boarded a train in New York City and
headed west. Led by Frank Billings, a noted University of Chicago physician,
this ARC Commission to Russia planned to provide medical and food aid to
civilians in the aftermath of the February Revolution. After crossing the United
States by rail and the Pacific Ocean by ship, the party arrived at the Pacific port
of Vladivostok, Russia. There, they boarded the imperial train of the former
Tsar and set off on the Trans-Siberian Railroad. On August 7, they arrived in
Petrograd, the home of Russia’s new democratic provisional government.”
Within months of the United States’ entry into the European conflict, the War
Council had launched a two-front humanitarian offensive. Through the distribu-
tion of food, clothing, and expert medical advice, they intended to demonstrate
America’s commitment to the peoples of Allied Europe.

The diplomatic and humanitarian promises of the ARC, envisioned at length
in the wartime United States, were put to the test through the widespread pro-
vision of civilian assistance among the Allies of the Great War. The June 1917
deployment of small commissions to France and Russia marked only the begin-
ning of this venture. In less than two years, the War Council established com-
missions and civilian relief operations in twenty-five countries, dispatching
thousands of American personnel as far as Italy, Belgium, Serbia, and the Near
East. “Carrying a message of comfort and cheer,” Henry Davison explained, they
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were “helping especially to care for the refugees driven away from their homes,
to care for the children, and to provide for the sick and needy”* While the War
Council first called on ARC personnel to focus on acute needs such as food, shel-
ter, and medical aid, the heads of the ARC’s Departments of Civil Relief quickly
expanded the scope of the mission. In collaboration with European state and
private agencies and U.S. philanthropies, ARC personnel launched campaigns
against epidemic disease, public health and nursing education programs, child
health initiatives, and an array of other comprehensive reform efforts. By war’s
end, the quest to relieve European civilians had morphed into a humanitarian
undertaking of massive proportions.

This extensive program of noncombatant relief was central to the ARC’s
European designs, and to Great War—era foreign relations more broadly, for
several reasons. Leaders in the War Council, the Wilson administration, and
the State and War Departments regarded civilian aid as a crucial component
of the U.S. commitment to Allied Europe, due to its strategic and ideological
importance. Keeping Allied societies stable, maintaining high morale, visibly
demonstrating U.S. involvement, and nurturing a strong postwar international
community were fundamental to achieving their larger designs for Europe. Even
as the ARC'’s civilian aid projects benefitted the Wilson administration’s wartime
agenda, they meant something loftier to many of the cosmopolitan health and
welfare professionals who designed and oversaw them. For these individuals,
the goal was not only to win the war and preserve the peace but also to sustain
international social reform efforts and make lasting improvements to European
public welfare. The thousands of Americans who volunteered overseas to aid
civilians, meanwhile, invariably came to their own conclusions about what their
assistance meant. In the process of working abroad, they developed new under-
standings about European peoples and European society. Some saw themselves
as peers to Europeans, there to lend a helping hand, while others assumed a
responsibility to guide and tutor aid recipients, to school them in the presumed
benefits of American methods and ideals. Americans thus rationalized and con-
ceptualized their nation’s humanitarian mission in diverse ways as they carried
it out in Europe.

Although they may have differed in their understandings of civilian aid, War
Council leaders, Wilson administration officials, and ARC workers clearly saw
a special place for it in the ARC’s wartime efforts, a fact made all the more clear
when considering noncombatant assistance against the organization’s concur-
rent military relief activities. From April 1917 to early 1919, working closely with
the War Department and American Expeditionary Forces, the War Council sent
tens of thousands of nurses, physicians, ambulance drivers, and other lay volun-
teers to aid U.S. and Allied soldiers, the battlefield wounded, and prisoners of
war.* To alarge degree, civilian assistance remained distinct from this enterprise.
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Civilian and military relief operated as independent spheres within the ARC’s
own bureaucracy. While the U.S. military exercised significant authority over
ARC personnel involved in aiding the armed forces, those assigned to work with
noncombatants retained relative autonomy. Civilian assistance also rivaled mili-
tary reliefin financial terms. In many assisted regions, particularly those to which
U.S. troops never deployed, appropriations for foreign civilians matched or even
surpassed those made to soldiers. As the special attention paid to Allied refugees,
women, and children demonstrates, the U.S. government and private citizens
attached an immense and specific value to the task of aiding noncombatants.

The particular importance that the United States attributed to civilian relief
also stands out when comparing the ARC’s wartime work to that of its fellow Red
Cross societies. In making civilian aid such a central part of their broader human-
itarian intervention, the ARC’s leaders deviated greatly from the founding tradi-
tions and contemporary activities of the International Red Cross Movement.
Established in 1864 to provide neutral aid to the battlefield wounded, the ICRC
in Geneva had since expanded its official sphere of responsibilities to include
sailors and prisoners of war. Still, its focus remained overwhelmingly on mili-
tary relief. Although ICRC leaders did initiate limited efforts to aid civilians dur-
ing the Great War, they restricted their attention to those interned in occupied
or enemy territories, mostly ignoring noncombatants in their home countries.
Military relief also took priority among the national Red Cross societies of
France, Great Britain, Germany, and other belligerent countries. During the war
years, these organizations served principally as the voluntary medical auxiliaries
of their nations’ armed forces. While many of these Red Cross societies did offer
some aid to civilians in their home countries, the need to fulfill their primary
obligation to the military effectively limited the funding, supplies, and person-
nel available for noncombatant relief. Other major players in the International
Red Cross Movement thus paid some attention to civilians, but none paralleled
the ARC in the extent of its relief efforts for those behind the lines. The Geneva
Conventions did not designate assistance to noncombatants as a responsibility
of Red Cross societies, yet the ARC War Council leaders made them a major
priority.

The centrality of the ARC’s wartime civilian aid program to the broader U.S.
intervention is telling, for it has much to suggest about how U.S. citizens and gov-
ernment officials understood their relationship and their responsibility to European
society in the Great War years. Through the wide-scale administration of non-
combatant relief, Americans proclaimed an exceptional role for their country in
ensuring international health, well-being, and stability. They imagined themselves
friends, caregivers, and even saviors of the democracies of Europe, and a vital bul-
wark against both Central Powers autocracy and Bolshevik revolution. Through the
ARC, Americans aspired to demonstrate their alliance and their compassion, while
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making Europe a better place—according to their standards, at least. The story of
ARC wartime civilian relief efforts, in short, provides important insights into how
Americans negotiated and reconceptualized their position relative to Europe during
the last two years of the Great War. It also casts light on the shifting power dynamics
at play in this process. Above all, Americans believed, they must make Europe safe.

Mapping Civilian Assistance in Wartime Europe

From June 1917 to February 28, 1919, the ARC War Council established a
dense network of assistance for the civilians of Allied governments in Europe
and the Near East. War Council leaders did not create this aid infrastructure
alone, nor did they start from scratch. Since the first ARC relief ship sailed to
Europe in September 1914, the State Department and its consular officials had
coordinated the ARC’s growing range of activities in Europe. By the time the
United States entered the war, ending the ARC’s efforts among Central Powers
nations, most Allied countries had already accepted offers of ARC assistance and
the organization had established a significant presence on the continent. Efforts
during the period of U.S. neutrality, however, had focused primarily on military
assistance. While ARC leaders had made several notable forays into civilian
aid by the spring of 1917, including food and medical relief to Serbia and the
Ottoman Empire, the ARC’s limited finances had led them to rely primarily on
other U.S. and European voluntary agencies to organize most of the relief efforts
for noncombatants. Groups such as Herbert Hoover’s Commission for Relief in
Belgium and the Serbian Agricultural Relief Committee administered civilian
aid on behalf of the ARC or with its full endorsement.

Following U.S. entry into the conflict and Wilson’s subsequent designa-
tion of the ARC as the nation’s chosen voluntary agency, War Council leaders
quickly expanded upon the ARC’s fledgling commitment to European civilian
relief, finally accomplishing what the State Department, the ARC’s leaders, and
the ARC’s proponents had been calling for throughout the period of U.S. neu-
trality. With U.S. entry into the war, however, came a new factor affecting ARC
decision making: the U.S. military would play a major and influential role in
determining how the ARC'’s relief was organized on the European continent.
Although military officials had long been involved in the ARC’s institutional
hierarchy and decision making, they assumed an unprecedented level of con-
trol over many aspects of its operations when the United States went to war. On
June 20, 1917, shortly after they had all arrived in Paris, General John Pershing
assembled his adjutant general, several AEF officers, and the head of the ARC
Commission to France (Grayson Murphy) to determine the ARC’s relationship
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to the military. What transpired would ultimately prove quite favorable to both
sides. A West Point graduate and senior vice president at the Guaranty Trust
Company, Murphy was a colleague of Henry Davison and an ardent supporter
of U.S war aims. Both he and Pershing saw an important role for the ARC in
the war effort. Hoping “to insure conformity between the operations of the
American Red Cross and the policies of the Commander-in-Chief,” Pershing
named Murphy as a member of his staff.* His general staff then went on to define
the ARC as one of four official “welfare societies associated with the A.E.E.)” a
special status shared only by the Y.M.C.A., the Knights of Columbus, and the
Salvation Army. Yet among those organizations, the AEF declared a unique role
for the ARC. Resolving that “relief work for the benefit of the civil population
seems essentially within the scope of the Red Cross as the recognized interna-
tional relief agency,” the AEF announced that “the Red Cross will provide for
the relief work” and relegated “amusement and recreation of the troops” to the
other three associations.” Translating Woodrow Wilson’s domestic favoritism
into military policy, Pershing and his general staff named the ARC as the AEF’s
chosen agency for relief. Together, Pershing and Murphy determined how the
ARC could best serve military needs and how the AEF, in turn, might support
the ARC’s humanitarian efforts.

This new level of collaboration between the ARC and the U.S. military
affected all of the ARC’s activities, yet those personnel involved in military relief
felt its consequences far more than their counterparts in the field of civilian assis-
tance. Formal efforts to distinguish between these two areas of relief dated to
late 1908, when the ARC’s leaders had first split military and civilian activities
into separate spheres within the institutional bureaucracy. These divisions con-
tinued on the ground in Europe, where Pershing and Murphy decided it best to
divide the ARC’s operations into two broad departments, one devoted to mili-
tary affairs and the other to civil affairs. Officially, the AEF vowed “a policy of
non-interference in the internal activities” of the ARC and declared it would not
“attempt to direct their administration in the same sense as it directed the admin-
istration of the various military services.” Both Murphy and Pershing readily
concurred, however, that the military must be able to exercise control over the
ARC'’s military relief activities if the ARC was to be of use to the armed forces.
Agreeing that all “work with the American Army would be carried on in strict
accordance with the views of the army,” Murphy ceded a good deal of authority
over the Department of Military Affairs to the AEF. Personnel at the Department
of Civil Affairs, on the other hand, enjoyed far more independence and far less
oversight. While Murphy also pledged that work “with the civilian population”
would “be carried on in accordance with the plans of the Commander-in-Chief,”
the AEF played very little direct role in work related to noncombatants in actual
practice.’



110 MAKING THE WORLD SAFE

This wartime relationship with the AEF, forged in the earliest days of the
U.S. armed intervention, held important implications for the form that the
ARC’s civilian aid operations would take in France and, later, throughout
Europe. By naming the ARC as the designated relief society of the U.S. mili-
tary, the AEF further reinforced the ARC’s already dominant position among
American aid agencies. Yet because Pershing granted the Department of Civil
Affairs significant autonomy in its operations, ARC personnel retained signifi-
cant flexibility in the planning and design of noncombatant relief. ARC work-
ers, in short, enjoyed significant support to implement civilian relief in Europe
as they saw fit.

Having determined the relationship between the ARC and the AEF and
the bureaucratic division of the ARC’s two spheres of relief, the leaders of the
Commission to France began to develop their civilian program. Activities for
noncombatants commenced shortly after the June arrival of the first seventeen
volunteers. Ernest Bicknell, the long-time director of ARC civilian relief work
in the United States, took provisional command of this area. He promptly orga-
nized investigation trips to explore civilian conditions across France and began
to determine a course of action.'” By August, the New York social worker Homer
Folks had arrived to become the permanent head of the Department of Civil
Affairs. From his post in Paris, Folks devised plans to address France’s diverse
and immense civilian needs. Folks did not work from a blank slate. He expanded
activities rapidly by building upon the work of other American and French aid
societies. To promote both cooperation and efficiency, his strategy involved work-
ing with existing relief agencies where he could, while looking for ways to elimi-
nate redundant activities."' Folks collaborated with a number of French medical
professionals, charities, and social welfare institutions, many of which shared
his vision for relief but lacked the resources to tackle the issue independently.
He also exploited the existing U.S. relief infrastructure in France. Many volun-
tary aid organizations in the United States, including such groups as American
Friends Service Committee and the Secours National, had been sending cash
and material aid to civilians in France for years before Folks arrived. At the same
time, Americans living in Europe had organized many of their own charities. The
author Edith Wharton, for instance, had established the American Hostels for
Refugees, the Wharton Children of Flanders Charity, and the Tuberculeux de
la Guerre organization, among others. By far the largest of these voluntary orga-
nizations was the American Relief Clearing House for France and Her Allies.
Established in 1914 by U.S. ambassador Myron T. Herrick and American banker
Henry Harjes, the American Relief Clearing House coordinated the distribution
of cash and supplies that various American individuals and groups donated to
French civilians. Before the United States entered the war, it had also served as
the official representative of the ARC in France. With the ARC now positioned
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as the official U.S. relief agency, Folks and the Department of Civil Affairs set out
to absorb the work of these organizations."

The ARC may have had the full support of U.S. political and military leaders,
but the move to centralize all American aid work under its umbrella proved a
thorny issue, testing the willingness of Americans to accept the ARC as their
nation’s official relief agency. Some, including the American Relief Clearing
House, quickly turned over their funds and activities to Folks, agreeing that the
“whole American relief work in Europe should be carried on under one agency,
the Red Cross” and accepting Henry Davison’s promise that through the ARC,
their work “shall not only be maintained but strengthened.”** Others proved
more skeptical. Edith Wharton initially agreed to merge her charities, “in the
full conviction that the Red Cross had come here with the intention of facilitat-
ing the efforts of American war-workers in France,” but her impression of the
ARC soon shifted. She criticized the Commission to France for managing her
charities poorly and alleged that the organization failed “to show proper con-
sideration to our tubercular patients.”"> Although Folks and other ARC leaders
dismissed Wharton’s criticisms as “very small affairs,” it was clear that the ARC’s
growing power and special status had the potential to breed resentment among
those it displaced.' Yet as Wharton and other critics learned, they had little say
in the matter. Armed with the support of the president of the United States and
the commander of the AEF, and under the direction of influential U.S. bankers
and social experts, the ARC maintained the upper hand in its relations with pri-
vate American charities for French relief. By September 1917, Folks had largely
solidified the ARC'’s status as the principal American charity for civilians in Paris
and throughout France.

As he built upon the efforts of French and American humanitarians, Folks
also crafted his own relief activities. The War Council had chosen Folks to
address French civilian needs as he had tackled social problems in urban New
York, and he did not disappoint. Within weeks of his arrival, he had initiated
Department of Civil Affairs projects throughout Paris and across much of France.
ARC workers provided food and shelter for refugees, established workrooms
for civilian women, funded hospitals and health clinics, and opened orphanages
and child-feeding stations. They also launched more comprehensive projects,
including a national antituberculosis campaign, educational initiatives to reduce
infant mortality and childhood disease, and courses to teach nursing and sani-
tary science principles to French women. Stressing the importance of a coherent
and logical structure for all this relief work, Folks reorganized the department’s
activities into specialized bureaus and sought out Americans trained in public
health, medicine, and social science to direct and staff them. Prominent U.S.
health and welfare professionals soon filled the ranks of the Department of
Civil Affairs, making its staff a veritable Who’s Who list of American progressive
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reformers. Social economist Edward Devine led the Bureau of Refugees, while
William Palmer Lucas, a physician and professor of pediatrics at the University
of California, headed the Bureau of Needy Children and Infant Mortality. In
charge of the Bureau for the Care and Prevention of Tuberculosis was William
Charles White, the future medical research director of the National Tuberculosis
Association. Paul U. Kellogg, editor of the progressive social work journal The
Survey, agreed to manage the Editorial Bureau and ARC publicity.'” Working
under them were dozens of American doctors, nurses, and social workers. By
the time U.S. soldiers joined in the final Allied military offensive in the fall of
1918, the French Department of Civil Affairs had grown to include a staft of
fourteen hundred Americans operating in over one thousand French towns and
cities. Together, these Americans executed the U.S. humanitarian intervention
in France, by far the largest of the ARC’s wartime aid endeavors.'®

France may have been the first and most extensive of the ARC’s civilian efforts
but, shortly after the ARC’s June 1917 arrival, civilian conditions in other Allied
countries prompted ARC leaders in Washington to dispatch additional com-
missions to Europe. In each site to which the War Council sent personnel, the
program that Folks developed in France provided the basic model for civilian
work. “It might almost be said,” Henry Davison explained, “that the work in each
country was simply a duplication, in a smaller way, of the work done in France.”"*
While the ultimate shape and scope of civilian operations in each nation varied
depending on local needs, conditions, and resource availability, the types of proj-
ects and the approach to organizing the ARC relief infrastructure proved largely
comparable. The overarching goal, moreover, remained consistent for each site
of relief. By sending ARC workers across Europe, ARC leaders hoped to serve
America’s diplomatic needs while expressing its humanitarian concern.

Justweeks after they dispatched the Commission to France, War Council lead-
ers sent a similar commission to Russia. Russia, like France, represented both a
critical ally and a nation crippled by widespread civilian deprivations. The Great
War, though, was not Russia’s only challenge. Since March 1917, Americans had
observed Russia’s democratic revolution and the ensuing events with great fas-
cination. Many progressive Americans embraced the revolution and its political
potential. Herbert Croly, the editor of the New Republic, described it as a “mag-
nificent” yet “portentous” event, a prelude to further democratic revolutions.?®
Woodrow Wilson, heralding it as a defeat against autocracy and a victory for
republicanism, quickly extended official recognition to the provisional govern-
ment of Aleksandr Kerensky. Even as they held hope for the revolution, however,
many Americans worried about conditions on the ground. A widespread fam-
ine, coupled with popular dissent against Russia’s involvement in the Great War,
had fueled much of the unrest that motivated the uprising in Petrograd. If the
new Russian government failed to restore order, any potential for democratic
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progress might be lost. Moreover, Russia’s tenuous commitment to the Allied
war effort risked faltering if civilian support evaporated further.*" In this light,
the decision to send ARC personnel to Moscow and Petrograd represented an
attempt to demonstrate American support for the Russian people while encour-
aging their commitment to the war effort. Welcomed in August 1917 by the
Russian minister of foreign affairs and the Russian Red Cross, the members of
the ARC Commission to Russia soon set to work, pledging “cooperation in all
of the relief work in Russia with all of the public relief organizations of Russia.”
ARC representatives began distributing “milk and other necessary foods, cloth-
ing and shoes” and considered enlisting “a qualified member in social welfare
work” to improve the efficiency and effectiveness of the aid distribution.”” As in
France, ARC personnel set out to create a collaborative aid infrastructure, capa-
ble of providing for Russia’s relief needs in a professional manner.

In August 1917, as the Commissions to Russia and France began their work,
Belgium’s king and its minister of the interior requested that the ARC send per-
sonnel and relief supplies to the area of their country that remained unoccupied.
The ARC was neither the first nor the best-known American charity to assist
Belgium. Since the early months of the war, Herbert Hoover’s Commission for
Relief in Belgium had distributed millions of dollars worth of food and material
aid to civilians there.”® Following U.S. entry into the war, however, the Belgian
government began to call on the United States to increase its humanitarian
commitment. In a personal appeal to Woodrow Wilson, Belgium’s King Albert
declared that “the imports of foodstuffs have been inadequate” and warned that
Belgians faced “hardship and suffering” and “actual famine,” “appalling” rates of
infant mortality, and an upsurge in tuberculosis that was “threatening the future
of the race.”” Desirous of more assistance, Belgium’s leaders called on the official
U.S. relief agency to assist their cause as well. In early September, with Folks well
in control of French relief, Ernest Bicknell left France and headed north to serve
as the commissioner for Belgium, a post he held for the duration of the war. To
execute their civilian relief venture in free Belgium, Bicknell and his staff formed
partnerships with local agencies, granting funds and supplies to roughly 150 dif-
ferent organizations. Focused especially on relief work for children and refugees,
they aimed to supplement Hoover’s long-standing commitment to Belgium.*

France, Belgium, and Russia took priority in ARC relief planning until a disas-
trous military defeat in Italy captured the War Council’s attention. On October
25,1917, the Austrian military broke through Italy’s northeastern alpine front at
Caporetto, forcing five hundred thousand civilian refugees to flee south. Shortly
thereafter, several members of the Commission to France headed east to distrib-
ute the contents of twenty-four train cars filled with blankets, clothing, surgi-
cal instruments, and other supplies. From there, the humanitarian intervention
in Italy quickly escalated. Paul Kellogg, Edward Devine, and Ernest Bicknell
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immediately took leave from their positions in France and Belgium to survey
conditions in Italy and make recommendations for future work.?* On December
20, twenty-seven men arrived in Rome to lead a permanent ARC Commission
to Italy. Chester Aldrich, an architect who had designed settlement houses in
New York’s Italian immigrant neighborhoods, served as Homer Folks’s equiva-
lent in the Department of Civil Affairs. Like Folks, he expanded the ARC’s relief
work rapidly throughout the country. By the summer of 1918, Aldrich and his
staff had established orphanages, feeding programs, health clinics, hygiene and
nursing education for women, and other forms of civilian relief and assistance
in 142 towns and villages. Working with over 1,000 Italian volunteers and paid
staff, 210 American personnel directly assisted over 48,000 civilians each week.
Although the Commission to Italy also offered military assistance, civilian relief
activities received the major share of attention, with roughly two-thirds of ARC
funds directed to noncombatants. By war’s end in November 1918, Italy would
be second only to France in terms of the dollars spent and material relief afforded
to those on the home front.”’

The ARC moved not onlyinto Italy, but further east as well. Already in Saloniki,
Greece, where ARC personnel had set up headquarters following their 1916
ouster from Serbia proper by Central Powers occupying forces, a Commission to
Serbia under the command of Pennsylvania physician Edward Ryan continued
to provide food, housing, and medical relief to thousands of Serbian refugees for
the duration of the war.*® The ARC also expanded its efforts in the Balkans to
Rumania, where a small commission of U.S. physicians, financiers, and nurses—
led by lawyer and philanthropist Bernard Flexner—arrived to distribute food
and medical supplies in September 1917.” In the Ottoman Empire, which had
received limited civilian assistance from the ARC during the period of neutral-
ity, the U.S. declaration of war and the ARC’s subsequent decision to withdraw
from Central Powers nations compelled War Council leaders to end their assis-
tance. However, War Council leaders continued to intervene indirectly, chan-
neling millions of dollars to the American Committee for Armenian and Syrian
Relief to aid civilians on the ARC’s behalf. In March 1918, after the British occu-
pied Jerusalem, the War Council deployed its own ARC commission to the Near
East to work alongside the American Committee and British occupying forces.
Led by John Finley, an educator and editor, the ARC Commission to Palestine
and the Near East was composed primarily of health professionals who under-
took projects to combat cholera, typhus, malaria, and famine. Greatly expanding
the ARC’s 1916 efforts to aid civilians in the Ottoman Empire, an eventual 144
American personnel established relief operations in Port Said, Aleppo, Beirut,
and over fifty other towns and cities in the Near East.*

By the end of the Great War in November 1918, the initial work of a few ARC
staff in Paris had thus grown into a vast infrastructure of relief for the civilians of
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the Allied nations.*' This expansion wasnota passive process, norwasitinevitable.
A combination of factors—including diplomatic and military interests, humani-
tarian concern, and geopolitical realities—together informed the War Council’s
decisions about where to send personnel and the level of resources to devote
to noncombatant relief at any particular site. During the war, France received
the lion’s share of appropriations and personnel, followed by Italy.*> While the
presence of the U.S. military in these nations partly explains the ARC'’s signifi-
cant role in these nations, it fails to account fully for the vast amount of funding
and supplies that the War Council made available for noncombatants there. The
explanation lies in the fact that these countries held clear strategic value for the
United States. American policymakers regarded these nations as critical to win-
ning the war and ensuring the peace. The ARC’s leaders therefore made civilians
in these nations a top priority. Strategic interests, of course, were never the sole
factors determining the distribution of resources. Actual need informed the War
Council’s decisions as well. Thus even though England certainly rivaled France
in terms of strategic importance, British civilians faced nowhere near the level of
deprivation and social upheaval as their continental allies. The absence of occu-
pying forces and the relative adequacy of food and social services obviated the
need for the War Council to provide civilian relief there. Although a small ARC
commission did deploy to England, its members focused only on American and
British soldiers and sailors.?* On the other hand, while the Balkans and the Near
East arguably paled in comparison to the Great Powers in terms of their strategic
value, the effects of war on civilians in those areas generated significant humani-
tarian concern. Reports of famine and epidemic disease, coupled with appeals
for aid by U.S. lobbying groups and from the assisted nations themselves, did
much to convince War Council leaders to expand relief eastward.

Perhaps the most salient factor determining the distribution of civilian aid,
however, was the influence that broader wartime geopolitics brought to bear on
ARC operations. Most obviously, the War Council’s ruling against offering aid
to Central Powers nations prevented War Council leaders from aiding civilians
in any region occupied by the enemy. The presence of Central Powers forces in
both Belgium and Serbia caused War Council leaders to restrict their personnel
to the small areas of those nations that remained free. Not until the British took
Palestine did the ARC recommence its intervention in the Near East. The defeat
of Rumania in spring 1918, on the other hand, brought an end to the ARC’s
work in that country.

While armies of occupation limited aid to Belgium, the Balkans, and the Near
East, radical shifts in the political situation in Russia ultimately prompted War
Councilleadersto cut offassistance there. From the time they arrived in Petrograd
in August 1917, the members of the ARC Commission to Democratic Russia
had distributed over $1 million in food, medical supplies, and other material
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aid.** The State Department and ARC had begun discussing the expansion of
humanitarian work when on November 7, 1917, Vladimir Lenin led a successful
armed coup in Petrograd, declaring Bolshevik control of Russia and marking the
start of the Russian Civil War. Wilson, backed by many Americans, deplored this
new phase of the revolution and threw his full support behind the anti-Bolshevik
coalition.* In Russia, ARC personnel knew only that “all information seems to
point to a long period of disorganization.”** Commission leader Frank Billings
opted to return to the United States, but his deputy Raymond Robins—a vocal
supporter of the Bolsheviks—remained in Petrograd and took charge of the
Commission’s operations.” Difficulties, however, fast multiplied. In March 1918,
Robins and the Commission fled to Moscow following the German advance on
Petrograd.®® Just two months later, Henry Davison recalled Robins in reaction
to mounting concern among State Department Officials and War Council lead-
ers over his pro-Bolshevik stance. Although Davison was initially “very reluc-
tant...to withdraw [the] entire Red Cross commission,” he voiced doubts about
the “likelihood [of ] continuing service”*® The Allied invasion of Russia in July
1918 put an end to his indecision. In September, with Russia and the United
States now in a state of war, the U.S. consul general in Moscow decided ordered
ARC personnel to evacuate, thus bringing the Commission to Russia’s tumultu-
ous intervention a close. Conceived in June 1917 as a way to succor a democratic
ally, the ARC Commission to Russia lost both its welcome and its purpose in
the wake of the Bolshevik Revolution.* The new specter of Communist Russia
over Eastern Europe, meanwhile, provide an additional, powerful motivation
for expanding relief to that region; indeed, War Council leaders would begin to
direct substantially more resources there during the last few months of the war.

In myriad ways, the politics of war and revolution thus dramatically affected
the shape of the ARC’s wartime operations. The experiences of the Commission
to Russia, and the development of the ARC's relief infrastructure as a whole,
point to the complicated forces at play in the War Council’s efforts to organize
noncombatant relief operations in Europe. Strategy, sympathy, and geopolitical
reality conspired to determine the map of ARC civilian aid in Europe.

The Diplomatic and International
Humanitarian Potentials of Civilian Assistance

The thousands of ARC personnel who worked across Allied Europe in 1917
and 1918 embodied dual, often contradictory, impulses of Great War—era U.S.
foreign policy. In the process of administering civilian relief, they simultane-
ously served the national and the internationalist interests of U.S. citizens and
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government officials. Civilian aid, as many Red Cross workers understood (and
often appreciated), was a crucial piece of the Wilson administration’s broader
war strategy, a way to maintain stability among Allied nations while project-
ing American commitment to them. At the same time, many ARC personnel
saw themselves as more than mere pawns to the U.S. and Allied war effort.
For more cosmopolitan Americans, civilian assistance represented a way to
uphold prewar transatlantic social reform efforts and to improve European
welfare. These Americans understood aiding Europe as an opportunity to
forge lasting personal connections, a necessary step toward overcoming the
nationalist mentalities that had produced war in the first place. A more focused
consideration of the form of ARC civilian assistance projects and the diverse
meanings that Americans attributed to them has much to suggest about how
U.S. citizens and government officials conceived of their position relative to
Europe during the war years and the ways that ARC civilian aid factored into
this relationship.

In a number of key respects, the deployment of funding, supplies, and person-
nel to Allied Europe constituted a conscious act of diplomacy. By improving the
physical and psychological conditions of beleaguered civilians, ARC aid aimed
to secure an Allied victory and lay the foundations for a postwar Europe more
favorable to the United States. More specifically, the strategic benefits of civil-
ian relief were threefold. First, civilian relief worked as valuable public diplo-
macy by demonstrating the sincerity of the American alliance. It showed Allied
Europeans that the United States had come to help them and that the nation
intended to make good on its pledge of assistance. This task was necessary to
strengthen wartime alliances, but it was equally essential to nurture the perma-
nent friendships that would be required for a lasting peace. Second, improving
civilian material conditions promised to boost morale among both noncomba-
tants and their loved ones at the front, thus keeping Allied societies invested
in the war effort. Finally, by reducing hunger, homelessness, and economic
insecurity, relief offered a means of imposing order on social chaos and restor-
ing normalcy to European civilians—a concept measured by how closely aid
recipients adhered to the values and cultural assumptions of the ARC’s largely
middle-class, professional workforce. By making civilians industrious, virtuous,
healthy, and above all orderly—all while providing visible proof of Wilsonian
wartime rhetoric in action—the ARC’s Departments of Civil Affairs aimed to
serve the strategic interests of the Wilson administration, the State Department,
and the AEF.

American policymakers, military strategists, and ARC leaders understood
full well that civilian relief efforts could serve as valuable publicity for the United
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States. Any steps taken to improve the conditions of noncombatants stood
to project American compassion and concern. The “essence of our value,” as
Commission to France leader Grayson Murphy put it, was the ability to show
civilians “that American sympathy and loyalty are expressed not in words but
in acts”*' In Kerensky’s Petrograd, likewise, American aid promised to “stir the
imagination of all of Russia” and “to keep clearly before the Russians the fact that
the United States, through the Red Cross, wanted to help them.”* The potential
propaganda value of civilian assistance extended beyond those receiving assis-
tance to their relatives in the fighting forces. “If the soldiers at the front feel that
their families are attended to and their fleeing women and old men are made
happy and comfortable by American effort,” ARC leaders reasoned, “they will
be more likely to give their best work in repelling the enemy”* Broadcasting
the particular nature of ARC assistance—a mission funded by private donations
and staffed by volunteer citizens—formed an important part of this narrative. It
contributed to an impression of the United States as a land of concerned, com-
mitted friends rather than an abstract foreign government (figure 4.1).

Figure 4.1 An ARC poster in France attempts to demonstrate to French civilians the
veracity of American concern and compassion. Artist Waldo Peirce, 1918. World War I
Posters Collection, Library of Congress.
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In addition to creating a positive impression of U.S. involvement, civilian
relief defused the widespread criticism that the United States had failed to fulfill
its responsibilities as an ally. From 1914 to 1917, the United States had resisted
the pressure to intervene in Europe. When Congress finally declared war in April
1917, the nation’s standing army comprised only 140,000 men. It would take
months for the military to mobilize, train, and equip troops for active combat,
but in the meantime, the provision of foreign aid could offer tangible proof of
U.S. concern.* In France, private humanitarian assistance served as a visible
vanguard to the military effort. Relief was “of immediate importance to the con-
duct of the war,” social reformer and ARC volunteer Paul Kellogg explained,
for it helped “make the French people at large feel that we are doing our part
even though Americans may not be in the trenches this fall and winter”* ARC
workers thus labored “to make the French acutely conscious of the reality of the
American alliance by concrete acts of war-relief.”* This message took on greater
strategic weight in Italy, where no American forces arrived until late July 1918,
and became more important still in the multiple Allied nations to which U.S.
troops never deployed. Through well-choreographed demonstrations of their
nation’s humanitarian concern, ARC workers sought to convince Allied civilians
of the United States’ sincere commitment to the war.*’

Recognizing the valuable cultural diplomacy inherent in ARC assistance,
both the Wilson administration and ARC leaders took active steps to make the
message as obvious as possible. All relief, as ARC leaders stressed, needed to pos-
sess “an American character pronounced enough to constantly remind everyone
connected with it that this help comes from America.*® To achieve this goal,
ARC workers hung up U.S. flags, distributed photographs of Woodrow Wilson,
and otherwise heavily advertised the origins of their aid whenever they distrib-
uted relief (figure 4.2). One early policy decision by the AEF aided this publicity
campaign enormously and demonstrated the clear benefits that the ARC accrued
from its military connections. In the summer of 1917, the War Department pro-
posed that ARC personnel be granted military ranks and the right to wear mili-
tary dress. Although Pershing initially opposed this measure, conferences with
War Department and ARC officials quickly convinced him “that some sort of
militarization was probably desirable.* In October 1917, therefore, he issued a
general order that gave ARC commission members “assimilated rank but without
military authority, obligation, pay, or allowances.”® It also permitted Red Cross
workers the right to wear the U.S. Army uniform. Military officials rationalized
this change in protocol as a way to facilitate ARC work on the battlefield. The
decision to include ARC civilian relief workers, however, served little practical
purpose other than to give the visual impression U.S. troops had arrived to help
(figure 4.3). With this decision, Ernest Bicknell, Homer Folks, and other heads
of ARC Departments of Civil Affairs achieved the rank of Colonel overnight.
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Figure 4.2 American Red Cross workers prominently display the American flag to
advertise a food distribution in Anguillara, Italy. ca. 1918. American National Red Cross
Collection, Library of Congress.

Figure 4.3 Leaders of the ARC Commission to France, in military uniform, stand
outside ARC headquarters in Paris. ca. 1918. American National Red Cross Collection,
Library of Congress.
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Majors and lieutenants clad in khaki fatigues filled the ARC ranks, visually sug-
gesting America’s military intervention every time they served a meal or helped
arefugee find a bed for the night.

Because ARC workers represented not only the organization but indeed the
entire United States, ARC leaders took great care to instruct them on how to
behave properly. “In carrying out the immediate work of relief,” commission
leaders instructed their staffs, ARC personnel had to demonstrate to Allied
civilians “the fact that America is with them in winning this war and is ready
to give every man and every resource it possesses to attain that object.”' Try as
they might, however, ARC leaders could not always control the actions of indi-
vidual ARC workers, a fact that threatened to undermine their careful attempts
to craft the ARC’s public image. Throughout Europe, ARC administrators
cringed at the liquor guzzling, rabble-rousing, and noncompliance. The head of
the Commission to France, for instance, lamented that the ARC was “seriously
troubled by many instances of insubordination...of drunkenness and riotous
behavior,” a trend that he believed threatened “the good name of the American
Red Cross and the general standing of the Americans.”* Though they did their
best to publicly define the ARC’s aid as symbol of American compassion, leaders
never had full control over their organization’s public face.

Nonetheless, civilian relief served as a potent expression of American alli-
ance and concern. But despite its value as propaganda, aid would amount to little
strategic benefit unless ARC workers took active steps to counteract the social
dislocations that bred disorder and discontent. In addition to visibly demon-
strating their sympathies, ARC personnel had to actually feed and shelter civil-
ians and work to improve their economic security. As they did, ARC workers
acted according to their own deeply held philosophies about charity, relief, and
culture. Relieving Allied Europe became a quest to instill order by adhering to
American conceptions of proper wartime aid and ideal social organization. In all
of their efforts, ARC personnel persisted with the task of showing Allied Europe
that the United States was on hand with aid.

In their mission to relieve Europe and circumvent Allied unrest, ARC
Departments of Civil Affairs made feeding hungry civilians a top priority. Ernest
Bicknell explained the strategic importance of fighting hunger when he warned
of the danger of food shortages in Naples, Italy. There, Bicknell explained, “a
large, poor, disorderly population” had become “desperate” for food, causing
them to “go out in the street and parade around and shout and get ugly.”>* In
Naples and throughout Europe, food seemed the surest way to improve civil-
ian morale, to not only quell rumbling bellies but also quash rumbling political
unrest. Across Allied Europe, ARC workers set up canteens and food distribu-
tion points where personnel rationed milk, beans, rice, lard, tinned meats, and
canned soups to civilians. Tens of thousands of Europeans received food, both
uncooked and prepared, each day. Wherever they went, ARC workers took great
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care to indicate the origins of the assistance. “Served always under the American
flag,” wrote one ARC worker, “that sustaining mixture of rice, beans, and beef
was the original herald of American friendship.”** Food promised to nourish
European civilians as it nurtured Allied-American alliances.

ARC workers deemed the provision of housing for displaced civilians another
critical element in the quest to restore and preserve Allied stability. In Paris,
Florence, Saloniki, and other large cities where refugees congregated, ARC
workers scrambled to find sufficient and adequate temporary housing. In liber-
ated war zones, personnel repaired damaged buildings and distributed furniture,
clothing, and other household needs at reduced prices so that returning civilians
could rebuild their lives. These basic foundations must be restored, aid work-
ers stressed, to provide a normal, orderly life for refugees.* The mere provision
of shelter, however, did not go far enough. ARC personnel also saw a role for
positive aesthetics in counteracting civilian discontent. They therefore worked
to make refugee housing not just functional but also attractive. It boosted “the
morale of the refugees to make the difference between a hovel and ahome,” ARC
literature explained, “to make the difference between constant grumbling and
even bitterness on the one hand, and contentment on the other.® To ensure
social order while winning civilian hearts and minds, ARC personnel did what
they could to restore some semblance of normal home life.

For many ARC workers, the ultimate goal—and the most effective way to
secure social stability in the long term—was to restore economic self-sufficiency.
Although ARC leaders recognized the importance of temporary food and shel-
ter, most also emphasized that “nothing should be undertaken that involves the
continued support of healthy persons, men or women, in idleness.””” Making
citizens productive, self-supporting, and industrious was paramount. To do
this, ARC staff required aid recipients to participate in productive labor when-
ever possible and set up work assistance programs to facilitate that outcome.
“Anything that we can do to help refugees get back on farms or help them to earn
a livelihood on jobs to which they are accustomed,” leaders proclaimed, “is well
worth our while.”*® Across the continent, the ARC hired thousands of local civil-
ians to staff its canteens, offices, and other relief sites. ARC personnel distributed
farm equipment and seeds to promote agricultural work, measuring success by
the numbers of gardens planted and cultivated.* They also established hundreds
of ouvroirs, or workrooms, where civilians sewed clothes and shoes for refugees,
knitted bandages for soldiers, and even crafted U.S. flags for the ARC cause.®

This gainful employment served multifaceted American interests, both prac-
tical and ideological. It created a local source of supplies by providing materials
needed for ARC military and civilian relief work. It kept potentially rowdy non-
combatants occupied and off the streets. Finally, as one ARC worker explained,
it taught civilians “to be self-supporting,” helping “prepare them for normal
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conditions of living”®" As such a rationalization suggests, ARC personnel saw
work relief not only as a way to restore economic order but also as a means to
inculcate self-discipline. Work promised yet another moral benefit to women.
Throughout Europe, ARC leaders warned, thousands of women “had been com-
pelled to forsake their homes and were wandering alone and without support
in the great centers.” The wide provision of ouvroirs and canteen service posts,
personnel reasoned, provided a “means of lessening the danger which lies in
wait”— in other words, preventing women’s presumed descent into prostitution
and sexual deviance.” By keeping women off the streets, ARC workers pledged
to protect them from such moral threats while schooling them in the virtue of
paid labor.

While most ARC civilian aid promised to achieve the twin strategic benefits
of creating social stability and demonstrating American concern, these out-
comes did not always coexist easily. The propaganda value of aid sometimes
trumped other goals, particularly the promotion of self-sufficiency, leading to
institutional tensions over the fundamental purpose of the ARC'’s relief. These
disagreements were particularly acute with regard to the issue of monetary aid.
In addition to creating jobs and providing food and housing, the ARC also gave
out substantial sums of hard cash. Perhaps the most monumental of these finan-
cial relief undertakings occurred in April 1918, when the Commission to Italy
organized a large-scale cash distribution to assist the families of soldiers. Giving
cash handouts without any accountability for how recipients spent the money
defied contemporary theories of scientific charity. Personnel in Italy argued,
however, that any “objections the professional expert in relief might raise in the-
ory is silenced in this instance by the results obtained.”® For two weeks in April
1918, the Department of Civil Affairs distributed 6,850,000 Lire (about US$1
million) to Italian civilians. Dozens of representatives visited 8,323 different
towns and villages and distributed cash to a reported 318,000 families of Italian
soldiers and others whom local governments approved as worthy of aid.**

Cash distributions, in Italy and elsewhere, were clearly designed for their
publicity potential. “Staging our visits,” reported one representative, “was of
prime importance.”® ARC workers planned their visits with local leaders ahead
of time to ensure well-publicized receptions. As they rode into towns wearing
American military uniforms, they met staged local receptions and crowds of
people. Along with cash, aid recipients received flags and other trinkets, as well
as postcards that pictured the U.S. and Italian flags woven together or a portrait
of Woodrow Wilson (figure 4.4). ARC workers then asked each family to send
these to their husbands and fathers at the front. Personnel argued that it was easy
“to imagine the effect upon a soldier’s spirits to learn that his family has been
cared for,” maintaining that soldiers would be more efficient fighters if they were
not anxious about their families.®® For Ernest Bicknell, a committed adherent
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Figure 4.4 Ttalian children given an American flag to hold while receiving ARC supplies.
ca. 1918. American National Red Cross Collection, Library of Congress.

to the philosophies of scientific assistance, these methods raised grave concern.
“As each family will receive a very trifling sum, my first inclination would be to
regard the project as an admirable method of wasting money,” he complained.
Although he criticized the blatant propaganda, Bicknell ultimately opted to trust
in the judgment of the ARC personnel in Italy. “T hope that this distribution will
be justified by the results,” he wrote, adding, “If the Italian people are as easily
pleased and ‘bucked up’ as they are said to be, it may be that the results will be
worth the cost.” Those who organized the cash distribution certainly declared
this to be the case. They reported that they had been “received everywhere with
the greatest enthusiasm, not because of the money received... but because of the
pledge of America’s actual participation in the war.”®” Others put it more bluntly,
cheering that “no better propaganda could have been done” and praising the cash
distribution for countering the socialist and pacifist tendencies of “a wavering
population.”® The members of the Commission to Italy justified their deviance
from proper, professional methods of relief by declaring their success in show-
casing the American alliance. This outcome mattered as much as, if not more
than, the material relief afforded and the broader social improvements attained.
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Wartime civilian relief was thus in many ways a deliberate, carefully scripted
public diplomacy that had clear benefits for the United States. By shoring up
the material and psychological well-being of Allied societies, aid intended to
ensure that Europe’s democratic civilian populations stayed physically and men-
tally invested in winning the war while developing a lasting appreciation for the
United States. At the same time, it aimed to build a commitment to produc-
tive labor, encourage an idealized home life and other moral behaviors, and
foster social stability—all values accorded a central place in most contempo-
rary American middle-class worldviews. In so doing, relief promised to lay the
groundwork for a more orderly and democratic postwar world, an environment
fertile for Wilson’s peacetime visions to take hold. Visible proof of American
alliance mattered enormously in this calculus. If civilians did not realize that aid
came from the United States, its morale and diplomatic effects would be lost.
Throughout Allied Europe, ARC civilian aid wore its origins on its khaki-colored
sleeves.

Although ARC civilian relief served clear U.S. national interests, it would be a
mistake to characterize it as purely propaganda or solely in the service of the
Wilsonian state. For many of the American social workers, physicians, nurses,
and other personnel who designed and administered ARC civilian aid projects,
the overarching goal was not just to bolster the U.S. wartime cause, but to ensure
that the war did not impair European health, welfare, and social reform efforts.
Fulfilling this objective and taking part in an international quest to better human
well-being had motivated many ARC personnel to go to Europe in the first
place. Once there, they continued to act with these same convictions in mind.
Thanks to the ARC’s vast war fund and the AEF’s ruling that work “done by the
Civil Affairs Department of the Red Cross...is not connected with the work
for American troops,” these more cosmopolitan civilian relief workers enjoyed
substantial resources and autonomy to design and implement their assistance
in a manner consistent with their ambitions.”” Although they prioritized food,
shelter, economic aid, and other emergency material assistance, ARC workers
soon began to initiate long-term projects to improve public health, increase local
medical and hygienic knowledge, and ensure positive childhood development.
In their minds, all such activities legitimately fell under the banner of “wartime
relief” In pursuing these projects, ARC workers did act alone. They forged new
partnerships with like-minded reformers and agencies in Europe, built on earlier
collaborative efforts with the Rockefeller Foundation, and expanded the existing
efforts of other U.S. charities. Throughout Allied Europe—particularly in France
and Italy, the largest relief sites—ARC workers and their allies labored to ensure
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that civilians survived the present crisis and permanently thrived. Many ARC
workers, in short, imagined themselves to be taking part in a shared international
crusade for better health. Nonetheless, as they interacted with fellow reformers
and the objects of their assistance, they could not escape the fact that an uneven
power dynamic inevitably underlay their relationships with European aid recipi-
ents. A genuinely mutual international exchange proved an elusive goal.

Homer Folks, Ernest Bicknell, Paul Kellogg, Edward Devine, and their fellow
U.S. health and welfare professionals had known about the social dislocations
of war before they ever left home, yet only upon seeing Europe firsthand did
they realize the full magnitude of the problem. Two and a half years of war had
sapped the financial and human resources devoted to social welfare and halted
many European reform initiatives. Devine lamented that French hospitals,
orphanages, reformatories, asylums, and charities, “the whole vast network of
organized philanthropy, whether official, semi-official, or voluntary” had been
“profoundly affected by the war” To complicate the situation further, French
reformers had abandoned social experiments such as improved housing, pub-
lic health education, prenatal and infant health programs, and playgrounds. As
Devine understood, the war decreased wealth, health, food, and living standards
and created “an actual slackening of the effort to prevent these evils, even as they
exist in normal times.””® Things were no better in Italy, as Kellogg, Bicknell, and
Devine discovered on their seven-week inspection tour of that country in the
fall of 1917. Kellogg marveled at the destructiveness of war and its effects on
both land and civilians. He described Venice, a northern city in disarray after
the Battle of Caporetto, as “Coney Island raised to the Nth power, or better the
World Fair City at Chicago, built solid and weakened with age.” Even in Naples
and Messina, in the southern toe of Italy and far from the battlefields, he recorded
“bitter evidence of the reach and spread of the misery caused by the invasion.”
The war had uprooted civilian life, yet Kellogg maintained, “The issue of this
war, tremendous as it is, is less than the issue with which we shall be confronted
atits close.””" In Italy and France, and in the roughly two dozen other nations to
which the War Council sent aid, American health and welfare professionals con-
curred that they must tackle every dimension of this social emergency.

Evenas they worried about the extent of the humanitarian disaster, ARC work-
ers also recognized their overseas service as a once-in-a-lifetime chance to join
like-minded reformers in addressing international health issues. Here though, a
constant tension lingered over how they must engage with Europeans, as equals
or as guides. Many truly imagined themselves as partners in a global humanitar-
ian crusade. While Homer Folks regretted being “absent from America during
the most interesting period of her history,” he consoled himself with his faith
that his efforts were “an international enterprise in spirit and we are all taking
part in it on both sides of the water.””> In Folks’s mind, ARC work was to be a
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purely cooperative enterprise. In France, he explained, “We aim not to set up
distinctly American enterprises. We aim to work in French steps, in institutions
they set up.””® Edward Devine echoed these internationalist sentiments. “The
distress and the suffering of the war itself, and the tremendous burden of recon-
struction that will come after the war is over,” he asserted, “can only be met by
the concerted generosity and the statesmanship of the entire world.””* One ARC
nurse in Italy went a step further, noting that she and her colleagues were “work-
ingin a country whose civilization is older, and in many respects more advanced
than our own.” With this realization, she concluded that Americans “had a good
deal to learn and to receive as well as to give.””* For many ARC workers, time in
Europe offered a valuable chance for shared exchange.

And yet, even as ARC workers tended to emphasize the cooperative nature of
their assistance, they frequently assumed a leadership role in aid projects. Devine
may have declared that relief work “must be born by all the great nations,” but
he also believed that the United States had a special obligation to contribute
to the cause “because of the great prosperity that has come to us by the war
itself, and...because we have ourselves been relieved of the disasters, distress
and hardship.””® Paul Kellogg went further, assuming that the war had presented
Americans with a unique opportunity to influence European society in accor-
dance with their own values and ideas. By giving “some of the most experienced
executives in social work in America...the resources and free rein to bend to
the tasks in hand,” he explained, the ARC had provided them with the chance
to engage in nothing less than a project of “nation-wide social engineering.”
Through their work, American humanitarians would be “making social history,
carrying forward demonstrations in human conservation which may prove of
value to the whole world””” While such mentalities underlay ARC efforts in
Western Europe, they proved even stronger among ARC workers in areas like
Russia, Eastern Europe, and the Near East, regions that Americans generally
considered less advanced or developed than their western European counter-
parts.”® ARC personnel may have pledged to assist fellow social reformers but, as
Devine’s and Kellogg’s comments suggest, many also felt a potent duty to uplift
Europeans and instruct them in the particular value of American approaches to
health and welfare. This set of tensions manifested itself throughout the ARC’s
time in Europe.

Whether they saw themselves as leading the way or as joining Europeans as
equal partners, ARC workers generally agreed that they must confront the social
dislocations of war in much the same way as they had tackled health and welfare
problems back in the United States. For this reason, ARC civilian relief bore a
striking resemblance to contemporary American social reform campaigns. In
their emergency relief work for civilians, ARC personnel emphasized the impor-
tance of maintaining the most basic tenets of professional social work, insisting
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on careful planning and expert oversight. In spite of the war, Department of Civil
Affairs leaders expected “that certain minimum standards should be observed—
such as home visiting, keeping of accounts, cooperation with other agencies
engaged in similar work.”” To verify the efficiency and accountability of civilian
relief activities, ARC Departments of Civil Affairs sent traveling inspectors to
examine all ARC relief sites. To ensure that aid recipients deserved assistance
and did not become dependent on charity, they refused to distribute material
aid randomly. Only families deemed truly in need, either by ARC inspectors
or by trusted local authorities, were deemed eligible to receive food, housing,
and clothing rations. In an attempt to provide safe and sanitary housing, ARC
inspectors limited the number of people living and sleeping in each house and
made sure there were appropriate facilities for cooking, bathing, and outdoor
play for children. By implementing relief according to their own best practices,
ARC personnel attempted to control it and to mold it in a way they saw fit.*’

Maintaining the professional standards of emergency reliefwas important, but
if ARC personnel were to really “make social history,” they believed, they must
take far bolder steps. Across Europe, ARC Departments of Civil Relief therefore
moved well beyond the provision of basic material needs and took steps to min-
ister to more extensive and comprehensive civilian health needs. In Allied cities,
towns, and rural areas, from France to Italy to Belgium to Russia, ARC personnel
established hundreds of clinics and dispensaries and dozens of hospitals, all spe-
cifically for civilians. In areas where epidemics of typhus, malaria, and cholera
raged, including the Near East and Serbia, ARC workers treated ill individuals
while undertaking broad environmental and sanitary reform projects. While the
Departments of Civil Affairs provided such medical aid to all noncombatants,
they demonstrated particular concern for children. Many ARC clinics and hospi-
tals specialized in infant and childhood illnesses, while other institutions offered
preventive health measures to make sure that children developed properly and
stayed healthy in the first place. ARC personnel provided school lunches and
erected special stations to distribute milk and cocoa—health foods of the day—
to European youngsters. They operated or funded scores of orphanages, play-
grounds, fresh air camps, and industrial schools across the continent. In each
of these ways, ARC personnel hoped to better the long-term health and welfare
outcomes of European civilians by providing them with the social services that
the war had staunched.*!

While this mission to make relief a more comprehensive endeavor under-
lay ARC efforts across the continent, its most dramatic examples occurred in
France and Italy. Because these countries received the most resources from the
War Council, they were also the sites where ARC personnel found the greatest
latitude to experiment with radical new approaches to relief. So it was from his
office in the Department of Civil Affairs in Paris that Homer Folks “set in motion
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some very large things...which will have substantial results long after we have
all gone home”* In Italy, Chester Aldrich followed in his colleague’s footsteps
in a number of these ventures. Together, these two men and their staffs radi-
cally expanded the range of activities considered to fall within the bounds of war
relief, justifying all such work as part of the global struggle for better health. As
they did, they provided the models and precedents for ARC leaders to follow in
other regions of Europe, both during the war years and in the years to come.

A campaign against tuberculosis marked the ARC’s first move toward compre-
hensive long-term relief and the first attempt to permanently influence European
welfare. Since the late nineteenth century, tuberculosis, a leading cause of death
in all industrial nations, had become the target of an all-out public health crusade
in Western Europe and the United States. The Great War, however, had largely
brought those campaigns to a halt. A decrease in resources for fighting the dis-
ease, a lack of civilian access to medical care, widespread malnourishment, and
overcrowding among troops and refugees all threatened to cause an upsurge in
morbidity and mortality rates. Without active intervention, decades of effort
to control tuberculosis risked being reversed in the course of several years.®
Preventing the resurgence of tuberculosis by rekindling French antituberculosis
activities was thus a project that appealed mightily to Homer Folks. Through the
ARG, he found a chance to do just that. Shortly after the United States entered
the war, leaders of the Rockefeller Foundation called on the ARC War Council
to join them in a joint antituberculosis campaign in France. Wickliffe Rose
and George Vincent, directors of the Foundation’s International Health Board,
pledged $8 million to fund the project and looked to the ARC to administer it on
the ground.® In July 1917, shortly after he arrived in France, Homer Folks set to
work. In designing this venture, his Department of Civil Affairs worked closely
with a commission of French physicians, health officials, and other citizens—all
appointed by the French government. Noted figures in the American antituber-
culosis movement joined them, boosting the campaign’s prestige. Its directors
included Livingston Farrand, the chair of the National Association for the Study
and Prevention of Tuberculosis, and William Charles White, a professor of med-
icine at the University of Pittsburgh. The war had presented these U.S. health
professionals with “an unprecedented opportunity to promote scientific public
health work in France,” and they jumped at the chance.* In France, ARC work-
ers and their allies took steps to increase the number of hospital beds for civil-
ians. They erected regional clinics for examinations and outpatient care. They
lobbied for new laws to require reporting tuberculosis cases. Mobile dispensa-
ries and motion picture projectors carried treatments and educational messages
to all parts of the country. All of these efforts mirrored tactics used in both the
United States and Western European nations before the war. Such activities soon
captured the attention of health reformers beyond France. In November 1917,



130 MAKING THE WORLD SAFE

at the request of the Italian Red Cross and the Italian government, Farrand and
White launched a parallel campaign in Italy.* In both countries, ARC personnel
and their allies revived European antituberculosis work while aiming to lay “the
basis of its future lasting effort.”*’

The antituberculosis campaigns marked only the beginning of the ARC’s
comprehensive relief initiatives. To create the foot soldiers for French and
Italian tuberculosis campaigns and other public health initiatives, ARC person-
nel launched programs to educate civilian women in the principles of public
health and nursing. Both the French and Italian Departments of Civil Affairs
opened formal training schools in major cities that taught local women to be
public health educators. Through a four-month series of lectures and demon-
strations, American and European physicians and nurses instructed students
about child welfare, hygiene, nutrition, obstetrical nursing, common diseases,
and sanitation. To reach an even greater number of civilians, ARC personnel
also offered shorter, more basic classes on hygiene and health education to
interested women in Paris, Lyon, Florence, Milan, and other urban centers.
ARC personnel regarded these European laywomen as especially valuable
because they understood local language, culture, and prejudices. Although
only a fraction of European women might take their courses, ARC workers
assumed that those pupils would return to their hometowns to educate oth-
ers, thereby disseminating contemporary public health methods and beliefs
throughout the countryside. This army of trained women promised to assist
ARC personnel in their goal of improving health standards on the continent.
Through their classes, ARC leaders hoped to permanently influence the ways
French and Italian women understood and influenced child health in their
nations.®

While ARC staff trained civilian women to carry biomedical and hygienic
ideas to remote French and Italian towns and villages, they also established
model institutions of healthy and hygienic living to present these concepts in a
more choreographed manner. This project began in earnest in September 1917,
when Folks requested a $1 million appropriation from the ARC War Council to
construct two permanent demonstration sites in France. One was rural, in the
Department of the Eure-et-Loir in north-central France, and the other urban,
in the nineteenth arrondissement, a working-class ward in Paris. Staffed by
American and French personnel, each proposed center was to include a tuber-
culosis dispensary, an infant welfare and milk station, a prenatal dispensary, and
a bacteriological laboratory. They were also to provide relief funds for families
that had been affected economically by illness, arrange for the inspection and
improvement of housing conditions, and work to prevent contagious diseases.
The health centers aimed to bring together dozens of contemporary ideas about
health and welfare under one roof, packaged and ready to present to French
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civilians. Through them, it seemed, the Department of Civil Affairs was turning
the war zone into a veritable settlement house.”

The scope of the proposed health centers went far beyond any previous type
of wartime assistance and raised questions about whether such activities should
legitimately be categorized as war relief. War Council chair Henry Davison had
his doubts. In early 1918, he considered cutting the million-dollar appropriation.
“All our energies must now be bent toward the winning of the war,” he reasoned,
“and it is felt that this does not directly contribute to that end.” In response,
Folks and his allies countered that such work would in fact “have immediate
and substantial military value.” They rationalized education and preventive pub-
lic health work as well within the bounds of war relief because these projects
boosted France’s overall vitality and its long-term stability.” Ultimately, influen-
tial voices at the Rockefeller Foundation settled the matter. In May 1918, after
visiting with Folks in person, IHB director George Vincent expressed his full
support for Folks’s plan. Health education work among civilians had an “imme-
diate and vital bearing on war efficiency,” Vincent declared, “To limit work to
hospital and other direct service to soldiers would seriously weaken America’s
aid to her allies. The full program,” he concluded, “is essential.”> Convinced,
Davison subsequently approved the million-dollar appropriation. By 1918, pub-
lic health education had become as much a part of ARC civilian assistance as the
provision of food and housing. As Folks and other ARC workers saw it, this was
their chance to leave “a permanent impression upon the public health situation”
in Europe.”

Buoyed by the success of these sites, Folks and his colleagues soon conceived
of other demonstration projects, this time targeting infant and child health spe-
cifically. Wartime conditions in Europe had produced declines in birth rates and
high rates of infant and childhood disease and mortality, all while stalling pre-
war efforts to improve child health and to educate mothers about proper child
hygiene.”* Compelled by the logic that “unless the babies of these years were
saved there would be no children in the years to come, no nation of the future,”
and that “saving France cannot be done without saving her young life,” ARC
workers vowed to join their French counterparts in combating these setbacks
through treatment and education.”® Even as they planned to collaborate with
French colleagues, however, ARC personnel also hoped to provide instruc-
tion to them. As members of the ARC Bureau of Needy Children and Infant
Mortality put it, the goal was “to combine the French ideas and French methods
of dealing with the child welfare problem, with a practical demonstration of cer-
tain very important and fundamental ideas that had as yet hardly been attempted
in France.””® Successfully navigating between assistance and oversight, ARC staff
believed, was critical if they were to achieve real improvements in the French
child health situation.
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The mission to improve the long-term welfare of French children through
public education began in April 1918 in Lyons, France, when a group of ARC
personnel and French child health professionals joined to open the Exposition
d’Enfance, a large fair designed to showcase modern methods of child health
and welfare. Held in a grand hall requisitioned by the mayor of Lyons, the
Exposition housed a cinema and a lecture room capable of accommodating one
thousand French civilians who came to hear about health topics. A number of
smaller sites demonstrated specific ideas about health and hygiene. From inside
a glass demonstration house, American and French doctors and nurses showed
audiences in twice daily shows how to properly wash and dress babies, while
in the Jardin d’enfants, an American physical education expert taught chil-
dren daily exercises (figure 4.5). A children’s hospital, modeled on a modern
American institution, alerted French visitors to the types of institutions they
might build for their children. Dietary experts gave advice on general nutri-
tion and on how to sterilize milk; gleaming dental chairs and oversized tooth-
brushes taught visitors about oral hygiene. Posters throughout the Exposition
alerted visitors to the dangers of alcoholism to unborn babies, the death rates of
tuberculosis throughout the world, and to French laws relating to child welfare
(figure 4.6). Child health expositions proved wildly popular, first in Lyons but

Figure 4.5 Peering through glass windows, mothers and children watch a demonstration
on infant health at an American Red Cross Child Welfare Exposition in France. ca. 1918.
American National Red Cross Collection, Library of Congress.
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Figure 4.6 An ARC poster in France advertises the health demands of French infants,

» » «

including “to be nourished regularly,” “healthy relatives,” “mother’s milk,” and “to be
protected from flies.” Artist Jacques Carlu, ca. 1918. World War I Posters Collection,
Library of Congress.

soon throughout France and Italy. The Lyons Baby Show opened to a crowd of
twelve hundred people. Over the three weeks that it ran, average daily atten-
dance reached nine thousand. Based on this success, the French Department of
Civil Affairs established six other large expositions. They also organized smaller
traveling shows to carry the message to other French cities and, eventually, to
Italian ones as well.””

The overarching goal of these expositions was to ensure the immediate
and long-term health of Europe’s future democratic citizens, by encourag-
ing existing French efforts and introducing new methods, fresh from the
United States. Admittedly, many of these displays broadcast child welfare ide-
als that were as accepted among French medical professionals as they were
among their American colleagues. Yet ARC workers also assumed that only



134 MAKING THE WORLD SAFE

with “American scientific spirit, American public health organization, and
American sympathy,” as Folks proclaimed at the opening of the Lyons expo-
sition, could the United States best help Allied Europe improve its health.”
Folks’s words spoke volumes to the power dynamics at play. ARC personnel
were not merely trying to share scientific or public health ideals—a theo-
retically universal concept—but to offer Europe the benefits of distinctly
American approaches to child health. In the Expositions d’Enfance, as in
so much of their work, ARC personnel tread a fine line between assisting
Europeans and trying to uplift them.

ARC epidemic campaigns, courses for women, health centers, and baby
shows all aimed to improve the physical health of European civilians while,
at the same time, trying to inculcate new behaviors among them. In Italy,
efforts to achieve both of these goals were most fully realized when ARC lead-
ers decided to build a model city. In late February 1918, Venetian consul B.
Harvey Carroll and Chester Aldrich, the director of the Department of Civil
Affairs in Italy, came up with a plan to construct a colony outside Pisa for two
thousand Venetian refugees. The endeavor, Carroll contended, would make a
ready appeal “to the American press and to the American public” and would
serve “as a concrete example of what America can do when she bows her neck
to it.”® The pair soon persuaded interested Italian parties to support the enter-
prise. On May 1, ARC and Italian workers broke ground on thirty acres of
formerly private property that the Italian government requisitioned for the
project. More than simply refugee housing, ARC leaders imagined the Pisa
Village as a “modern American city” and a way to showcase ideas of health and
welfare in Italy. Designers followed contemporary theories of hygienic hous-
ing, such as ensuring an abundance of light and air in each home. The planned
living space included eighty concrete homes, divided into several apartments
of two to four rooms each. The village also included a small garden, offices,
shops, a community kitchen, a church, workrooms, schools, a hospital, and a
concrete replica of Venice’s famous Piazza San Marco—“all that makes for the
happiness and safety of the family”' The ARC advertised the village to Italian
refugees as a place where they could reestablish their lives and their communi-
ties, support themselves through employment rather than charity, and raise
their families in a stable and orderly climate. The Pisa Village, as conceptual-
ized, was to be a lasting testament to the United States’ innovative approaches
to humanitarian assistance and a permanent model for Italian social reformers
to follow. Yet, as it turned out, the Pisa Village was not even a temporary fix
to the refugee situation. The November 1918 Armistice occurred prior to the
village’s completion, making it possible for refugees to return to their homes
in the north. Members of the Italian Department of Civil Affairs never had
the chance to test this most ambitious of attempts at comprehensive reform
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and social engineering (a fact that did not prevent War Council leaders from
advertising it widely in the United States).'” If nothing else, the ARC'’s efforts
outside Pisa indicated just how all encompassing wartime aid had become by
the time the conflict ended.

In 1917 and 1918, driven by international humanitarian commitments and by
the desire to put their professional training to use during a momentous period
in world history, the ARC’s personnel thus expanded the definition of civilian
relief to include a wide array of health and welfare interventions. Officially, ARC
leadership instructed staff in each nation to offer assistance “not in the American
way,” but “in a way which would be satisfactory to the people of that country.”®*
In certain respects, ARC workers lived up to this charge. Personnel worked
alongside local individuals and agencies to administer relief. Because their pres-
ence in any country required the authorization of the assisted government, an
implied consent existed for their activities. In general, ARC personnel assumed
that they were taking part in a much broader project of enhancing international
welfare. Yet no matter how cosmopolitan they imagined themselves to be, ARC
workers could not avoid the fact that, as middle-class experts and American
administrators of humanitarian aid, they inevitably had the upper hand in an
unbalanced relationship. ARC workers consistently attempted to influence and
shape European peoples and societies according to their own standards and
assumptions, seeing this as necessary if they were to leave a lasting imprint on
the continent. The power dynamics intrinsic to foreign assistance assured that it
could never be the truly international, egalitarian enterprise that so many ARC
personnel proclaimed it to be.

Furthermore, even though many of the ARC’s personnel understood their
efforts as an international social justice issue—something larger than mere
national interest—their comprehensive relief activities invariably served the
Wilson administration’s needs as well. By targeting immediate health out-
comes among the Allies, ARC workers helped to promote social stability and
build support for the United States. By taking steps to buttress the long-term
health of Allied civilians, they worked to ensure that the citizens of Europe’s
democratic nations would be fit and prepared to implement Wilsons’ liberal
internationalist visions once the war came to an end. For many ARC person-
nel, of course, serving both national and internationalist interests was never
contradictory. True victory in a total war for global civilization, they believed,
demanded more than just defeating Central Powers forces. It meant taking
every possible measure to reduce human suffering and to perfect international
society.
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At eleven o'clock in the morning of November 11, 1918, the Armistice termi-
nating hostilities between Germany and the Allied Powers went into effect.
Buoyed by the hope that the Great War had been a war to end all wars, ARC
personnel joined Allied civilians in a celebration to surpass all other celebra-
tions. “The news of the signing of the armistice was received in Paris on Monday
alittle after eleven in the morning and for two days we have been living through
excitement and joy and celebration such as I never expect to see again,” wrote
one worker to her family, “You have probably read all about it in the papers
but nothing can really describe it.”'** Clelia Mosher, a physician from California,
attempted to convey the experience to her mother. “I will try to tell you the
story of this time as well as I can,” she wrote, “tho’ it must be totally inadequate
as an expression of what I have lived through in these two wonderful days.” As
Mosher understood, neither her mother nor anyone else in the United States
could truly empathize with the revelry, for “one needs to live thro’ those terrible
days of doubt and suspense to put the real joy into this celebration of the cessa-
tion of the terrible war”'**

With the conclusion of conflict, the ARC’s wartime raison d’étre—to relieve
Allied noncombatants—ceased as well. Just as ARC workers like Mosher tried
to put the war into perspective and describe it to their friends and families back
home, they also used the moment as an opportunity to take stock of what their
aid work had accomplished. Yet even before the Armistice—indeed, ever since
the first wartime commissions arrived in June 1917—ARC workers had engaged
in a continual process of evaluating, reevaluating, and attempting to explain the
significance of civilian relief. During their time in Europe, many became con-
vinced of the importance of their service, while others expressed reservations
about the utility and purpose of the humanitarian intervention. Those observing
ARC work from the outside, meanwhile, formed their own opinions of its value.
Collectively, these varied appraisals contributed to broader popular discourses
and understandings about the place of humanitarianism in U.S. foreign relations
and the nature of American responsibility to Allied Europe.

According to its most ardent proponents, ARC wartime relief succeeded in
its goal of projecting the authenticity of American humanity and concern, dem-
onstrating the U.S. commitment to Allied civilians as it forged lasting bonds
between them. Almost universally, leaders within the upper echelons of the
organization trumpeted the organization’s accomplishments in this regard. As
War Council chair Henry Davison heralded, “The gratitude the people feel for
what the American people are doing through the Red Cross is beyond descrip-
tion...America is today a rainbow,” he explained, toward which Europe “looks
as the sign of comfort, hope, and victory”'* Ernest Bicknell reported that he,
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personally, had “found it impossible to escape the rush of affectionate emotion”
that Europeans poured upon him and other Americans.' Mabel Boardman, vis-
iting France and Italy in 1918, marveled at the extent of civilian relief operations
in both countries, clearly realizing that “the original purpose of the Red Cross,”
to work among the battlefield wounded, had “become a secondary matter.”'"”
Many personnel outside the administrative hierarchy echoed the glowing assess-
ments of their superiors, frequently affirming their international humanitarian
obligations and the necessity of their involvement in Europe. “These civilian
victims need relief as much as soldiers,” wrote one ARC worker in France upon
seeing the results of wartime devastation. “Thank God we are over pretending to
be neutral and took our part like men and women!™*® Other personnel extolled
the ARC for its achievement in forging bonds between the United States and
its allies. A worker in Italy understood its relief as “one of the connecting links
between the hearts of the Italian contadini and those of the millions of generous
ones back home,” while another credited the organization with having “estab-
lished and affirmed a link of brotherhood between the two Nations which now,
no doubt, will strengthen the already existing friendship by a lasting alliance.'*
For ARC leaders and many ARC workers, the organization’s on-the-ground
effects confirmed the rhetorical promises of the War Council’s institutional
ideology.

Many ARC personnel, so convinced of their obligation to relieve their inter-
national compatriots and of the ARC’s special role in this mission, labored to
persuade their fellow citizens of the same. “If American donors could see how
much Italians appreciated their gifts,” one man noted, “it would give some idea
of the appreciation which the valiant and suffering people of Italy feel for every
token of affection and help which reaches them from their allies of the United
States.”''® Clelia Mosher likewise defended the importance of American giv-
ing to her sister. “If you could see what your money is doing, how it is putting
heart into the people here,” she wrote, “you would realize how worth while it
is”""" ARC workers further justified their assistance by highlighting the dignity
and worth of European aid recipients. “These refugees are not paupers,” one
ARC worker wrote. “It is no discredit for a woman with little children to be in
need of help when her husband is earning soldier’s wages at the front and the
family home, business, and property is gone.”''* Another woman, describing
refugees to a friend, explained that they were “refined, decent people...just the
type of people you would find in a small New England town.”""* By advancing
such positive impressions of the recipients of civilian relief, American person-
nel rationalized the ARC’s intervention as a legitimate charitable undertaking
for international peers, one that their friends and family had a clear obliga-
tion to support. In so doing, they reinforced the War Council’s scripted public
messages.
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It was not only insiders who appreciated and proclaimed the ARC’s value.
Both European and American observers extolled its work in private correspon-
dence and official statements. Felix Frankfurter, assistant to secretary of war
Newton Baker, celebrated the ARC as “one of the most important agencies
in affecting the morale” of civilians, affirming that “the relation of the civil to
the military morale is evident,” while U.S. ambassador to Italy Thomas Nelson
Page confided to Wilson that the ARC was not only “doing a great work here”
but that it also had “undoubtedly, an excellent effect as propaganda.”''* Other
State Department officials in Europe joined Page in lauding the “very favorable
effect” that the ARC projects had on public opinion.'* European leaders con-
firmed these reports. French president Raymond Poincaré thanked the ARC
for demonstrating “to the widows, to the orphans of France, a beneficence
and generosity, the memory of which shall never vanish from our hearts,” and
Italian premier Vittorio Orlando commended its “highly effective, intelligent
help,” rendered “with true spirit of unity and brotherhood.”"'¢ So, too, did
General Pershing. “Our people may well be proud of the record of the Red
Cross,” he reported to Henry Davison. “In giving prompt and efficient relief
the Red Cross has won the eternal gratitude of millions of people. The Armies
of France, from commanders down, testify to the great good it has accom-
plished.”"'” Raymond Fosdick, chair of the Commission on Training Camp
Activities, sung similar praises. “The civilian relief work of the Red Cross is
perhaps its best organized branch,” Fosdick concluded in a report to the AEF.
“I believe that this practical, homely assistance, which the American people,
through the Red Cross, are bringing to the French in the hour of adversity,
will have a lasting effect upon the relationship between the two countries.” So
complimentary was Fosdick, in fact, that he recommended to the AEF that
“the time has come when ALL relief work abroad which is not carried on by
or through the Red Cross should be prevented in every way possible so as
to eliminate the inefliciency and waste which inevitably accompany the man-
agement of small, competing enterprises.”'® Given the ARC’s clear success as
America’s principle civilian relief agency, he argued, its special status among
aid organizations deserved to be made permanent. For many outside observ-
ers, both American and European, the ARC had proven its worth and lived up
to War Council leaders’ claims.

Enthusiasm was widespread, but it was by no means universal. For all those in
Europe who believed that the ARC had put its ideological promises into action,
others proved quite skeptical of the association’s intentions and its effectiveness.
Some condemned ARC assistance as nothing more than a crass attempt to win
public affection. “We are here for propaganda it seems,” complained John Dos
Passos, a twenty-one-year-old ARC volunteer in Italy. “We will be used in the
most conspicuous way possible—we must show Italy that America is behind
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them...We are here to help cajole the poor devils of Italians into fighting”'"

Others criticized the ARC’s domination of relief. Raymond Fosdick may have
supported the ARC’s “policy of combination and co-ordination,” but it bred
resentment from Edith Wharton and many other philanthropists who found
themselves displaced by the sprawling ARC relief infrastructure. ARC claims
to efficient, accountable spending faced occasional reports to the contrary,
with some ARC workers testifying to widespread “graft and loose handling of
finances.”"** Diplomatic hurdles also arose from time to time during the ARC’s
stay in Europe, most obviously with regard to the organization’s brief but turbu-
lent relationship with the Bolshevik government. Finally, individual ARC work-
ers sometimes invoked the ire of both their colleagues and aid recipients. Carter
Harrison, an ARC volunteer in France, complained that “favoritism was shown
in the assignment of personal friends, business associates and bearers of letters
from friends and associates,” allowing “every chap with a pull in the J. P. Morgan
realms of high finance” to claim the best positions."?' Perhaps the most egregious
of these examples was that of Edward Ryan, the ARC commissioner to Serbia.
Toward the end of the war, the War Council began receiving reports that accused
Ryan of being “overbearing, intolerant, high-handed, and incompetent,” leaving
“his staff demoralized, and his work, as a result, inefficient.” In late September
1918, hoping to forestall further complaints, ARC leaders relieved Ryan of his
post.””> ARC wartime civilian relief did enjoy considerable acclaim, but never
unanimous approval.

Such criticisms, however, do not belie the fact that from June 1917 to
November 1918, ARC civilian relief represented a fundamental and overwhelm-
ingly popular part of U.S. involvement in the Great War. It complemented gov-
ernmental wartime strategy. It also provided a nonmilitary mechanism for U.S.
citizens to engage with Europe, whether as firsthand participants or as audiences
for the stories and reports that ARC personnel relayed back to the United States.
Through the ARC, Americans had found a means to fulfill their new interna-
tional humanitarian obligations. This had been the War Council’s promise, the
message that its leaders had worked so hard to construct and disseminate in the
wartime United States. In the seventeen months that ARC commissions worked
in wartime Europe, the ideological premises that underpinned the War Council’s
public messages and its institutional ideology appeared quite secure. But had
this been simply a wartime phenomenon? Or could the international humani-
tarian ethos and this new type of U.S. foreign involvement remain sustainable in
the postwar period? After the Armistice, ARC leaders in Europe and the United
States began taking steps to disband the wartime commissions. On March 1,
1919, Wilson dissolved the War Council, restoring the ARC to peacetime lead-
ership. By that point, most of the thousands of Americans who had worked for
the ARC had returned to the United States. The end of the war, however, did
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not bring an end to Europe’s humanitarian crises. Even as the ARC shifted to a
peacetime footing, its postwar leaders began planning for a prolonged interven-
tion in Europe, hoping to address the myriad social problems left in the wake
of war. In the years after the Armistice, the ARC's international humanitarian-
ism would again be put to the test, this time in an entirely new field of foreign

relations.



Rebuilding Europe

On November 16, 1918, five days after the signing of the Armistice, an ARC
worker in Paris wrote a letter to his family in the United States, the first line
of which summed up that heady moment concisely: “Since I wrote you last
Saturday—well,—it’s a different world” The abrupt conclusion of World War
I changed everything in Europe. ARC workers could not help but wonder what
it meant for them. “Everybody’s plans are uncertain now of course,” explained
another to her family. “Nobody knows anything about future plans for what we’ll
allow”! She did not have to speculate for long. Though they had yet to settle on
the details, ARC leaders had already begun to envision a role for their civilian
assistance in postwar Europe. It was in the service of planning this peacetime pro-
gram that, on Armistice Day itself, Homer Folks turned direction of the French
Department of Civil Affairs over to Ernest Bicknell to embark “on the new mis-
sion with which the American Red Cross has charged me—that of making a
study of the needs of the civilian populations in the European countries in which
the American Red Cross has commissions, or is likely to be asked to do work in
the near future.”> Barely pausing to participate in the revelry that swept through
Paris that day, Folks left France and headed east on a survey trip of Italy, Greece,
Serbia, Rumania, and Russia. Over the next few months, he visited dozens of
cities, towns, and villages, where he met with local government leaders, public
health officials, and physicians. The trip, he hoped, would “help the AR.C. to
make its appropriations” while providing “an accurate statement of civilian con-
ditions in Europe resulting from the war.” Such data, Folks contended, “may be
a real contribution toward a mutual understanding between America and these
various countries, and toward one phase of the data which should be taken into
account at the peace negotiations.”® The war may have ended, but Folks and his
colleagues remained convinced of the enduring diplomatic and social potential
of American civilian assistance. During the next four years, a period surging
with debate over the ideal level and form of U.S. engagement with Europe, these
proponents of U.S. international humanitarianism fought against countervailing
tides to sustain the ARC’s intervention into European health and welfare.

141
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Though scholarship on post-World War I American foreign relations most
often centers on the fierce fights over U.S. participation in the League of Nations,
the transatlantic turn against Woodrow Wilson and his internationalist visions,
and the ascendancy of American economic and cultural power in Europe under
Wilson’s Republican successors, the American response to European civilian
distress represents a central piece of this history.* More than four years of war
had resulted in a profound and continuing humanitarian crisis in Europe. The
conflict left millions undernourished, homeless, and orphaned. Rates of typhus,
tuberculosis, malaria, and other diseases surged. These dire conditions threat-
ened lives across the continent, but especially in Central and Eastern Europe.
There, long-standing economic disparities, the sudden breakdown of old gov-
erning structures, the wartime disruption of normal agricultural production,
and the effects of the wartime Allied blockade (which lasted into the spring of
1919) converged to produce widespread starvation and illness. In Russia, both
the ongoing civil war and the concurrent Allied military intervention against the
Bolshevik government exacerbated human suffering further still.*

For several years after the Armistice, Americans grappled with how to respond
to this situation. In the early postwar months, many American policymakers and
private citizens regarded relieving Europe as essential. Some assumed a moral
responsibility to do so; others feared that without their aid, widespread hunger and
illness would breed social disorder and Bolshevism, threatening an already tenu-
ous peace. As the proponents of foreign aid recognized, adequately responding to
both the effects of this human catastrophe and its underlying causes could take
years and would require significant resources. But for a variety of reasons, mirror-
ing the wider U.S. political and cultural “return to normalcy” (to borrow Warren
G. Harding’s 1920 campaign pledge), American popular and political enthusiasm
for a major postwar humanitarian intervention quickly eroded. Some called on
the United States to rein in its foreign commitments, whether formal or nongov-
ernmental; some balked at the idea of aiding the former Central Powers and the
new U.S. adversary, Communist Russia; and many Americans simply lost interest
in assisting the world beyond their borders, now that the war no longer compelled
their attention. Regardless of where they came down on the matter, the question of
how—or whether—to respond to Europe’s persistent social dislocations was one
of the major foreign policy considerations of the postwar United States.

This foregoing narrative of American aid to Europe in the Great War’s wake
draws primarily from studies of the U.S. response to famine, particularly the work
of Herbert Hoover’s American Relief Administration (ARA). Without ques-
tion, Hoover’s relief efforts were the largest and most ambitious of the United
States’ postwar aid endeavors in Europe. In the first six months of 1919 alone,
his ARA oversaw the administration of billions of dollars in food aid and other
reconstruction assistance across the continent. While both federal and public
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willingness to support his efforts declined significantly by the end of that year,
Hoover continued to oversee child-feeding efforts throughout Eastern Europe
and Russia—in spite of significant American political opposition—until 1923.¢
Yet the ARA, though grand in scope, was not the only channel through which
the United States negotiated and waged its humanitarian response. In the after-
math of war, the ARC continued to operate in Europe as well, administering a
wide range of medical and health-related relief activities across the continent.
Far smaller in scale than Hoover’s better-known efforts, yet just as salient for
understanding the diplomacy and culture of U.S. foreign assistance in these
years, the ARC’s civilian health and welfare efforts form an essential part of this
broader story of American postwar international humanitarianism.

Given the ARC’s dominant role in wartime civilian assistance, the organiza-
tion seemed a likely candidate to lead the U.S. postwar aid program; the fact
that it quickly ceded its position as America’s foremost foreign aid agency might
therefore come as a surprise. From the outset, however, ARC leaders deemed
the monumental task of feeding European civilians as beyond their capabilities.
In the weeks following the Armistice, as the ARC’s leaders reorganized for peace,
they determined to play a more limited—yet no less crucial—role in tackling
Europe’s ongoing humanitarian concerns. Willfully surrendering the task of
food relief to Herbert Hoover and the ARA, ARC leaders directed their energies
primarily toward health and medical assistance, doing so through two distinct
channels. First, War Council chair Henry Davison took the lead in organizing
a new international confederation, the League of Red Cross Societies (LRCS),
which aimed to coordinate the efforts of all national Red Cross societies around
peacetime public health activities. This association got off the ground quickly,
but the ARC’s new peacetime leaders in the United States and in Europe did
not wait to see whether it would take hold. Profoundly concerned with both
humanitarian suffering and political unrest in the Balkan States and Russia, they
embarked on a second path, redirecting the bulk of their attention and resources
away from Western Europe and toward these areas. Building upon activities and
precedents established in wartime France and Italy and working in harmony
with ARA personnel, they took up a concerted program of reconstruction and
medical assistance. In both of these ways, the ARC’s leaders tried to define a new
role for their assistance in postwar Europe and to help resolve the novel social
and diplomatic concerns facing the continent.

Riding a tide of wartime popularity, the ARC appeared well positioned to
pursue these specific relief activities, continuing its humanitarian intervention
on behalf of the United States. For a number of reasons, however, the ARC’s
postwar efforts soon proved less successful and popular than their wartime ante-
cedents. The two years after the Armistice witnessed a rapid decline in American
enthusiasm for the ARC and its foreign relief projects, dashing the War Council’s
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earlier goal to foster a permanent sense of international humanitarian obligation
among the U.S. public. At the same time, disagreements arose over the organi-
zation’s proper peacetime role. While some desired to sustain and expand the
ARC’s international efforts, others criticized the scope of its postwar projects,
urging retrenchment and a return to a more limited position in the world. On the
ground in Europe, the proponents of postwar ARC aid ran into further problems.
Davison’s drive to lead the International Red Cross Movement in new directions
bred resentment among the heads of the ICRC in Geneva, while ARC efforts in
Russia and Eastern Europe generated criticisms of their own. There, European
government officials, health professionals, and civilians objected to the contin-
ued American presence and to ARC workers” assumptions of superiority. ARC
fieldworkers, meanwhile, grew frustrated with their inability to effect immedi-
ate change on the ground. The declining support for aid at home, the growing
irritation with American interference abroad, and a mounting disenchantment
among ARC personnel over their inability to fundamentally transform European
society undermined the plans of those who desired to maintain a more signifi-
cant presence in Europe. By 1920, ARC assistance, overwhelmingly popular in
the war years, had lost much of its luster on both sides of the Atlantic.

Though the prevailing winds may have blown against the ARC and its European
relief activities in these years, the shift was by no means absolute. A number of ARC
leaders and workers remained fiercely devoted to the international humanitarian
sentiments that had guided them during the war years. Even as inadequate funding
and growing discord led ARC leaders to terminate their general postwar program in
mid-1920, these individuals labored to retain the organization’s presence in postwar
Europe. Ultimately, they found it possible to do so for several more years by restrict-
ing their efforts to the one segment of the European population they judged most
likely to garner sympathy and support. From late 1919 through 1923, ARC leaders
devoted their remaining resources to European children. Opting for a more limited
focus onyouth allowed ARC leaders to maintain some involvement in European wel-
fare, even as they found it necessary to scale back their more extensive postwar plans.
Echoing the efforts of their wartime predecessors, ARC workers administered two
separate child health and welfare programs, conceptually united by their missions
to influence European social welfare in the long term. As in prior relief endeavors,
these child health projects once again found ARC personnel engaged in a constant
struggle to balance their expressed commitment to join their European colleagues
in a shared crusade with their desire to shape Europe in accord with their own ideals
and assumptions. Though some tried to change the dynamic, old habits died hard.

The ARC’s postwar relief efforts in Europe are significant not simply as part of
the history of U.S. humanitarian assistance but for what they reflect about much
wider contemporary ideas and debates on American international engagement
and the new position of the United States vis-a-vis Europe. Just as Europeans
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negotiated the new political, economic, and social clout wielded on the conti-
nent by the U.S. government, American businesses, and American culture, they
also contended with the enduring presence of the ARC and the power dynamics
inherent in its assistance programs.” And, just as Americans debated and dis-
puted the merits of U.S. political internationalism, so too did they quarrel over
the validity of the nation’s international humanitarian mission. While the large
majority of Americans cast aside the cosmopolitan sensibilities that had moti-
vated them to assist Europeans in 1917 and 1918, a good many remained con-
vinced that they must continue to play a part in bettering the state of European
social affairs.® Such contests over the ARC and its aid shed important light on
the complex nature of U.S. relations with Europe during the tumultuous years
of postwar reconstruction. Americans did not immediately or universally accept
the call to “return to normalcy” once the war concluded. Many continued to
believe that they had an obligation to continue making the world safe.

Reorganizing for the Peacetime World

On December 13, 1918, Woodrow Wilson arrived in France to represent the
United States at the Paris Peace Conference. Before joining the talks, he spent over
amonth touring the capital cities of Western Europe; he was greeted with ebullient
fanfare at every stop. Back in Paris on January 18, 1919, the day formal negotiations
commenced, Wilson described the conference as more than a purely diplomatic
meeting. This was a critical moment in history, a chance to “lift from the shoul-
ders of humanity the frightful weight which is pressing on them.”” Achieving this
goal, Wilson well understood, would require more than successful negotiations
and a signed peace treaty. It demanded overcoming the social upheaval that the
war had wrought. Wilson’s allies in the ARC certainly agreed with this assessment.
During the roughly six months that Wilson spent overseas working to negotiate
the peace, ARC leaders in both the United States and Europe reorganized their
association and began to redesign their approaches to civilian assistance. In so
doing, they aspired to continue serving the diplomatic and humanitarian interests
of the Wilsonian state while acknowledging the novel needs and challenges of the
peacetime context. By the time Wilson returned to the United States in the sum-
mer of 1919, the ARC’s new peacetime leaders had delineated a new role for their
organization in the field of European health and medicine.

*

In theory, the ARC’s extensive civilian relief efforts during the Great War era
had positioned the association to remain the foremost player in American
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postwar aid as well. Even before the Armistice, many ARC workers believed
that the organization stood to accomplish great things in this regard. While
journalist Paul Kellogg admitted in September 1918 that “the part which the
American Red Cross can and will be able to play in permanent reconstruc-
tion remains to be seen,” he hoped that he and his colleagues could plan “a
post war work as vigorous and meaningful as that which it has engineered
while the war is on.” As a result of the war, Kellogg explained, humanitarian
assistance had been transformed into a tool of progress, had “broadened—as
charitable relief in our own domestic life long since broadened—into a con-
structive program of social work and engineering.” By prolonging their com-
mitment to comprehensive overseas aid, Americans could continue to “play
their part in the household affairs” of Europe.'® Many supporters outside the
ARC agreed with Kellogg’s assessment. George Creel, head of the Committee
on Public Information, reasoned that Europe’s “instant and tremendous need
can only be met through [the ARC], an organization that has donated funds
at its disposal and is without the checks that impede government activities.”
While Creel voiced his own utmost confidence in the ARC and its voluntary
humanitarianism, he also believed that a robust postwar ARC program “would
appeal directly to the generous sympathies of America.”"' Subsequent events
appeared to confirm his predictions. The ARC’s annual membership drive,
held in mid-December 1918, brought in the largest number of ARC members
in the organization’s history, with over twenty million adults joining the cause.
Public opinion, it seemed, provided a mandate for a continued program of
ARC international humanitarianism."

Perhaps most significantly, Woodrow Wilson himself saw great promise in
the ARC and its potential postwar role and took steps to encourage it person-
ally. In late November 1918, Wilson’s close confidante and the ARC’s national
secretary, Stockton Axson, advised the president that he must do what he could
to “secure a great future to the Red Cross.” Axson lauded the ARC for its wartime
work. Nonetheless, he admitted that it would be “impossible for the people of
America indefinitely to continue to carry alone the burden of relief and welfare
work among the peoples of the world.” The ARC, he argued, must prolong its
own international health and welfare efforts, but its leaders must simultaneously
encourage other Red Cross societies to join it, thereby putting the ARC’s war-
time efforts on a permanent global footing."* Wilson firmly agreed with Axson’s
assessment and in early December 1918, just before leaving for Paris, took up
the issue with War Council chair Henry Davison. Explaining that he greatly val-
ued the ARC and did “not want to see it contract,” Wilson urged Davison to find
a way to maintain the ARC’s wartime assistance activities in the new peacetime
environment, both through its own infrastructure and by encouraging the col-
laboration of other partners in the International Red Cross Movement. Quite
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taken with this idea, Davison pledged to continue the discussion in the coming
weeks, once he and Wilson had both arrived in Paris.'*

With the endorsement of the president and the public at large, the ARC was
well positioned to lead the nation’s postwar aid efforts. And yet, in spite of the
far-reaching enthusiasm, Davison and his fellow ARC leaders ultimately opted
to scale back their efforts in Europe. This decision was much to the chagrin
of Herbert Hoover. As the director of the Commission for Relief in Belgium
and the U.S. food administrator from 1917 to 1918, Hoover boasted a long
résumé of humanitarian service. During the war, he had also developed an abid-
ing respect for the ARC and its vast civilian relief operations. Recognizing the
humanitarian and strategic importance of quelling European hunger, Hoover
departed for Europe immediately after hostilities concluded to organize food
relief operations. Naturally, he appealed to Davison and the ARC to join him in
this undertaking. Despite the pressure from Hoover, Wilson, and much of the
American public to maintain an extensive relief program in Europe, Davison
declined. In early January 1919, he informed Hoover that he and his colleagues
had determined it “imprudent and unwise” to undertake such a major relief
program. While Davison imagined “there would be much work for voluntary
organizations to do in supplementing that work of the governments,” he and
the War Council’s other leaders had come to the decision that the “full force
of the distress...was incalculable, and that it could only be coped with by the
governments.” Deeming the work too great and anticipating that the massive
outlays of funding that had supported wartime work would not last, he con-
sented only “to assist in meeting such emergencies as in our judgment we are
warranted in endeavoring to do.”"

The ARC’s decision to limit its postwar aid efforts marked a definite shift
in the nature of U.S. foreign civilian relief. With the ARC no longer willing to
serve as the nation’s principal relief agency, Wilson turned to Hoover to officially
administer the nation’s postwar aid program. In Paris, he appointed Hoover
director general of relief in Europe and a member of the Supreme Economic
Council. On February 24, 1919, Wilson issued an executive order to create the
American Relief Administration (ARA), the nation’s first fully governmental
foreign aid organization, and named Hoover to lead it. Breaking with its usual
reluctance to fund voluntary relief agencies, the U.S. Congress subsequently
appropriated some $363 million to supplement private donations and help fund
the ARA’s work. Over the next few months, Hoover and the ARA distributed
over $1 billion in food and other aid throughout Europe. After the ARA’s federal
mandate expired at the end of June 1919, Hoover reorganized it as a privatized
charity, renamed the ARA’s European Children’s Fund. Under the ARA’s aus-
pices, Hoover continued to orchestrate one of the nation’s largest international
relief undertakings in history. The ARC, the principal instrument of U.S. foreign
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assistance in the war years, had taken a clearly subordinate position to a new
humanitarian agency in the field."®

Although the ARC’s leaders declared it beyond their peacetime capacities to
teed Europe, they did not plan to withdraw from Europe entirely. On the con-
trary, they sought to maintain a significant international presence, only in a more
limited and focused manner. With Hoover and the ARA in charge of food relief,
ARC leaders turned their attention to other crucial areas of need. They priori-
tized activities intended to foster better European health, but they would also
pursue other related reconstruction efforts as they saw fit. Significantly, ARA and
ARC leaders saw themselves not as rivals in the field but as partners in the cru-
sade to tackle Europe’s humanitarian crisis. From the beginning, Hoover assured
the ARC, “I do not wish to transgress on the field of the Red Cross.” ARC lead-
ers, in turn, promised Hoover that they had no objections to his food relief pro-
gram and would in fact “be very glad indeed to see this great need met...at the
earliest possible moment.”'” In Europe, they instructed ARC personnel to avoid
“competition or friction of any sort” and to cooperate with the ARA to the great-
est extent possible, “with a view to full realization of not only the letter but the
spirit of the program.”'® Understanding the ARC’s important complementary
work, Wilson’s advisers at the Paris Peace Conference established an official rela-
tionship with the ARC’s representatives in Europe as well.'” Together, the ARA
and ARC set out to address Europe’s postwar humanitarian crisis. The former
focused on feeding; the latter on improving health, curing disease, and restoring
order in European societies.

Having dispensed with the significant matter of food aid, the Wilson administra-
tion and the ARC’s leaders began to dismantle their wartime relief infrastructure
and put the organization on a peacetime footing. In the United States, Henry
Davison and fellow wartime leaders chose March 1, 1919, as the date to disband
the War Council and restore the ARC to its prewar leadership structure. Although
Wilson invited Davison to stay on as chair of the ARC, Davison demurred; none-
theless, he significantly influenced the shape of the postwar ARC. The ARC, in
Davison’s estimation, could be the “greatest humanitarian agency in world,” but
in order “to insure such position,” he stressed, “the best men in America should
be selected for job.” In his mind, this meant retaining many of the ARC’s war-
time leaders, a suggestion to which both Woodrow Wilson and William Taft
proved “equally cordial.”® Together, these three men largely handpicked the
ARC’s postwar leadership, ensuring a great deal of ideological continuity as the
ARC shifted to its peacetime work. Davison and three other War Council mem-
bers assumed positions on the seven-member governing Executive Committee,
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allowing them a great deal of authority over daily decision making. Frederick
P. Keppel, former dean of Columbia University and third assistant secretary of
state during the war, became director of foreign operations, with longtime ARC
leader Ernest Bicknell as his deputy. Wilson maintained his largely honorific role
as ARC president, while Taft and Robert Weeks de Forest shared the position
of vice president. Collectively, these appointments symbolized both the state’s
and philanthropic community’s continued approval of the ARC’s international
activities.

Wilson’s pick for chair of the ARC, the organization’s highest leadership role,
solidified the institutional commitment to sustaining the ARC’s intervention in
European health issues. He selected Livingston Farrand, a prominent figure in
antituberculosis work and president of the University of Colorado. During the
war, Farrand had led the joint ARC and Rockefeller Foundation antituberculosis
campaigns in France and Italy. By 1919, he had become supremely confident in
the ARC’s international potential in the field of public health. “For the first time
in the history of the world,” he proclaimed, “we have an organization really and
thoroughly expressive of the will and wish of the American people to deal with
its fundamental problems.” In this new environment, he argued, “the Red Cross
may conceive itself as something far broader.”*! Farrand saw a prolonged commit-
ment to both emergency medical relief and constructive health work as essen-
tial. Indeed, he anticipated that the ARC must remain in Europe for two or three
years, if not more, to achieve its humanitarian objectives in Europe. Farrand’s
colleagues, many of them veterans of the war years, overwhelmingly agreed with
this estimate. In Washington, the ARC’s leadership embraced a long-term plan
for international health efforts.

Davison may have stepped down as chair of the ARC, but this did not mean
he was prepared to stop participating in European social affairs. Far from it. In
January 1919, following up on his earlier conversations with Woodrow Wilson,
he advanced a proposal intended to revolutionize the International Red Cross
Movement. Davison, like Wilson and Axson, had come to believe that the ARC’s
comprehensive civilian relief activities during the war—its systematic efforts to
prevent disease, improve health, and mitigate suffering—had created a viable
model for other national Red Cross societies to follow. He regarded the ICRC’s
founding mission of providing neutral battlefield relief as too narrowly focused,
too limited in humanitarian potential. Instead, he proposed to create a more
“virile effective international Red Cross” by bringing all national Red Cross soci-
eties together to collaborate in peacetime preventive public health work. Such a
federation would make permanent the ARC’s wartime approach to comprehen-
sive civilian relief and put it on a truly international basis. In Davison’s view, this
plan could be “the greatest step ever taken” by the ARC, a “fitting climax to its
operations during war.” Davison had pitched the kernel of his idea to Wilson just
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days after their initial meeting and noted that Wilson seemed “much taken with
subject.”” Just before the Paris Peace Conference commenced, Wilson wrote
Davison to express his full approval.

Davison’s campaign to organize this new confederation, which he christened
the League of Red Cross Societies, directly coincided with Wilson’s efforts to gain
support in Paris for his proposed League of Nations, a parallel that suggests much
about these men’s shared visions for the peacetime international order. Davison
stressed the incredible potential of this new movement, not only from the stand-
point of health and welfare but as “a practical demonstration of the advantage to
be derived from a League of Nations.”” Wilson, like Davison, understood the
LRCS as a complement to his cherished intergovernmental organization. He
“saw in it a kind of kindred purpose to that which inspired us with the design of
the League of Nations—a purpose to draw all people into action for the welfare
of the world.”** Through international efforts to improve social welfare, Wilson
imagined, the LRCS could showcase the power of peaceful cooperation to cre-
ate a better world and could “hasten and broaden the spread of fraternal feel-
ing among peoples.” At the Paris Peace Conference, Wilson therefore made
good on his pledge of support. He worked to obtain commitments from the
British, French, and Italian Red Cross societies, as well as Russia’s and Japan’s.
Most significantly, Wilson secured an official international endorsement for the
LRCS as part of the peace negotiations, formalized as Article Twenty-Five of the
League of Nations Covenant. According to its terms, signatories to the Covenant
agreed “to encourage and promote the establishment and co-operation of duly
authorised voluntary national Red Cross organisations having as purposes the
improvement of health, the prevention of disease, and the mitigation of suffering
throughout the world.”® Although the LRCS was to have no affiliation with the
League of Nations beyond this original endorsement, its formal inclusion in the
peace negotiations gave it an important air of legitimacy and authority.

While Wilson drummed up support at the Paris Peace Conference, Davison
began planning a summit to organize the new international body.”” Held in
Cannes, France, in late April 1919, the Cannes Allied Medical Conference
brought representatives from twenty-four national Red Cross societies together
with an international cadre of medical, scientific, and public health profession-
als. Hailing from Europe, South America, Asia, and South Africa, as well as the
United States, the convened delegates pledged to “carry the light of science in
every dark corner of the world” By May 5, they had drafted and ratified the
LRCS Articles of Association and voted to establish its headquarters in Geneva.
Returning to the United States in late May 1919, several weeks before the sign-
ing of the Treaty of Versailles, Davison held great optimism for the LRCS and
its international potential, declaring “its success...as important as any peace
treaty.””® Through the LRCS and its peacetime public health work, Davison
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hoped, he had breathed new life into the International Red Cross Movement,
transforming its founding purposes to better accord with the humanitarian
needs of the new international order. In the spring of 1919, before the peace
conference had even concluded, former War Council chair Henry Davison had
initiated a new phase of the International Red Cross Movement, intended to put
the ARC’s wartime model for international health and welfare work on a perma-
nent and global basis.

In large part, Davison’s fellow ARC leaders shared his belief in the importance of
continued postwar humanitarian work. They understood, however, that creat-
ing a functional and active LRCS would require significant time and resources.
Given the tumultuous state of postwar Europe, ARC leaders in the United States
and Europe concluded that they could not sit idly by and wait for this new con-
federation to become established and produce results. And so in late 1918 and
early 1919, as Davison labored to build momentum for his new international Red
Cross coalition, ARC personnel in Europe simultaneously began to formulate
their own designs for health and medical assistance. Responsibility for develop-
ing and managing these postwar activities fell to a new Commission to Europe,
a central body established just before the Armistice to oversee and coordinate
ARC activities on the continent.” Leading it was Robert Olds, a Minnesota law-
yer who had served as the counselor for the Commission to France throughout
the war. Frederick P. Keppel and Ernest Bicknell, the new directors of the ARC’s
foreign operations, joined Olds in Paris to assist him in his work. Armed with
over $127 million in cash and supplies—the remainder from the wartime cof-
fers—these three men devised a slate of health and medical assistance activities
to complement Hoover’s food relief efforts.

From their headquarters in Paris, Olds, Keppel, and Bicknell fundamentally
remapped the ARC’s aid infrastructure in Europe. Concluding that France and
Italy, the major sites of wartime relief, could address their own health and welfare
needs reasonably well without the ARC’s help now that the war had ended, they
resolved to transfer all ARC activities in those nations to government agencies or
private relief societies as rapidly as possible. While the Commission to Europe
would not end its assistance to these countries entirely, its leaders rapidly and
significantly reduced funding and personnel from wartime levels. In other areas,
the Commission to Europe completely terminated relief activities. By mid-1919,
the Commissions to Belgium and the Near East had closed their doors, the for-
mer restoring control to local Belgian agencies and the latter turning all activi-
ties over to the U.S.-based charity Near East Relief. As they shut down work in
these areas, the Commission to Europe’s leaders turned their attention to new
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sites, Siberia and Eastern Europe. Interest in these areas predated the Armistice,
but geopolitical factors limited the ARC’s ability to send personnel there until
the last few months of the war, when the arrival of Allied military forces created
an opportunity to intervene in a limited manner. In the late summer of 1918,
coinciding with the arrival of Allied troops in North Russia, the ARC dispatched
two small commissions to Archangel and Siberia to aid civilians in territories not
yet occupied by Bolshevik forces. In late October, the defeat of Central Powers
forces on the Eastern Front allowed ARC leaders to renew work there as well.
But it was not until the Armistice, when France and Italy ceased to be areas of
major strategic concern, that ARC leaders and their allies deemed it advisable to
significantly expand these fledgling relief activities.*

In the winter of 1918 and 1919, the heads of the Commission to Europe
redirected the bulk of the ARC’s personnel and material supplies to Siberia and
Eastern Europe, thus transitioning into the postwar phase of the ARC’s humani-
tarian intervention in Europe. In late 1918, Olds organized a Commission to the
Balkan States and put Henry W. Anderson, a Virginia attorney and the wartime
head of the ARC’s short-lived Commission to Rumania, in charge of the entire
region. Over the nextfewmonths, dozens of U.S. physicians, public health officers,
nurses, and social workers arrived in Serbia, Montenegro, Bosnia-Herzegovina,
Croatia, Slovenia, Albania, and Rumania to organize operations. Personnel in
the region quadrupled in the first two months of 1919 alone.*’ As relief work
grew in the Balkans, ARC leaders also dispatched over five hundred nurses and
dozens of physicians to expand the work of the Commission to Siberia. Rudolph
Teusler, an American physician and superintendent of St. Luke’s Hospital in
Tokyo, directed this effort. From his headquarters in Vladivostok, a port and
Allied protectorate in far eastern Siberia, Teusler extended operations along the
forty-one-hundred-mile stretch of the trans-Siberian railway line (figure S.1).
Complementing the American military’s involvement into Russia’s Civil War,
the ARC had sent its own forces to aid areas not yet under Bolshevik control.**

While Siberia and the Balkan States received the lion’s share of ARC
resources, the Commission to Europe provided assistance to a host of other
areas as well. Eventually, relief workers clad in ARC uniforms could be found
throughout Poland, Czechoslovakia, Austria, Hungary, Crimea, and the Baltic
States, many working in cooperation with ARA personnel. Notably, except for
work among prisoners of war, ARC personnel remained conspicuously absent
from Germany and Bolshevik-controlled regions of Russia. ARC leaders made
no plans to provide civilian aid to either the nation’s defeated enemy or to its
newest political rival. The war may have ended, but relief remained a fiercely
charged political issue.*

This postwar refocusing of aid from Western Europe to regions further east
represented a clear shift in priorities, from helping major Allies survive the war
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Figure 5.1 Members of the ARC Commission to Siberia distribute relief supplies with
areindeer-drawn sleigh. ca. 1919. American National Red Cross Collection, Library of
Congress.

to targeting civilians in areas that were deemed to be in the gravest political and
social peril. Through their aid, ARC leaders hoped to achieve several objectives.
First and foremost, they aspired to improve the health and well-being of indi-
viduals in these countries and to help them reconstruct their lives. After they
had tended to immediate needs, they planned to overhaul the entire medical
infrastructures of these countries and bring them more in line with American
standards and expectations. Homer Folks’s postwar surveys of these regions
revealed that they lagged behind the United States and Western Europe in terms
of health, medical knowledge, and the availability of medical care. Compared
to either France or Italy, these areas had far fewer hospitals, clinics, and other
provisions for child health, as well as higher rates of disease and infant mortal-
ity. Doctors were overwhelmed, and trained nursing did not exist as it did in the
United States. Hygiene, sanitation, and levels of medical knowledge all failed to
meet Folks’s expectations.** Rectifying these issues was paramount. By relieving
immediate suffering and taking steps to make lasting changes to the health care
infrastructure, ARC aid stood to foster healthier, more productive, and more
orderly societies—and, in so doing, mold a citizenry that was fit to withstand the
presumed threats of Bolshevism and anarchy.* As it had in the war years, ARC
aid promised not only humanitarian benefits but strategic ones as well.

In form and intended purpose, relief efforts in these areas closely mirrored
civilian assistance activities in wartime France and Italy. With the approval oflocal
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governments and the assistance of local charities, ARC personnel started out by
providing material relief and creating job opportunities, all with the stated task
of helping “people in their struggle to get back to their normal life”—a concept
defined by the ideals and assumptions of the ARC’s largely middle-class profes-
sional work force.* Throughout Siberia and Eastern Europe, ARC workers dis-
tributed clothing and household goods to civilians, assisting only those approved
by local authorities. They established or funded dozens of orphanage, schools,
and homes for the elderly. They also cooperated with ARA personnel to distrib-
ute food, helping organize soup kitchens and provide lunches to schoolchildren.
Guided by the principle that relief must “not smack of alms or charity,” they
opened dozens of ouvroirs where girls and women sewed garments for orphans
and refugees in exchange for wages, and established farms where boys and men
labored to produce food for hospitals and for winter storage.’” To further foster
an environment in which aid recipients would be enabled to help themselves,
ARC personnel worked to fix crumbled roads, rails, and telegraph lines, many
of which had been destroyed or had fallen into disrepair during the years of war
and revolution. Such a strategy was essential, as one ARC worker explained, to
restore trade and capitalist productivity. “No amount of outside help,” she rea-
soned, “will take the place of economic revival which must come from the people
themselves.® Going beyond mere material assistance, ARC workers thus aimed
to make Russians and Eastern Europeans self-supporting, economically and
socially stable, and ultimately no longer reliant on outside aid (figure 5.2).%

Yet as in wartime France and Italy, immediate relief represented only the
beginning of the ARC’s postwar plans. Building upon the models established by

Figure 5.2 ARC workers lauded self-sufficiency among refugees such as these, in
Novorossisk, South Russia, who cook for themselves rather than relying on the ARC’s
soup kitchens. ca. 1919. American National Red Cross Collection, Library of Congress.
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Departments of Civil Affairs in various wartime countries, ARC workers soon ini-
tiated comprehensive relief projects, intended to make long-term contributions to
individual and collective health. Personnel regarded this part of their assistance as
crucial. It would “be an error in policy from many standpoints,” one argued, “if the
activities of the Red Cross are confined to this emergency relief, and no attempt is
made to leave some permanent institutions.” Otherwise, another concurred, “the
larger benefits of this work would be lost”* ARC personnel generally assumed
that they were not in Eastern Europe and Siberia to simply provide food, jobs, and
clothing. Instead, they saw it as their obligation to “promote the development of
a...society which will continue after the withdrawal of the ARC and which will
have animportant partin the nationallife.”*' From the outset, ARC leaders declared
that this work must be a collaborative enterprise. Yet as in wartime Europe, this
avowed commitment to cooperation coexisted uneasily with a belief in the superi-
ority of American methods and ideas. Thus while ARC leaders planned to staff all
comprehensive relief activities “chiefly with native personnel” and carry them out
“in full cooperation with the respective Governments concerned,” they put each
of these endeavors squarely “under American Red Cross direction.”* Through the
guidance of ARC personnel, they hoped to demonstrate to European aid recipi-
ents the value of American medical theories and approaches.

By mid-1919, personnel in Siberia and Eastern Europe had embarked on a
series of “constructive health operations” intended to reduce disease and mor-
tality, improve overall health, and teach civilians the principles of hygiene and
sanitation.” To address immediate health needs, they established hospitals,
tuberculosis sanatoria, dispensaries, and mobile health clinics throughout
Eastern Europe and Siberia. To influence long-term health outcomes, they
provided the “advice of experts in certain branches of public health and public
welfare administration” to local governments.** ARC personnel recruited local
civilians into campaigns for child health and better housing. They built dem-
onstration sites, hoping to illustrate the methods of public health and hygiene
that they considered most proper and up-to-date. Throughout the region, they
orchestrated large-scale public health campaigns against both tuberculosis and
typhus. In addition to educating civilians about how to prevent these diseases,
they opened free public baths and built sanitation stations to disinfect clothing.
In each of these ways, ARC workers strove to improve European health, the focal
point of their postwar crusade.*

As ARC workers targeted the health of civilians and sought to increase their
understanding of disease and its prevention, they also took steps to plant the
seeds of a nursing profession like that found in the United States. In Siberia and
Eastern Europe, ARC leaders relied on hundreds of American nurses to staff
their hospitals and dispensaries. While these American women treated sick
patients, they also took it upon themselves to teach local women about their
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work. Concerned that “trained nursing is unknown except for a limited num-
ber of nurses from the Allied countries,” ARC nurses established courses to
teach basic skills to Russian and Eastern European women, hoping to generate
enthusiasm for this profession.* Realizing that they would not be in Europe per-
manently, American nurses reasoned that they must “teach the natives of any
country where we may be operating enough of the underlying principles of nurs-
ing and hygiene in order to make them sufficiently intelligent to decide to per-
petuate the work.” The successful incorporation of American-style nursing, in
their minds, not only stood to improve health, but augured the additional ben-
efit of instilling order and morality in local women. Such training was “infinitely
worth while,” as the head of nursing in Siberia reported, “not only because the
standard of nursing care given the patients in our hospitals has been raised but
because it has given us a hold on some of the Russian girls.”** Through instruc-
tion, American nurses aspired to make local women self-sufficient, disciplined,
and educated, prepared to teach their fellow citizens about modern conceptions
of health and to serve as emblems of appropriate moral behavior.

Whether they were administering material aid or taking on comprehensive
relief projects, ARC workers and their allies in the State Department recognized
the clear diplomatic potential of their efforts. Providing material aid to civilians,
one consular official noted, would “create [a] very favorable impression among
Russian population toward America.* As an ARC leader in the Balkan States
put it bluntly, “There is no more practical or effective agency to demonstrate
friendship than the American Red Cross.*® Working in areas assumed to be on
shaky political footing, ARC personnel hoped to serve as a living demonstration
of the benevolence of the United States and the virtues of democratic gover-
nance. Through their assistance, one ARC worker in Siberia reasoned, “America,
which had meant nothing more to them than a distant democracy which was
vaguely friendly and sympathetic,” would take on “a new meaning.”>' ARC work-
ers took care to make the origin of their assistance crystal clear. Using signs, fli-
ers, and other forms of publicity, they worked to ensure that “the people in the
villages underst[0ood] that these supplies were from the American people.”* In
postwar Eastern Europe and Siberia, ARC assistance represented a critical form
of public diplomacy, of enduring value to the Wilsonian state (figure 5.3).

At face value, the relief activities that ARC workers organized in Russia and
Eastern Europe—from the provision of emergency aid and employment to such
constructive projects as public health campaigns and nursing education—mir-
rored the efforts that their colleagues had undertaken in wartime France and Italy.
Such projects intended to restore order and stability, to improve the health and
welfare of European society, and to project a positive image of the United States
in these regions. And yet, in spite of the similarities between wartime and postwar
aid, the ideological and rhetorical justifications for U.S. postwar assistance differed
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Figure 5.3 ARC workers clearly advertise the origins of humanitarian assistance to aid
recipients in postwar Russia. ca. 1919. American National Red Cross Collection, Library
of Congress.

manifestly from wartime precedents. ARC personnel had largely conceived of their
wartime efforts as a mutual exchange with civilized French and Italian peers. To be
sure, they had often acted in a manner that undermined such rosy declarations;
nevertheless, their personal assessments of Western European individuals gener-
ally tended to be positive and collegial. In Russia and Eastern Europe, conversely,
the cultural and racial assumptions that ARC workers held about the recipients
of their aid tended to be far more negative, far more disparaging. Ultimately, such
assessments led many ARC workers to assume a much greater and more blatant
level of paternalism in their postwar efforts than they had during the war years. To
amuch more palpable extent than in France or Italy, ARC civilian assistance in the
postwar years began to take on the familiar attributes of a civilizing mission.
Many ARC workers regarded Eastern Europe and Russia as backwards and
fundamentally different places, both politically and culturally. One female ARC
worker, transferred from Paris to the Balkans after the war and totally unprepared
for the culture shock, described it quite simply: “This was really the ‘East,” she
confided to her family, “or at least the spot that you have always heard described
as the one where ‘East meets West.”** Henry Anderson, Commissioner to the
Balkan States, shared her sentiments exactly. “In considering the situation in the
East,” as he explained, “it is necessary for us to look at things from a different
view point than in considering the situation in the west.”** Influenced by such
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Orientalist mentalities, many ARC workers approached their postwar relief
activities with a distinctly imperial mindset. This was no abstract conception.
ARC personnel frequently compared their work to the labors of missionaries
and colonizers across the non-Western world. Instructing Russian women, as
one nurse reported, had prepared her “to teach a group of Hottentots. .. without
so much as the quiver of an eyelash.”** Aiding and reforming these areas, a fel-
low physician explained, “is much the same problem...which America faced a
few years ago in the Philippines.”* In Eastern Europe and Siberia, ARC workers
saw themselves as medical missionaries, on a quest to uplift populations they
deemed politically, culturally, and biologically inferior.

Emboldened by their imperial consciousnesses, ARC workers typically imag-
ined their efforts as having the potential to accomplish something larger than the
relief of suffering and improvement of health. Through their aid, they believed, they
could nurture a solid commitment to democratic governance and engineer more
advanced, enlightened postwar societies. Henry Anderson was convinced of the
imperative to do just this. “The future stability of Europe,” he proclaimed, “depends
upon our ability to establish civilisation” in the region.”” To turn back the Bolshevik
revolution, to create stability in Eastern Europe’s new democratic states, and above
all to preserve the tenuous peace, he argued, ARC workers must “lay a founda-
tion for a new ideal in their national life” and instill “a sense of obligation and duty
which is essential to their own national development, especially in the broad field of
international life into which they are now entering.” They should aspire to nothing
less, he declared, than “laying the foundation of a civilisation different from their
present one.® Anderson’s colleagues in the region largely agreed. They were not
in the newly formed nations of Eastern Europe to restore civilians to their prewar
positions but to improve them politically, helping “them to go forward toward the
higher civilization that their best citizens hope to attain for the nation.”* In civil-war
Russia, likewise, they hoped to bolster civilian resolve against Bolshevism in favor
of a republican form of government. ARC workers themselves might not solve the
problems causing Russia’s war and revolution, but through their assistance they
hoped to “make it easier for the people themselves to solve by taking from them
as much as we can of their burden in ministering to the sick, clothing the naked,
and helping those who are mentally and spiritually groping in the dark to find the
light for which they seek”® Through relief, the ARC’s medical missionaries hoped
to bring stability and political progress to tumultuous regions of Europe. In their
minds, this would be the most significant legacy of the ARC’s postwar humanitarian

intervention.

Starting immediately after the Armistice and continuing gradually over subse-
quent months, the ARC’s peacetime leaders thus endeavored to sustain America’s
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wartime commitment to European civilian health and well-being while fulfilling
the humanitarian and diplomatic goals of the U.S. government and its citizens.
By the time Woodrow Wilson returned to the United States in the summer of
1919 to begin lobbying for U.S. ratification of the Treaty of Versailles, the ARC’s
peacetime leaders had all the essential elements of this new infrastructure in
place. ARC workers had built up the new aid infrastructure in Eastern Europe
and Russia, while Henry Davison had commenced his quest to modernize the
International Red Cross Movement. Yet in the ensuing months, the ARC’s inter-
national humanitarian aspirations encountered increasing obstacles in both the
United States and in Europe. Despite the best efforts of the ARC’s postwar lead-
ers, their ability to sustain the major intervention in European health and welfare
soon proved unviable.

Problems with the Postwar Program

In late November 1919, as a group of ARC workers in Europe prepared for their
return voyage to the United States, their supervisor E. O. Bartlett sent them off
with a sober warning of what to expect upon reaching home. In the year since
the Armistice, he lamented, some “unfortunate reflexes” had emerged among
the American people. While they had been so strongly committed to bettering
European welfare during the war years, many U.S. citizens had since come to
assume “Now all we have to do is to think about ourselves.” The average American
seemed to be losing concern for international humanity and becoming the “the
sort of man or woman who does not help the world.”®' Bartlett and many of his
colleagues bemoaned this shift, for they remained fervent supporters of the ARC
and its international relief activities. By late 1919, however, the environment had
grown increasingly hostile to their designs. The U.S. public’s willingness to sup-
port the ARC’s postwar operations decreased significantly in the year after the
Armistice, as Bartlett well understood, but this was not the only contributing
factor. In Europe, ARC fieldworkers began to harbor serious doubts about the
postwar program. At the same time, Europeans started to criticize the organiza-
tion’s intrusions and overreach. These issues would only intensify in the months
to come. By June 1920, facing rising indifference and outright opposition, ARC
leaders saw no choice but to dismantle their postwar program.

This rapid reversal of the ARC’s fortunes and the resultant decision to rein in
peacetime leaders’ extensive plans for Europe coincided with a period of mount-
ing American antipathy toward international political commitments, a parallel
that cannot be overlooked. In July 1919, with ARC postwar programs well under-
way in Europe, a confident Woodrow Wilson returned from Paris to campaign
for U.S. ratification of the Treaty of Versailles and American participation in the
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League of Nations. Over the next few months, Wilson watched as the politi-
cal mood in the United States soured on him and his internationalist proposals.
On November 19, the Senate voted against the Treaty, modified with fourteen
reservations. A second vote in March 1920 again failed to secure ratification,
with or without amendments, quashing the matter for good. In a further testa-
ment to the climate of the times, Republican Senator and presidential candidate
Warren G. Harding garnered wide public acclaim throughout the year for his
campaign pledges to return the nation to normalcy and “to stabilize America
first, to prosper America first, to think of America first, to exalt America first.*
On November 2, 1920, such promises helped him win election by a landslide.

Aswent public enthusiasm for the ARC’s peacetime international humanitar-
ianism, so too did it turn against American political internationalism. In a nation
ready to reject the extensive overseas commitments of the previous two decades,
the ARC’s voluntary foreign aid proved as untenable as Wilson’s more formal
diplomatic initiatives. Many of the ARC’s leaders desired to prolong the orga-
nization’s work in Europe. As a voluntary association, however, the ARC could
not administer a major overseas intervention without large financial donations
and a willing staff. ARC civilian relief may have served wide-ranging American
diplomatic and humanitarian interests during the Great War, but without the
support required to maintain its overseas operations, it quickly proved its limits
as a form of postwar U.S. foreign relations.

Opposition to the ARC’s postwar program was not instantaneous. Indeed, in the
summer and fall of 1919, a number of indicators pointed to widespread consent
to the organization’s relief projects. In Europe, many fieldworkers continued to
praise the ARC and its new activities. “The Red Cross is doing a wonderful work,”
as one declared, “and I am surely mighty glad to have the privilege of being asso-
ciated with it.”* So did outside observers. “Our Red Cross efforts,” an American
diplomat conveyed, represented “the most effective help which we have been
able to offer Russia during the past year** By providing for “the relief of the
sick and needy,” Robert Lansing reported to Wilson, the ARC had “called forth
from the local officials and the people alike expressions of the most profound
gratitude.”®® In the United States, ARC leaders still enjoyed the ardent backing of
Woodrow Wilson, who remained a dedicated booster even as he struggled to sell
the nation on the merits of his own internationalist visions. In late October 1919,
just three weeks after he had collapsed from a debilitating stroke while campaign-
ing for the Treaty of Versailles, and less than a month before the first Senate vote
against it, Wilson made a particularly impassioned appeal to the people of the
United States in which he encouraged them to join the ARC during its annual
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membership drive. “Our patriotism should stand the test of peace as well as the
test of war,” he proclaimed, “and it is an intelligently patriotic program which the
Red Cross proposes.”® That Wilson made such a pitch for the ARC at one of the
most pivotal moments in the treaty fight is telling. In his mind, generous civilian
assistance and permanent peacetime political commitments complemented one
another as critical forms of U.S. engagement with Europe. As Wilson implored
U.S. citizens to support League membership without qualification, he urged
them just as stridently to fulfill their nation’s overseas relief commitments, to
remember that supporting international humanitarian aid represented a patri-
otic duty. By one measure, at least, it appeared as though many Americans still
agreed with this logic. By November 11, 1919, the last day of the membership
drive and the one-year anniversary of the Armistice, nearly twenty million U.S.
adults had again pledged their support for the ARC. The results seemed to bode
well for the organization’s postwar program.’’

Beneath the surface, however, a number of cracks had started to appear in
this apparent consensus. Even in the early months of 1919, many members of
the U.S. public had begun to criticize the ARC’s postwar program. Detractors
attacked it for its amorphous nature, its extravagant expense, and its extension
of ARC authority to unprecedented levels. The inspector general of the Army,
for one, voiced profound concern about the organization’s “excessive salaries
and personnel,” which he considered an unnecessary outlay now that the war
had concluded.®® The heads of the ARC’s Los Angeles chapter, similarly con-
cerned with the organization’s bloated size, expressed their conviction “that
there should be no Peace Program” for the ARC, arguing that it must return to
its function “in former times,” as a humanitarian agency “for emergency only”*
An attorney from Louisville, Kentucky, spoke for many such critics when he
wrote the ARC’s national headquarters in early 1919 to denounce the organi-
zation’s “radical departure” from prewar priorities. While he admitted that it
was natural “that people should regret to see the great war organization of the
Red Cross dissolve,” he argued that such sentiments did not justify sustaining
large-scale international relief endeavors. “People will not stay on that exalted
level of self-sacrificing devotion in ordinary times,” he wrote. “It would be a fatal
mistake to count on it.””

By the end of 1919, the state of the ARC’s finances confirmed this gloomy
prediction. Americans may have been willing to join the ARC in large numbers
during the November membership drive, but they proved quite disinclined to
fund its operations at levels anywhere close to the previous few years. Donations
dropped off sharply. Expenditures, however, remained high. Although the ARC
had begun the year with a large postwar surplus of cash and supplies, valued
at over $100 million, the expansion of relief activities throughout Siberia in
Eastern Europe rapidly depleted these reserves.” Well aware that the ARC’s
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coffers were drying up, Chair Livingston Farrand appealed to outside agencies
to supplement public donations, emphasizing that “the distress in that sec-
tion of the world is appalling” and “that there is no piece of emergency work
comparable to this in importance.””” Some responded favorably to his request.
The heads of the Commonwealth Fund, a newly established health and welfare
philanthropy, gave $750,000 to underwrite the ARC’s work.” In a departure
from the government’s usual unwillingness to underwrite the ARC’s opera-
tions materially, Congress unanimously authorized the War Department to
transfer $8 million worth of medical and food supplies, previously reserved for
the AEF, to the ARC so that it could “relieve and supply the pressing needs of
the countries involved in the late war””* Despite these subventions, ARC lead-
ers still lacked sufficient funds to maintain far-reaching operations in Europe.
In January 1920, a troubled Farrand informed Robert Olds that the Executive
Committee could allot just $10 million to the Commission to Europe for the
year, a significant decrease from 1919 but a truly tremendous decline from the
hundreds of millions of dollars available during the war years. “It would be
impossible to make clear to you by letter,” Farrand confided to Olds, “the pres-
ent widespread re-action in the American mind against demands for contribu-
tions for European relief or, for that matter, any other projects connected with
the war” While Farrand called the situation “discouraging,” he conceded that
it was “none the less a fact.”” In the early months of 1920, as Wilson’s League
of Nations faced its final blows in Congress, the ARC’s grand plans for Europe
began to erode as well.

While waning support in the United States significantly hindered the ARC’s
postwar operations, additional complicating factors arose on the ground in
Europe. First, even though many ARC personnel remained optimistic about
their work and its benefits, more and more began to voice serious doubts about
what they could accomplish in Russia and Eastern Europe. The same set of racial
and ethnic assumptions that prompted some ARC workers to assume a mission-
ary mentality toward civilians in these regions led others to a very different con-
clusion: given the presumed backwardness of aided populations, their assistance
stood little chance of improving cultural, political, or biomedical conditions.
One worker, characterizing Serbians as “the laziest race I have ever known,” came
to the decision that ARC aid was doing more harm than good. Offering assis-
tance “to these people promotes dishonesty,” he reasoned, “because they will lie
about the number of people in their families.””® Frederick Barnum, a physician
in Siberia, likewise grew skeptical of the value of humanitarian aid, believing
that it encouraged Russian idleness while failing to overcome political radical-
ism. “These Russians won’t work so long as we will clothe and feed them,” he
confided to his diary. “They are all Bolsheviks—of the lowest layer of the human
race... They will ask for bread with one hand and shoot you as soon as you turn
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around.” Although Barnum had joined the ARC with the hope of stabilizing the
health and social well-being of Russia, he ultimately concluded that “nothing has
been done that could not have resulted just as well if the R.C. had never been in
Siberia.””” Another worker in Siberia concurred. “I don’t believe the Red Cross
is doing any substantial good,” she wrote to her brother. “They are keeping alive
alot of miserable, filthy, backbiting refugees that might as well be dead. Nobody
is grateful, nobody appreciates—They think America is rich and might as well
give them food and lodging.” Russians were not merely unthankful for American
generosity; they wholly resented it. “If we saw a pigsty we would say, ‘Poor pigs,
I'll come to show you how to live, I'll stay a while and clean you up. That’s what
we are doing to these Russians and they resent our interference with a deep,
dark, wholehearted resentment that spells t-r-o-u-b-l-e.””® As such scathing and
bigoted critiques make clear, many ARC personnel on the ground increasingly
rejected the idealistic assumptions about international humanitarianism and its
civilizing and diplomatic effects.

In acknowledging European resentment, critics hit on a second impediment
to the ARC’s postwar agenda. U.S. citizens were not alone in turning against
the ARC'’s relief activities; the lasting American presence on the continent
had fueled the antipathy of Europeans as well. This was perhaps most obvi-
ous in Russia. By the summer of 1919, the Bolshevik government had grown
quite critical of the ARC, regarding it as nothing more than an arm of the U.S.
military intervention and its aid, available only to civilians in anti-Bolshevik
regions, as propaganda pure and simple. As Bolshevik forces advanced east-
ward across Siberia through the fall and winter of 1919, Commission to Europe
leaders began to fear for the safety of the American physicians, nurses, and
other workers stationed in those areas. Consequently, they scurried to evacuate
all personnel. By May 1920—coinciding with the withdrawal of the final U.S.
troops from the region—ARC leaders had sent all but a few workers back to the
United States. While a small number of ARC workers remained in Vladivostok
through December to close up operations, the work of the Commission to
Siberia was largely complete.” The ARC’s problems, however, had not only
been with the Bolshevik government. An auditor for the work in Siberia won-
dered, in retrospect, whether ARC workers had been “doing the best by forcing,
as it were, the helping hand.” Russians, whether they favored the Red Army or
the White, had grown frustrated with the ARC’s brash interference and with
its thinly veiled diplomatic objectives. “If such a suggestion be possible along
this line,” he advised, “it would be that future work be entirely non-political.”®
Following such a recommendation, of course, was far easier said than done. As
diplomatic tensions between the United States and civil-war Russia continued
to smolder, the ARC’s assistance to non-Bolshevik regions could hardly avoid
being seen as a political issue and an intrusion.
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Subtler tensions also arose over the ARC’s presence in Eastern Europe, where
both U.S. aid workers and European aid recipients began to criticize the ARC
and question its utility. By late 1919 and early 1920, ARC personnel in the
region complained that their commissions suffered “for lack of organization”
and an “abundance of personnel.” As one worker reported, “authority has broken
down all along the line, discontent has developed and, worst of all, gossip has
run rampant.”®' Such internal discontent and disorder did little to impress the
individuals that the ARC had pledged to help. Moreover, Eastern European phy-
sicians, nurses, charities, and government officials voiced their objections to the
ARC’s continued oversight and excessive meddling. Declaring that “Americans
are here to give out food and clothing but not to interfere with our... methods,”
individuals in these regions pressured the ARC to cede control of its orphanages,
hospitals, and other relief activities to local authorities.*> An ARC nurse in Italy,
one of the remaining few stationed in that country, understood the situation all
too well. Putting the matter quite simply, she remarked that “Europe really wants
us to go home”®

By the summer of 1920, this European pressure to withdraw, together with
growing dissent among ARC fieldworkers and declining support in the United
States, led ARC leaders to come to some sober conclusions about the possi-
bility for future work in Europe. In late June, four years after the first ARC
wartime commission had arrived in Paris, twenty-six men and women, includ-
ing Commissioner to Europe Robert Olds and the heads of the ARC’s nine
remaining national commissions, convened in Venice, Italy, to discuss the dif-
ficulties the ARC faced at home and abroad and to determine a coherent plan
for the future. Olds assured the assembled personnel that he and other lead-
ers in Washington “appreciate keenly the existing need and the tremendous
value of the effort which is being put forth to meet it.” He admitted, however,
that “the means at their disposal are extremely limited and that they can-
not, therefore, give as much support as they, themselves, might wish to give.”
Although ARC leaders desired to sustain their international involvement,
Olds explained, American public disinterest had constrained their ambitious
humanitarian plans. “The atmosphere is not favorable to the making of large
demands upon the American people,” he lamented. “This is a Presidential year
and...many people in our country are saying that America, and not Europe,
should engage their attention from now on.”* Seeing no choice but to yield
to the realities of the new postwar climate, Olds announced a slate of sweep-
ing changes to the ARC’s European program. Relief work in Albania would
close in September, followed by Montenegro and Serbia soon after. Although
the ARC would keep some personnel in Poland, South Russia, and the Baltic
States until January 1, 1921, ARC leaders had declared their intent to move
out of Europe.®
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This decision to close the ARC’s various European commissions, however,
did not bring an end to the organization’s problems. Back in the United States,
it was not only the public that had turned against the ARC; by the summer of
1920, even some ARC leaders had their doubts about postwar work. Beginning
in July and continuing over the next few months, the ARC’s own treasurer, U.S.
Comptroller John Skelton Williams, led a vigorous and public campaign for a
thorough audit of the ARC’s postwar activities. “Criticisms of Red Cross extrav-
agance or other abuses,” he charged, “have reached me from different foreign
countries as well as from the United States.” Citing “loose and inefficient man-
agement” and a “lack of information on the part of high officials of many mat-
ters which call for remedy and reform,” Williams demanded an investigation and
a major change.® His charges, amplified by a series of critical accounts of the
ARC’s European operations in the Hearst newspapers, ultimately prompted a
House of Representatives inquiry on the organization’s expenditures.”” Though
this investigation eventually exonerated the ARC, such accusations and infight-
ing did little to improve the U.S. public’s already tarnished view of the associa-
tion. The results of the ARC’s November 1920 membership drive made this fact
abundantly clear. That campaign brought in just 5,772,070 members, nearly a
seventy-five percent decline from the previous year.*® Further testifying to this
wholesale evaporation of public support, ARC leaders announced that, due to a
steep drop in subscribers and a net loss of profits, the October 1920 issue of Red
Cross Magazine would be the last. Outside the wartime context, the U.S. public
no longer exhibited much interest in the once widely read journal of interna-
tional humanitarianism.®’ As 1920 drew to a close, both the ARC and its ideo-
logical messages had ceased to resonate with large segments of the American
public.

Thus, by the time Warren G. Harding won the presidential election in
November 1920, both the ARC’s sweeping postwar plans for Europe and its
widespread popular appeal had dissolved. What, though, had become of Henry
Davison and the LRCS during this time? Much like the ARC’s peacetime pro-
gram, Davison’s drive to restructure the International Red Cross Movement
experienced significant snags. While the LRCS had technically commenced
operation in May 1919, shortly after the Cannes Conference, its work rested on
shaky foundations. Representatives from twenty-seven of the world’s national
Red Cross societies had attended that conference, where they vowed to join
the LRCS and support it financially. Four years of war, however, had sapped
their treasuries and rendered them unable to commit the significant funds that
they pledged. The ARC did little better than its sister societies in this regard. In
1919, Livingston Farrand gave $250,000 to help establish the League, but with
decreased funding crippling the ARC’s own operations, he could provide little
more in the months that followed. Adding to these financial burdens, the leaders
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of the ICRC in Geneva proved quite hostile to Davison’s plans. Davison had
not sought ICRC approval for the LRCS. Quite understandably, ICRC lead-
ers regarded his attempt to unilaterally modify the traditional mission of the
International Red Cross Movement as a gross overextension of authority and
an unwarranted American imposition. They objected further still to Davison’s
apparent indifference to the principles of universalism. In a belligerent postwar
climate, Davison had invited only the Red Cross societies of Allied nations to
join the LRCS, purposefully excluding the former Central Powers from the new
federation.”® Such partiality and partisanship, directly at odds with the ICRC’s
founding commitment to neutrality, further fueled the disdain emanating from
Geneva. As aresult, ICRC leaders refused to formally recognize the LRCS.

And so, even though the LRCS did go on to hold its first general meeting in
March 1920 and to launch public health activities in ten national branches across
Europe, it did so with only limited financial support and without the ICRC’s
approval. These conditions severely limited what the LRCS could accomplish
in Europe. By the end of 1920, Davison’s idea for translating the ARC’s peace-
time civilian health work into a permanent part of the International Red Cross
Movement had materialized but, much like Wilson’s League of Nations, it had
failed to achieve all that its architect had originally envisioned.””

In the early postwar months, Farrand, Olds, and Davison had set out to sus-
tain the organization’s intervention in post-Armistice Europe, hoping to address
the remaining humanitarian and political challenges facing the continent. Yet by
late 1919 and into the following year, in a shift that closely paralleled the wider
turn against Wilsonian internationalism, these plans had lost much of their ini-
tial steam. While the LRCS continued to lumber along in spite of its setbacks,
reluctant ARC leaders found it necessary to terminate their general relief pro-
gram. The ARC’s time in Europe, however, was not yet complete. Even as they
made plans to withdraw their postwar commissions from Europe, ARC lead-
ers found it possible to retain their organization’s presence on the continent for
several more years—albeit on a modified and far more limited scale than they
had originally intended—by orchestrating novel health and welfare activities for
European youth.

The Future of Europe

In September 1920, the New York Times published a lengthy editorial by
Frederick Keppel, the ARC’s director of foreign operations, which detailed the
ARC’s dire financial straits as it called attention to the appalling distress still
afflicting European civilians. Keppel acknowledged the “growing reluctance
on the part of the people to hear anything more about Europe....To put it
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brutally,” he noted with unreserved disdain, “helping Europe is no longer ‘the
thing.” Admonishing the U.S. public for treating foreign aid as nothing more
than a passing fad, Keppel pressured Americans to renew their support for the
ARC and its overseas relief, stressing that “Europe needs, and will need for
some years, the kind of help the American Red Cross is particularly qualified
to give.” Keppel was impassioned, but he was also pragmatic. Conceding that
the ARC “cannot hope...to meet all the needs,” he explained that “there is one
field to which the eyes of our workers are turned with eagerness and longing.”
European youth, Keppel reported, had suffered unduly from “undernutrition
during the most critical period of their growth,” from the “complete disorga-
nization of educational machinery,” and “perhaps most disastrous of them all,
from the loss of years of happy home life which is a child’s normal heritage.”
Unchecked, he warned, these developmental setbacks would carry dire conse-
quences, all but guaranteeing that European youth would “come to manhood
and womanhood stunted and warped in mind and body.” In order for “the chil-
dren of the war generation...to have a fair chance in life,” Keppel wrote, they
needed “far more to make up for what they have lost than Europe alone can
possibly provide.” Fortunately, he assured readers, “there is much that can be
accomplished, if it is done promptly and whole-heartedly by those who know
how. The American Red Cross,” he declared confidently, “stands ready to con-
centrate its efforts on such a task.””

Keppel's appeal, delivered shortly after the decision to close the ARC’s
remaining commissions in Europe, demonstrates an important truth about
postwar U.S. foreign relations: despite a widespread popular reaction against
American international involvement, many U.S. citizens and government offi-
cials remained resolutely committed to playing a leading role in European and
global affairs—assuming that if they did not, the world would invariably be
worse as a result. In the years after the Armistice, Americans continued to lobby
for U.S. participation in the League of Nations. They came together with foreign
populations at such forums as international peace and women’s congresses, the
Pan-American Union, and the Washington Naval Conference. Wilson’s succes-
sor, Warren G. Harding, may have espoused isolationist rhetoric, yet his secre-
tary of state, Charles Hughes, and his secretary of commerce, Herbert Hoover,
did not behave accordingly. Strongly committed to the notion that the United
States must stay economically and diplomatically engaged with the world, they
crafted their foreign policies in light of this worldview. Thus, not all Americans
cast aside their worldly commitments in the postwar years. Many remained
ardent internationalists, in theory and in practice. The fate of the postwar world,
they believed, depended on it.

Among these enduring proponents of U.S. international engagement, the
ARC'’s peacetime leaders proved some of the nation’s most fervent. Even as
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support for their initial postwar plans diminished, Keppel and his colleagues
continued to assume a responsibility to intervene in European health and wel-
fare. Yet, keenly aware that the realities of the postwar climate made it impossible
for them to pursue their more ambitious designs for Europe, they modified their
approach. As their initial postwar plans for Europe crumbled, ARC leaders and
personnel pooled their remaining resources behind two novel initiatives, both
concentrated solely on European youth. First, relying on the infrastructure of
the Junior Red Cross movement that had been built up in the wartime United
States, they used funds donated by American schoolchildren to administer a
wide array of preventive and positive child health activities across all of Europe.
Second, after announcing the closure of their remaining postwar commissions
in 1920, ARC leaders collaborated with Herbert Hoover and a new organiza-
tion, the ARA European Relief Council (ERC), to launch one final postwar
project, a comprehensive child health program for Central and Eastern Europe.
Knowing that their time in Europe was limited and desiring to establish perma-
nent local enthusiasm for their ideas while overcoming European resentment,
personnel in both programs took concerted steps to cooperate with European
civilians. Despite their stated intentions, however, ARC workers often exhibited
the familiar tendency to behave as guides rather than partners. Unable to sustain
their original postwar plans but determined to make a final, lasting contribution
to European well-being, the ARC’s personnel set their sights on “saving... chil-
dren who can still be reached and protected” throughout the continent.”
Though partly a pragmatic adaptation to the realities of the postwar climate,
this decision to concentrate on children also constituted an attempt to achieve
specific and long-term diplomatic outcomes. Many ARC personnel, to be sure,
felt genuine concern for the well-being of European children. They assumed,
moreover, that U.S. citizens would be more likely to respond to appeals to help
innocent, vulnerable youth than to more generic calls for aid. But the attention
to children’s health was motivated by more than compassion and was more than
a calculated strategy to rekindle public support. At its heart, it represented a
forward-looking quest to bring the next generation of European citizens in line
with American medical, social, and political ideals. ARC leaders and personnel
recognized, as one physician putit, that “the future of a nation depends on its chil-
dren,” because “the children of today form the citizens of tomorrow.”* Adhering
to this logic, they regarded targeting the health and welfare of European youth
as the single most effective way to influence Europe’s social and political course.
By intervening in this area, another staff member explained, the ARC would not
simply “help a few of the millions of children to live,” but indeed ensure that they
“become useful citizens for the next generation.”* Such language spoke volumes
to the ambitions and assumptions that underlay the ARC’s two child health pro-
grams. If, through their aid, ARC personnel could ensure that European children
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grew to be “useful citizens”—defined as educated, industrious, democratic, and
healthy—they would play no small role in nurturing permanent economic stabil-
ity and peace on the continent. Thus conceived, child health relief stood to cul-
tivate the conditions required for stable trade and harmonious cultural exchange
while obviating the risk of future war. It promised, moreover, to safeguard the
entire United States from external threats. “The theory on which the American
Red Cross child health work was based,” as ARC leaders put it bluntly, “was
this: that the strength of the war-devitalized nations of Europe could be pre-
served and restored, and that America could be safeguarded from a future influx
of undesirable immigration, only by caring for these nations now.”” Bettering
child health in the present augured clear future benefits for both Europe and
the United States. In 1920, the United States may have rejected its seat at the
League of Nations, but through their two final child health projects in Europe,
ARC leaders determined to do what they could to influence continental affairs
in both the immediate moment and for years to come.

*

In 1919, the JRC, a program formally tied to the parent organization but largely
autonomous in finances and personnel, began to administer a variety of child
welfare measures in Europe. Established in the United States in 1917 to involve
U.S. schoolchildren in the war effort, the JRC had fast proven a remarkable suc-
cess, with over eleven million American youths joining it by the end of 1918.
After the Armistice, the ARC’s peacetime leaders transformed this successful
organ into a channel for children’s donations to Europe. ARC personnel had
long acted according to the belief that they had a special responsibility to ame-
liorate the suffering of European youth. Now, through the JRC, they labored to
instill the same sense of obligation among their own children. “As the children of
America answered so valiantly the call to ‘make the world safe for democracy,”
the JRC’s first postwar director expressed, “let us give them the privilege of dem-
onstrating their determination to help rebuild the world.” Although Junior
membership dropped off sharply in the years after the Armistice, paralleling the
postwar decline in support for the parent organization, at its nadir the JRC still
counted four million American children as active members. In schools across
the United States, this army of Juniors built furniture and sewed millions of gar-
ments for refugees; collected relief supplies from their communities; and raised
funds through pig clubs, poultry clubs, and bazaars. To relieve Europe more
generously, JRC leaders also established a National Children’s Fund, into which
they deposited sixty percent of all membership dues.” In a period of retrench-
ment from international commitments, this voluntary, in-school aid program
won wide bipartisan support. Throughout both Wilson’s and Harding’s tenures
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in the White House, the JRC peace program enjoyed the vocal endorsements
of the National Education Association, the U.S. Bureau of Education, and many
state and local superintendents and school boards. Speaking for many such sup-
porters, Commissioner of Education P. P. Claxton proclaimed that the JRC
stood to “accomplish much for the relief of the needy and suffering throughout
the world.”** John Tigert, his successor, likewise lauded the JRC for “doing a very
great and valuable work.”'® American children could not physically participate
in rebuilding Europe, but they could support the effort with their pocket change.
This was a form of international engagement that many American adults could
stand behind.

For four years after the war, hundreds of American child health professionals
and lay workers went to Europe as JRC representatives, financed by the dona-
tions of millions of U.S. schoolchildren. The first JRC personnel who arrived
in Europe in 1919 focused their efforts on material relief, hoping to restore the
health and well-being of children whom the war had adversely affected. They
worked in France and Italy—areas where the parent organization had already
withdrawn most of its resources—but also alongside the ARC’s commissions
in Russia and Eastern Europe. Using National Children’s Fund contributions,
they subsidized feeding stations, school lunch programs, and orphanages. To
improve the physical condition of weak children, they funded health colo-
nies in the mountains and by the sea that provided children from metropoli-
tan slums with a temporary dose of fresh air, nourishing food, and supervised

exercise.!!

Behind these various forms of material relief was a clear diplomatic
and pedagogical purpose. As they distributed aid, JRC workers took steps to
“establish a very real bond of friendship” between American and European chil-
dren.'” European children who received their assistance “got their practice in
the three ‘R’s’ in writing post cards to the children of America, telling them of
the progress of their work which they have helped to make possible through
their generous gifts....In so doing,” one JRC worker in Italy contended, “they
are welding links in a chain of international friendship that disputes between
the two Governments cannot break.”'” From the beginning, the provision of
relief to European children was intended to nurture friendly relationships and
forge lasting alliances.

Providing material relief to children defined the JRC’s initial approach in
Europe, but as ARC leaders began liquidating their postwar efforts in mid-1920,
they turned to the JRC to take on more comprehensive social reform efforts, to
assume the sphere of activities that the parent organization could no longer afford
to finance. After the ARC withdrew its postwar commissions, as Olds pointed
out during the Venice Conference, the JRC would be “in a very real sense, the
American Red Cross in Europe, and all that the American Red Cross will have in
Europe.” Aslong as the JRC remained in action, he declared, “it cannot probably
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be said that the American Red Cross has pulled out.”'** Working through the
Junior division’s auspices, ARC leaders realized, they could persist in their effort
to influence Europe’s social affairs.

Beginning in the summer of 1920, JRC leaders thus fundamentally altered
their approach to aid and began to pursue a program they dubbed “educational
relief,” defined by its focus on long-term positive developmental outcomes.
Eschewing the earlier focus on material aid, JRC workers began using National
Children’s Fund proceeds to provide children with access to libraries, voca-
tional training, health education, and playgrounds. Each of these projects was
administered under the approval of, and in cooperation with, local govern-
ments and private charities. But, like their colleagues in the ARC, JRC work-
ers also took the opportunity to introduce childrearing practices they deemed
superior. As the JRC’s director explained, they hoped not simply to restore the
prewar status quo but to alter it, to “enrich and above all to make permanent
our contribution to Europe.”'®® This emphasis on enrichment and permanence
has much to suggest about the evolving goals of the JRC program. JRC per-
sonnel understood their work as a chance to make a constructive and lasting
mark on childhood and European society. Utilizing the most up-to-date chil-
drearing methods from the United States, they intended to counter the delete-
rious effects of war on European childhood development by providing youth
with the features of a “normal” upbringing—defined by how closely it aligned
with the middle-class professional ideals and expectations of American child
health experts.'” By increasing literacy, teaching hygienic and sanitary knowl-
edge, and fostering a commitment to hard work and democracy, JRC person-
nel would help make the next generation of Europeans more industrious, more
educated, healthier, and more politically stable than their parents. Presuming
that European adults lacked both the resources and the knowledge to raise their
own children according to American standards, JRC’s workers stepped in to do
so themselves, intending to lay foundations for an orderly, productive Europe
in years to come.

In practice, the JRC'’s “educational relief” took a variety of forms. One aspect
was the promotion of literacy and education. JRC personnel opened and oper-
ated dozens of public libraries and mobile book trucks throughout Europe and
collected thousands of books from the United States to fill them. They wanted to
give European children more than reading material, however. They also sought
to “modernize and energize” existing teaching methods by importing “the latest
American educational ideas.”"”” To achieve this goal, JRC leaders sent teachers
and personnel “trained in American library methods in America...to place the
libraries on a permanent and scientific foundation.”’”® European children, they
believed, would reap the greatest intellectual benefits only with the guidance
of these knowledgeable American experts. At the same time, European adults
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would gain new insights into how to educate their children. Fieldworkers praised
library projects for fostering local interest in education reform. “Again and again
I find them reaching out to modernize and energize their own educational meth-
ods, and frequently they seek to learn the latest American educational ideas,”
reported one field worker in the Balkans. “Dewey and Thorndyke are being
slowly transplanted to the alien shores of Jugoslavia [sic] and their teachings are
beginning to be absorbed through the medium of the Junior Red Cross.”'*

Libraries and educational reform provided the mental training necessary for
informed civic engagement, while agricultural and vocational schools taught the
value of hard work, a prerequisite for a capitalist economy to function effectively.
Across Europe, the JRC helped establish and maintain over one thousand farm
schools, designed for war orphans and children living in poor sanitary envi-
ronments. Personnel also opened other vocational schools to train children in
shoemaking, carpentry, knitting, and other crafts, and to become electricians
and mechanics.""° By preparing thousands of children for “the trades which will
enable them to earn a good and honest living,” JRC workers aspired to create a
disciplined work force in Europe, a necessary step, in their minds, toward rein-
vigorating the stagnant economies of European countries.''! Moreover, as the
concern with “honest living” suggests, they aimed to prevent children from sup-
porting themselves in ways they considered unsavory. Job training, then, was
never the only goal. Of equal importance was the fact that these institutions
provided youth with “the moral training of a ‘home.”""> Worried that poor and
orphaned youth had missed the benefits of normal middle-class home life, JRC
personnel turned to American-style vocational schools to instill both values and
the commitment to industrious labor.

Teaching American ideas of health and sanitation joined literacy and labor
as a third foundation of “educational relief” Through an activity called the
Health Game, JRC workers transmitted their hygienic ideals to European
youth. The Health Game required children to follow fourteen rules of health
each day. These included washing one’s face, sleeping with windows open,
and brushing one’s teeth—all activities routinely taught in American schools.
Children who met these goals received badges and certificates, while all who
participated received hygienic prizes such as toothbrushes and soap.'”* JRC
personnel introduced European educators to the Health Game at fairs and
demonstrations and urged them to bring it into their classrooms.'"* It soon
spread widely in European schools, reportedly reaching over one hundred
thousand students in Czechoslovakia alone. Through the Health Game, JRC
workers believed, they could win over local teachers to their methods while
influencing “a greater number of children with benefits both physical and
moral than could be reached in any other way”'"* This form of educational
relief stood to foster an appreciation for American hygienic ideals and build
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character in the process. Healthy and hygienic living was a moral and civic
responsibility, according to the worldviews of most JRC personnel, as vital to
good citizenship as education and hard work.

Perhaps the most striking of these attempts to shape European moral and physi-
cal development was the JRC’s mission to teach European children how to play in
a manner Americans deemed proper. Influenced by the contemporary organized
play movement in the United States, many of the JRC’s staff believed that there
existed a proper, scientific way to engage in recreation. This vision encompassed
team sports, expertly constructed playgrounds, and the oversight of adults trained
in play methods. Such organized play, according to its proponents, was a means to
combat juvenile delinquency, improve physical fitness, and instill values such as
fairness and good sportsmanship. JRC personnel expressed concern that European
children were not reaping the benefits of this approach to recreation. It is “a fact that
the French children do not know how to play,” as one JRC leader asserted, adding,
“The contrast between French and American children is marked.”"'® Some blamed
the disruption of the war years for this disparity, while others faulted European
adults for not knowing the correct theories. Regardless of the reason, it seemed
that European children had not learned the same play mentalities as their American
peers. If children were to derive the moral and physical benefits that organized play
offered, JRC personnel believed they would have to introduce it.

In August 1920, to establish a foundation for organized play in Europe, the
JRC opened a five-acre demonstration playground designed by an American
playground architect in Paris near the city’s Porte de Bagnolet. Its purpose was
twofold: to teach Parisian children the value of organized play and to train
dozens of young adults from all over Europe to be play directors in their home
countries. After attending lectures on the theory and history of play and play-
ground management and learning the rules of such team sports as basketball
and baseball, these play directors returned to their homes in France, Poland,
Austria, Italy, and Serbia to serve as “radiation points for playground and
Junior Red Cross propaganda.”''” In the fields of Bagnolet and at other JRC
playgrounds soon established throughout Europe, the JRC created opportu-
nities for youth to exercise outdoors under the gaze of professionals trained
in American play methods. This guided athleticism intended to improve the
general health of children, a central JRC goal. An equally important purpose,
however, was to teach children the moral and civic values required of citizens
in a democratic society. Through team sports, one JRC worker explained,
Europe’s children would be “unconsciously imbibing the principles of fair play,
consideration of others, care of the younger and weaker, [and] fundamentals
of good citizenship.”"'® If the recent war was any indication, these values were
woefully lacking among European adults. JRC workers saw organized play as a
means to teach compassion, justice, and equality to the next generation. With
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stronger moral and physical constitutions, children would be ready to assume
their place as Europe’s democratic citizens in the future and avoid the mistakes
of their parents. JRC playgrounds were thus sites designed not simply to teach
play but to alter the fundamental values of European society. While European
children were the primary targets of these reforms, JRC leaders hoped they
might positively influence the adults around them as well.

Taken together, the JRC’s “educational relief” activities thus aimed to make
Europe’s future citizens more industrious, educated, healthy, and democratic—
characteristics necessary to preserve economic, social, and political stability
throughout the continent. At the same time, they aspired to convince European
adults of the primacy of American ideals and the merits of the JRC’s new philoso-
phy of relief. Yet despite their overarching emphasis on constructive childhood
development projects, JRC workers nonetheless reverted on occasion to their ear-
lier approach to assistance, providing material aid in the hopes of demonstrating
American sympathy for Europe. Ensuring a merry and gift-filled Christmas struck
many JRC staff members as the perfect reason for deviating from the tenets of edu-
cational relief. Every fall, the National Children’s Fund paid for the shipment and
distribution of thousands of Christmasboxesabroad. These packageswere intended
for “destitute children in European cities” and included toys made by U.S. Juniors,
as well as rag dolls, hair ribbons, mittens, rubber balls, picture books, dominoes,
tops, and marbles. To distribute the toys, JRC personnel arranged local Christmas
parties and invited citizens from nearby towns and villages to celebrate.'”” These
parties, together with the toys that American children sent, contained an obvious
diplomatic message. As one JRC worker in Italy reported, the gifts “were more
than toys—they were a symbol, a personal expression of friendship,” that “forged
the strong tie between the children of the two countries” Such an act, she con-
cluded, “might be able to do more for the future welfare of the world, perhaps,
than any other form of social service.”'* While this JRC worker certainly bordered
on the hyperbolic, her point remained a valid one: the exchange of toys provided
an easy way to connect American and European children. The men and women
who distributed them, in turn, served as a proxy for the entire United States and
expressed the country’s commitment to international aid and friendship. Though
the U.S. government had shunned its political commitments to Europe and the
ARC had lost the public support required to support its overseas efforts, the JRC
offered a potent way to address childhood suffering, to broadcast American alli-
ance, and to leave a permanent mark on European society.

In June 1920, when the ARC’s leaders concluded that they must close their
postwar commissions in Europe, they turned to the JRC to take their place
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and to sustain the organization’s commitment to comprehensive, long-term
relief. Yet to many ARC leaders and personnel, the JRC’s educational relief
appeared an insufficient mechanism for improving children’s lives in Central
and Eastern Europe. Playgrounds, libraries, and games might constitute ade-
quate supplementary interventions in France or Italy, countries with a proven
commitment to child health and welfare that were on the way to restoring
their own health and social services, but assuring the best child health out-
comes in Czechoslovakia, Poland, or Yugoslavia necessitated more inten-
sive American interference than the JRC alone could possibly provide. At
the Venice Conference, ARC fieldworkers coming from these new nations
reported that, in spite of the ARC’s postwar efforts, civilians still suffered
from hunger, illness, and a persistent lack of material necessities. They also
deemed the medical infrastructures in these nations as still woefully inferior
by Western medical standards."”' In addition, and of particular significance,
ARC leaders contended that these areas possessed “a type of civilization and
culture—if culture it can be called—that differs radically from the conditions
under which we are working in Western Europe.” ARC personnel sometimes
considered French and Italian civilians to be culturally and medically lack-
ing, but they overwhelmingly regarded Slavs, Poles, and Serbians as wholly
deficient in these regards. For that reason, they felt “justified...in engaging
upon activities that we cannot justify in the more established civilizations.”'**
Driven by a motivation to better individual health and a strong desire to
provide less “established civilizations” with the benefits of Western cul-
tural and medical superiority, the ARC’s leaders determined that—funding
be damned—they must find a way to do something more for Central and
Eastern European children.

In 1920, the ARC was not alone in its concern for the fate of this region’s
youth. Herbert Hoover, head of the ARA European Children’s Fund, exhibited
a profound interest in this field of relief as well. Yet ever since the summer of
1919, when he privatized the ARA and began to concentrate feeding efforts
solely on children, Hoover had experienced many of the same frustrations as
the ARC’s leaders. Though his initial appeals had allowed Hoover to distribute
over a billion dollars worth of cash and food supplies in Europe, the ARA’s cash
reserves dwindled markedly by the fall of 1919. Well aware that both economic
and agricultural recovery had stalled in Central and Eastern Europe, Hoover
believed firmly that the United States must continue to feed children in these
regions. Without American aid, he warned, the region would inevitably descend
into anarchy and succumb to “the delirium of Bolshevism.”*** Hoover appealed
for further federal assistance, but Congress, then engaged in bitter debates over
the Versailles Treaty and the value of American international commitments,
declined to make further financial commitments. At the same time, private
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donations—so impressive in the immediate postwar months—dropped off
sharply. By the spring of 1920, Hoover thus found himself in much the same
place as many ARC leaders and fieldworkers: deeply worried about the welfare
of Central and Eastern Europe yet financially unable to provide aid at the level
he deemed necessary.'*

Although Hoover’s postwar relief work had focused primarily on responding
to European famine, he worried about child health and welfare generally. Since
1919, he had been a strong supporter of the ARC’s efforts in this sphere. ARC
leaders, in turn, heartily approved of Hoover’s child-feeding program and feared
what might happen in Europe if it ceased operating too soon. In the summer of
1920, facing shared concerns and constraints, Hoover and ARC chair Livingston
Farrand began to discuss the idea of combining their organizational resources.
By coordinating their efforts, they imagined, they might raise more funds than
either could secure on their own. Eventually, the pair concluded that they should
launch a joint program for Europe and a joint appeal for funds. In September
1920, Hoover and Farrand announced the formation of the European Relief
Council (ERC), a new umbrella organization comprised of the ARA, ARC, and
seven major religious relief agencies—the Young Men’s and Women’s Christian
Associations, the American Friends Service Committee, the Federal Council of
Churches, the Jewish Joint Distribution Committee, the Knights of Columbus,
and the National Catholic Welfare Council. Together, these agencies planned to
undertake a broad fundraising campaign, with the goal of raising $33 million for
the children of Central and Eastern Europe. While the bulk of this money would
go toward feeding, $5 million would be reserved for the ARC to organize a com-
prehensive child health program in the region. There was, however, a catch: the
ARC’sleaders must agree to match the ERC’s contribution with funds from their
own treasury.'?

Given their June 1920 decision to close the postwar commissions in Europe
and the recent brouhaha over the organization’s postwar spending, the ARC’s
leadership proved bitterly divided on whether to consent to this new financial
commitment. William Taft and Mabel Boardman, though they had long sup-
ported the ARC and its international humanitarian efforts, strongly objected
to Farrand’s proposal. They argued that reconstruction work in Europe had
already so sapped resources that it had jeopardized the ARC’s ability to respond
to domestic and foreign disasters, its primary function. To take on further com-
mitments seemed eminently imprudent. “It seems to me,” as Taft confided to
Boardman, “that they have bitten off more than they can chew in their ambitious
plan”*?¢ Other leaders disagreed completely. Commissioner to Europe Robert
Olds, for one, warned his colleagues that the ARC’s withdrawal “would amount
to world catastrophe.” For Olds and other like-minded ARC leaders such as
Livingston Farrand and Frederick Keppel, the crisis of European child health
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was a foreign disaster that deserved an ARC response.””” Hoping to convince
the skeptics, Farrand and Keppel called on Hoover himself to testify on their
behalf, to express “his belief that the child problem in Europe is the most acute
relief problem facing the world today” and that it was “not a problem which the
people of Europe can themselves possibly meet unaided.”'*® Ultimately, such
logic won the day. In November 1920, the ARC Executive Committee pledged
“to accept on behalf of the American people peace-time responsibilities far
wider and deeper in character.”'* With a $5-million contribution from its deci-
mated reserves, the ARC’s leaders agreed to join Hoover on his new postwar
relief mission.

The eventual decision to take on this new commitment reflected a mixture
of real concern for the fate of Central and Eastern European children, a pro-
found fear of the repercussions that the United States itself would experience
if it withdrew too prematurely, and an ardent belief among American humani-
tarians that the United States was the only nation equipped to carry out this
vital work. “The future of America and the world,” as one ARC physician put
it, “depends upon America saving a certain portion of the children of Europe.”
It was a job, he declared, that “must be done by America.”'* Farrand, Keppel,
and the other supporters of this program, convinced of their medical supe-
riority, believed that they had a singular obligation to improve the health of
Central and Eastern European children. Doing so, in their minds, was a matter
of vital importance not only to Europe but also to the United States. By tack-
ling epidemic diseases and other child health issues still plaguing the conti-
nent, the ARC would address major causes of social disorder while lessening
the risk that such diseases might make their way to the United States. By taking
long-term steps to ensure that Eastern Europe’s next generation grew up to
be healthy, productive citizens, their aid promised to bring lasting economic
and political stability to the region. ARC leaders did not just adhere to this
logic privately; they also used it in their efforts to marshal U.S. public back-
ing. “Have we got a part in this great struggle of humanity, or are we immune
from its consequences?” the ARC’s general manager, Frederick Munroe, asked
an audience in Charleston, South Carolina. Unless Americans resumed their
willingness to fund humanitarian aid, Munroe warned, U.S. civilians should
invariably expect to see “some of these fellows loose in this country.” Such a
threat, he declared, “brings the danger home.”"*' Playing on sentiments and
tears, ARC leaders called to the public to support them and the wider ERC
program. Ultimately, such appeals proved successful. By February 1921, the
ERC campaign had raised the necessary funds to match the ARC’s $5-million
contribution. With this, the ARC inaugurated its new program for “desper-
ately needed medical assistance for children,” their final contribution to post-
war European relief."?
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To implement their new child health program, ARC leaders called on a vet-
eran of the war years, Homer Folks. Folks had left Europe in early 1919, fol-
lowing his survey of postwar conditions for the ARC'’s peacetime leaders. Now,
ARC leaders charged him to again “go to Europe and co-operate with Colonel
Olds in making the program a living reality.”'** In February 1921, Folks arrived
and set out on a four-month survey trip of Central and Eastern Europe. He
did not like what he found. Folks lamented that there had been only “slight
improvement in matters relating to health” in the two years since he had been
in the region. If the child health programs were to have any real effect, Folks
advised, the ARC must do more than treat children in the short term. To truly
improve child welfare required a radical transformation of health practices
in the region, an effort to bring health services more closely in line with the
best models available in the United States. To achieve this goal, Folks recom-
mended that the ARC recruit a large number of American “expert physicians
and thoroughly competent public health nurses and social workers” to “evalu-
ate, standardize and improve” the child welfare activities in the region."** Only
with a comprehensive, methodical approach, he argued, could the ARC child
health program fundamentally alter the state of Central and Eastern European
health."*

The premium that Folks placed on American expertise and guidance was
nothing new, but by 1921, a significant sea change in mentalities had occurred:
a number of Folks’s colleagues had come to recognize the shortcomings of
this strategy. Many ARC leaders had realized that the ineffectiveness of their
postwar efforts could be blamed, in large part, on the blatant paternalism
and cultural insensitivity that American personnel had exhibited in Europe.
Without a more tactful approach, they argued, Americans could never expect
Europeans to warm to their ideas. A perceived invasion of ARC personnel
might alienate local populations and prompt them to reject the very ideals
that Americans hoped to foster. “Mr. Folks came over with full steam up, con-
vinced of the immediate need of a considerable number of Americans,” com-
plained Kendall Emerson, a Massachusetts physician and the assistant director
of the Commission to Europe. U.S. guidance was important, he admitted, but
so was cultural negotiation. Native doctors, nurses, and social workers may
have lacked the technical training available to their American counterparts,
but they had “a value which our personnel can never achieve; first, in the mat-
ter of language, and second, in understanding of what can and cannot be suc-
cessfully taught the people of their country at the present stage of sanitary and
social development.” Local professionals were not second-rate replacements
for American experts but rather potentially valuable allies whose support
was sorely needed. Emerson recognized, moreover, that Central and Eastern
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European health professionals were not as enamored with U.S. ideas as Folks
and other experts in Washington presumed. “The doctors and health service in
some of these countries do not yet look upon American methods as the only
successful solution of the problem of preventive medicine,” Emerson asserted,
“however we may flatter ourselves on our superior wisdom in matters of medi-
cal and social service.” Unless ARC workers softened their missionary zeal,
they risked undermining their efforts to win over Europeans to their methods
and practices.'*

Other ARC leaders concurred with Emerson’s critiques. In May of 1921,
ARC general manager Frederick Munroe took his own tour of Central and
Eastern Europe. He spent several weeks surveying the region and meeting with
European physicians and health officials. The trip left Munroe convinced that
“the trouble with American politicians and with all western peoples perhaps is
that they are unable to detach their point of view and they come to believe that
what is good for them is necessarily good for other races.” Forcing Czechs, Poles,
Serbians, and other Europeans to mimic American biomedical philosophies and
practices was a futile enterprise. ARC workers instead had to win their consent
by proving the real value of their approaches to improving health and welfare.
“Nobody but a fool would try to turn them into Americans,” Munroe asserted.
By embracing a more cooperative, culturally sensitive approach, he believed that
“something of our western technique can be carved on the soul of their race so
that they can be made a stronger set economically and culturally”"” In 1921,
many Americans still felt an obligation to commit their expertise and assistance
to Europe. Now, however, they understood that they must to do so in a way
that prized local autonomy and accepted cultural difference, or else they could
never hope to succeed. “The demand must come...from the common people,”
as Emerson explained, “and it is our job to develop the germ that will produce
the demand.”"**

In form, the child health program that the ARC’s leaders ultimately devel-
oped tried to incorporate this new philosophy of assistance, to provide direc-
tion to Europeans in a manner that did not appear coercive. Responsibility
for organizing this work fell to new, yet familiar, hands. In June 1921, with
the postwar work that they had originally been hired to oversee now con-
cluded, Robert Olds and his deputy, Kendall Emerson, resigned their posts
and returned to the United States. Taking their place was Ernest Bicknell, the
assistant director of foreign operations and a veteran of the ARC’s overseas
efforts since 1908. Under Bicknell’s watch, ARC personnel in Europe put in
place a distinctly cooperative child health program. In partnership with local
governments, charity associations, and medical professionals, ARC workers
designed and established 471 child health centers in Czechoslovakia, Poland,
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Austria, Hungary, and the Balkan States. ARC personnel directed each unit,
but they worked side-by-side with local health professionals. Two doctors,
two public health nurses, and two social workers—half American and half
European—staffed each site and engaged in traveling fieldwork. In an effort to
thwart European resentment, ARC leaders instructed all personnel to “keep in
mind as to conditions and inhabitants of the community” and “present a sym-
pathetic attitude and not one of open criticism.”'* They also put a firm end
date on their intervention, pledging to turn over direction of all health units to
local leadership by the end of June 1922. Through their program, ARC lead-
ers would endeavor to provide comprehensive care to thousands of European
children while, at the same time, trying to persuade their European colleagues
of the superiority of American medical practices via a living demonstration of
their value.

During 1921 and 1922, scores of American doctors, nurses, and social
workers traveled to Europe to make the child health program a reality. Due
to their influence, the program bore a close resemblance to many contem-
porary community health programs in the United States, combining holistic
approaches to health, surveillance by medical experts, and collection of volu-
minous records. Each individual health center provided free clinical care to
children from birth to age fourteen. They offered a wide range of curative and
preventative services, including tests and treatment for illnesses, well-child
examinations, and vaccinations. Visiting nurses and social workers followed
up on clinic appointments with home visits, evaluating whether the hygienic
and moral surroundings of young patients were conducive to their proper
development.'*® This comprehensive approach was vital, as one ARC social
worker explained, for “unless the medical and social work for children is uni-
fied, the whole problem of child health cannot be adequately dealt with.”'*!
ARC workers wanted to not only treat individual bodies but also transform
the entire system of care.

Beyond the clinics themselves, ARC personnel also brought new levels of
regulation and medical surveillance to the region. Their stated aim was for
every child to “be under the eye of the health authorities; every child, be it
sick or well or in good social surroundings or bad.”*** To achieve this objec-
tive, ARC personnel introduced a system of methodical record keeping.
Throughout Central and Eastern Europe, they labored to create complete
medical and social records for each child examined and for the national pop-
ulation as a whole. Personnel printed four-page medical and social histories
of each patient and installed filing systems in central offices in each country.
The health professionals who ran the ARC units considered such surveil-
lance to be an essential part of regulating the public’s health. “If our work
were to be of lasting benefit to the mothers and children,” reasoned Henry
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Eversole, a U.S. physician and medical director of the Czechoslovakian
health units, “we must have absolutely accurate records of the work for the
government.”'** Eversole went on to declare that “the data emanating from
such complete records should be of tremendous value” to Eastern Europe
as well as “to the world at large.”** Only with full and precise knowledge of
the health situation, he and his colleagues argued, could Central and Eastern
Europe’s new governments hope to make real and fundamental improve-
ments to the well-being of their young citizens. ARC workers hoped to con-
vince their European counterparts of the same. Fostering local interest in
new tools and methodologies was as important to their project as the actual
improvement of child health.

ARC personnel believed that the future of Central and Eastern Europe
depended fundamentally on the health of its young citizens, but they
assumed that this, in turn, required the education of the region’s moth-
ers. “We were soon convinced that the people at large were not informed
about the simplest rules of health and sanitation,” Eversole admitted, adding
that if the children “were to be permanently helped, it could be done only
through teaching the mother and child”** Confident in their expertise and
concerned with the presumed local ignorance about scientific childrearing,
ARC personnel made providing medical and hygienic education to women
a central aspect of their work. In addition to examining children, health unit
personnel offered courses to adults on topics such as home hygiene, care
of the sick, and infant and child health. They gave demonstrations on feed-
ing and bathing techniques, classes for expectant mothers, and “little moth-
ers” classes for young girls who would presumably be parents themselves
one day."*® By teaching mothers, ARC workers aimed to change not only the
standards of professional care and treatment but also everyday approaches
to childrearing.

In addition to reforming the mindsets of laywomen, ARC workers sought
to educate an elite corps of professional nurses who would take over the
Central and Eastern European health units once the ARC withdrew. During
the tenure of the child health program, ARC nurses established three train-
ing schools for nurses and nurses’ aides. In the city of Bajina Basta, Serbia,
they offered a four-month training course for nurses’ aides. In Warsaw and
Prague, ARC personnel took their ambitions further with the construction
of two-year training schools.'*” Both of these institutions mirrored newly
minted graduate training programs in the United States and were intended to
foster “a more rational system of caring” in Poland and Czechoslovakia. Each
“modern school of nursing” featured classrooms equipped “for complete and
scientific instruction” and offered a curriculum “based as nearly as possible on
the standards of the best schools in America.” Together, graduate nurses from
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accredited U.S. training schools and European physicians provided pupils
with skilled instruction. ARC workers hoped that this small cadre of Central
and Eastern European women, armed with the benefits of an American-style
nursing education and childrearing philosophies, could continue shaping
the health outcomes of the region’s children—and the mindsets of their par-
ents—for years to come.'*®

The efforts to engage local women and health professionals in the ARC’s child
health work were of central importance, for ARC workers knew that their
opportunity to personally influence European child health was a fleeting one.
While they would do what they could to improve child health during their lim-
ited time on the continent, their foremost objective was always to nurture an
organic appreciation for their ideals and methods, to fundamentally alter local
mentalities so that their lessons would endure long after they departed. On
June 30, 1922, that transition began in earnest. On that day, the ARC officially
terminated its child health program and turned control of the nearly five hun-
dred health centers over to local staffs and their national governments. JRC
personnel remained in Europe for another year, working to organize Junior
divisions in the continent’s other national Red Cross societies. By July 1, 1923,
the date that American JRC workers relinquished control of their remain-
ing activities, nearly two dozen European Red Cross societies had done just
that, marking the beginnings of a veritable international JRC movement that
would blossom in the decades to come. While a small number of ARC and
JRC veterans remained in Europe to work for the LRCS—an organization still
struggling to operate without the ICRC’s formal endorsement—the ARC’s
intervention in postwar Europe had largely come to an end. As they returned
to the United States, the ARC’s doctors, nurses, and social workers could only
hope that they had succeeded in their mission to leave a lasting influence on
European children, European child welfare, and European social and political
organization.

A Return to Normalcy

By the time the final ARC and JRC workers departed Europe, Woodrow
Wilson had long been out of office, his dreams for American participation in
the League of Nations soundly defeated. Just as Wilson proved unable to con-
vince the United States to accept the permanent international political com-
mitments that League membership entailed, the ARC’s postwar leaders failed
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to persuade most Americans to support a major postwar international humani-
tarian intervention. By 1920, public disinterest, together with growing dis-
cord among both ARC fieldworkers and European aid recipients, forced ARC
leaders to scale back their most ambitious plans for relieving and reforming
Europe. ARC foreign relief, so crucial to U.S. involvement with Europe dur-
ing the Great War years, proved far less effectual as a form of postwar foreign
relations. Nonetheless, many of the ARC’s peacetime leaders and personnel
stridently believed in the diplomatic and humanitarian importance of their
assistance. They remained convinced that they had a singular responsibility as
Americans to help Europe overcome its social dislocations. From 1919 to 1923,
these cosmopolitan Americans found it possible to prolong their intervention
in European health and welfare by concentrating their efforts on the children
of Europe. In so doing, they hoped to leave a lasting mark on European health
and European society and politics at large. In a period of American retrench-
ment from foreign affairs, the ARC remained one key vehicle for internation-
ally minded American citizens eager to interact with and influence the world
beyond their borders.

Still, the ARC’s overseas influence had clearly diminished since its wartime
heyday. Toward the end of the organization’s time in Europe, a major change in
the ARC’s domestic leadership served as a fitting bookend to this international
humanitarian moment. Since the early days of the war, Livingston Farrand had
been an enthusiast for the ARC’s overseas work. As chair of the ARC since 1919,
he had been an ardent proponent of its international humanitarian commit-
ments. Yet in the fall of 1921, with the ARC’s child health projects firmly under-
way and the timeline for withdrawal from Europe fixed, Farrand resigned from
the ARC to become president of Cornell University. To Warren G. Harding,
president of the United States and its Red Cross society, fell the responsibility of
appointing Farrand’s successor, and therein the opportunity to steer the ARC in
very different directions. To replace Farrand, Harding chose John Barton Payne,
a Democrat who had served as chair of the U.S. Shipping Board and secretary
of the interior during the Wilson administration. Harding appointed Payne,
despite his party affiliation, because he considered him an able administrator, a
man capable of reducing the ARC'’s size and expenditures. Payne did not disap-
point. Soon after becoming chair in October, he began a major push to contract
the ARC, consolidating the number of ARC chapters, reducing the number of
paid staff, and rebuffing any further large-scale international commitments.'*
Just as Harding hoped, Payne began returning the organization to a state of
peacetime normalcy.

And yet, even as he labored to rein in the ARC, Payne recognized an impor-
tant truth: “The Red Cross cannot return to pre-war status,” he asserted,
“because conditions are wholly changed.”"*° The United States had become a
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very different place by the early 1920s, as had the world around it. The ARC,
like the nation it served, might not take up the same level of global commit-
ments that it had in the Wilson years but it would not withdraw from inter-
national engagements completely. In the ensuing decades, in response to the
tumults and travails rippling through the world, the ARC remained a principal
instrument through which the U.S. government and people waged their global
humanitarian interventions.
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On October 6, 1922, Ernest Bicknell boarded the S.S. President Polk and set sail
for the United States. Having lived most of the previous seven years in Europe,
Bicknell spent his homeward voyage reflecting on the “vast and significant
changes in Europe during this span of time.” He also expressed a great “impa-
tience to get in touch with events in my own country.” Physically, it did not take
long for Bicknell to get back home to the United States. His thoughts, however,
remained in a world far beyond U.S. borders. Bicknell soon returned to work at
the ARC’s headquarters in Washington, where he began “living over the time
spent in Europe, thinking of what the American Red Cross has done and won-
dering just how much has really been settled by this war....It seems to me,” he
wrote, “that the great war is only the beginning of our troubles and that no one
yet knows whether it is the worst of them. It has shaken loose a good many things
in the complicated contrivance which held the world together in a semblance of
order and system.” To restore and then maintain that global stability, Bicknell
judged, would invariably prove “a mighty difficult business.”

Ernest Bicknell was in a prime position to know. By 1922, he had taken part in
influencing this world order time and again through his involvement with ARC
foreign relief projects. Shortly after coming to the ARC as its general manager
in 1908, he oversaw the expansion of its humanitarian assistance in places as far
afield as Italy, China, Nicaragua, and Mexico. With the eruption of the Great War
and the consequent growth of the ARC, Bicknell had devoted his full attention to
overseas aid. He worked in Europe from 1915 to 1922 in a variety of capacities,
eventually concluding his service as the final ARC commissioner for the entire
continent. There would be little rest for the weary. Within a few months of his
return to the United States, he was back on the job. In April 1923, Ernest Bicknell
became the vice chair of the ARC, in charge of its Department of Insular and
Foreign Operations. As the director of the ARC’s overseas work until his death
in September 1935, he continued to lead the organization’s efforts to relieve
and reform the world. To his successors fell those same duties at a precipitous
moment, just as the world began spiraling headlong into a second global war.

185
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Although the ARC’s international activities diminished after the early post-
war years, the organization remained an important fixture in U.S. foreign rela-
tions throughout the interwar period and beyond. Over the course of these
decades, however, the ARC’s position and function steadily evolved as its
leaders adapted to the changing character of both the American state and the
world system. Through the 1920s and the early 1930s, under the direction of
Ernest Bicknell and Chair John Barton Payne, the ARC sent assistance abroad
in response to earthquakes, hurricanes, famine, and other disasters. In U.S. ter-
ritories and protectorates, ARC workers undertook health and hygiene reform
projects that closely mirrored their predecessors’ efforts in wartime and post-
war Europe. Through two organizations launched by ARC leaders during the
war years, the LRCS and the JRC, U.S. citizens found a means to take partin key
agencies of the international community. To these global responsibilities was
added another in the mid-1930s. As the international crises that would even-
tually spawn the Second World War started to mount, the ARC again became
an important instrument of wartime civilian assistance. This time though, the
American approach to relieving foreign noncombatants differed in pronounced
ways fromits Great War—eraantecedents. Rather than staginganother wide-scale
humanitarian occupation, ARC leaders sent only a few advisers abroad and
limited assistance primarily to emergency, rather than comprehensive, aid.
Meanwhile, U.S. government agencies and military departments, together with
new international organizations, took up many of the civilian and refugee relief
activities that had so occupied the ARC during the First World War and the
early 1920s. By the end of World War II, the way the United States administered
foreign civilian relief and assistance had changed markedly. Certainly, the ARC
did not lose its standing as a major figure in U.S. humanitarian aid, but it did
play a far less central role than it once had in American attempts to reconstruct
and reorder the world.

Taken together, the ARC'’s international activities in the interwar years and
the Second World War era reflect several important truths about the state of U.S.
foreign relations in the quarter century following the Great War. First of all, the
ARC’s continued involvement in global affairs during the 1920s and early 1930s
confirms a point that historians of the period have long sought to establish: con-
trary to popular belief, these years must not be regarded as an era of U.S. iso-
lationism. By participating in the ARC’s work abroad, internationally minded
American citizens found a path to intervene in world affairs. Their efforts on
behalf of the United States, meanwhile, meshed well with the diplomatic styles
of the Harding, Coolidge, and Hoover administrations, which shared the belief
that U.S. international involvement was best carried out via partnerships with
private agents that shared the government’s interests rather than through formal
diplomatic channels. In the interwar years, the ARC served as one such vehicle
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of informal internationalism, giving both U.S. citizens and government officials
ameans to engage with the world.?

Ifthe ARC’s pursuits in the interwar years suggest that American isolationism was
a myth, the organization’s participation in the tumult of the late 1930s, the Second
World War, and the war’s aftermath calls attention to the changing nature of the U.S.
state and of international humanitarianism in that time. During the First World War
era, U.S. policymakers relied heavily on the ARC, a voluntary organization, to carry
out civilian assistance on the government’s behalf. Two and a half decades later, the
U.S. government had ceased to depend so heavily on the ARC in its quest to relieve
foreign noncombatants. In its place emerged the groundwork for a new foreign aid
and development infrastructure, one that would come to dominate in the Cold War
era. The growth of the U.S. state and the international community in the 1940s,
in short, profoundly altered the approach to American foreign assistance that had
arisen and taken hold in the first quarter of the twentieth century.

The post-World War I international relief work of the ARC thus reveals a
moment of simultaneous continuity and change, a period in which Americans
retained their interest in influencing the wider world even as they revised older
methods of doing so. Building on established precedents, U.S. citizens and state
officials persisted in their long-standing mission to make the world orderly, safe,
and stable through international humanitarianism.

Disasters, Development, and
Diplomacy in the Interwar Years

The 1920s and early 1930s, frequently characterized as being as free of inter-
national engagement as of legal alcohol, were in fact an important moment in
the history of U.S. foreign relations. In the aftermath of a cataclysmic total war,
the preservation of international order, peace, and stability represented the over-
arching goal for most policymakers and private citizens. Having emerged from
the Great War financially secure and socially and politically stable—at least rela-
tive to the world’s other leading powers—the United States stood in a position
to exercise tremendous influence in world affairs. And so it did. U.S. interna-
tional relations in this period sometimes took the form of official diplomacy;
international disarmament conferences in Washington and London, leadership
in the global movement to outlaw war in the late 1920s, and efforts to improve
hemispheric relations and cultivate stronger Pan-American ties all saw State
Department officials in action. More often though, the United States exerted its
sway in the world in less formal ways, with government officials relying on pri-
vate initiatives to achieve diplomatic goals. The period saw the Departments of
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State and Commerce form official relationships with bankers and investors in an
attempt to stimulate European economic recovery and thwart political instabil-
ity. Tax breaks and other incentives promoted U.S. global trade and helped U.S.
communications and transportation industries connect the nation to the world.
Hollywood movies, radio broadcasts, and news organizations, underwritten by
government subventions, spread U.S. culture worldwide. Across the globe, in
both sovereign nations and American territories and protectorates, the U.S. gov-
ernment and people together embarked on a wide array of efforts to nurture
global peace, political stability, and economic prosperity.*

In these years, in a manner less extensive but no less noteworthy than in
the Great War era, the ARC continued to carry out global humanitarian activi-
ties on behalf of U.S. citizens and statesmen alike. From 1923 through the
mid-1930s, with Ernest Bicknell at its helm, its Department of Insular and
Foreign Operations involved the United States in world affairs in three distinct
ways. First, as the official voluntary organization of the United States, the ARC
provided aid in response to dozens of international disasters. Second, ARC per-
sonnel launched an array of new health and hygiene reform projects in U.S.
territories and protectorates, complementing American government policies in
those regions. Finally, ARC representatives participated in various branches of
the evolving International Red Cross Movement, thus connecting the United
States to one part of the broader global community. Through each of these for-
eign initiatives, the ARC remained a principal instrument of U.S. foreign rela-
tions. Like many other voluntary and private interests, it provided the United
States with a means for securing greater international social and political sta-
bility and for nurturing global connections, all without formal governmental
commitments.

Ever since the ARC’s founding in 1881, the duty to respond to natural disasters
had constituted a special part of its mission. Since that time, and particularly
after the turn of the century, ARC personnel had orchestrated appeals and
provided aid in the wake of scores of disasters in foreign countries. In these
catastrophic moments, the ARC’s provision of foreign assistance on behalf of
the United States had offered a way for both the government and the public
to demonstrate their concern and compassion. At the same time, these efforts
promised to assist in the restoration of normal economic and social conditions
in areas of strategic national interest. In the prewar years, the ARC’s interna-
tional disaster relief had proven its diplomatic and humanitarian value to the
nation. Throughout the 1920s and 1930s, it would continue to serve in this
capacity.
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The first major test of the ARC’s postwar role in international disaster
response came on September 1, 1923, when a tremendous earthquake dev-
astated the cities of Tokyo and Yokohama, Japan. Over 140,000 people died
or went missing, while more than 100,000 were injured by the quake or by
subsequent fires and typhoons. An additional two million Japanese civilians
were left without shelter and food.® The catastrophe also came at an auspi-
cious time in U.S. politics, occurring less than a month after Calvin Coolidge
became president following Warren G. Harding’s death. Coolidge’s response
would prove an early measure of both his executive ability and his approach
to international relief. Coolidge wasted little time in acting. On September 3,
he issued an appeal to U.S. citizens, “whose sympathies have always been so
comprehensive,” asking them to raise a $5-million relief fund for “the people
of the friendly nation of Japan.” To ensure “the utmost co-ordination and effec-
tiveness in the administration of the relief funds,” he recommended “that all
contributions, clearly designated, be sent to...the American National Red
Cross.”® Coolidge, like his predecessors, assumed that the U.S. response to
the earthquake must take the form of voluntary assistance. And, like them, he
regarded the ARC as the appropriate vehicle to administer that aid on behalf of
the United States and its citizens. Given the recent public apathy for European
relief, the ARC’s leaders had good reason to fear a parsimonious response.
Their concerns quickly proved unwarranted. By year’s end, public donations
to the ARC’s Japanese relief fund reached $11.5 million, more than double the
official request.”

After the rapid evaporation of public support for the ARC’s postwar program
in Europe, ARC leaders delighted in the resurgence of international humanitar-
ian sentiments among U.S. citizens. “The Japan earthquake has proved the thing
we have all felt, namely, that there is in all of us a willingness to serve which
needs only an appropriate outlet to be translated into action,” wrote the ARC’s
director of domestic operations. “Not since the war days has there been such
spontaneity of action and sympathetic response to the Red Cross.” The U.S. pub-
lic, he concluded, had “demonstrated that they are heart and soul with the Red
Cross, and always will be.”® And yet, even as they appreciated the renewal of the
public’s international sympathies, ARC leaders also took explicit steps to avoid
overextending their own commitments. In stark contrast to the ARC’s involve-
ment in Great War—era Europe, Chair John Barton Payne opted not to send any
ARC personnel abroad. “Japan,” as he informed the U.S. ambassador, “was per-
fectly capable of administering the relief in her own way without American guid-
ance or interference.”” Relying on local volunteers to distribute American cash
and material supplies, Payne imposed strict limits on the ARC’s reach. Raising
and sending relief funds remained a vital responsibility, but the ARC’s peacetime
leaders had no intention of staging a major humanitarian occupation abroad.
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ARC leaders may have scaled back their physical commitments, but they
continued to credit their assistance for its diplomatic value. The earthquake
occurred during a critical moment in U.S.-Japanese relations, a juncture when
U.S. policymakers struggled to maintain cordial ties with a modernizing and
increasingly powerful Japan.'* The generous outpouring of assistance at this time
held the potential to demonstrate U.S. sympathies and garner esteem, an objec-
tive not lost on U.S. policymakers. Japanese leaders thanked State Department
officials for the ARC’s efforts, declaring that the “precious gift of American sym-
pathy...cannot but serve the Peace of the World, in drawing still closer the bond
of friendship and trust between the two countries.”"! ARC leaders were quick
to take credit for this outcome. The director of the ARC chapter for U.S. citi-
zens in Japan reported that the aid had “so touched the hearts of the Japanese”
that he noted “a distinctly new attitude toward all Americans on the part of all
classes.” He directly attributed this “new cordiality” among the two communities
to the ARC'’s efforts.'” Whatever esteem the ARC managed to garner in 1923,
however, quickly evaporated. In 1924, Congress passed the Asian Exclusion
Act as part of a larger series of immigration restriction laws, expressly catego-
rizing Japanese immigrants (among others) as “aliens ineligible for citizenship.”
Relations between the two countries deteriorated rapidly and continued to sour
in coming years."* Nonetheless, for a brief moment in 1923, the ARC’s leaders
believed that their actions “had done more to strengthen the friendship between
Japan and America than all the treaties and Washington conferences could ever
have achieved.”"*

In many ways, the ARC’s response to the 1923 Japanese earthquake exempli-
fied the approach that the organization would take to other foreign disasters in
the interwar years. Throughout the remainder of the 1920s and into the early
1930s, the ARC would again act as the official U.S. aid organization following
dozens of floods, earthquake, hurricanes, and fires across the globe. In each of
these cases, ARC leaders launched appeals for relief funds and distributed assis-
tance on behalf of the United States. Rather than sending their own representa-
tives abroad, they generally relied on local governments and other national Red
Cross societies to distribute their aid. Although no other catastrophe would
come close to matching the 1923 Japanese earthquake—in terms of the scale of
destruction or of the American dollars contributed—each distribution of finan-
cial or material assistance stood to demonstrate U.S. concern for the peoples of
other nations while helping to restore local stability.'* In a period that prized
informal diplomacy, Ernest Bicknell lauded the importance of such aid efforts.
Through its disaster relief, he asserted, the ARC “has done more in late years to
build up and maintain the bonds of friendship with other countries than have the
efforts of diplomats and statesmen.” The citizens of the United States, “in their
warm sympathy for neighbors in distress, and with the single desire to help,” he
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concluded, “unconsciously produce a by-product of international goodwill of

incalculable value.”*¢

While responding to foreign disasters represented one way that the ARC inter-
vened in world affairs during the 1920s and early 1930s, so too did the orga-
nization’s administration of comprehensive health reform efforts on American
Indian reservations and in Puerto Rico, the Philippines, and other U.S. territo-
ries, protectorates, and zones of occupation. In these years, debates over whether
the inhabitants of these areas were ready for political independence or full U.S.
citizenship surfaced time and again as major foreign relations issues. While some
contemporaries advised scaling back U.S. military and political control over
these populations and granting them greater autonomy, others warned of the
peril of removing U.S. oversight, arguing that individuals in these regions were
not yet prepared to govern themselves.'” As U.S. politicians, the American pub-
lic, and the indigenous residents of these sites clashed over this question, ARC
leaders claimed that they had the requisite skills and approaches to resolve it.
Poor health, inadequate sanitation, and a lack of Western scientific and hygienic
knowledge, they argued, had all stunted the physical and mental development
of these populations. By taking steps to improve these conditions and address
disparities in local health and medical knowledge, ARC personnel declared
that they could bring about social and racial progress. Through such reforms,
moreover, they promised to make civilians fit for the rigors of industrious labor,
raising a family, and civic engagement. Comprehensive ARC interventions, in
short, intended to prepare civilians either for participation as full citizens in
U.S. society or for their own self-governance. At the same time, through active
demonstrations of concern for indigenous peoples’ health and well-being, they
would improve perceptions of the United States among the nation’s wary territo-
rial dependents.'®

Beginning in the early 1920s, driven by these diplomatic and develop-
mentalist rationales, ARC leaders sent personnel to the far reaches of the U.S.
empire—from the Jicarilla and Pine Ridge Reservations in the American West
to the nation’s territorial holdings in the Caribbean and Pacific—in an attempt
to inculcate modernity, construct fit citizens, and to win loyalty and support.
ARC activities in these regions focused principally on improving public health.
Modeling their efforts on projects first tested in wartime and postwar Europe,
personnel initiated a wide array of programs encompassing treatment, preven-
tion, and education. Through parades, festivals, and motion picture screenings,
they presented Western ideas of hygiene and sanitation to local residents. They
held Baby Days to inform civilians about infant health and hygiene, organized
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young girls into Little Mothers’ Leagues, and made home visits to interest indig-
enous peoples in their work. ARC workers built and staffed dozens of station-
ary and mobile clinics that treated thousands of patients per month. Mirroring
European models, the clinics provided not only physical examinations for babies
and young children but also classes for mothers in topics such as home hygiene
and care of the sick. Through their interventions, ARC workers aimed to make
these populations fit for U.S. citizenship."

ARC personnel believed that their immediate assistance was necessary to
remedy disparities in health and hygienic knowledge, yet with a forward-looking
assumption of eventual independence, they stressed that they must also train
local staffs “to carry on the welfare work” themselves in the future.”® To achieve
this goal, ARC workers created opportunities for indigenous women to train in
health care fields. In Puerto Rico, Hawaii, and the Philippines, for example, ARC
nurses assisted local universities in starting nursing and social work training
courses based on American models. Over time, they also developed autonomous
ARC training schools for these professions. In these and other U.S. insular areas,
the ARC sponsored scholarship programs to bring promising young students to
the United States to study, with the presumption that they would bring contem-
porary American practices back to their home countries. Personnel also orga-
nized annual nursing conferences in the hopes of forging stronger ties between
Americans and imperial populations.”' In places “where modern sanitation is a
new idea,” ARC leaders wanted indigenous women to embrace American ideas
about health and hygiene and then convince their compatriots to do the same.**
Fostering autonomous local leadership was intended to spur social and hygienic
modernity.

To reach children, ARC leaders organized JRC divisions alongside adult ARC
chapters, just as they had throughout postwar Europe. By bringing the JRC to
U.S. territories, protectorates, and American Indian boarding schools, ARC
workers aspired for results identical to those they had labored for in postwar
Europe: the promotion of “normal” childhood and the construction of fit, indus-
trious, and democratic youth. Many JRC projects focused on teaching modern
Western hygienic concepts and improving child health. In the classroom, teach-
ers displayed JRC health score charts for each student that listed the percentage
of students of the correct weight and height and the percentage without defects
of posture, teeth, tonsils, and eyes. The JRC also sponsored contests for students
to create posters, plays, and books about the benefits health and hygiene.”* JRC
personnel not only hoped to transform children themselves but also assumed
that each child would become “a disciple of American ideals,” a little ambassador
eager to bring the JRC’s medical lessons home to their parents.* In addition to
improving health, JRC activities tried to develop a sense of civic responsibil-
ity and engagement among children while generating patriotic pride in both
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their own nations and in the United States. The JRC’s lessons, as staff explained,
“intended to build character” and “prepare the children for the good fulfill-
ment of citizenship.”® To commemorate Decoration Day in 1920s Puerto Rico,
Juniors distributed “tiny silk American flags...in memory of the Porto Rican
and American Soldiers who lost their lives in the service of their country during
the recent war.”® In the Philippines, in-school activities included an American
Flag Ceremony and the singing of both the “Star-Spangled Banner” and the
Philippine national hymn. Good citizenship required not just a commitment
to healthy living and civic engagement but also cultural and national literacy.
As the JRC director in the Philippines explained, “The ideals we are striving to
inculcate are American ideals,” given “to a people but a short time removed from
tribal conditions.”” In accordance with this mentality, the quest to develop civic
and hygienic behaviors went hand in hand.

The ARC'’s and JRC’s efforts among the children and adults of the American
empire sought to improve their health and ready them for democratic
self-government, but an equally important objective was to mollify political
tensions between U.S. government officials and the native inhabitants of these
regions. ARC personnel claimed that by addressing health and welfare needs in
an apolitical fashion, their humanitarian efforts succeeded where government
efforts had failed. In a period when “all other things ‘American’ are opposed,”
the ARC’s director in the Philippines asserted, “the American Red Cross is
accepted without reserve by the Philippine people.” The ARC, therefore, stood
in a prime position to “solve those problems of misunderstanding that are now
troubling the people of the Philippine Islands and the United States,” to “help
in a very large way to overcome the present bad feeling” and to “cement friend-
ship.”*® In other regions, likewise, personnel saw “the American Red Cross as
a means through which the highest spirit of Americanism could be diffused
among the people”” In the minds of ARC workers, voluntary humanitarian
assistance and guidance, as opposed to more militarized or compulsory politi-
cal oversight, represented the best chance to improve relations and nurture
pro-American sentiment.

The lines separating U.S. domestic and foreign interests have often been
blurry, and the ARC’s interventions in overseas territories and American Indian
reservations in the 1920s and 1930s certainly demonstrate the liminal nature
of these designations. ARC workers regarded the indigenous populations of
these areas as foreign and backward, conceptually, but imagined that through
health reforms and other activities, they could make them more modern, more
civilized, and ultimately more American. In form, the health and welfare projects
that ARC personnel administered in these regions replicated those developed in
wartime and postwar Europe. Yet unlike in sovereign nations, where the ARC
required the authorization of aided governments to intervene, orchestrating
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projects throughout the American empire required only the approval of the U.S.
Bureaus of Insular or Indian Affairs. American colonial dependents could there-
fore be “taught and helped to have a better way of living,” as one ARC leader put
it, without the usual process of achieving and maintaining local consent.** In a
period of spirited debate about the role of the United States in imperial man-
agement, international humanitarianism played an important part in the total
system of insular governance, oversight, and uplift.

The ARC represented the United States in various countries through its disaster
relief and health reform projects, but it also proved an important mechanism for
maintaining U.S. involvement in the international community. In the 1920s and
early 1930s, the U.S. government remained outside the preeminent international
organization of the time, the League of Nations. That did not stop U.S. citizens
and government officials from taking part in a wide array of other international
movements and agencies. Americans traveled to international conferences for
peace, education, science, and health. By the late 1920s, the U.S. government
even sent advisers to engage with League of Nations agencies and commissions.’’
In these years, the ARC played a hand in keeping the United States connected to
one principal part of global society, the International Red Cross Movement. At
this time, significantly, the International Red Cross Movement itself was evolv-
ing in important ways. As it did, the ARC and its leaders played an increasing
central role in its operations.

While the ARC had, since its founding in 1881, been very much a part of
the International Red Cross Movement, it had always remained apart from that
movement as well. Like all other national Red Cross societies, it had served the
needs of its own government and not simply the mission of the ICRC in Geneva.
The ARC’s propensity to act autonomously had become especially clear in the
Great War and its aftermath. In those years, the organization had engaged in a
massive program of civilian assistance that went far beyond the founding mis-
sion of the Red Cross movement. In 1919, Henry Davison had led the drive to
form the new LRCS, conspicuously doing so without the support of the ICRC’s
leaders. The new federation of Red Cross societies began to engage in peacetime
public health work by 1920, but the lack of ICRC sanction and funding difficul-
ties had together hampered its initial activities.

Ironically, it was just as many Americans turned against the ARC’s broad inter-
national humanitarian commitments in the early 1920s that Davison’s vision
began to gain traction in Europe. The ICRC’s leaders had objected to Davison’s
unilateral assumption of authority and to his decision to exclude Central Powers
nations from the LRCS, yet they did not disagree with his fundamental goal to
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commit the world’s Red Cross societies to peacetime work. The experiences of
the Great War had convinced many of the ICRC’s leaders that they must expand
their mission beyond aiding the battlefield wounded. In March 1921, at the
Tenth International Red Cross Conference, the ICRC’s leaders publicly declared
their intention to take up peacetime public health work. More importantly, they
vowed to cooperate with the fledgling LRCS in this regard. To commemorate
this new accord, representatives from both bodies issued a joint Appeal for
Peace and began discussing plans for formal fusion. Negotiations, however, tem-
porarily stalled. Over the next few years, the organizations continued to oper-
ate independently, with the ICRC embarking on some peacetime efforts and
the LRCS’s member nations coordinating their own international public health
and disaster relief initiatives. Eventually, the push to unite the two societies suc-
ceeded. In 1928, the LRCS and ICRC joined as part of a new umbrella organiza-
tion, the International Red Cross.* From this point forward, the organizations
cooperated and coordinated quite closely with one another. From Geneva, the
ICRC maintained its original functions of recognizing new Red Cross societies,
serving as a neutral intermediary between warring countries, and urging govern-
ments to adhere to the terms of the Geneva Treaty and other international con-
ventions. It also took steps to alleviate wartime suffering, including making some
limited forays into civilian relief. The LRCS, from its headquarters in Paris, took
responsibility for stimulating cooperation between the various national Red
Cross societies. Additionally, its staff oversaw collaborative Red Cross efforts in
public health, nursing work, and disaster response, as well as the activities of the
growing international JRC movement.*

For many of the ARC’s leaders, still ardent proponents of international
humanitarianism, these developments were welcome indeed. The U.S. public
may have grown apathetic about many of the ARC’s international initiatives
after the Great War era, but the International Red Cross Movement fulfilled
many of the goals and visions that had guided the ARC’s leaders in that period.
In 1927, Ernest Bicknell lauded the internationalist potential of the worldwide
Red Cross. Under its auspices, he asserted, “all countries and people can unite
whole-heartedly in measures to preserve and promote public health, to eradicate
pestilential disease, to speed relief to those crushed by earthquake or storm or
flood.” Such work, he went on, “is sweeping away the barriers which have fet-
tered them, freeing their spirits, giving their humane impulses splendid new
opportunities to make the world better and keep it better** ARC chair John
Barton Payne also recognized the tremendous internationalist potential of this
budding collaboration. In 1926 and 1927, he undertook a “Red Cross pilgrim-
age around the world,” a twenty-four-thousand-mile global journey to observe
the peacetime work of Red Cross and Red Crescent societies in East and South
Asia, the Middle East, and throughout Europe. Payne found much to praise
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in the actual humanitarian work of the Red Cross Movement, but came away
particularly moved by its potential to foster stronger cosmopolitan bonds. “The
real wonder,” he noted upon his return to the United States, “was the oneness
of the Red Cross, and the devotion of the men, women and children who serve
under its standard.”** Not only did ARC leaders appreciate the evolving Red
Cross Movement as observers; increasingly, they played a much larger role in
managing it. After four years away, Ernest Bicknell would return to Europe from
1926 to 1927, this time as the director general of the LRCS. Payne and several
of his successors chaired the federation and served on its board of governors,
while many other past and current ARC workers served on the League’s staff in
Geneva. In addition to personnel, the ARC provided funds to supplement both
LRCS and ICRC international efforts. In the International Red Cross, cosmo-
politan Americans found an institution capable of accommodating their endur-
ing global commitments.*

The ARC’s active participation in the International Red Cross Movement
manifested itself in two other important ways. First, in a period that found
the U.S. government trying to improve its relationships with nations in the
Western Hemisphere, ARC leaders came together with their Latin American
counterparts at Pan-American Red Cross Conferences. First held in 1923 in
Buenos Aires, then in 1926 in Washington and 1935 in Rio de Janeiro, these
meetings brought together delegates from Red Cross societies across North
and South America to discuss shared approaches to regional health and disas-
ter response. Second, the JRC movement, which flourished both domestically
and internationally, offered U.S. children and their overseas peers an impor-
tant way to engage with one another. In spite of popular apathy toward the
parent organization, JRC chapters blossomed in U.S. schools during the 1920s
and early 1930s. From a low of 4.4 million students in 1922, American JRC
membership increased rapidly throughout the period, reaching over 8 mil-
lion students by the mid-1930s. Through the JRC’s National Children’s Fund,
U.S. schoolchildren continued to support health and development programs
abroad. Starting in the early 1920s, JRC leaders also administered a major pro-
gram of international interschool correspondence, thereby creating opportu-
nities for children across the globe to communicate with and learn about one
another. By the mid-1930s, over fifty national Red Cross societies on six conti-
nents had established their own Junior Divisions, uniting millions of children
across the world in the JRC’s program of international letter writing and cul-
tural exchange.’” Such potential excited not just ARC leaders, but other inter-
nationally minded Americans as well. Administrators of the Laura Spellman
Rockefeller Memorial Fund gave tens of thousands of dollars to fund the
JRC’s global expansion, convinced that uniting children offered “the greatest
hope the world now has for peace and understanding between nations.”*® By
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connecting the world’s children and teaching them about each another, the
JRC’s leaders aspired to build the foundations for a lasting peace in the next
generation.”

“To the people of a foreign country, the American Red Cross is America.” Or
so Ernest Bicknell told a group of friends and colleagues, gathered in 1928 to
commemorate his twenty years of service with the ARC. Throughout his career,
Bicknell had developed an appreciation for the ARC’s unique diplomatic func-
tion. During the 1920s and early 1930s, as vice chair in charge of foreign and
insular operations, he had overseen a variety of different humanitarian activi-
ties, each of which gave U.S. citizens a chance to help improve world health and
welfare or to participate in international initiatives for the same. Such efforts,
Bicknell argued, were important for their material benefits as well as for “the elec-
tric spark of friendship and understanding which flashes between that country
and this” wherever the ARC intervened. Those personal and emotional connec-
tions, he concluded, demonstrated “the deeper meanings and vast potentialities
of this work in which we are engaged.”*® For Ernest Bicknell, and for his many
compatriots who were still committed to the idealistic potential of international
humanitarianism, the ARC remained a critical element of U.S. foreign relations.

Politically, the role for the ARC in foreign affairs seemed secure. The orga-
nization had become a permanent fixture in the United States, with the federal
government reliant on its response to international disasters, war, and other
causes of human suffering. During the 1920s, a period marked by a deep-seated
popular reaction against the politics of the previous two decades, the ARC’s
leaders managed to navigate the partisan waters quite successfully. Harding and
Coolidge, like Wilson and Taft before them, understood well the diplomatic
value of the ARC. Along with their administrations, they gladly endorsed the
ARC and assisted its international work because they appreciated its voluntary,
nongovernmental approach to international assistance. “Everybody is a friend
of the Red Cross because it does not insist on any controversies,” as Coolidge
explained during his presidential address to the ARC Annual Convention in
1924. “We have not all been able to agree on how to rid society of poverty, but
we can all agree with the Red Cross in helping the poor.” As Coolidge saw it, the
ARC had proven so successful over the years precisely because it was an apo-
litical structure, a channel for cosmopolitan Americans who wanted to help the
world, but one that necessitated no formal state support. Its actions, according
to him, were “proof that materialism is not the dominant motive of the people
of the United States,” its existence “a reliable guarantee of the continuing prog-
ress of civilization.' ARC overseas assistance projected the benevolence and
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the humanity of the United States to the rest of the world. In the 1920s, both the
nation’s enduring internationalists and the many Americans who balked at the
extensive international commitments of the previous decade could appreciate
this function.

It certainly appealed to Herbert Hoover. On March 4, 1929, the “Great
Humanitarian,” became president of the United States. On that day, following
the custom in place since William Taft’s inauguration, he also assumed the presi-
dency of the ARC. Hoover seemed ideally suited to the job. He was, after all, a
living symbol of the role that humanitarian assistance had come to occupyin U.S.
foreign relations since the dawn of the twentieth century. Trained as an engineer,
Hoover had served as the head of the Commission for Relief in Belgium and the
U.S. Food Administration during the Great War and had directed the ARA in the
war’s aftermath. As secretary of commerce under Harding and Coolidge, he had
also come to play an important role in the ARC itself; throughout the 1920s, he
had served as a member of the organization’s governing Central Committee. For
much of his adult life, Hoover had prized scientific and social scientific meth-
ods as the best means to improve social welfare. He had been committed to the
idea, moreover, that it was the civic obligation of American citizens to aid and
improve the international community. Assistance was at its best as a voluntary
undertaking, he believed, not when controlled by the state.* With Hoover in the
White House, the environment seemed fertile for the international humanitar-
ian sentiments of the Great War years to resurge.

For this to occur, however, there would have to be willing volunteers and
donors. Although public enthusiasm for the ARC could be rekindled temporarily
in such times of dire catastrophe as the 1923 Japanese earthquake, Americans in
the interwar years proved largely uninterested in making major or sustained con-
tributions to the ARC’s foreign aid program. Thus, although the ARC remained an
important fixture in U.S. foreign relations in the 1920s and 1930s, public support
for the organization and its overseas activities remained relatively stagnant. Adult
memberships dropped to just over three million by the mid-1920s. Those counts
rose to around four million by the early 1930s, but the increases were largely
attributable to the ARC’s domestic relief efforts during the 1927 Mississippi
Floods and the ensuing Great Depression, and not indicative of any renewed
international humanitarian commitments. By the mid-1930s, as the nation reeled
from the effects of the Depression, the Dust Bowl, and widespread droughts, the
ARC’s difficulty in mobilizing public backing for its foreign relief projects only
continued to grow. By the time Franklin Delano Roosevelt became president of
the United States and its Red Cross society in 1933, most U.S. citizens were look-
ing inward to face their nation’s own profound humanitarian crises.

This, then, was the state of the nation’s official voluntary aid organization
by the mid-1930s. While the ARC continued to represent the United States
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abroad in a variety of capacities, the public’s unwillingness and increasing
inability to finance extensive foreign engagements effectively limited the orga-
nization’s potential to act in the world. Yet it was at precisely this moment
that indications of a new global conflict began to surface. In the early 1930s,
political tensions and militancy started to escalate in both Asia and Europe. In
1935, at this critical juncture in world affairs, the deaths of John Barton Payne
and Ernest Bicknell brought major changes to the ARC’s leadership. Both men
had been deeply involved with the ARC for decades. During the 1920s and
early 1930s, both had organized the ARC’s overseas disaster relief and health
reform activities and had played personal parts in the evolving International
Red Cross Movement. In the hands of their successors, the ARC would con-
tinue to represent the United States as the world plunged into a second global
conflict. Changes then transpiring in both the U.S. government and in the
international system, however, ensured that the ARC’s civilian relief activities
in the Second World War would differ in tangible ways from the efforts under-
taken in the First.

A New International Humanitarian Moment

In the dozen years following the Great War, U.S. citizens and government offi-
cials attempted to maintain global order and stability through their economic,
cultural, and political influence. In the United States and throughout the world,
many hoped that the League of Nations and other international organizations
would do the same. During the 1930s, however, a complex series of political
events rapidly belied those expectations. In 1931, the world watched as Japan
invaded Manchuria and then, in 1933, as it abandoned its seat at the League of
Nations. That year, Adolph Hitler came to power in Germany as chancellor, and
following Japan’s lead, withdrew Germany from the League of Nations. Within
two years he had begun rearming Germany and announced a program of uni-
versal military training, brazenly flouting the terms of the Treaty of Versailles.
The world continued to watch as Italy invaded Ethiopia in 193S, as Spain
erupted into Civil War in 1936, and as Japan invaded mainland China in 1937.
The following year saw Germany annex Austria and the Sudetenland and then,
in 1939, invade Czechoslovakia in March and Poland in September. This last act
finally provoked Britain and France to declare war. A momentary lull followed,
but by the spring of 1940, German troops marched into Denmark, Norway,
the Netherlands, Luxembourg, Belgium, and France. Following France’s sur-
render in June 1940, Hitler turned to Britain with a series of air strikes and ter-
ror bombings of civilians in London. The world was once again fully embroiled
in war.
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The aggression and belligerency that swept the world a second time provoked
shock and dismay among many U.S. citizens. Being appalled, however, did not
by itself produce support for a second military intervention. In the mid-1930s,
large majorities of the U.S. public opposed such a course, preferring a path of
strict neutrality. Even by 1940, as Germany stormed through the European
continent and reports of Japanese aggression in China flooded into the United
States, many Americans resisted Roosevelt’s efforts to steer the United States
toward some form of intervention or assistance on behalf of the Allies. It would
take the bombing of Pear] Harbor in December 1941 before U.S. citizens fully
rallied for the war. Once they did, however, the enthusiasm for overseas involve-
ment would be potent. Over the next four years, the United States took active
part in its second great war in a generation, again intervening to influence the
course of world affairs. By the time the war ended in August 1945, the United
States had established itself as a world superpower with the economic, military,
and cultural power to influence world affairs profoundly.*

In these years of renewed global tumult, from the mid-1930s through the end
of the Second World War, the ARC once again mobilized to aid civilians affected
by global conflict. The nature and scope of this relief program, however, ultimately
diverged in significant ways from its Great War—era precursors. This time, the U.S.
government became more deeply involved in the ARC’s operations, while the
ARC itself played a far more limited role in aiding noncombatants, especially on
the ground in Europe. In its place, international and U.S. governmental organiza-
tions began to assume much of the responsibility for civilian relief. By the time
the war ended in 1945, these shifts had established precedents and patterns for
foreign aid that would remain in place for the rest of twentieth century.

*

The onset of the Second World War found the ARC treading a path similar to the
one it had taken two decades prior. From 19385 to 1939, with Congress and the
U.S. public clinging fiercely to political neutrality, a new generation of ARC lead-
ers began sending funds and supplies to civilians harmed by the period’s emerg-
ing conflicts. The ARC Central Committee sent assistance to Ethiopia in 1935,
to Spain beginning in 1936, and, at the State Department’s request, to China
following the 1937 outbreak of the Sino-Japanese War.* Roosevelt, like Wilson
before him, appreciated the ARC’s efforts as a key form of voluntary diplomacy.
Like Wilson, he too began taking steps to support the ARC’s efforts and to estab-
lish its position as the preferred U.S. instrument for civilian relief. In early 1938,
Roosevelt issued a public appeal asking U.S. citizens to contribute $1 million to
the ARC’s program of Chinese civilian relief. In December of that year, he also
designated the ARC as the U.S. agency responsible for securing and shipping
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foodstuffs for the American Friends Service Committee to distribute in Spain.
With tensions and turmoil mounting throughout the world, both the Roosevelt
administration and the ARC’s leaders understood the diplomatic and humani-
tarian importance of the organization’s civilian assistance operations and took
definite steps to orchestrate them.*

And yet most Americans, just as at the start of World War I, proved rather
reserved in their response to the humanitarian crises abroad. With Americans
still fearful of being drawn into the impending conflict, interest in the ARC’s
early civilian aid efforts remained sluggish. As late as 1939, adult membership
in the organization hovered at roughly 5,500,000, less than five percent of the
total population. Contributions to Ethiopia and Spain brought in just tens of
thousands of dollars, significantly less than ARC leaders hoped for. Donors gave
$600,000 following Roosevelt’s public appeal for China, just over half the stated
fundraising target. “The meagerness of the response is bound to have unfavor-
able effects,” lamented a concerned Secretary of State Cordell Hull. “The general
reputation of the United States abroad for generosity will be adversely affected.”*
As they tried to respond to the world’s new military crises, the ARC’s leaders also
continued to provide assistance following international natural disasters, carry
out their health reform projects in American territories and protectorates, and
take part in LRCS and JRC activities. Yet without public interest and financial
support, their budget for overseas operations was soon stretched quite thin. In
the prelude to the Second World War, ARC leaders had begun to implement
relief activities for noncombatants, but they had yet to see the resurgence of
international humanitarian sentiments necessary to fund them.

A program of civilian assistance offered an alternative to military commit-
ment, just as it had in the early years of the Great War. ARC leaders certainly rec-
ognized as much. In August 1939, with war in Europe imminent, they assumed
that their organization would play a major role in civilian assistance should any
major conflict erupt. “The greatest question to face the Red Cross in the event
of a major war in Europe,” they argued, “will undoubtedly be that of relief of the
suffering which would inevitably develop among civilians who may be injured,
driven from their homes, or rendered destitute by military operations” ARC
leaders, however, still had to convince a wary public of this point. The ARC’s
new chair, the career diplomat Norman Davis, understood that “at the pres-
ent time the overwhelming sentiment of the American people seems to be for
non-participation in any foreign conflict.” He stressed, therefore, that ARC lead-
ers “should be cautious to see that its course of action could not be interpreted as
indicating a belief that the United States ought to be, or inevitably would become,
involved in such a war¥ Davis and his colleagues took care to navigate the con-
tested terrain of neutrality. Nonetheless, these optimistic leaders hoped that, as
they had twenty years prior, U.S. citizens would step up to fund assistance efforts
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should war escalate. It would not take long for them to find out. With England’s
and France’s declaration of war on Germany on September 3, 1939, the ARC
faced the reality of a Second World War.

From late 1939 to late 1941, as U.S. policymakers and civilians hotly debated the
merits of neutrality, preparedness, and military intervention, the ARC’s leaders
steadily increased their overseas civilian relief activities and labored to build pub-
lic support for them. Their move into civilian relief, though, was by no means
immediate, notwithstanding significant pressure for a large-scale intervention
from veteran humanitarian Herbert Hoover. Less than two weeks after the dec-
laration of war, ARC chair Norman Davis solicited Hoover’s advice on what the
ARC should do to help Europe’s noncombatants. Hoover gave his “strong rec-
ommendation” that “American participation and American effort in relief of such
distress should be conducted under the leadership of the American Red Cross.”
Davis and his fellow ARC leaders, however, demurred, concluding “that the situa-
tion in Europe had not yet developed to the point where it was possible to lay out
a general program of relief for the civilian victims of the war” Hoover expressed
great disappointment with the “hesitancy on the part of the Red Cross in under-
taking one of the greatest obligations that has ever come to them....Leadership
of American effort to allay civilian suffering in the war,” he argued, “is a mission
which no one can perform so effectively as the Red Cross.” In the fall of 1939,
however, Davis and his colleagues found it imprudent to make any major civilian
relief commitment, concerned that any program of “mass feeding and relief over
an extended period” would be far beyond the ARC’s capabilities.*

Although they tabled a major relief enterprise for the time being, ARC lead-
ers did begin to explore the possibility of administering noncombatant aid. A few
weeks after the declaration of war, an ARC commission of three men arrived in
Europe. Their task was to make recommendations about the needs of European
noncombatants and to “ascertain from the belligerent countries and those likely
to be involved what, if any, assistance from the American Red Cross is desired.”*
With their reports, Davis told Hoover, “we will know better what we should do
and can do° Initially, these delegates judged the level of civilian suffering less
severe than they had feared. Germany’s advance through Europe in the spring of
1940, however, soon upset their rosier appraisals. Reports of widespread civil-
ian suffering began flooding the Department of State and ARC headquarters.
In turn, ARC leaders decided it was time to launch the concerted response for
which Hoover had been clamoring.

On May 10, 1940, the ARC issued a formal appeal for donations to relieve
noncombatants. President Roosevelt, like Wilson before him, eagerly lent his
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voice to the cause, urging Americans to aid “the civilian populations of war-torn
countries” as “a concrete example of our inherent and decent generosity”" As
violence in Europe escalated, such messages gradually began to resonate with
the American public. U.S. citizens may have debated entering the war, but they
proved willing to increase their commitment to the ARC’s international humani-
tarian endeavors. By 1941, membership had risen to nearly nine million, the high-
est it had been since 1919. Americans donated tens of millions of dollars to the
ARC’s War Fund as well.** Though good for the ARC, this growing public inter-
est in the world’s humanitarian crises also proved beneficial to hundreds of other
new and established voluntary relief organizations that were trying to raise funds.
The ARC soon faced multiple rivals for financial contributions. Recognizing the
ARC’s important overseas role and concerned that this competition for resources
might limit its effectiveness, the federal government put in place several measures
to secure the ARC’s position as the nation’s preferred choice for overseas assis-
tance. First, when it passed the 1939 Neutrality Acts, restricting trade and travel
in belligerent nations, Congress specifically defined the legislation’s provisions to
exclude ARC relief.>* Then in March 1941, at the recommendation of Secretary of
State Cordell Hull, Roosevelt established a Committee on War Relief Agencies,
abody to coordinate and regulate the work of all aid agencies except the ARC, in
order to ensure “that there should be no duplication or waste” and that other agen-
cies did not “impair” or “restrict” the ARC’s program.** The Committee’s leaders
also advised Roosevelt that the ARC’s “activities should be extended to include
all the functions contemplated under its charter and international agreements,”
including those functions which “are at present carried out in the field by other
agencies.”>* Mirroring its efforts in the First World War, the U.S. government reaf-
firmed the ARC’s role as the nation’s official voluntary agency for foreign civilian
relief and encouraged the organization to expand its efforts abroad.

In the year and a half after launching its formal fundraising drive for non-
combatants, armed with strong public and federal support, the ARC once again
served as the nation’s principal civilian relief organization. During the remaining
months of U.S. neutrality, working in collaboration with the LRCS, the ICRC,
and the State Department, ARC leaders sent over $50 million in medical sup-
plies, food, clothing, and funds to eleven belligerent and neutral nations that
accepted its offer of assistance.’® Officially, ARC leaders followed the nation
in proclaiming their “impartiality to all countries as far as practicable.” In prac-
tice, however, their aid was far from universal. No funds or relief supplies went
to Axis countries or to Axis-occupied territories. ARC leaders cited the Allied
blockades, potential threats to personnel, and the rejection of U.S. assistance as
the factors that “prevented the extension of relief in these areas.” Regardless of
the rationale, the ARC relief program effectively favored the Allied Powers in
1940 and 1941. In a period of official neutrality, such limits on aid sent powerful
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diplomatic signals and raised questions from some circles about the ARC’s
inherently political nature.’” The throes of war, however, soon rendered these
issues irrelevant. On December 7, 1941, the Japanese invasion of Pear]l Harbor
ended any pretenses of American neutrality and brought the United States and
its Red Cross society into the war on the side of the Allies.

A new international humanitarian moment was on the horizon. Building on
the sizeable program of civilian assistance developed before the United States
entered the war, the ARC’s foreign relief efforts truly exploded following U.S.
entry into the conflict on December 8, 1941. In the wartime environment, the
ARC benefited from the continually increasing support of both the government
and the U.S. public. In July 1942, Roosevelt boosted the ARC’s special status
among aid organizations further still when he issued Executive Order 9205,
establishing the President’s War Relief Control Board and making permanent the
preferential effects of its predecessor, the Committee on War Relief Agencies.®
The ARC had the endorsement of the White House and, just as ARC leaders had
forecast, found wide support among the American public. By the time the war
ended in August 1945, thirty-six million Americans had become members of
the ARC and had given hundreds of millions of dollars for domestic and foreign
relief. While much of this went to assist U.S. armed forces, wounded soldiers,
and prisoners of war, the organization apportioned roughly $130 million in cash
and supplies for civilian relief, reaching an estimated fifty million noncomba-
tants in forty-eight allied, liberated, and neutral nations.* In these respects, the
ARCs relief work for foreign civilians—and its role in the U.S. war effort more
broadly—mirrored its work during the Great War.

But for all the resemblance that the ARC’s 1940s projects bore to their 1910s
counterparts, pronounced differences demarcated the two civilian assistance
programs. These differences are important to the ARC’s history, but more sig-
nificantly reveal much about the changing character of international civilian
assistance during the Second World War era. During this period, the Roosevelt
administration greatly expanded the U.S. government’s influence and power,
both in the United States and throughout the world. At the same time, the rise of
new international organizations shifted the balance of power in the world com-
munity. These developments profoundly altered the context in which the ARC
had operated a quarter of a century prior. They also affected the ways that both
the United States and the international community dealt with the issue of civil-
ian aid. In this new environment arose key patterns and precedents that would
characterize both American and global humanitarian and development enter-
prises, in war and in peace, for decades to come.
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The growing size and role of the federal government during the 1940s had
profound effects on many areas of U.S. society, and the ARC was no exception.
Although the ARC had long benefited from its unique relationship with the fed-
eral government, World War II saw the state supporting ARC operations in an
unprecedented way: through direct financial contributions. From 1941 to 1943,
Congress passed a series of four relief appropriation acts that together allotted
$8S million for ARC foreign civilian relief activities.”* Though private donors
continued to fuel the ARC’s work, this federal funding marked a significant
departure from the Great War era’s strict reliance on voluntary donations. It also
brought the ARC into a much tighter relationship with federal agencies. Under
the terms of the legislation, the ARC worked in close cooperation with the
Treasury and Departments of Agriculture, State, and War to purchase foodstuffs,
medicine, textiles, and other supplies. The ARC then took charge of distributing
these items for “relief of men, women, and children who have been driven from
their homes or otherwise rendered destitute by hostilities or invasion.”" ARC
leaders assumed all administrative expenses and continued to staff the organiza-
tion’s operations with their own personnel, thus maintaining a good deal of insti-
tutional autonomy. Nonetheless, this federal subvention and collaboration made
the ARC’s standing as a voluntary, non-state organization more ambiguous.

Not only did the U.S. government make financial investments in the ARC,
but also into its own civilian relief infrastructure. Even as the Roosevelt admin-
istration helped fund the ARC’s noncombatant aid activities, it created new gov-
ernmental and military agencies to carry out many of the tasks once delegated
to the ARC. In 1942, the Department of State established the Office of Foreign
Relief and Rehabilitation Operations, an organization charged with assisting
civilians in liberated areas.®> The U.S. Army and Navy, too, formed their own
Departments of Civil Affairs to ensure the welfare of civilians, refugees, and dis-
placed persons in liberated territories. Several dozen ARC staff members were
assigned to work with the military’s new public health and welfare officers in
Europe and the Pacific, further increasing the ARC’s formal ties with the gov-
ernment. In these various ways, the exponential growth of the U.S. government
and military during the war years thus carried into the field of civilian assistance,
significantly affecting the ways the ARC had previously operated.®®

The Second World War heralded changes to the international community
just as profound as those in the United States. While the U.S. government played
a greater role in administering civilian relief, so too did international organiza-
tions old and new. During the First World War, the ICRC had largely avoided
civilian relief activities (with the exception of aid for noncombatants interred
in occupied territories). The developments that had reshaped the International
Red Cross Movement over the ensuing decades, however, left the ICRC and
LRCS poised to play a prominent role in civilian relief. In 1939, following the
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outbreak of war, the LRCS created a special relief department for civilians and
refugees, later administered jointly with the ICRC.* Unlike in World War I, del-
egates from the International Red Cross played a major part in civilian assistance
efforts, serving as a conduit for the funds of the ARC and other national Red
Cross societies throughout the world. In addition to these novel efforts by the
International Red Cross Movement, the war also saw the development of new
intergovernmental humanitarian agencies, most notably the United Nations
Relief and Rehabilitation Administration (UNRRA). Created in November
1943, the UNRRA’s founding mission was “to plan, coordinate, administer or
arrange for the administration of measures for the relief of victims of war in
any area under the control of any of the United Nations through the provision
of food, fuel, clothing, shelter and other basic necessities.”® No longer a prob-
lem for volunteers or nation-states to solve alone, the issue of civilian relief had
become institutionalized in several major international organizations.

Asinternational organizations and U.S. governmental agencies together took
up many of the tasks that had fallen under the ARC’s purview in the Great War
era, the ARC’s on-the-ground efforts contracted relative to their antecedents.
The ARC’s Central Committee explicitly chose to avoid staging a wide-scale
humanitarian occupation of other nations as their predecessors had done in
1917 and 1918. ARC leaders sent small staffs to coordinate the distribution of
assistance from Europe to the Middle East to Asia, but ultimately very few U.S.
personnel oversaw the ARC'’s civilian relief program in person. At its peak, the
number of staff involved in administering noncombatant aid abroad amounted
to just 180. Instead, ARC leaders relied primarily on local volunteers, mem-
bers of other aid agencies and national Red Cross societies, and delegates from
the ICRC and LRCS to distribute the millions of dollars in food, clothing, and
other material assistance that they contributed. While thousands of Americans
did serve in wartime Europe in an ARC uniform, the vast majority of them were
engaged in military, not civilian, relief. Unlike their predecessors, ARC leaders
also pledged from the beginning that they would not assume “responsibility
for a long time and comprehensive housing, feeding, or clothing program for
large populations whose normal means of sustenance have been destroyed or
disrupted by the war”® Although ARC leaders sent several medical and health
professionals to act in an advisory capacity, they overwhelmingly resisted their
predecessors’ attempts to reform the world as they were relieving it.

The years of the Second World War thus witnessed a major transformation
in the way that the ARC, the United States, and the world conducted non-
combatant relief. The growing role of international and U.S. governmental
organizations in the field of civilian relief—and the relative retraction of the
ARC’s efforts—became all the more pronounced as the war drew to a close
and the period of reconstruction began. In the summer of 1945, ARC leaders
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announced that they were not yet ready to abandon their commitments to for-
eign civilians. As the assistant director of wartime civilian relief argued, “the
American Red Cross has an obligation and a responsibility for extending assis-
tance on behalf of the American people to victims of the war.”® Consenting to
this logic, ARC leaders committed to “continue carrying on a system of inter-
national relief for the civilian populations in countries devastated by war”
The ARC ultimately distributed relief supplies purchased with government funds
until June 1946; it administered privately funded assistance for several months
longer. Yet compared with 1919, such attempts at postwar aid and reconstruc-
tion proved far more modest. In Europe and Asia, ARC leaders expressly limited
their assistance to the short-term provision of material relief to supplement the
needs oflocal governments, charities, and national Red Cross societies. They did
not propose an extended intervention in Europe, nor did they plan major reform
projects. Although the ARC’sleaders promised to continue serving “as the agency
of the American people in expressing their voluntary interest and concern in the
well-being of civilians in need in foreign countries,” in practice they looked to
other organizations to assume much of the administrative burden.”

Concurrent with ARC leaders’ efforts to scale back commitments in post-
war Europe, an international movement for civilian health and welfare was blos-
soming. By 1946, ARC personnel in Europe noted with approval that they had
“witnessed increasing activity and interest in the development of international
bodies to meet long-term welfare problems.””" The early postwar years saw the
formation of a host of new humanitarian aid and development agencies within
the United Nations. Through their diverse sphere of activities, the Food and
Agricultural Organization, the International Children’s Emergency Fund, the
International Refugee Organization, and the World Health Organization col-
lectively took steps to alleviate hunger, suffering, and ill health while improving
the health care, nutrition, and well-being of the world’s people. In August 1949,
this burgeoning international humanitarianism gained further traction with the
adoption of the Fourth Geneva Convention, which established “protection of
civilian persons in time of war” as a cornerstone of international law. Together,
these endeavors aspired to achieve the objectives that had historically motivated
many ARC personnel and their supporters.”

The U.S. government, too, continued expanding its investment in foreign relief
and development in the post-World War II years. Policymakers had long recog-
nized the diplomatic value of these activities. Now, they began to institutionalize
them as a permanent part of the Cold War state. In May 1946, President Harry
Truman established a permanent Advisory Committee on Voluntary Foreign Aid,
intended to make recommendations to the Departments of State and Agricultural
on future foreign assistance needs and to serve as a coordinating body with the
ARC.” Over the ensuing years and decades, as the U.S. government sought to
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wage the global Cold War and win the hearts and minds of the world, it increas-
ingly took on responsibilities once considered the domain of the ARC and other
voluntary agencies. From the economic and technical assistance programs of the
1940s Marshall Plan and Point Four initiatives to the 1960s relief and modern-
ization efforts of the U.S. Agency for International Development, Peace Corps,
and Alliance for Progress, the U.S. government assumed an ever greater role in
American efforts to relieve, rebuild, and reorder the world.”

The ARC, of course, did not disappear from the international scene. It continued
and continues to represent the United States in the world during moments of global
disaster and disorder. After the Great War era, the organization’s voluntary civil-
ian assistance arguably became less essential to U.S. foreign policy. Nevertheless,
many of the ideological assumptions that underlay its projects in the early twen-
tieth century reverberated throughout future U.S. humanitarian interventions,
modernization efforts, and global development initiatives. The logic and rhetoric
of international humanitarian obligation, so prominent during the First World
War, presaged visions of one-worldism and U.S. free-world leadership that came
to dominate U.S. foreign policy discourses in the aftermath of the Second World
War.” The social scientists and State Department bureaucrats of the Cold War, in a
manner that echoed their counterparts in the Great War—era ARC, strove to stabi-
lize and improve the world through rational planning, professional expertise, and
the spread of American biomedical, technical, and social scientific knowledge. In
short, the belief that the United States had an obligation to provide foreign aid and
assistance—a conviction that the ARC did much to cultivate—remained a cen-
tral pillar of U.S. foreign relations throughout the American Century. The Great
War—era roots of these legacies are worth remembering,

Though ideological and physical continuities persist, the position that the
ARC occupied in the United States and the world during the Great War era was
nonetheless distinct and very much a product of its time. At a moment when
U.S. citizens and government officials grappled with their nation’s growing
power and influence in the world, the ARC became a principal means for them
to engage with world health and welfare issues. Through relief and reform activ-
ities—many of them quite comprehensive—the ARC served state diplomatic
agendas while offering private citizens a way to fulfill their aspirations to allevi-
ate suffering in the world. In the first quarter of the twentieth century, under the
auspices of its Red Cross society, the United States made its first major foray into
global relief. Decades before the U.S. government and the international commu-
nity would take systematic steps to alleviate civilian suffering in the world, the
United States had undergone an international humanitarian awakening.



Epilogue: A New Manifest
Destiny Revisited

In April 1918, when Edward Devine stood before a crowd of ARC volun-
teers to proclaim a new Manifest Destiny for the United States, he had pro-
posed a foreign policy of “indefinitely expanding brotherhood” that made the
welfare of the world’s people the nation’s paramount concern.'" Americans
should take part in the world, he had argued, but they must do so in a way
that furthered the cause of humanity. Through overseas aid and assistance,
they could make this vision a reality. Foreign relief certainly did not supplant
other forms of U.S. involvement in the world, but in the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries, it became an integral part of U.S. foreign relations.
Alongside military interventions and occupations, diplomatic maneuvering,
financial investments, and the spread of American ideas and commodities,
foreign assistance represented an important way that Americans interacted
with foreign governments and peoples. But was international humanitarian-
ism the altruistic, benevolent form of foreign relations that Devine made it
out to be? Or should it instead be regarded as a gentler variety of American
cultural imperialism, just another way that American citizens and govern-
ment officials exercised power on the global stage? Arguably, it was a bit of
both. The Janus-faced nature of the international humanitarian enterprise
invites consideration about how to characterize U.S. influence in the world at
the dawn of the American Century.

On the one hand, the history of the ARC’s foreign aid must be regarded as
part of a larger process of American political and cultural expansion in the early
twentieth-century world. When ARC supporters and personnel assumed an
obligation to intervene in and alter the lives of foreign others, they echoed the
logic at the heart of American missionary activity, dollar diplomacy, and territo-
rial governance—the belief that as Americans, they possessed both the responsi-
bility and the unique capability to make the world a better, more civilized place.
Through the ARC, Americans engaged with foreign civilians and attempted to
reshape their lives. This meant more than ameliorating immediate suffering.
Confident in the superiority of American approaches to medicine, charity, and
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social organization, these humanitarians sought to convince aid recipients to
accept not only their relief supplies, but also their ideas about health, welfare,
and reform. ARC foreign aid was, in these respects, a missionary enterprise for
the new era, with all the familiar power dynamics at work.

Humanitarian assistance was also a profoundly political activity, one that
served the needs of the expanding corporate state. The provision of food, cloth-
ing, employment, and medical assistance bolstered American military and
economic incursions across the globe by creating more stable and orderly con-
ditions in areas of American strategic interest. The avowedly altruistic and vol-
untary nature of ARC assistance projects, moreover, served as valuable cultural
diplomacy, particularly for a nation with only a limited formal diplomatic appa-
ratus in place. As the United States spread its reach in the world as never before,
the provision of voluntary assistance helped present this process as a compas-
sionate one, driven by the selfless spirit of the American people. Emphasizing
the beneficence of aid effectively masked the more violent and aggressive sides
of American involvement in the world and defined U.S. influence as a force for
good. The ARC’s humanitarian interventions, in short, undergirded the nascent
structures of empire and U.S. global power.

While it is vital to not deny or sugarcoat the ways that humanitarian
interventionism advanced U.S. national interests, it is equally important
to acknowledge its more positive attributes and to appreciate the way that
Americans understood it at the time. For many of its practitioners and pro-
ponents, ARC foreign assistance represented a distinctly progressive path to
American global engagement, especially when compared to contemporary
alternatives. The ARC’s growing importance in U.S. international relations
coincided with a period of rising American military and financial power in
the world. The early twentieth century saw U.S. forces occupy Latin American
nations on numerous occasions, while U.S. territorial governments—backed
by the threat of military intervention—exercised substantial control over for-
eign civilians. In World War I, the Wilson administration sent U.S. citizens
to take up arms in an unprecedented global conflict. Throughout these years,
American bankers and capitalists labored to reshape the world economic
order, often to the detriment of foreign civilians and their livelihoods. To
many contemporary Americans, foreign assistance appeared to offer a real
alternative to these incursions, a better way to effect positive change in the
world. To be sure, not every ARC supporter discounted other forms of global
involvement; indeed, many found it quite feasible—often preferable—to sup-
port military and economic interventions and foreign assistance simultane-
ously. Nevertheless, by electing to fund or participate in foreign aid activities,
Americans made the choice to support a nonviolent, compassionate form of
engagement with the world.
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Through the ARC’s foreign aid efforts, Americans also found a potential
opportunity to forge cooperative, collaborative, and mutually beneficial rela-
tionships with foreign civilians. As an organization, the ARC officially pledged
to aid civilians without regard to race, creed, or politics and to be part of a
global movement for humanity. Although actual on-the-ground practices
often belied these twin institutional missions, many individual ARC workers
strove to adhere to these commitments. Biographical sketches of a number of
ARC personnel attest to their considerable faith in the capacities, interests,
and humanity of the people with whom they worked. Many also demonstrated
a strong belief in the importance of international humanitarian engagement
and fought hard to keep those ideals alive, even when public support waned.
In the early twentieth-century United States, a nation rife with assump-
tions about the inferiority of certain races and cultures and divided over the
merits of American global participation, the ARC could prove a supportive
vehicle for Americans committed to pursuing more reciprocal international
relationships.

ARC humanitarian interventions, then, rationalized American global expan-
sion even as they offered viable, less violent, and potentially more cosmopoli-
tan avenues for its execution. Historical assessments that center on the inherent
politics and power dynamics of humanitarian interventions risk smearing aid as
indistinguishable from imperialism. On the other end of the spectrum, analyses
focused solely on the virtues of aid tread perilously into apologia or glorifica-
tion. Neither approach does justice to the practitioners of foreign assistance or
to the political and cultural meaning of their activities. Incorporating the ARC’s
foreign relief into the history of foreign relations thus presents a more compli-
cated, yet ultimately more satisfying, narrative of American global power and
influence in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. As Americans
grappled with their nation’s new role in the international community, their
efforts to improve the health and well-being of their fellow world citizens con-
stituted an important means of engaging with the world and defining their
placeinit.

As the United States contemplates its international identity in today’s
post-Cold War, globalized world, Edward Devine’s vision of foreign assistance
as an American obligation is as timely as it was in 1918. In the new millennium,
U.S. citizens and government officials continue to wrestle with the question of
how to engage ethically and responsibly in international welfare initiatives, and
of how to balance the risk of imposing American political and cultural ideals
on other populations with the recognition of the poverty, ill health, and suf-
fering that may result should Americans ignore the international community.
We debate whether the United States has an obligation to share its material
and intellectual resources with the world. Even if we agree that it does, we are
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left deliberating whether international humanitarianism is the responsibility of
the government or of private citizens. We question, moreover, what role both
international organizations and the recipients of aid themselves ought to have in
shaping and directing U.S. policy. The matter of American international humani-
tarianism is as vital now as it was in the Great War era. By understanding its
history, we can better determine the role that foreign aid should play in U.S. rela-

tions with the world today.
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