
Elites 

National elites split into three distinct groups 

 First were the anti-war people ("pacifists"), who wanted to keep America 

out at all costs, and rejected as equally immoral the British and German 

Empires. The leaders included Secretary of State William Jennings Bryan 

(a three-time Democratic nominee for president), Republican Senator 

Robert M. La Follette, Sr., woman's leader Jane Addams (a Progressive) 

and industrialist Henry Ford (a Democrat).  

 Secondly, the "liberal internationalists" reluctantly supported armed force 

to create a collective security system. They included President Woodrow 

Wilson and former president William Howard Taft.  

 Finally, the "Atlanticists" sought a security relationship with Britain; they 

were led by former President Theodore Roosevelt and Republican Senators 

Elihu Root and Henry Cabot Lodge.  

 

Business considerations 

From the commencement of hostilities, American business was eager to profit 

from the sales of arms and other war-related supplies to the belligerents.  

 International law allowed the sale of arms to belligerents, and did not prohibit 

Americans from extending credit or loaning money to the warring nations.  

 Legally, all belligerents were entitled to equal consideration with 

respect to the purchase of arms from America. However, the Allies' 

control of the Atlantic sea lanes effectively kept the Central Powers 

shut out of American markets. 

 When Britain and France had cashed out their long-term 

holdings of American securities, they turned to Wall Street to 

borrow from the American money markets.  

 Many American businessmen, led by pacifist Henry Ford, pressed to 

keep the United States out of the war right up until April 1917. 

 

Political parties 

A surprising factor in the development of American public opinion was how 

little the political parties became involved.  

 Wilson and the Democrats in 1916 campaigned on the slogan "He kept us 

out of war!" saying a Republican victory would mean war with both 

Mexico and Germany. His position probably was critical in winning the 

Western states.  

 Charles Evans Hughes, the GOP candidate, insisted on downplaying the 

war issue.[15] 

 The Socialist party talked peace. It won 2% of the 1916 vote for Eugene V. 

Debs, blaming the war on capitalism and pledged total opposition. "A 

bayonet," its propaganda said, "was a weapon with a worker at each end."  

When war began however, about half the Socialists, typified by Congressman 

Meyer London, supported the decision; the rest, led by Debs, remained 

ideological and die-hard opponents.  

 

Workers, farmers, African-Americans 

 The working class was relatively quiet, and tended to divide along ethnic lines.  

 Samuel Gompers, head of the AFL union, denounced the war in 1914 as 

"unnatural, unjustified, and unholy", but by 1916 he was supporting 

Wilson's limited preparedness program, against the objections of Socialist 

union activists.  

 In 1916 the labor unions supported Wilson on domestic issues and 

ignored the war question.  

 The war at first disrupted the cotton market; Britain blockaded shipments to 

Germany, and prices fell from 11 cents a pound to only 4 cents.  

 By 1916, however, the British decided to bolster the price to 10 cents 

to avoid losing Southern support. The cotton growers seem to have 

moved from neutrality to intervention at about the same pace as the 

rest of the nation.   

 Midwestern farmers generally opposed the war, especially those 

of German and Scandinavian descent. The Midwest became the 

stronghold of isolationism; other remote rural areas also saw no 

need for war.  

 The African American community, which lived mostly in the pro-war 

South, did not take a strong position one way or the other. But once war 

began and black men were drafted, they worked to achieve equality 
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Anglophiles (those who have US ancestry for multiple generations) 

Upwards of four-fifths of America's social, political, and economic leaders were 

of English or Scottish descent. Apart from clergymen, most wanted Britain to 

win, though at first not to the point of American entry into the war.  

 Magazine editors, newspaper reporters, book publishers, college professors, 

intellectuals, artists, and writers were overwhelmingly pro-British. 

Old Stock 

Nationwide at all times the dominant voice was held by old-stock white 

Americans. The largest old-stock Protestant denominations loudly denounced the 

war at first: it was God's punishment for sin.  

 Their moralism was aggressively focused on banishing evils (like saloons) 

from the face of the earth through Prohibition, and if they could be shown that 

German militarism was a similar evil, they would throw enormous weight.  

 Wilson harnessed that moralism by claiming Germany threatened 

civilization, and called for an a crusade on behalf of peace 

 

German-Americans 

German Americans fell into two camps: those who were recent arrivals and those 

who were multi-generations in the country. 

 Of the Multi-generations, by this time they usually had only weak ties to 

Germany; however, they were fearful of negative treatment they might 

receive if the US entered the war  

 Almost none called for intervening on Germany's side, instead calling 

for neutrality and speaking of the superiority of German culture. They 

were increasingly marginalized, and by 1917 excluded from discussion 

 Of the recent arrivals, most sympathies for the German nation were silent, 

although about half were hopeful of pro-Germany engagement 

 Most Scandinavian-Americans also favored American neutrality. 

 

Churches and women 

Leaders of most religious groups (except the Episcopalians) tended to pacifism, as 

did leaders of the woman's movement.  

 A concerted effort was made by anti-war leaders. Their goal was to convince 

Wilson to mediate an end of the war.  He tried, and failed.  

 In 1917 Wilson argued that to be truly anti-war they needed to support 

what Wilson promised would be "a war to end all wars."  

 Once war was declared, the more liberal denominations, which 

had endorsed the Social Gospel, called for a war for 

righteousness that would help uplift all mankind. The theme – an 

aspect of American exceptionalism – was that God had chosen 

America as his tool to bring redemption to the world 

 

Irish Americans 

The most effective domestic opponents of the war were Irish-American Catholics.  

 They had little interest in the continent, but were adamant against helping the 

British Empire because it refused to allow independence for Ireland.   

 Irish-Americans dominated the Democratic party in many large cities 

so Wilson had to take account of their views. They did not prevent him 

from being hostile to Germany, but they did force him to keep his 

distance from Britain.  

 Irish-American pressure influenced the US into not accepting 

Britain's war aims as its own and defined its own objectives, 

primarily self-determination.  

 The Irish-American community thought they had Wilson's 

promise to promote Irish independence in exchange for 

their support of his war policies (but after the war they were 

bitterly disappointed by his refusal to support them in 1919) 

 

Pro-war 

 Some British immigrants worked actively for intervention.  

 Samuel Insull, Chicago's leading industrialist, enthusiastically provided 

money, propaganda, and means for volunteers to join Allied armies. 

 Immigrants from eastern Europe usually cared more about politics in their 

homeland than politics in the US.  

 Spokesmen for Slavic immigrants hoped that an Allied victory would 

bring independence for their homelands.  

 Albanian and Czech immigrants were enthusiastically pro-war and 

arguably pro-British.  

 

In 1914 most Americans called for neutrality, seeing the war a dreadful mistake 

and were determined to stay out. By 1917 the same public felt just as strongly that 

going to war was both necessary and wise. Military leaders had little to say during 

this debate, and military considerations were seldom raised. The decisive questions 

dealt with morality and visions of the future. The prevailing attitude was that 

America possessed a superior moral position as the only great nation devoted to the 

principles of freedom and democracy. By staying aloof from the squabbles of 

reactionary empires, it could preserve those ideals—sooner or later the rest of the 

world would come to appreciate and adopt them. 

 

Antiwar activists alleged that beneath the veneer of moralism and idealism there 

surely must have been some sordid forces at work. Some suggested a conspiracy on 

the part of New York City bankers holding $3 billion of war loans to the Allies, or 

steel and chemical firms selling munitions to the Allies.  This conspiracy 

interpretation was based not on evidence but on a prior theory that wars are always 

caused by greedy businessmen. However, the interpretation was popular among 

left-wing Progressive wing of the Democratic party 
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WOODROW WILSON 

Wilson spent 1914 through to the beginning of 1917 trying to keep America out of the war in Europe. He 

offered to be a mediator, but neither the Allies nor the Central Powers took his requests seriously. Republicans, 

led by Theodore Roosevelt, strongly criticized Wilson's refusal to build up the U.S. Army in anticipation of the 

threat of war. Wilson won the support of the peace element (especially women and churches) by arguing that an 

army buildup would provoke war. Secretary of State William Jennings Bryan, whose pacifist recommendations 

were ignored by Wilson, resigned in 1915.[92] 

On December 18, 1916, Wilson unsuccessfully offered to mediate peace. As a preliminary he asked both sides 

to state their minimum terms necessary for future security. The Central Powers replied that victory was certain, 

and the Allies required the dismemberment of their enemies' empires. No desire for peace or common ground 

existed, and the offer lapsed.[93] 

While German submarines were killing sailors and civilian passengers Wilson demanded that Germany stop, but 

he kept the U.S. out of the war. Britain had declared a blockade of Germany to prevent neutral ships from 

carrying contraband goods to Germany. Wilson protested some British violation of neutral rights, where no one 

was killed. His protests were mild, and the British knew America would not see it as a cause to for.  The U.S. 

had made a declaration of neutrality in 1914. Wilson warned citizens not to take sides in the war for fear of 

endangering wider U.S. policy. In his address to Congress in 1914, Wilson stated, "Such divisions amongst us 

would be fatal to our peace of mind and might seriously stand in the way of the proper performance of our duty 

as the one great nation at peace, the one people holding itself ready to play a part of impartial mediation and 

speak the counsels of peace and accommodation, not as a partisan, but as a friend."[97] 

The U.S. maintained neutrality despite increasing pressure placed on Wilson after the sinking of the British 

passenger liner RMS Lusitania with American citizens on board. Wilson found it increasingly difficult to 

maintain U.S. neutrality after Germany, despite its promises in the Arabic pledge and the Sussex pledge, 

initiated a program of unrestricted submarine warfare early in 1917 that threatened U.S. commercial shipping. 

Following the revelation of the Zimmermann Telegram, Germany's attempt to enlist Mexico as an ally against 

the U.S., Wilson took America into World War I to make "the world safe for democracy."  

 

WILLIAM JENNINGS BRYAN 

William Jennings Bryan was Secretary of State when World War I broke out.  In September 1914 he urged 

President Wilson to mediate the warring sides, something he felt neither side would embrace yet which he felt 

would be dishonorable to not pursue.  He felt mediation would bring a more rational basis for peace.   

Bryan tried to choke the American credit to the Entente, saying "money is the worst of all contrabands because 

it commands everything else" but eventually yielded. He also pointed out that by traveling on British vessels "an 

American citizen can, by putting his own business above his regard for this country, assume for his own 

advantage unnecessary risks and thus involve his country in international complications.” 

Wilson's demands for "strict accountability for any infringement of [American] rights, intentional or incidental" 

after the sinking of the Lusitania troubled Bryan, leading to his resignation in June 1915. 

Despite their differences, Bryan campaigned as a private citizen for Wilson's reelection in 1916. When war was 

declared in April 1917, Bryan wrote Wilson, "Believing it to be the duty of the citizen to bear his part of the 

burden of war and his share of the peril, I hereby tender my services to the Government. Please enroll me as a 

private whenever I am needed and assign me to any work that I can do.". Wilson, however, did not allow the 57-

year-old Bryan to rejoin the military, and did not offer him any wartime role. 

 

THEODORE ROOSEVELT 

When World War I began in 1914, Roosevelt strongly supported the Allies and demanded a harsher policy 

against Germany, especially regarding submarine warfare. Roosevelt angrily denounced the foreign policy of 

President Wilson, calling it a failure regarding the atrocities in Belgium and the violations of American rights. In 

1916, he campaigned energetically for Charles Evans Hughes and repeatedly denounced Irish-Americans and 

German-Americans who Roosevelt said were unpatriotic because they put the interest of Ireland and Germany 

ahead of America's by supporting neutrality. He insisted one had to be 100% American, not a "hyphenated 

American" who juggled multiple loyalties. When the U.S. entered the war in 1917, Roosevelt sought to raise a 

volunteer infantry division, but Wilson refused. 

Roosevelt’s youngest son Quentin was shot down behind German lines in France in 1918. 
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23 July 1915     We have been culpably, well-nigh criminally, amiss as a nation in not preparing ourselves, and 

if with the lessons taught the world by the dreadful tragedies of the last twelve months, we continue with soft 

complacency to stand helpless and naked before the world, we shall excite only contempt and derision when 

disaster ultimately overwhelms us.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Central Powers carried out a number of acts of sabotage and a single submarine attack against the mainland 

of the USA during the war, but never staged an invasion of the country, although there were rumours that 

German advisors were present at the Battle of Ambos Nogales. 

 

 

 

Between 30 July 1916 and 11 January 1917, several fires were started by German saboteurs.  This was at a pier 

in Jersey City, New Jersey, a car factory in Montreal, Canada, which contracted to deliver explosive shells to 

Russia, England and the united States 

 

On 21 July 1918, a 

German U-boat quietly positioned itself off the coast of Orleans, 

Massachusetts, and opened fire on a tugboat and its four barges. 

 

27 August 1918, German military advisors were present at the battle of Ambos Nogales, advising Mexican 

rebels against the United States military 
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