America and World War I
(1914-1918)
The Great War

“The war to end all wars” – HG Wells, but frequently
attributed to Woodrow Wilson
The war to end all wars actually led directly to 20
years of instability and then the greatest conflict in
human history

The Road to War
Background*
When war broke out in Europe, Wilson called on
citizens to remain neutral. “Remain impartial in thought
as well as deed”
 Many more Americans favored the British side as British
propaganda skillfully exaggerated German atrocities in
Belgium
 America had far more economic ties with the Allies
than the Central Powers $$$



The Road to War

America’s economy boomed as we became the
arsenal of the Allies
 The Germans resorted to submarine warfare
to try and stop our trade with the Allies
 On May 7th 1915, a German submarine sunk
the British passenger ship the Lusitania; 1,198
died including 128 Americans


The Road to War
Wilson authorized
a large and rapid
build-up of the
military.
 Wilson won
reelection in 1916
with the slogan
“He kept us out of
war”


The Road to War


On April 2nd, 1917,
Wilson asked for a
declaration of war for all
of the following reasons:
1. Unrestricted German
submarine warfare
2. The Zimmermann
Telegram
3. “To make the world safe
for democracy”
4. Financial ties to the Allies



Wilson wanted “a peace
without victory” and “a
just and lasting peace”

Fighting the War
America’s entry into the war
helped the end the stalemate
and pushed the Allies to
victory.
 America’s navy quickly turned
the tide at sea, but as Russia
left the war it became
apparent that a major
commitment of ground forces
was needed.
 America instituted a national
draft with The Selective
Service Act as 3 million men
were drafted and 2 million
volunteered


Fighting the War
The American Expeditionary
Force (AEF) became the first
group of American soldiers
and sailors to fight overseas
for an extended period of
time.
 With so many men joining
the armed forces, women
took their places in factories
and other work places.
 The AEF was a diverse
fighting force as women
enlisted in the military for
the first time, and 400,000
black soldiers enlisted or
were drafted.


Fighting the War
AEF was under the
command of General John
J. Pershing.
 Americans poured into the
trenches of the Western
front in the Summer of
1918 and held off a last
ditch German offensive
and turned the tide and
won the war
 On November 11th, at
11:00am, 1918, an
armistice was signed.
 America lost 112,000
troops, half to influenza


The Home Front
Mobilizing and industrial economy
for total war required an
unprecedented degree of
government involvement in
industry, agriculture, and efforts to
ensure loyalty and commitment
from the American people.
 The federal government raised 32
billion dollars for the war effort.
Total federal budget before 1915
had rarely exceeded $1 billion


1.
2.

Raised money “liberty bonds”
($23 billion)
Raised money from income and
inheritance taxes ($10 billion)

The Home Front
The War Industries Board, under the direction of
Wall Street financier Bernard Baruch, wielded
powers greater than any other government
agency ever had.
 Baruch insured manufacturers who coordinated
their efforts with his goals would be exempt from
anti-trust laws.


The Home Front


The National War Labor
Board was established in
April 1918 and it pressured
industry into granting
important concessions to
workers.
1. 8-Hour work day
2. Equal pay for women doing
equal work
3. The rights of unions to
organize and bargain
collectively
4. In return, workers would
not strike

The Home Front






World War I helped to produce an
economic boom in this country, and
with so many men away at war,
opportunities arose for women, African
Americans, Mexicans, and Asians.
The “Great Migration” of hundreds of
thousands of African Americans took
place from the rural South to the
industrial North as blacks sought the
more abundant factory jobs and
freedom of the North.
Racial tensions mounted in the North,
as evidenced by race riots in East St.
Louis, Illinois as 40 African Americans
were killed by a white mob

The Home Front
The National American Woman Suffrage Association
(NAWSA) supported the war as a patriotic gesture
and then demanded suffrage for women and the vital
role they were playing in the war effort.
 Even though women won the right to vote by 1920,
most women who entered the work force during
WWI left it when the men came home from war


Suppressing Dissent
Most Americans supported
the war when it began.
 A tremendous propaganda
campaign was organized by
the federal government’s
new Committee on Public
Information (CPI) to rally
support for the war.
 The Espionage Act of 1917
gave the government
greater powers to fight
against spying, sabotage, or
obstructing the war effort.


Suppressing Dissent
Even more repressive were the Sabotage
and Sedition Acts of 1918 which made it
illegal to express opposition to the war
or to criticize public officials.
“You shall not criticize anything or
anybody in the government or you shall
go to jail”
 Socialist leader Eugene V. Debs went to
jail for 10 years and Big Bill Haywood the
leader of the IWW fled the country to
the Soviet Union to avoid prison
 Immigrants were frequently targeted for
“un-American” activities. GermanAmericans, Irish-Americans, and Jews
suffered the most


The Peace Settlement


Woodrow Wilson’s plan for peace was called The Fourteen
Points; 3 Categories:
1.
2.
3.

Adjusting post war boundaries based on the principle of selfdetermination (8 Points)
5 General principles to govern international conduct; Open
Diplomacy, Freedom of the Seas, Freedom of Trade, Reduction in
Armaments, and Reduction of Imperialism (5 Points)
14th Point = A League of Nations that would help implement the
new principles and territorial adjustment as well as resolve future
controversies (1 Point)

The Peace Settlement
European leaders were in no mood for Wilson’s
idealism, they wanted to make Germany pay.
 The Treaty of Versailles that emerged punished
Germany by imposing heavy reparations payments
on that country, as well as forcing them to accept
guilt for starting the war, losing colonies and land,
as well as limiting the size of their military


The Peace Settlement
Wilson only agreed to the
treaty as it did contain the
all important League of
Nations.
 The Republicans were
determined to defeat the
treaty to damage the
democratic President
Wilson in an election year,
1920.
 Henry Cabot Lodge was
the republican senator of
Massachusetts who was the
chairman of the Foreign
Relations Committee and
he hated Wilson.


The Peace Settlement
Wilson embarked on a
grueling cross-country
speaking tour to gain public
support for the ratification of
the Treaty of Versailles.
 He became ill, and returned to
Washington DC where he had
a stroke, Wilson was
essentially an invalid the last
18 months of his presidency.
 Wilson refused to accept any
changes to the treaty and it
was voted down on
November 19th, 1919; the
treaty was never ratified and
therefore American never
joined the League of Nations


A Society in Turmoil
The American economy experienced a
severe post-war recession and America
entered a period of repression and
reaction.
 Boston Police went on strike in 1919
and Governor Calvin Coolidge called
out the National Guard and stated,
“there is no right to strike against the
public safety by anybody, anywhere,
anytime.”
 In September of 1919, the largest strike
in American history took place when
350,000 steel workers went on strike.
 After much violence on both sides,
public opinion was against the strikers,
the strike collapsed; major setback for
labor


A Society in Turmoil
After many African Americans served
in WWI, they became more
determined than ever to fight for
their rights in American society.
 Chicago Race Riots in the summer of
1919 saw 120 casualties on both
sides.
 Marcus Garvey founded the United
Negro Improvement Association
(UNIA).


1.
2.
3.
4.

“Black Nationalism”
Blacks should take pride in their
heritage
Reject assimilation into white
society
Eventually encourage blacks to
move back to Africa

A Society in Turmoil


The Red Scare

◦ Concerns about communism grew in this country as
the communists came to power in Russia and
threatened to spread communism world-wide
through the Comintern.
◦ There was a series of bombings in 1919 and 1920
that convinced many Americans in the need to fight
back against radicalism.
◦ This event became known as the Red Scare.

Society in Turmoil


The Red Scare

◦ Attorney General A. Mitchell
Palmer orchestrated a series of
raids on alleged radical centers
throughout the country, that
became known as The Palmer
Raids.
 6,000 people arrested and 3 guns
and no explosives were found

◦ Celebrated case of Sacco and
Vanzetti in 1921 showed
America’s hysteria against
suspected radicals. The two
anarchist immigrants were
convicted of murder on very
flimsy evidence and received
the death sentence

Society in Turmoil


In the election of 1920, Warren G Harding
won in a landslide as he promised to
return to “normalcy”.

