
US Involvement in WWI 



Neutrality 
• In the beginning the United States wanted to 

remain neutral. 

• WWI (“Great War”) was happening in Europe. 

• Wilson was re-elected in 1916 



Why did it take so long for America to get 

involved in the war?
• America was isolationist.

– “Why should I get involved in someone else’s 
problems?”

• The Monroe Doctrine (1823) 
sought to isolate “the                           
American continents” from                     
European influences and                     
problems.

In this cartoon, “The Great Wall” (1914), 

the Monroe Doctrine is shown as a 

protective shield for the United States.



Thinking Slide:
• Is isolationism really an option for 

a country as powerful as the 

United States?

• What are the disadvantages of 

isolationism?

• What are the advantages?



Submarine Warfare

• The Germans warned 
Americans their merchant 
ships might be hit.

• Reaches a crisis point after 
Lusitania is torpedoed in 
1915—128 Americans died.

• After sinking of British and 
French liners, Germans 
promised they would not 
sink unarmed ships without 
warning SUSSEX 
PLEDGE



Sussex Pledge

• The Sussex Pledge broken: February 1, 

1917 Germany continued unlimited 

submarine warfare





The Lusitania
• Germans warned British their passenger liners were in danger

• England still sailed Lusitania from New York to England

• German U-boat torpedoed Lusitania in May 1915

– Sunk in 18 minutes

– 2,000 on board, 1200 died including 128 Americans

– Ship was carrying secret cargo of war materials.

• Wilson still wanted US to stay neutral, campaigned on promise 
“He kept us out of war”



Zimmerman Telegram

• March 1917 The Zimmermann telegram 

released 

• If the U.S. entered War against Central 

Powers, Mexico should attack the U.S. and 

receive as a reward: Texas, New Mexico, 

and Arizona. 

•AMERICANS WERE OUTRAGED!!!











Getting Public Support for the War
• Difficult given 

traditions of 

isolationism and 

neutrality.

• Wilson cast war in 

moral terms— “making 

the world safe for 

democracy”

• This played on people’s 

ideas of America as the 

savior.



U.S. Mobilizes for War

• Selective Service Act is 

passed in Congress-

men between 21 and 30 

can be drafted

• War Industries Board 

meets war demand

• Raise taxes and issue 

liberty bonds







Propaganda in the War

• Government created 

Committee on Public 

Information—headed 

by George Creel.

• Goal—to sell the war 

to America and 

convince the world of 

the righteousness of 

Wilson’s war aims.

• posters, movies, songs

• Anti-Germanism on 

the rise



Anti-German Xenophobia

-“German Measles” become “LIBERTY Measles”

- U.S. Orchestras refuse to play works by German composers

- Sauerkraut becomes “Liberty Cabbage” 





Government Excess & 

Threats to the Civil Liberties 

of Americans

1.  Espionage Act – 1917
- forbade actions that 

obstructed recruitment or 
efforts to promote 
insubordination in the military.

- ordered the Postmaster General
to remove Leftist materials 
from the mail.

- fines of up to $10,000 and/or
up to 20 years in prison.



Government Excess & Threats 

to the Civil Liberties of 

Americans
2. Sedition Act – 1918

- it was a crime to speak against the 
purchase of war bonds or willfully
utter, print, write or publish any
disloyal, profane, scurrilous, or
abusive language about this form of US
Govt., the US Constitution, or the US
armed forces or to willfully urge, incite,
or advocate any curtailment of 
production of things necessary or 
essential to the prosecution of the
war…with intent of such curtailment to
cripple or hinder, the US in the
prosecution of the war.



Government Excess & Threats 

to the Civil Liberties of 

Americans
3. Schenck v. US – 1919

- in ordinary times the mailing of the
leaflets would have been protected by 
the 1st Amendment.

- BUT, every act of speech must be 
judged according to the circumstances in 
which it was spoken.

- If an act of speech posed a clear and
present danger, then Congress had 
the power to restrain such speech.



Women Fight Too
• Nurses were on the front 

lines

• Took factory jobs men left 

behind (Free a man to 

fight)

• At the outbreak of war 

women suffragists

postponed their fight for 

equality  so they could 

respond to their countries' 

wartime needs  



• However, 

this change 

in traditional 

roles for 

women only 

furthered the 

suffrage 

cause…  



The arrival of fresh American 

troops boost the morale of 

Allied soldiers.

THE TURNING POINT



Russia drops out of the war to 

deal with civil unrest at home…

… leaving Germany alone…



Germans Surrender!



• Treaty was signed on June 28, 1919 

( five years from the date of the 

Archduke’s assassination)



• Armistice Day is commemorated every 

year on 11 November to mark the 

armistice signed between the Allies of 

World War I and Germany at 

Compiègne, France, for the cessation of 

hostilities on the Western Front of 

World War I, which took effect at 

eleven o'clock in the morning—the 

"eleventh hour of the eleventh day of 

the eleventh month" of 1918. The date 

is a national holiday in France, and was 

declared a national holiday in many 

Allied nations.

First Veteran’s Day (11/11)


