
World War I

a. How did World War I begin Europe? How did the Wilson administration initially respond to the beginning of the 
conflict?

b. Why did Americans favor a policy of neutrality in the opening stages of the conflict? How did differing groups of 
Americans— progressives, immigrants, and the vast majority of the public— feel about the war?

c. How did the following entangle Americans deeper into the conflict? 

* Trade
* Finance

d. How did the following incidents draw American closer to becoming involved in the conflict?

* The Sinking of the Lusitania
* The Sussex Incident

e. In the period leading up to the election of 1916, how did Wilson react in an election year to the conflict in 
Europe? What were the immediate events that brought America into the war?

f. How did America mobilize for the war? What role would America play on the ground in World War I? 

The Zimmerman Telegram: The Story—

On March 1, 1917, the American public learned about a German proposal to ally with Mexico if the United States 
entered the war. Months earlier, British intelligence had intercepted a secret message from German Foreign 
Minister Arthur Zimmermann to the Mexican government, inviting an alliance (along with Japan) that would recover 
the southwestern states Mexico lost to the U.S. during the Mexican War of 1846-47. The secret to the British 
interception began years earlier. In 1914, with war imminent, the British had quickly dispatched a ship to cut 
Germany’s five trans-Atlantic cables and six underwater cables running between Britain and Germany. Soon after 
the war began, the British successfully tapped into overseas cable lines Germany borrowed from neutral countries 
to send communications. Britain began capturing large volumes of intelligence communications. British code 
breakers worked to decrypt communication codes. In October of 1914, the Russian admiralty gave British Naval 
Intelligence (known as Room 40) a copy of the German naval codebook removed from a drowned German sailor’s 
body from the cruiser SMS Magdeburg. Room 40 also received a copy of the German diplomatic code, stolen from 
a German diplomat’s luggage in the Near East. By 1917, British Intelligence could decipher most German messages.

What led to the proposal of alliance to Mexico? Zimmermann sent the telegram in anticipation of resumption of 
unrestricted submarine warfare, an act the German government expected would likely lead to war with the U.S. 
Zimmermann hoped tensions with Mexico would slow shipments of supplies, munitions, and troops to the Allies if 
the U.S. was tied down on its southern border. Some suspected the telegram might be a forgery to manipulate 
America into the war. However, on March 29, 1917, Zimmermann gave a speech in the Reichstag confirming the 
text of the telegram and so put an end to all speculation as to its authenticity. The Zimmermann Telegram 
galvanized American public opinion against Germany once and for all. The telegram was considered perhaps Britain’s 
greatest intelligence coup of World War I and, coupled with American outrage over Germany’s resumption of 
unrestricted submarine warfare, was the tipping point persuading the U.S. to join the war.

The Telegram

FROM 2nd from London # 5747.

"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. The 
settlement in detail is left to you. You will inform the President of the above most secretly as soon as the outbreak 
of war with the United States of America is certain and add the suggestion that he should, on his own initiative, 
invite Japan to immediate adherence and at the same time mediate between Japan and ourselves. Please call the 
President's attention to the fact that the ruthless employment of our submarines now offers the prospect of 
compelling England in a few months to make peace." 

Signed, ZIMMERMANN.

Selections from Wilson’s War Message to Congress— April 2, 1917

It is a war against all nations. American ships have been sunk, American lives taken, in ways which it has stirred us 
very deeply to learn of, 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. Each 
nation must decide for itself how it will meet it. The choice we make for ourselves must be made with a 
moderation of counsel and a temperateness of judgment befitting our character and our motives as a nation. We 
must put excited feeling away. Our motive will not be revenge or the victorious assertion of the physical might of 
the nation, but only the vindication of right, of human right, of which we are only a single champion.

We have no quarrel with the German people. We have no feeling towards them but one of sympathy and friendship. 
It was not upon their impulse that their Government acted in entering this war. It was not with their previous 
knowledge or approval. It was a war determined upon as wars used to be determined upon in the old, unhappy 
days when peoples were nowhere consulted by their rulers and wars were provoked and waged in the interest of 
dynasties or of little groups of ambitious men who were accustomed to use their fellow men as pawns and tools. 
Self-governed nations do not fill their neighbour states with spies or set the course of intrigue to bring about some 
critical posture of affairs which will give them an opportunity to strike and make conquest. Such designs can be 
successfully worked out only under cover and where no one has the right to ask questions. Cunningly contrived 
plans of deception or aggression, carried, it may be, from generation to generation, can be worked out and kept 
from the light only within the privacy of courts or behind the carefully guarded confidences of a narrow and 
privileged class. They are happily impossible where public opinion commands and insists upon full information 
concerning all the nation's affairs.

One of the things that has served to convince us that the Prussian autocracy was not and could never be our 
friend is that from the very outset of the present war it has filled our unsuspecting communities and even our 
offices of government with spies and set criminal intrigues everywhere afoot against our national unity of counsel, 
our peace within and without our industries and our commerce. Indeed it is now evident that its spies were here 
even before the war began; and it is unhappily not a matter of conjecture but a fact proved in our courts of justice 
that the intrigues which have more than once come perilously near to disturbing the peace and dislocating the 
industries of the country have been carried on at the instigation, with the support, and even under the personal 
direction of official agents of the Imperial Government accredited to the Government of the United States. Even in 
checking these things and trying to extirpate them we have sought to put the most generous interpretation 
possible upon them because we knew that their source lay, not in any hostile feeling or purpose of the German 
people towards us (who were, no doubt, as ignorant of them as we ourselves were), but only in the selfish designs 
of a Government that did what it pleased and told its people nothing. But they have played their part in serving to 
convince us at last that that Government entertains no real friendship for us and means to act against our peace 
and security at its convenience. That it means to stir up enemies against us at our very doors the intercepted note 
to the German Minister at Mexico City is eloquent evidence.

Document Question: 

According to the documents, what were the reasons for Americans entering into the First World War and their 
concerns? 


