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Objectives
As you teach this section, keep students 
focused on the following objectives to help 
them answer the Section Focus Question and 
master core content.

• Identify the causes of World War I.

• Describe the course and character of the 
war.

• Explain why the United States entered the 
conflict on the side of the Allies.

Prepare to Read
 

Background Knowledge
Remind students of the conflict leading 
up to the Civil War and how the war 
was fought. Have them predict what 
might cause a world war and how the 
causes may be different.

Set a Purpose
� WITNESS HISTORY Read the selec-

tion aloud, or play the audio.

 

Witness History Audio CD, 
To Fight or Not to Fight?

Ask Why did the United States 
shift its position from neutral-
ity to involvement? (Americans 
were angered at ruthless acts of 
injustice.) Why might the Germans 
have destroyed Louvain? (Possible 
answer: to demonstrate their power)

� Focus Point out the Section Focus 
Question, and write it on the board. 
Tell students to refer to this ques-
tion as they read. (Answer appears 
with Section 1 Assessment answers.)

� Preview Have students preview 
the Section Objectives and the list of 
Terms and People.

�  
 

Using the Paragraph 
Shrinking strategy (TE, p. T20), 
have students read this section. As 
they read, have students identify the 
causes of World War I, the conditions 
facing soldiers, and the reasons for 
U.S. involvement. Reading and Note 
Taking Study Guide

Use the information below and the following resource to teach students the high-use word 
from this section. Teaching Resources, Vocabulary Builder, p. 11

High-Use Word Definition and Sample Sentence
 

ally n. person, nation, or group joined with another for a common purpose
With his Open Door Policy, John Hay hoped to make an ally of China by 
protecting the two countries’ mutual trade interests.

L3

L3

11SECTION
WITNESS HISTORYWITNESS HISTORY AUDIO

From Neutrality to War
Objectives
• Identify the causes of World War I.

• Describe the course and character of the war.

• Explain why the United States entered the 
conflict on the side of the Allies.

Terms and People
Alsace-Lorraine
militarism
Francis Ferdinand
William II
Western Front

casualty
contraband
U-boat
Lusitania
Zimmermann note

 

Reading Skill: Identify Causes As you read, 
identify the causes of World War I, the conditions 
facing soldiers, and the reasons for U.S. 
involvement.

Why It Matters In 1914, nationalism, militarism, imperialism,
and entangling alliances combined with other factors to lead the
nations of Europe into a brutal war. The war quickly stretched
around the globe. The United States remained neutral at first but
ended up abandoning its long tradition of staying out of European
conflicts. Section Focus Question: What caused World War I, and why
did the United States enter the war?

What Caused World War I?
Until 1914, there had not been a large-scale European conflict for

nearly one hundred years. However, bitter, deep-rooted problems
simmered beneath the surface of polite diplomacy. Europe was sit-
ting on a powder keg of nationalism, regional tensions, economic
rivalries, imperial ambitions, and militarism.

Nationalism and Competition Heighten Tension Nationalism,
or devotion to one’s nation, kick-started international and domestic
tension. In the late 1800s, many Europeans began to reject the earlier
idea of a nation as a collection of different ethnic groups. Instead,
they believed that a nation should express the nationalism of a single
ethnic group. This belief evolved into an intense form of nationalism
that heightened international rivalries. For example, France longed
to avenge its humiliating defeat by a collection of German states in
1871 and regain Alsace-Lorraine, the territory it lost during that con-
flict. Nationalism also threatened minority groups within nation-
states. If a country existed as the expression of “its people,” the major-
ity ethnic group, where did ethnic minorities fit in? 

A 1917 cartoon shows the 
German leader William II 
considering the U.S. flag 
looming on the horizon. �

To Fight or Not to Fight?
When war broke out in Europe in 1914, the United 
States decided to stay neutral. However, incidents 
like the senseless destruction of Louvain, a medieval 
university town in Belgium, by German troops turned 
American opinion against Germany.

“For two hours on Thursday night I was in what for 
six hundred years had been the city of Louvain. The 
Germans were burning it . . . the story . . . was told to 
us by German soldiers incoherent with excesses; and 
we could read it in the faces of the women and 
children being led to concentration camps and of the 
citizens on their way to be shot.”

—American journalist Richard Harding Davis,
August 1914

World War I

Causes of
the war

Nature
of warfare

Reasons
for U.S.

involvement
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Teach
 

What Caused World 
War I?

Instruct
� Introduce: Key Term Ask stu-

dents to find the key term militarism 
(in bold) in the text. Then, write it 
on the board, say it aloud, have stu-
dents say it with you, and provide 
them with the definition. Ask Why 
did militarism make it more dif-
ficult to avoid the outbreak of 
war? (Militarism made it more 
tempting to resort to violence and to 
use weapons that had been stock-
piled in the arms race.)

� Teach Explain that there were 
multiple causes of World War I. Ask 
How did many Europeans’ idea 
of nationalism change in the late 
1800s? (They began to reject the idea 
of a nation with different ethnic 
groups and turn toward the idea of a 
nation representing a single ethnic 
group.) How did France’s loss of 
Alsace-Lorraine add to tension 
in Europe? (France wanted to 
reclaim the land from Germany.) 
What predictors of war were in 
place before fighting began? 
(European countries increased the 
size of their armies, navies, and 
weaponry. They also made alliances.) 
Why did European countries 
form so many alliances? (Possible 
responses: to protect themselves; to 
strengthen their defense because a 
country is stronger fighting with an 
ally than alone; to deter other coun-
tries from entering into war with 
them because the aggressor would be 
fighting not just one nation, but also 
its allies)

� Analyzing the Visuals Have stu-
dents study the graph on this page. 
Ask them to summarize the infor-
mation presented and predict the 
effect of the relative sizes of the 
armies and navies on the outcome of 
the war.

Answer

Caption Germany; Britain

L1
 

Special Needs Students L2
 

English Language Learners L2
 

Less Proficient Readers

This section introduces and reviews several social 
studies terms. To help students master these terms, 
write the following in a column on the board: nation-
alism, militarism, and imperialism. Discuss each root 
word and how the suffix -ism changes the meaning 
of the root words.

Have students create flashcards with the term on 
one side and its definition on the other. Then, pair 
students and have them quiz each other, using the 
flashcards. Students can add other terms that are 
new to them. Have students incorporate the terms 
into sentences explaining the causes of World War I.

L3

Military Strength, 1914

Germany

Austria-Hungary

Russia

France

Britain

United States

200,000 troops

SOURCE: Encyclopædia Britannica Online, 2005; The Pity of War, Niall Ferguson 

2 large warships

Building the War Machine
In the early 1900s, European 
countries raced to keep up with one 
another’s military might. Below, work-
ers build artillery in Essen, a German 
city, in 1904. According to the chart, 
which country had the largest army in 
1914? Which had the largest navy?

The spread of the theory of Social Darwinism did not help soothe the com-
petitive instinct. Social Darwinism applied biologist Charles Darwin’s ideas
of natural selection and “survival of the fittest” to human society. Social
Darwinists believed that the best nation would come out ahead in the con-
stant competition among countries.

Nationalism also destabilized old multinational empires such as Austria-
Hungary and the Ottoman Empire. This was particularly true in the Balkan
region of southeastern Europe. For example, when Serbia emerged as an inde-
pendent nation in 1878, it challenged the nearby empire of Austria-Hungary in
two ways: by trying to gain territory controlled by the empire, where Serbs lived,
and by the example it offered to Austria-Hungary’s diverse peoples.

The nationalist sentiments of the period sometimes spilled over into the eco-
nomic goals of each nation. Industrial output, trade, and the possession of an
overseas empire were the yardsticks of wealth and greatness. The leading
industrial nations competed for lands rich in raw materials as well as for places
to build military bases to protect their empires. Britain already had a large
empire, and France commanded a smaller one. But Germany, Italy, Belgium,
Japan, and the United States also rushed to join the imperial race. Together,
industrialized nations jostled among themselves as they carved colonies out of
Africa, claimed islands in the Pacific, and began to nibble away at China.

Militarism Produces an Arms Race For some European leaders, the question
was not so much if a great war would start but when. To prepare, leaders
increased the size of their armies and stockpiles of weapons. No nation readied its
war machinery more than Germany. By 1914, it had a huge standing army and
the largest, deadliest collection of guns in the world. It also built up its navy
enough to rival Britain’s, the world’s strongest at that time. To keep up, Britain,
too, increased the size of its navy. A spirit of militarism, or glorification of the
military, grew in the competing countries and fueled this arms race even more.

The contest between Germany and Britain at sea and between Germany,
France, and Russia on land guaranteed one important thing: The next major
war would involve more troops and more technologically advanced weapons
than ever before. Machine guns, mobile artillery, tanks, submarines, and air-
planes would change the nature of warfare.
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Independent Practice
Have students use Web Code nep-
0602 to access the Geography Inter-
active map and then answer the map 
skills questions.

Monitor Progress
As students fill in their organizers, 
circulate to make sure that they under-
stand the causes of World War I. For 
a completed version of the graphic 
organizer, see Note Taking 
Transparencies, B-95.

Answers

Map Skills

1. Review locations with students.
2. The Allies were located both east and west 

of Germany. As a result, Germany had to 
divide its armies to protect both borders. 
Germany had only indirect access to the 
Atlantic Ocean, which made shipping sup-
plies more difficult.

3. The front moved eastward from France 
into Belgium.

 

Nationalism heightened tensions among 
ethnic groups, exacerbated territorial 
disputes, and increased economic com-
petition. Militarism led to new weapons 
technology and created an arms race. 
Overall, these two factors increased 
competition among nations and aggra-
vated existing tensions.

L1
 

Special Needs Students L2
 

English Language Learners L2
 

Less Proficient Readers

To reinforce the concept of alliances, ask students to 
suppose that they came across two groups of class-
mates involved in a fight and each group asks them 
to join their side. Ask students to determine good 

points and bad points of staying out of the fight or 
getting involved. Have them explain how they would 
decide whom to help.
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Conic Projection

Allies, 1917
Central Powers, 1917
Neutral countries, 1917
Front line, 1914
Front line, 1915–1916
Front line, 1917
Russian offensive, 
June–September 1916
Battle site

Alliances Make Nations Overconfident and Reckless European leaders
also prepared for war by forming alliances. Before 1914, two major ones emerged.
Germany, Austria-Hungary, and Italy joined together in the Triple Alliance
(although Italy never fought with it). Opposed to the Triple Alliance was the Triple
Entente, made up of France, Russia, and Great Britain. Alliances emboldened
leaders to act recklessly. They knew that if they did declare war, powerful allies
were obligated to fight along with them. No country wanted to be seen as an unre-
liable partner. As years passed, European leaders thought less of the advantages of
peace and more of the possible benefits of war. Some also hoped that a foreign war
would help to smooth over domestic problems.

Assassination Hurtles Europe Toward World War On June 28, 1914,
Archduke Francis Ferdinand, heir to the throne of Austria-Hungary, and his
wife Sophie left for what they thought would be a routine visit to Sarajevo (sar
uh YAY voh), the capital city of the Austro-Hungarian province of Bosnia. But a
handful of young Bosnians had other plans for the archduke and his wife. These
men were ethnic Serbs who believed that Bosnia rightfully belonged to Serbia,
and they saw Francis Ferdinand as a tyrant. After the archduke’s driver made
a wrong turn, Gavrilo Princip, one of the conspirators, noticed the couple in the
car, pulled a pistol from his pocket, and fired it twice. First Sophie and then
Francis Ferdinand died. People around the world were shocked by the senseless
murders. But no one expected that they would lead to a great world war.

 

How did nationalism and militarism both work to push Europe 
toward war?

World War I, 1914–1917

Map Skills The war on most 
fronts was a stalemate by 1916.
1. Locate:  (a) Belgium, 

(b) Western Front, (c) Battle 
of Verdun

2. Location  What challenge 
did Germany’s location 
present to its pursuit of 
victory in the war?

3. Synthesize Information  
Describe the movement of 
the opposing lines of the 
Western Front between 1914 
and 1917.

Vocabulary Builder
ally–(AL ì) n. person, nation, or 
group joined with another for a 
common purpose

For: Interactive map
Web Code: nep-0602
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The Fighting Begins

Instruct
� Introduce Ask students to preview 

the Primary Source quotation and 
Quick Study chart on the next page. 
Explain that the new technology of 
warfare required soldiers to respond 
in ways that they had not needed to 
in previous wars. Ask students why 
armies might have wanted to use 
chemical weapons in trench warfare.

� Teach Have students explain what 
is meant by the red heading “Alli-
ances Cause a Chain Reaction.” Ask 
pairs of students to create a series of 
cause-and-effect charts explaining 
this chain reaction, which led to the 
involvement of multiple European 
countries in World War I. Have stu-
dents examine the photograph on 
this page and its caption. Ask What 
does an army sacrifice when it 
commits to the protection pro-
vided by a trench? (mobility) 
What is a stalemate? (a situation 
in which neither side can make any 
further worthwhile action; a tie) 
Why was the war on the Western 
Front at a stalemate? (Trench 
warfare and the use of new defensive 
weapons, such as machine guns, 
resulted in massive yet roughly equal 
numbers of casualties from attacking 
armies.)

Answer

Caption The development of machine 
guns and more powerful artillery made cir-
cumstances deadly for infantry soldiers on 
the ground. From a trench, soldiers had pro-
tection from shells and the spray of machine 
gun bullets.

Chemical Warfare Modern chemical warfare was 
first introduced in World War I in the form of poison 
gas. The use of the gas did not have a significant 
effect on the course of the war, mainly because pro-
tective measures such as gas masks were quickly 
developed. Still, poison gas inspired terror.

The Geneva Protocol of 1925 banned the use of 
chemical weapons, but not their production. As a 
result, these weapons continued to be used in war. 

The Nazis used Zyklon-B gas in World War II to kill 
millions in extermination camps. The United States 
used herbicides, such as Agent Orange, in Vietnam. In 
1992, an international treaty called for the complete 
ban of production, stockpiling, and use of chemical 
weapons by 2007. The international community is 
still refining this agreement to rid the world of chemi-
cal weapons.

L3
The Fighting Begins

Everything was in place for a great conflict—nationalist ambitions, large
armies, stockpiles of weapons, alliances, and military plans. The nations of
Europe were hurtling like giant trains toward a great collision. Archduke Francis
Ferdinand’s assassination was the incident that triggered this conflict.

Alliances Cause a Chain Reaction Soon after the assassination, Kaiser
William II, the German emperor, assured Austria-Hungary that Germany
would stand by its ally if war came. Confident in Germany’s support, Austria-
Hungary then sent a harsh ultimatum to Serbia demanding Serbia’s total coop-
eration in an investigation into the assassination. When Serbia did not agree to
all of the demands, Austria-Hungary declared war on July 28, 1914.

Because of the alliance system, what otherwise might have been a localized
quarrel quickly spread. In early August, Russia mobilized for war to help its ally
Serbia against Austria. This caused Germany to declare war against Russia.
France, Russia’s ally, promptly declared war against Germany. The very next
day, Germany declared war against neutral Belgium, so that it could launch an
invasion of France through that small country. Great Britain, which had trea-
ties with France and Belgium, immediately declared war against Germany. In
less than one week, the Central Powers of Germany and Austria-Hungary were
at war against the Allied Powers of Britain, France, Russia, and Serbia. The
Ottoman Empire later joined the Central Powers.

German soldiers fought through Belgium and moved southwest into France,
toward Paris. Then in September, with the German advance only 30 miles from
Paris, the French and the British counterattacked and stopped the German
forces near the Marne River.

Deadly Technology Leads to Stalemate After the
Battle of the Marne, the Germans settled onto high
ground, dug trenches, and fortified their position. When
the French and British attacked, the German troops used
machine guns and artillery to kill thousands of them. The
French and British then dug their own trenches and used
the same weapons to kill thousands of counterattacking
Germans. Soon, 450 miles of trenches stretched like a
huge scar from the coast of Belgium to the border of Swit-
zerland. Although fighting went on in Eastern Europe,
the Middle East, and in other parts of the world, this
Western Front in France became the critical battle front.
The side that won there would win the war.

The war dragged on for years, and it was hideously
deadly—much more so than anyone had expected. The
primary reason for the length of the war and its deadly
nature was the simple fact that the defensive weapons of
the time were better and more devastating than the
offensive ones. Generals on each side threw their sol-
diers into assaults against the enemy without fully con-
sidering the new technology. Charging toward trenches
that were defended by artillery, machine guns, and rifles
was futile. In virtually every battle on the Western
Front, the attacking force suffered terribly. Even the use
of poison gas did nothing to benefit the offense, despite
its horrifying effects. Ineffective offensives and effective
defensives produced only a deadly stalemate.

War in the Trenches
German soldiers hunker down in a 
shallow trench that stretches into the 
distance to protect themselves from 
enemy fire. How did new technology 
make defenses such as trenches 
necessary?
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Independent Practice
Have students continue to fill in the
graphic organizer from the beginning
of the section, adding a description of
the nature of war.

Monitor Progress
As students fill in their graphic organ-
izers, circulate to make sure that they
understand the nature of warfare in
World War I. For a completed version of
the graphic organizer, see Note Taking 
Transparencies, B-95.

Answers

Caption artillery field guns

 

Both sides embraced trench warfare as a 
response to the change in military tech-
nology. The trenches offered protective 
defenses.

Communication in the Trenches Although 
some trenches had a system of wires or cables to 
provide telephone service, both sides also used 
messenger dogs or carrier pigeons to communicate. 
Although well trained, both dogs and pigeons could 
be injured while carrying messages or arrive too late 
to make a difference. However, in 1918, a pigeon 
saved the American 77th Division from almost certain 

destruction. The Americans were caught behind 
enemy lines and under heavy bombardment from 
their own artillery units. They released a pigeon with 
their location and this frantic message: “For heaven’s 
sake, stop it.” Although missing an eye and a leg, the 
pigeon reached the Allied lines. It delivered the mes-
sage, and the shelling was stopped. The bird was 
later awarded a Distinguished Service Cross.

Deadly Technology of World War I

Improved machine guns could fire 600 bullets
per minute.

These long-range cannons caused more casualties
than any other type of weapon.

Gases such as chlorine, phosgene, and mustard gas
could kill, blind, or burn their victims.

German U-boats, or submarines, used torpedoes as
well as on-deck guns to sink ships.

Both sides tried to develop vehicles that could go over
the rough ground and barbed-wire barricades of no
man’s land, with limited success.

Planes were used for reconnaissance, bombing, and
fighting but did not prove decisive.

Machine guns

Artillery field
guns

Poison gas

Submarines

Tanks and
armored cars

Airplanes

The Reality of Trench Warfare The stalemate led to gruesome conditions
for the men in the trenches of the Western Front. The soldiers battled the
harsh conditions of life often as fiercely as they attacked the enemy. They
developed “trench foot” from standing for hours in wet, muddy trenches. They
contracted lice from the millions of rats that infested the trenches. Dug into
the ground, the soldiers lived in constant fear, afraid to pop their heads out of
their holes and always aware that the next offensive might be their last.

Even on a quiet day, soldiers could be killed by snipers or a surprise gas
attack, like the one described by French officer Paul Truffaut at Verdun:

 

“The special shells the men call “shells on wheels” 
[shells filled with poison gas] are whizzing by continuously. They explode silently and 
have no smell but can be deadly. They killed several men yesterday. One of my men 
refused to put his mask on because he couldn’t smell anything. All of a sudden, he was 
dizzy, foaming at the mouth and his skin went black, then he went rigid and died.”

—Paul Truffaut, March 5, 1917

In between enemy lines was an area known as “no man’s land.” Artillery bar-
rages had blasted no man’s land until any fields, trees, or homes, that had once
existed there, were charred beyond recognition. Soldiers went “over the top” of
their trenches into this muddy, nearly impassable wasteland when they attempted
to attack the entrenched enemy.

Casualties—or soldiers killed, wounded, and missing—mounted first in
thousands, then hundreds of thousands, and finally in millions. Almost one mil-
lion French soldiers were killed or wounded in just the first three months of the
war. The Germans lost only slightly fewer. In two battles in 1916—Verdun (ver
DUHN) and the Somme (suhm)—the British, French, and Germans sustained
more than 2 million casualties. The British suffered 60,000 casualties on the
first day alone at the Somme and achieved virtually nothing. And still the stale-
mate dragged on.

 

Why did both sides embrace trench warfare as a strategy 
to win the war?

Horror of Modern Warfare
Although gas masks were soon 
developed to counter poison gas, 
gas attacks were still particularly 
horrifying to soldiers. According to 
the chart, which type of weapon 
caused the most casualties?
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Wilson Urges Neutrality

Instruct
� Introduce Remind students of the 

ways militarism and nationalism af-
fected Europeans. Discuss with 
students the extent to which militar-
ism and nationalism affected Amer-
icans’ positions on the war.

� Teach Ask Why did some Ameri-
cans not want to enter the war 
in Europe? (They believed in isola-
tionism, did not think that their 
interests were directly threatened, 
and believed that it would be costly.) 
Create a two-column chart on the 
board, labeling one column “Ameri-
can Positions” and the other “Goals.” 
Ask volunteers to fill in the chart 
with the three main positions held 
by Americans and their main goals. 
Then, have students use the chart to 
summarize the shift in Americans’ 
perspectives of the war from 1914 
to 1915.

� Analyzing the Visuals Direct 
students’ attention to the political 
cartoon. Ask How is President 
Wilson portrayed? (He is por-
trayed as the distinguished gentle-
man trying to calmly, but sternly, 
resolve a dispute.)

Independent Practice
Have groups of three students each 
take on the role of an isolationist, an 
interventionist, and an international-
ist. Ask each student to write a state-
ment in support of his or her position. 
Tell them to be prepared to share their 
position statements with the class.

Monitor Progress
Ask students to share their position 
statements without identifying their 
position, and have the class explain 
which one it is.

Answers

 

Wilson feared that if the United States 
entered the war, Americans of different 
national backgrounds would be angry or 
might turn against one another.

Analyzing Political Cartoons
1. brutal, ruthless
2. Possible response: The cartoonist favors 

the internationalist view: play an active 
role in working toward peace, but do not 
enter the war.

L1
 

Special Needs Students L2
 

Less Proficient Readers

This section introduces several social studies terms. 
To help students master these vocabulary terms, 
write the following terms in a column on the board: 
isolationist, interventionist, and internationalist. 
Discuss each word part, focusing on meaning. Dis-
cuss how the suffix -ist changes the meaning of the 
roots.

Word Part Definitions:
isolate: to separate
intervene: to get involved
national: relating to or belonging to a nation
inter-: among, between
-tion: state or quality of
-ist: one who practices

L3
Wilson Urges Neutrality

As the war spread in Europe, President Woodrow Wilson called
for Americans to be “impartial in thought as well as action.” In a
“melting pot” nation that tried to make Americans of peoples from
diverse origins, Wilson did not want to see the war set Americans
against one another. At first, most Americans viewed the conflict
as a distant European quarrel for land and influence. Unless the
nation’s interests were directly threatened, Americans wanted no
part of it. They preferred to maintain what they viewed as tradi-
tional American isolation from European disputes. Still, many
Americans felt the war’s effects and few were truly impartial in
thought. Most held a preference for one or another combatant,
and many businesses benefited from the increased demand by
warring nations for American goods.

Americans Have Divided Loyalties In 1914, one third of
Americans were foreign-born. Many still thought of themselves in
terms of their former homelands—as German Americans, Irish
Americans, Polish Americans, and so on. With relatives in Europe,
many people supported the nation in which they were born.

Some German Americans in the Midwest and some Irish Amer-
icans along the East Coast felt strongly that the Central Powers
were justified in their actions. Many Americans had emigrated from Ger-
many or Austria-Hungary. Millions of Irish Americans harbored intense
grudges over the centuries of Great Britain’s domination of their homeland.
They hoped that Ireland would gain its independence as Britain became
entangled in the war. Many Jewish Americans who had fled Russia to escape
the Czarist regimes’ murderous pogroms against Jews hoped for Russia’s
defeat.

Most Americans, however, sided with Britain and France, both of which
had strong historic ties with the United States. America’s national language
was English, its cultural heritage was largely British, and its leading trading
partner was Britain. France had aided the American cause during the Revo-
lutionary War.

American Opinion Crystallizes No event at the beginning of the war swayed
American opinion more than the vicious German invasion of neutral Belgium.
German soldiers marching through Belgium committed numerous atrocities,
killing unarmed civilians and destroying entire towns. British journalists and
propagandists stressed, and sometimes exaggerated, the brutality of the Ger-
mans’ actions. Americans might have only dimly understood the causes of the
war, but they clearly perceived the human cost of the war for Belgium.

Eventually, three distinct positions on the war crystallized among Americans.
One group, the isolationists, believed that the war was none of America’s business
and that the nation should isolate itself from the hostilities. A second group, the
interventionists, felt that the war did affect American interests and that the
United States should intervene in the conflict on the side of the Allies. A third
group, the internationalists, occupied the middle ground. Internationalists
believed that the United States should play an active role in world affairs and
work toward achieving a just peace but not enter the war.

 

Why did President Wilson fear that the war would set 
Americans against one another?

Analyzing Political Cartoons

The Question of Neutrality In this 
1916 cartoon, President Wilson tries to 
neutralize German Kaiser William II’s 
bloody sword (representing Germany’s 
policy of unrestricted submarine war-
fare) by pointing it toward the ground.
1. How does the cartoonist portray 

Kaiser William II?
2. What position do you think the

cartoonist holds on American
involvement in the war?
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288 World War I and Beyond

Neutrality Gives Way 
to War

Instruct
� Introduce: Key Terms Ask stu-

dents to find the key terms contra-
band and U-boats (in bold) on this 
page. Write both terms on the board. 
Direct students’ attention to the 
map in the Infographic on the page. 
Ask How might a U-boat be able 
to stop the delivery of contra-
band from one country to 
another? (U-boats could sink the 
ship carrying contraband.)

� Teach Use the Numbered Heads 
strategy (TE, p. T23) to discuss the 
reasons why the United States 
entered the war. Ask Why did Ger-
many violate its promise to 
spare unarmed ships even at 
the risk of drawing the United 
States into the war? (Students 
may mention Germany’s desperate 
situation and its resulting desperate 
acts. Students may also state that 
Germany believed that it could win 
the war before the United States 
became fully involved.) What do 
you think might have happened 
if the Germans had kept their 
pledge not to sink another 
unarmed ship? (Students may 
argue that the United States would 
not have entered the war. They may 
speculate that Britain still would 
have defeated Germany.) Direct stu-
dents’ attention to the Infographic on 
this page. Ask a volunteer to read the 
paragraph and map caption aloud. 
Ask students to use the timeline to 
summarize the shift in Americans’ 
attitudes toward entering the war.

� Quick Activity Display Color 
Transparency: German U-Boat. Use 
the lesson suggested in the trans-
parency book to guide a discussion 
about the importance of the new 
submarine technology in warfare. 
Color Transparencies A-85

L1
 

Special Needs Students L2
 

English Language Learners L2
 

Less Proficient Readers

Organize students in groups of four. Have each group 
work together to review the text under one of the 
following red headings: “Britain Blockades Ger-
many,” “German Submarines Violate Neutral Rights,” 
“Wilson Prepares for War,” and “America Enters the 
War.” Have each group write a one- or two-sentence 
summary of their subsection. Ask groups to share 
their summaries. Then, ask questions that require stu-

dents to use their knowledge of the section content. 
For example, ask What are two reasons why the 
United States decided to enter the war? (Ger-
man submarines were sinking passenger ships that 
carried Americans. Germany attempted to entice 
Mexico into entering the war on the Central Powers’ 
side by promising in the Zimmermann note to return 
Texas to Mexico after the war.)

L3

INFOGRAPHIC

On May 7, 1915, the British passenger ship Lusitania cruised 
off the coast of Ireland. The German submarine U-20, lurking 
underwater, sighted the ship and fired a torpedo into its 
starboard side. It sank within 20 minutes, killing nearly 1,200 
passengers. Among the dead were 128 Americans.
 The sinking of the Lusitania was part of Germany’s sub-
marine blockade of Britain. The sinking of passenger ships 
carrying American neutrals angered the United States when it 
occurred in 1915 and again in 1916. Nonetheless, in early 1917, 
desperate German leaders declared unrestricted submarine 
warfare—causing the United States to enter the war.

During World War I, German U-boats, like the U-166 
shown below, destroyed more than 11 million tons 
of Allied shipping and killed nearly 14,000 people. 
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Neutrality Gives Way to War
An internationalist, President Wilson sincerely desired peace in his country

and around the world. Between the start of the war in 1914 and America’s entry
into it in 1917, Wilson attempted to use his influence to end the conflict among
the warring countries. He failed in this great effort. Ultimately, he also failed to
keep the United States out of the war.

Britain Blockades Germany Early in the war, British leaders decided to use
their navy to blockade Germany to keep essential goods from reaching the other
country. International law generally allowed contraband goods, usually defined
as weapons and other articles used to fight a war, to be confiscated legally by any
belligerent nation. Noncontraband goods, such as food, medical supplies, and
other nonmilitary items, could not be confiscated. Britain, however, contested the
definition of noncontraband articles. As the war continued, Britain expanded its
definition of contraband until it encompassed virtually every product, including
gasoline, cotton, and even food—in spite of international law.

German Submarines Violate Neutral Rights Germany responded by
attempting to blockade Britain—even though it lacked the conventional naval
forces to do so. Instead, in February 1915, Germany began sinking Allied ships
using its U-boats, or submarines. The reality of the German blockade struck
America on May 7, 1915, when a German U-boat sank the British passenger
liner Lusitania off the coast of Ireland. German officials correctly claimed that
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Independent Practice
� To help students understand a polit-

ical cartoon and analyze the reasons 
why the United States entered 
World War I, have them complete 
the worksheet Interpreting a Politi-
cal Cartoon: World War I. Teaching 
Resources, p. 19

� Direct students to the HISTORY 
MAKERS feature on Jeannette Rankin 
at the end of this section. Have stu-
dents write a letter responding 
either positively or negatively to 
Rankin’s decision to vote against the 
war. Students’ letters should explain 
clearly why they support or oppose 
Rankin’s decision.

� Have students read the Primary 
Source quotation by Woodrow Wil-
son on the last page of this section. 
Pair students and have those pairs 
make a two-column chart comparing 
Wilson’s approach to war in 1914 
and his approach in 1917.

� Have students complete the graphic 
organizer from the beginning of the 
section by adding the reasons for 
U.S. involvement in the war.

Monitor Progress
As students fill in their graphic 
organizer and worksheet, circulate to 
make sure that they understand the 
reasons for U.S. entrance into World 
War I. For a completed version of the 
graphic organizer, see Note Taking 
Transparencies, B-95.

Answers

Thinking Critically
1. Germany promised not to sink another 

unarmed passenger ship without warning.
2. Ships often were unable to deliver their 

cargo because they were torpedoed and 
sunk by German U-boats.

L4
 

Advanced Readers L4
 

Gifted and Talented Students

Organize students in groups of three or four. Assign 
each group to create a talk show discussing whether 
America should join World War I. Have one student 
in each group assume the role of the talk-show host, 
while the other two students act as guests. Guests 
should have opposing viewpoints regarding the U.S. 

position on the war. Students should prepare for 
their roles by developing pertinent questions and 
answers based on information in the text. Then, ask 
each group to present their show to the classroom 
audience.

An American  
poster condemning 
U-boat warfare �  

  

� Dramatic newspaper 
illustrations of the 
sinking of the Lusitania 
contributed to public 
fury in the United States. 
The sinking of an unarmed             
and unresisting ship violated                  
international law. 

May 7, 1915 
German U-boats 
sink the Lusitania. 

March 24, 1916 
Germany breaks promise 
by sinking the Sussex.

February 1, 1917
Germany resumes 
unrestricted 
submarine warfare. 

1915 19171916

September 1, 1915 
Germany promises not to 
sink unarmed passenger 
ships without warning.

May 4, 1916 
Germany again 
promises not to 
sink unarmed ships.

April 6, 1917 
U.S. declares 
war on Germany.

the ship was carrying ammunition and other contraband. Americans protested
that an unarmed and unresisting ship should not be sunk without first being
warned and provided with safety for its passengers. President Wilson was
stunned but still wanted peace. “There is such a thing as a man being too proud
to fight,” he told his fellow citizens. “There is such a thing as a nation being so
right that it does not need to convince others by force that it is right.”

Germany helped to keep the United States out of the war by eventually prom-
ising not to sink any more passenger ships. But in 1916, Germany violated that
promise by sinking the unarmed French passenger ship Sussex. Another storm
of protest erupted in America. Again, Germany pledged not to sink unarmed
ships. This promise, called the Sussex Pledge, would not last long.

Wilson Prepares for War President Wilson wanted to remain at peace, but
even he must have realized the futility of that hope. At the end of 1915, Wilson
began to prepare the nation for war. Many believed that “preparedness” was a
dangerous course that could actually provoke war. Even so, Congress passed
two pieces of legislation in 1916 to prepare for the possibility of U.S. involve-
ment. The National Defense Act expanded the size of the army, and the Naval
Construction Act ordered the building of more warships.

Still, Wilson hoped to avoid the conflict. In 1916, he ran for
reelection with the slogan, “He kept us out of war.” It was a
close election, but Wilson won a narrow victory over Republi-
can Charles Evans Hughes.

Thinking Critically
1. Timeline Skills  How did Germany try to 

pacify the United States after the sinking 
of the Lusitania?

2. Recognize Effects  What effect did 
Germany’s U-boat campaign have on 
Allied shipping?
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Assess and Reteach
 

Assess Progress
� Have students complete the Section 

Assessment.

� Administer the Section Quiz. 
Teaching Resources, p. 26

� To further assess student under-
standing, use Progress Monitoring 
Transparencies, 91.

Reteach
If students need more instruction, 
have them read the section summary.

Reading and Note Taking 
Study Guide

Adapted Reading and 
Note Taking Study Guide

Spanish Reading and 
Note Taking Study Guide

Extend
Assign students the Enrichment work-
sheet, Create an Illustrated Timeline: 
Buildup to World War I, and have 
them complete the activity. Teaching 
Resources, pp. 13–14

Answer

 

Germany twice violated its promise not 
to sink unarmed passenger ships and 
sent the Zimmermann note to Mexico, 
proposing a German-Mexican alliance 
that would return Texas, New Mexico, 
and Arizona to Mexico following 
Germany’s victory in the war.

Section 1 Assessment
 

1. Sentences should reflect an understand-
ing of each term or person listed.

2. When Austria-Hungary declared war on 
Serbia after an archduke was shot in 
Bosnia, alliances that had been formed 
by European countries came into play, 
drawing much of Europe into the con-
flict. The United States entered the war 
when Germany began jeopardizing 
Americans’ rights and safety.

3. Paragraphs should present the three 
main causes of the U.S. entry into the 
war: the German violation of neutral 
shipping rights, German desperation 
caused by the British blockade of Ger-
man ports, and the Zimmermann note.

4. Because of the deadly weapons being 
used, both sides dug trenches, so neither 
side could advance.

5. Isolationists believed that the United 
States should stay completely neutral. 
Internationalists believed that the 
United States should work toward peace. 

Interventionists believed that the United 
States should enter the war on the side 
of the Allies.

6. because of German threats to Americans’ 
security

For additional assessment, have students access 
Progress Monitoring Online at Web 
Code nea-0603.

L3

L3

L1 L2

L2

L4

11SECTION

Assessment Progress Monitoring Online
For: Self-test with vocabulary practice
Web Code: nea-0603

Comprehension
1. Terms and People For each item 

below, write a sentence explaining its 
significance to the outbreak and course 
of World War I.
• militarism
• Francis Ferdinand
• William II
• casualty
• U-boat
• Lusitania

 

2. Reading Skill: 
Identify Causes Use your chart to 
answer the Section Focus Question: 
What caused World War I, and why did 
the United States enter the war?

Writing About History
3. Quick Write: Identify Causes List 

each cause of U.S. entry into World 
War I, and then organize them in order 
of importance. Finally, turn your list 
into a paragraph describing the causes 
of U.S. involvement in the war.

Critical Thinking
4. Draw Conclusions Why did a stale-

mate develop on the Western Front?
5. Compare Points of View Compare 

the three positions Americans took on 
the issue of whether or not the United 
States should enter the war.

6. Synthesize Information Why did 
the United States decide to enter the 
war and fight on the side of the Allies?

Jeannette Rankin (1880–1973)
In 1916, Jeannette Rankin became the 
first woman elected to Congress. 
Committed to women’s rights, 
she was also a dedicated 
pacifist. She and 49 other 
members of Congress 
voted against declaring 
war on Germany in 1917. 
Twenty-four years later, in 1941, she 
was the only member of Congress to vote 
against the declaration of war against 
Japan. “As a woman,” Rankin said, “I 
can’t go to war, and I refuse to send 
anyone else.” She lost her bid for 
reelection in the election years that 
followed both votes.

America Enters the War Wilson did not have much time to enjoy his victory.
In early 1917, two events occurred that helped to push the United States into the
war. American trade with the Allies had sustained Britain and France in the
war, while the British blockade of Germany had stopped the flow of American
goods to the Central Powers. As far as Germany was concerned, desperate times
demanded desperate measures.

In January 1917, suffering severe supply shortages
due to the blockade, Germany took action. First, German
Foreign Minister Arthur Zimmermann sent a  telegram
to Mexico. The Zimmermann note proposed an alliance
with Mexico, stating that if the United States declared
war on Germany, Mexico should declare war on the
United States. In return, after a German victory, Mexico
would get back the states of Texas, New Mexico, and
Arizona, which it had lost in 1848 after its defeat in the
Mexican-American War. The telegram was intercepted
by the British, who gave it to American authorities. Next,
Germany once again announced unrestricted submarine
warfare against Britain.

Although most leaders knew Mexico had no inten-
tion of attacking the United States, Americans were
shocked by the publication of the Zimmermann note.
Even Wilson no longer called for peace. On April 2,
1917, he asked Congress for a declaration of war
against Germany:

 

“The world must be made safe for democracy. Its peace 
must be planted upon the tested foundations of political liberty. . . . We are but one of 
the champions of the rights of mankind. We shall be satisfied when those rights have 
been made as secure as the faith and the freedom of nations can make them.”

—Woodrow Wilson, April 2, 1917

Congress responded on April 6, 1917, with a declaration of war. Wilson’s long
struggle to keep America at peace was over. 

 

What German actions led the United States to enter 
World War I?
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