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WWHHYY  DDIIDD  TTHHEE  UUNNIITTEEDD  SSTTAATTEESS  JJOOIINN  WWOORRLLDD  WWAARR  II??  
 

 
 
One of Germany’s challenges in fighting World War I was defeating Britain’s powerful navy.  Germany had too few 

regular warships to fight the British and French on the surface, but they had a large fleet of U-Boats (submarines).  In 

1915, Germany announced that it would use its U-Boats to blockade Britain.  Any Allied ship – civilian or military - 

sailing to or from Britain could be the target of a U-Boat attack.  This is known as unrestricted submarine warfare. 

 

On May 7, 1915, the Lusitania, a British passenger ship, was sunk off the coast of Ireland by torpedoes launched from 

a German U-boat.  The Lusitania was a passenger liner carrying 1,959 people, including 197 Americans.  128 

Americans died from the explosions or from drowning.  In all, 1,198 people were killed. 

 

Two torpedoes struck the front of the ship.  The point where it hit was 150 feet from the storage compartment that 

held arms and ammunition, which also exploded.  The ship sank in less than 18 minutes.  One survivor, standing by 

the ship’s rail, said that he saw the German U-boat which was 100 yards away.  He watched in amazement as one of 

the torpedoes sped toward the ship and exploded on impact.  Many other passengers who were in their cabins were 

caught completely by surprise when the torpedoes hit. 

 

The American government strongly protested this attack on an unarmed ship.  President Wilson resisted the urging 

of many Americans to go to war against Germany, but he did notify the German government that if such an attack 

occurred again, it would “be regarded by the government of the United States…as deliberately unfriendly.”  

Germany’s government realized that incidents like this might bring the United States into the war, which they 

wanted to avoid at all costs.  For this reason, Germany temporarily stopped using unrestricted submarine warfare, 

and the United States stayed out of the war for the time being.  Tensions remained high, however. 

 

By 1917, Germany was desperate to gain an advantage over the French and British, and decided to again begin using 

unrestricted submarine warfare.  This announcement brought the United States to the brink of war. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

UNRESTRICTED SUBMARINE WARFARE: 
 

1.  Why did Germany use unrestricted submarine warfare?  

How did this affect the United States?  

___________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________

___________________________________________________ 

2.  Explain the main idea of the cartoon on the right. 

___________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________

___________________________________________________ 

 

UNRESTRICTED SUBMARINE WARFARE 
 



3.  Summarize the message of the Zimmermann Telegram 

in your own words.  ______________________________ 

________________________________________________

________________________________________________

________________________________________________

________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________ 

4.  Why do you think Germany wanted to get Mexico 

involved in World War I? __________________________ 

________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________ 

 
 

On February 26, 1917 – less than a month after Germany announced that it would resume unrestricted submarine 

warfare – the British Naval Intelligence Service intercepted a note from the German government (the Foreign 

Secretary Zimmermann) to Mexico.  The British then forwarded the message to United States government officials in 

Washington, DC. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
The coded Zimmermann Telegram of 1917 

Berlin, January 19, 1917 

 

On the first of February we intend to begin unrestricted submarine 

warfare.  In spite of this, it is our intention to keep the United States of 

America neutral. 

 

If this attempt is not successful, we propose an alliance on the following 

basis with Mexico:  That we shall make war together against the United 

States and together make peace.  We shall give general financial support, 

and it is understood that Mexico is to re-conquer the lost territory of New 

Mexico, Texas, and Arizona.  The details are left for your settlement. 

                                                   -Zimmermann 

 

ZIMMERMANN TELEGRAM 
 

REVOLUTION IN RUSSIA  
 
Even with unrestricted submarine warfare and the Zimmerman Telegram, President Wilson was hesitant to join a 

war in which the United States would be allies with a monarchy – Russia.  In March 1917, the czar (king) of Russia 

was overthrown, leading Russia to end its involvement in World War I.  Since the other two major Allied powers – 

Britain and France – had democracies, Russia leaving the war made it easier for Americans to support the cause. 

Finally, on April 4, 1917, Congress declared war against 

Germany and the United States entered World War I. 


