
Why did the United States enter World War I? 

Document 1 – Woodrow Wilson Proclamation, August 1914 

“Every man who really loves America will act and speak in the true spirit of neutrality, which is the spirit of 

impartiality and fairness and friendliness to all concerned. The spirit of the nation in this critical matter will be 

determined largely by what individuals and society and those gathered in public meetings do and say, upon what 

newspapers and magazines contain, upon what ministers utter in their pulpits, and men proclaim as their opinions 

upon the street. . . . The United States must be neutral in fact, as well as in name, during these days that are to try 

men's souls. 

 

Document 2 – United States trade with Britain, France and Germany 1912 to 1916 

                          

 

Document 3a - German Notice in local newspaper – 

 



Document 3 b - Headline – May 1, 1915 

 

  

 

 

Document 4 – Zimmerman Telegram – Germany sent the following telegram to Mexico in early 1917.  It 

was intercepted by the British and given to the United States. 

"We intend to begin on the first of February unrestricted submarine warfare. We shall endeavor in spite of this to keep 

the United States of America neutral. In the event of this not succeeding, we make Mexico a proposal or alliance on the 

following basis: make war together, make peace together, generous financial support and an understanding on our part 

that Mexico is to reconquer the lost territory in Texas, New Mexico, and Arizona” 

Document 5 - Wilson’s War Message to Congress, April, 2, 1917 

The Imperial German Government’s submarine warfare against commerce is a warfare against mankind. It is a war 
against all nations. American ships have been sunk, American lives taken, . . . but the ships and people of other neutral 
and friendly nations have been sunk and overwhelmed in the waters in the same way. There has been no discrimination. 
The challenge is to all mankind. . . .  

     . . . The menace to peace and freedom lies in the existence of autocratic governments backed by organized force 
which is controlled wholly by the will of the government, not by the will of their people.  

     Peace can never be maintained except by a partnership of democratic nations.  

      Does not every American feel that . . .  hope for the future peace of the world by the wonderful and heartening things 
that have been happening within the last few weeks in Russia? . . . The autocracy that crowned the summit of her political 
structure . . . has been shaken off and the great, generous Russian people have been added to the forces that are fighting 
for freedom in the world, for justice, and for peace. Here is a fit partner for a league of honor.  
      We are glad to fight for the ultimate peace of the world and for the liberation of its peoples, the German peoples 
included: for the rights of nations great and small and the privilege of men everywhere to choose their way of life and of 
obedience. The world must be made safe for democracy. Its peace must be planted upon the tested foundations of 
political liberty. We have no selfish ends to serve. We desire no conquest, no dominion.  

 

 



Why did the United States enter World War I? 

 

Questions: 

Documents 1 and 2.   

 

1.  According to Wilson, what policy did he believe the United States should follow with regard to the war in Europe 
in 1914?  Why do you think he believed the U.S. should follow this policy? 

 

 

 

 

 

2.  According to the graph, does it appear the U.S. followed Wilson’s advice?  Explain. 

 

 

Document 3 a and 3 b 

 

1.  What warning did the German government give to people travelling on the Lusitania?  Why do you think 

Germany adopted this policy? 

 

 

2.  What happened to the Lusitania on May 1, 1915?  Why might the ship have sunk in 15 minutes? How might 

Germany have justified its action? 

 

 

Document 4  

1.  Why did Germany send the Zimmerman telegram to Mexico?  How do you think the United States should 

have responded when they were told of it? 

 

 

Document 5 –  

1. Explain TWO reasons why Wilson believed the U.S. should declare war on Germany.  What had just happened 

in Russia?  What was the connection between events in Russia and Wilson’s argument? 


