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Background for first session of World War I: Maybe it was the Great War! 

What follows are some thoughts about the three-weeks we will focus on this topic in January and 
February, especially the material for week one. It may be helpful; I hope so. But rest assured you 
can live a good life in the next week without having consumed even the first sentence, so please 
don’t view it as an obligation or an assignment.   

When war broke out in August 1914, it signaled—unknowingly—the start of a new kind of 
warfare: prolonged, multi-national, mechanized and consequential—more so than wars a 
generation earlier. In the 1890s, whether Japan against China or the US versus Spain, the 
conflicts tended to be bilateral, short and decisive. For the US in what became known popularly 
at home as the Spanish-American War, the fighting lasted a mere 113 days. Somewhat 
apologetically, Theodore Roosevelt, a prime mover, participant, and beneficiary of that war, had 
noted “It wasn’t much of a war, but it was the only one we had at the time!” 

By contrast, the Great War as it was known originally, lasted more than four years, saw the 
deaths of nine million combatants and seven million civilians, and would be memorialized in the 
US by the Tomb of the Unknowns, originally called the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier. For in 
this war the introduction of airplanes, the proliferation of mustard gas, and the deadly effects of 
trench warfare made individual heroism much harder to recognize and reward. Machines, 
weapons, and chemicals overwhelmed individuals, and the “unknowns” were now making the 
greatest sacrifices. The trend would continue for World War II and beyond. 

As with many wars, the conflict began with an odd incident in an out-of-the-way location, fed by 
the combustible materials of nationalism on the edge of explosion. In an age in which the United 
States remained wary of alliances, the conflict mushroomed into full-blown warfare, triggered by 
and fed quickly by a host of alliances between big and small nations. What Barbara Tuchman 
once called “the guns of August” would not be silenced for fifty-one bloody months. When it 
was over, revolution, not peace, emerged. Although this conflict mushroomed rapidly into full- 
scale war, the US entered belatedly, haltingly and deliberately. 

So, this was no “splendid little war” for the United States, even though we entered with the war 
nearly two-thirds over. Nor was it fought mainly near the US coast. Washington and Jefferson 
had long counseled against permanent, entangling alliances, having in mind the avoidance of the 
deadly web of European agreements and animosities. But during the Great War, American troops 
sailed for Europe and service on the soil of many of their ancestors. It was a coalition war, not an 
independent effort, although, like the Cuban-Spanish-American War, it did involve an American 
president reluctant to go to war, much more so than a large part of the American population.  

Writing after the war, Harry Truman, who learned of the world beyond Missouri and of 
leadership as an Army captain in the war, reflected on a remark he had overheard from a 
Frenchman—that Germany was fighting for territory; Great Britain, for the sea; France, for 
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patriotism; and Americans, for souvenirs. (Adam Hochshild, “The Eleventh Hour,” New Yorker, 
11/5/18, 30) 

In our first session, we will look at why we went to war, not a clear, nor an easy, answer. Next 
week, in session two, we will examine the tremendous impact of the war on American society. 
Fought elsewhere, it had profound consequences at home. Finally, in week three, we will look at 
how we got out of the war, the peace-making process—or flawed attempts at peace-making—
and the long-range consequences for the US as well as the world in the years following the war. 
Wilson was right in one regard at least when he advised the wisdom of “a peace without victory . 
. . for victory would mean peace forced upon the loser . . .[it] would leave a sting, a resentment, a 
bitter memory upon which terms of peace would rest, not permanently, but only as upon 
quicksand.” What happened, in essence, was that our European allies chose coercion over 
compassion, and the U.S. refused during the Wilson years to make peace at all. 

Before this short three-week look is over, we will also examine the idea that the Great War may, 
indeed, have been the great war in terms of its impact so many ways: on a pacifist tradition that 
had seemed to be gaining strength in American society in the early twentieth century, on the 
distribution and treatment of African-Americans in domestic life, on the acceptance of German-
Americans and their culture, on civil liberties as wartime brought intolerance in law and society, 
on the drinking of alcoholic beverages as a long-established effort to prohibit their legal 
consumption gained acceptance with the eventual passing of the eighteenth amendment to the 
constitution, and on the world stage on the redrawing of the map of Europe with the eventual 
collapse of the Ottoman and Austrian-Hungarian empires, and, indeed,  on the conduct of war 
itself.  

But first things first: how and why did we enter the war at all? To approach that question is to 
consider the American tradition toward European conflict, the character and values of the 
American president, and the kind and quantify of issues that war presented to Washington in the 
second decade of the twentieth century. 

First, tradition. Here, as those who were with me in the alliance course in the fall know, the 
United States had a tendency to avoid at all costs European conflicts. They were perceived as 
causing only trouble in a negative sense, though opportunities in a positive one. From the days of 
George Washington in the late eighteenth century, the US had wiggled out of the French alliance 
that had helped us win independence, and had committed itself to avoiding, in Washington’s 
words, permanent alliances. Once president, and quite a different one than Washington, his 
fellow Virginian, Thomas Jefferson, added the sense of alliances being “entangling,” and thus 
negative for the young and comparatively weak U.S.  

So, on the one hand, European strife, rooted as it was deeply in the bone marrow of history, 
religion, and personality, threatened to suck us into unwanted rivalries and wars, but there was 
another consideration, too. Over a century ago Historian Samuel Flagg Bemis became famous 
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(and won tenure at Yale) with studies on early U.S. diplomacy, especially the Jay and Pinckney 
treaties. The sub-heading for his pioneering studies of both books: “America’s advantage from 
Europe’s distress.” In other words, the US profited economically (and expanded geographically) 
from Europe’s tensions and wars. With Europe too busy to tend the store, the US could ratchet 
up its sales to new heights as a first priority. 

A second consideration in the run-up to our involvement in World War I was the president who 
happened to be in the White House when war erupted in Europe in the summer of 1914: 
Woodrow Wilson. A member of the American Peace Society and a critic of Theodore 
Roosevelt’s bombastic foreign policy, Wilson was certainly not a pacifist, but neither was he a 
war hawk. Having studied history and politics all his adult life, and having elevated himself 
academically and professionally from a modest, non-tenured slot at Cornell, through Bryn Mawr, 
Wesleyan, and ultimately Princeton, where he eventually moved from faculty to president. 
Wilson epitomized the “scholar in politics.” As such, he was harshly critical of both of his 
predecessors, Roosevelt and Taft, for their bellicose and mercenary diplomacy.  

This is not to say that Wilson was not above pushy policies that smacked of Theodore Roosevelt. 
Virtually from his first days in office, Wilson was enmeshed in a dispute with Mexico which 
eventually saw the president send the U.S. Army deeply into Mexican territory and dispatched 
the Navy to blockade Vera Cruz, both traditionally considered acts of war. Yet when the 
European war broke out in 1914, he was quick to declare American neutrality. It was the 
traditional posture, the safe move, but it wasn’t an easy policy. True, tradition extended all the 
way back to Washington, so there was the calm assurance of the known. Plus, remaining 
uninvolved avoided pitting the U.S. against strong and important enemies when the American 
military was weak. Then, there was the ethnic component. As a repository of many immigrants, 
most of them from Europe, any position the president took on the war would please some and 
anger others. 

Naturally, German-Americans, who comprised the largest “hyphenate” group, favored the home 
of their ancestors and relatives. Many still had brothers, uncles, and fathers pressed into service 
there. As Republicans in the US, they favored non-involvement, because they realized that if the 
US became active, it would likely be on the side of the English, who had a much larger cultural 
and historic claim. By contrast, Irish-Americans, solidly Democratic, strongly opposed the 
British and therefore lined up favoring German views. Jewish-Americans, whose experiences 
were largely in reaction to Russian pogroms, were also more favorable to Germany. 

Yet, of course, the predominant cultural and ethnic make-up of the country was derived from 
British roots: whether English, Scottish, or Welsh, thus making it clear that more Americans than 
not would favor the Entente. The larger point, however, was that any decision, whether 
intervention or non-involvement, would affect and either anger or please, one or more of these 
ethnic groups. Americans were, it was true, a nation of immigrants, and that diverse population 
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had widely differing views of what policies the US should pursue. Doubtless the safest, though 
by no means an uncontroversial stance, was to stay out of the fray. 

The man in whose hands resided the ultimate decision was President Woodrow Wilson. Sixteen 
months into his presidency, Wilson viewed the opening shots of war with his hands full and his 
heart heavy. His early months as president had been filled with legislative accomplishments. 
With his party controlling both the White House and Congress for only the second time since the 
Civil War, he had won considerable victories already: a lower tariff, an income tax, a new 
banking structure in the Federal Reserve system. And there was more in the making.  

Although poised for domestic progressive actions, Wilson was also thrown into the eye of a 
hemispheric storm in fashioning a policy toward a Mexico, a nation then coping with the 
aftermath of revolution. Determined to “teach Latin American nations to elect good men,” 
Wilson needed the help of other hemispheric nations to avoid another war with Mexico (the first 
one having been 1846-48) under another Southern Democrat, James K. Polk. 

Then, there was the deeply-felt loss of his wife, Ellen, who died of Bright’s disease nine days 
after the European war started but had been in declining health for several weeks—with the 
president spending hours at her bedside. A close helpmate to Wilson, who shared documents and 
official papers, speech drafts, ideals and ideas with her, the loss was stunning. So, saddened by 
death, the emotionally-dependent Wilson became deeply depressed and introspective at a crucial 
moment in the explosive war. Nor did William Jennings Bryan, the prairie populist politician in 
whom Wilson had little confidence, prove a Secretary of State who could help bridge the gap. 

With both the Allies and the Central Powers, Wilson and the US would have significant issues. 
Indeed, for the first year, it was more Great Britain than Germany with whom the president 
struggled. A large part of these differences lay in Britain’s control of the seas and a lack of 
treaties or agreements on what goods the US could properly trade. Since Great Britain controlled 
the seas, it could effectively restrict, if not stop, trade with Germany. This the British sought to 
do during the course of the war. 

As a belligerent, London’s efforts to reduce Germany’s trade directly clashed with a neutral US 
which sought to sustain, if not increase, its commerce. This resulted in continued conflict 
between the two nations, especially over contraband, or illegal items. Contraband, simply 
defined, were  items with a clear and direct importance to war-making. Obviously, weapons, 
munitions, military vehicles, etc., were contraband. Were the US to deal in those items with 
Germany, they could be readily and legitimately seized by the British. 

There was, however, no clear agreement on defining contraband. As a nation at war, the British 
wished to define contraband broadly; the US, as a neutral, wanted to do so narrowly. On many 
items the two sides clashed. Were wheat, corn, pork, or beef contraband? The British said yes: 
soldiers have to eat. The US said no: there was no direct military importance to such items. Thus, 
when British ships intercepted and seized such items, there was ensuing litigation. Since there 
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was no treaty in effect which contained agreed-upon definitions, these lawsuits were continuous, 
only limited by how many ships Great Britain wished to seize. In order not to affect too many 
sectors of the US economy at any one time yet sustain their legal case, the British tended to be 
somewhat selective in their actions. Still, during the first year of war, from roughly the summer 
of 1914 to the summer of 1915, there was substantial conflict between London and Washington 
over trade issues. Sharply contrasting, they nonetheless remained largely limited in number and 
legalistic in nature. 

About seven months after the start of war, Berlin began being the target of US diplomats. This 
time the issue was not simply legalities but life, the losses measured not debts but deaths. This 
concerned the German use of u-boats (submarines). In order to strike against the superior naval 
and maritime seapower of the British, the Germans began attacking enemy ships using a 
relatively new and still limited number of subs. For nearly two years, starting in March, 1915, the 
issue as it related to the US rested on the rights of Americans to travel safely on non-American 
passenger ships. Not until early 1917, when Germany changed its submarine policy, did 
Americans begin dying and suffering injury as a result of German attacks on American 
(merchant) ships. 

Four major incidents dramatized this early German-American conflict: the Falaba, Lusitania, 
Arabic and Sussex. Of the four, only the Sussex was French-owed; the others, British. Americans 
owned none. The episodes occurred between March, 1915, and March, 1916. The Falaba 
resulted in the first loss of an American life, the Lusitania in more than a hundred American 
deaths, the Arabic in an admitted German error and apology, and the Sussex in a German pledge 
to change its policy. (The largest exception to Americans dying on non-American ships was the 
Gulflight, an American tanker which Germany torpedoed; although not sunk in May 1915, the 
vessel did see three Americans die.) 

Looking at these episodes briefly, the first, the Falaba, resulted in one American dying on a 
British passenger ship on March 28, 1915. This was the occasion for a critical diplomatic 
decision by Wilson. The question, as framed, was the degree to which the US government had a 
role in the episode. Germany had defined danger areas near Great Britain where ships were 
subject to attacks, and Germany had published repeated warnings of danger to any who might 
seek passage on British or French passenger ships. Thus, when an American died aboard the 
Falaba, Secretary of State William Jennings Bryan argued that while this was tragic and 
unfortunate, the passenger had known the dangers, had accepted the risk, and had thus died 
because of his own “contributory negligence.” In this instance, argued Bryan, the US 
government had no clear role. The passenger wasn’t an agent of the government; he was on his 
own. 

Bryan, however, was not a seasoned diplomat; in fact, his appointment as Secretary of State had 
largely been a courtesy political appointment. Wilson had no confidence in him but hoped he 
might be helpful in aiding the administration’s relations with Congress. Should there be a crisis, 
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Wilson intended to take control of diplomacy himself. In this instance, however, Wilson received 
advice which was contrary to Bryan’s from the chief legal advisor in the State Department: 
Robert Lansing. He argued that Americans had a recognized, traditional right to travel in safety 
on the high seas at any time. Thus, he contended the administration should protest to assure the 
right of Americans to travel safely on unresisting passenger ships. 

Wilson chose Lansing over Bryan, no surprise really. Before this somewhat unprecedented 
episode could be resolved, however, the American Gulflight was attacked on May 1, and, far 
more deadly and dramatically, the Lusitania was sunk six days later. This resulted in 1,198 
deaths, 128 being Americans. Amidst banner headlines and brutal editorials—the New York 
Times calling the Germans “savages drunk with blood”—Wilson took over the diplomatic effort, 
demanding “strict accountability” from Berlin. Fearful that Wilson was headed to war, the 
pacifist Bryan resigned. His replacement was Lansing, already in tune with stronger policies. 

For most of the summer, the issue simmered but didn’t flair. Secretly, the Germans had issued 
orders that passenger ships be spared. Then, on August 19, the Germans sunk the British-owned 
Arabic, with the loss of two American lives. After a flurry of diplomacy, Berlin publicly 
apologized in early October and announced it had issued orders that no unresisting passenger 
ship be attacked. 

Nearly eight months went by with seeming peace on the submarine issue; then, in late March, 
1916, a French passenger ship, the Sussex, was sunk. The 41 days which elapsed before 
Germany finally sought to resolve the crisis was complicated by an initial error on the part of the 
German submarine commander who mistakenly thought he had torpedoed a warship. (Images on 
crude periscopes in those days often made accurate identification difficult.) When Germany 
finally discovered the mistake, accepted responsibility and acceded to American demands with 
the so-called Sussex pledge, a difficult few weeks seemed over. That pledge promised no 
unresisting merchantmen—not just passenger ships—would be sunk without proper 
humanitarian precautions, although the statement was conditional. It assumed the US would also 
demand concessions from Great Britain in loosening its blockade of Europe. Wilson accepted the 
pledge but ignored the conditions. 

Nevertheless, for the remaining nine months of 1916, no more Americans died or were injured as 
the result of German submarine attacks. Wilson’s careful diplomacy seemed successful, and 
well-timed as well, as the President’s campaign for re-election was partially based on the slogan 
“He kept us out of war.” That did, in fact, seem an established fact as well as a political boost. 

What seemed resolved in 1916, however, unraveled in January 1917 when Germany changed its 
submarine policy. Frustrated by a war which was entering its fourth year without resolution, 
Berlin perceived the US as pro-Ally in fact, though supposedly neutral in policy. Naval officials 
in particular calculated that all-out naval warfare with a submarine fleet that was now many 
times as large as it had been at the start of the war, could bring victory within months. Even if it 
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brought the US into the war, officials believed that a neutral US was hurting the war effort more 
than a US at war could. After all, the US army had been ranked fifteenth in the world only a year 
or two earlier. 

Although Germany probably did not possess the precise figures that we have today, they 
correctly realized that US trade—and private US loans—to the British and French far surpassed 
comparable support to Germany. In terms of US trade, for instance, in 1914 commerce with the 
British and French was roughly twice that with Germany: $753 million as opposed to $345 
million. By 1916, trade with Britain and France had swelled to $2.075 billion but with Germany 
had shriveled to $28 million. US bank loans (private, not governmental) followed roughly the 
same numbers, flowing into London and Paris but hardly making a ripple in Berlin. In economic 
terms, the Germans were right. American policies and practices did heavily favor—and help--the 
Allies. 

As it turned out, of course, Germany miscalculated, although Wilson still moved carefully in the 
first three months of 1917. He hoped that Germany would not, in fact, attack American ships, 
whatever they said about “unrestricted submarine warfare.” When u-boats did, in fact, began 
sinking American merchantmen, he called for Congress to arm those vessels, and when the 
Senate refused, he found resources to do so. Moreover, he broke relations with Berlin, hoping 
that would sufficiently sober the German government to avoid incidents with American ships. It 
did not. 

Finally, with Americans now dying on American ships in February and March, 1917, and in 
view of the legacy of German actions in Belgium and elsewhere, a rash of rumors of German 
spying and potential sabotage in the US, and the disclosure of the so-called Zimmermann 
telegram which by which a German official approached Mexico for an alliance if the US joined 
the war, Wilson went to Congress in April to request—and receive—a declaration of war. Now 
the eloquent President declared that a nation which he had previously characterized as “too proud 
to fight” was launched on an epic mission “to make the world safe for democracy,” a noble but 
unattainable objective. 
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Barbara W. Tuchman, The Guns of August (New York: Macmillan, 1962). 

 


