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US entry into the war

Key debate 

Key question: What reasons have been offered by historians for the 
entry of the USA into the First World War?inter-war period The 

period between the two 
world wars; in the case of 
Canada, 1919–39.
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Historians have emphasized differing reasons for the entry of the USA into 
the war. In this debate we will reflect some of the perspectives and foci from 
which they argue.

The economic and isolationist debate
During the inter-war period between 1918 and 1941, when reaction to the 
horrors of the First World War had set in, many commentators such as C. 
Hartley Grattan and Walter Millis saw Wilson as a dupe, someone who had 
been swayed by a special relationship with big business, including bankers 
and munitions manufacturers, into going to war so these powerful and 
wealthy interests could continue to enjoy huge profits. They cite evidence 
such as how exports to the Allies brought the USA out of depression in 1914 
and that Bryan resigned because he felt loans and exports were 
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offered in the 
inter-war period for 
the entry of the uSA 
into the First World 
War?
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compromising neutrality (see page 97). Historian Charles Beard developed 
the argument further, stressing that the pressures for entry into war came 
from ordinary business interests. 

Many of these historians supported isolationism during the inter-war years; 
they deployed their arguments to reason that entry into the war had been 
wrong and the USA should not repeat this. Given the subsequent rise of Nazi 
Germany and the entry of the USA, belatedly many felt, into the Second 
World War, their arguments became somewhat discredited after that conflict. 
Of late, however, historians such as Benjamin O. Fordham have reconsidered 
them, using more refined economic data to suggest they may have validity. 
US exports doubled as a percentage of GNP between 1914 and 1916, and 70 
per cent of them went to Europe. Within this context, the German renewal of 
unrestricted submarine warfare was a real catalyst for war.

However, historians no longer tend to see economic reasons as significant. 
By 1916 the US economy was so healthy as a result of jumping into markets 
no longer met by the belligerents that, even if Allied trade had been severed, 
it wouldn’t have made a significant difference to US prosperity.

The moral crusade
President Wilson himself saw self-interest as unimportant in his declaration 
of war. ‘There is not a single selfish element, so far as I can see, in the cause 
we are fighting for. We are fighting for what we believe and wish to be the 
rights of mankind and for the future peace and security of the world. To do 
this great thing worthily and successfully we must devote ourselves to the 
service without regard to profit or material advantage and with an energy 
and intelligence that will rise to the level of the enterprise itself.’ 

Since the mid-twentieth century, historians have tended to view US 
involvement in terms of variations on this theme. 

Neutrality rights
Writing in the 1950s, historian Carl N. Degler argued Wilson’s main reason 
for involvement was legalistic. Wilson’s concept of neutrality rights followed 
established international law and asserted that the USA should be free to 
trade non-contraband goods with any belligerent it chose and American 
citizens should be safe to sail in any ships. Wilson saw unrestricted 
submarine warfare as illegal in international law – a crime against humanity.

A fair peace settlement
In an article called ‘Woodrow Wilson as Commander-in Chief’, in History 
Today (Vol. 43, April 1993), historian Christopher Ray argued that Wilson 
entered the war in part to ensure there would be a fair peace settlement. 
Germany should be allowed to surrender with dignity and become part of 
any post-war organization to ensure peace. Wilson came to realize that a 
negotiated settlement was unlikely without US involvement – and he 
ensured that the USA entered the war as an associated nation not as a full 

How far did Wilson go 
to war for moral 
reasons?

Legalistic Following the 
letter of the law.
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ally, to be able to maintain its independence during the peace negotiations. 
Wilson hoped that the allies could win without full US involvement – with 
the USA sufficing as the provider of war material. However, this wasn’t 
possible. By 1917 Wilson realized that ‘the world cannot be removed from the 
slaughter and destruction by any other means than a major exercise of the 
great martial force of the Republic’.

Many historians would concur with this analysis. In the 1990s, Harold Evans 
argued that Wilson followed a moral principle, believing that the USA needed 
to fight in order to make the world a better place. He contrasted Wilson with 
Theodore Roosevelt, who, he argues, would have gone to war earlier than 
Wilson in order to defeat the aggressor nation (Germany), remedy US 
grievances and restore the balance of power. Wilson, however, went to war to 
destroy the old forms of diplomacy and introduce a new world order based on 
rights and respect for all peoples. Ross Kennedy, writing in 2008, developed 
this theme. He argued that Wilson blamed the old European reliance on the 
‘balance of power’ for the military expansion which had led to war. However, 
Wilson also recognized that the collective security he favoured could only 
come about if countries trusted each other. He particularly believed Germany 
must return the lands it had taken and become a democracy before it could 
be trusted to maintain the peace. Therefore, argues Kennedy, Wilson shared 
the Allies’ war aims. There was always a contradiction in Wilson’s earlier 
neutrality because he favoured the Allies over Germany.

In the 1960s, Hugh Brogan felt the Germans left Wilson no choice but to go 
to war. He argued that Wilson’s alleged neutrality was anything but, and 
eventual involvement of the USA was inevitable. He went on to suggest that 
the actual timing of the entry of the USA lay with Germany. In February 
1917, Germany took the decision to renew unrestricted submarine warfare, 
hoping it would result in the defeat of Britain and France before the USA 
was ready to fight. This gamble failed. Once it entered the struggle, however, 
the aims of the USA became wider. It was fighting for a better world, where 
there would be no more war, rather than simply to defeat Germany and its 
allies. According to Brogan, the USA did not necessarily share the Allies’ war 
aims. Brogan quotes one editor who argued that the Allies were thieves and 
the Germans murderers: ‘On the whole, we prefer the thieves but only as the 
lesser of two evils.’

Niall Ferguson, in his book Colossus (2003), felt that Wilson the idealist 
sought to construct an entirely new international order based on fairness 
and justice for all peoples. As early as December 1914 he had asserted that 
any peace settlement ‘should be for the advantage of the European nations 
regarded as peoples and not for any nation imposing its governmental will 
upon alien people’. In May 1915, he went further: ‘every people has a right to 
choose the sovereignty under which they shall live’. While the sinking of 
RMS Lusitania and unrestricted submarine warfare were undoubtedly 
triggers, Wilson had something more sublime in mind when he declared war.

What are possible 
reasons why Walter 
Millis, writing in the 
1930s, and Christopher 
Ray, writing in the 
1990s, came to such 
different conclusions 
about why the USA 
entered the First World 
War? You can check 
your ideas by 
investigating the 
backgrounds of these 
two writers. (Logic, 
Emotion, History, 
Social Sciences)
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Should the USA have gone to war?
Most historians in the later years of the twentieth century have concentrated 
on why the USA went to war rather than on whether or not it should have. 
However, in 2003, Thomas Fleming wrote a revisionist work, The Illusion of 
Victory: America in World War I, which addressed this issue. While agreeing 
that Wilson may have meant well, he argues that the involvement of the 
USA was unnecessary and prolonged the suffering. Wilson’s idealism was 
destructive. He clearly wasn’t neutral. Prior to entering the war, all his 
measures favoured the Allies and as a result his reputation as a peacemaker 
lost credibility. Fleming argues that if Wilson had been truly neutral, he could 
possibly have negotiated a peace in 1916. Worse, his idealism was based on 
ignorance of prevailing conditions. He had been so sure the Allies were 
winning that at one point he had hoped that the USA could enter the war 
without committing troops to the conflict. Wilson, in short, twisted the facts 
to depict the war as a struggle between good and evil, and his sense of moral 
judgement meant that the USA entered a war it should have stayed out of.

Revisionist Challenging 
accepted views.

Mobilization Gearing the 
country for war, including 
recruiting, equipping and 
transporting the military.

Treason Attempting to 
undermine or go against the 
government.

Socialist Someone who 
believes that wealth should 
be shared out more equally 
and society should have 
more equality of opportunity.

Doughboy Term applied to 
US soldiers in the First World 
War.

Tommy Name given to 
British soldiers in the First 
World War.

ordnance Ammunition for 
artillery.

The USA during the First 
World War

Key question: In what ways did the USA change during the First World 
War?
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Having reluctantly gone to war, Wilson oversaw an effective mobilization 
for the war effort and a drive to unite Americans in its support. This section 
will look at the impact of the war on the US economy and society. It will also 
consider how far personal liberties were restricted under the guise of the 
prevention of treason. Some historians have argued that the rights of 
individuals to hold opinions different from those of the government in the 
USA were never so restricted as during the First World War, with socialists 
and African-Americans being particular targets.

War production and finance
The USA was not prepared for massive war production as it would be in the 
Second World War. The gigantic Hog Island Shipyard in Philadelphia, for 
example, employed 3400 workers and failed to complete its first vessel until 
after the war ended. Of the 8.8 million artillery rounds fired by US troops, fewer 
than 8000 had been manufactured in the USA. Historian David Kennedy wrote, 
‘America was no arsenal of democracy in the First World War; the American 
doughboy in France was typically transported in a British ship, wore a steel 
helmet modelled on a British Tommy’s and fought with French ordnance.’ 

However, the economy was prepared for the conflict.

How far was the 
economy geared up 
for war?


