Did the U.S. have alternatives to war in 1917?

A. Background

Originally World War I was just a war…it involved the Central Powers, formerly known as the Triple Alliance, of Germany, Austria-Hungary, and Italy (who later left and joined the Allied Powers); the opposing side was considered the Triple Entente, England, France, and Russia, and later became known as the Allied Powers.  In June of 1914 a Serbian patriot assassinated the heir to the Austrian-Hungarian thrown.  Russia came to Serbia’s aid and Germany joined forces with Austria-Hungary.  Even though this assassination was the catalyst to the war, the right conditions were formed before the incident…

Conditions: 

· German militarism 

· U.S. interest in supporting democratic beliefs

· Restrictions on trade by the original countries involved

· Territorial disagreements concerning borders in Europe

· Start of submarine warfare

B. The Zimmermann Note
The Zimmermann note was sent by German Foreign Minister Alfred Zimmermann to the German minister in Mexico. The note was sent through the German embassy in Washington D.C. on 

January 19, 1917, intercepted by British intelligence, and turned over to the United States Department of State.  Released to the press on March 1, it aroused American public opinion.  When questioned, Zimmermann verified the authenticity of the note. **Released to US press on March 1, 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 American 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 we shall make peace.  We shall give general financial support, and it is understood that Mexico is to re-conquer the lost territory in New Mexico, Texas, and Arizona.  The rest of the details are left for your settlement.  

You are instructed to inform the President of Mexico of the above in greatest confidence as soon as it is certain that the United States will enter the war. 

Please call to the attention of the President of Mexico that submarine warfare now promises to force England to make peace in a few months.
C. Whether to Enter War
(1) “The English Government[‘s]...insist[ence] upon continuing its war of starvation does not at all affect the military power of its opponents, but compels women and children, the sick and the aged to suffer...  The attempts to come to an understanding with the Entente powers have been answered by the later announcement of an intensified continuation of the war.  The Imperial Government—in order to serve the welfare of mankind in a higher sense and not to wrong its own people—is now compelled to continue the fight for existence, again forced upon it, with the full employment of all the weapons which are at its disposal...” 

-German Ambassador von Bernstorff to U.S. Secretary Lansing (January 31, 1917)

(2) “I think that you will agree with me that, in view of this (submitted) declaration...this Government has no alternative, consistent with the dignity and honor of the United States, but to take the course which...it announced it that would take...  I have, therefore, directed the Secretary of State to announce to His Excellency the German Ambassador that all diplomatic relations between the U.S. and Germany are severed... We do not desire any hostile conflict with the Imperial German Government... We shall not believe that they are hostile to us unless and until we are obligated to believe it; and we propose nothing more than the reasonable defense of the undoubted rights of our people.  We wish to serve no selfish ends.  We...seek merely to vindicate our right to liberty and justice and an unmolested life.  These are the bases of peace, not war.  God grant we may not be challenged to defend them by acts of willful injustice on the part of the Government of Germany!”

 -U.S. President Woodrow Wilson (February 3, 1917)

(3) U.S. President Wilson War Message to Congress (April 2,1917)
a) “On the third of February last I officially laid before you the extraordinary announcement of the Imperial German Government that on and after the 1st day of February it was its purpose to put aside all restraints of law or of humanity and use its submarines to sink every vessel that sought to approach either the ports of Great Britain and Ireland or the western coasts of Europe or any of the ports controlled by the enemies of Germany within the Mediterranean...The new policy has swept every restriction aside. Vessels of every kind, whatever their flag…their cargo, their destination…have been ruthlessly sent to the bottom without warning and without…mercy for those on board, the vessels of friendly neutrals along with those of belligerents...Property can be paid for; the lives of peaceful and innocent people cannot be.  The present German submarine warfare against commerce is warfare against mankind...American lives have been taken...I advise that the Congress declare the recent course of the Imperial Government to be in fact nothing less than war against the government and people of the United States.”   
b) “…Our object...is to vindicate the principles of peace and justice in the life of the world against selfish and autocratic power and to set up amongst the really free and self-governed peoples of the world such a concert (acting together) of purpose and of action as will henceforth ensure the observance of these principles. Neutrality is no longer feasible or desirable where the peace of the world is involved and the freedom of its peoples, and the menace to that peace and freedom lies in the existence autocratic governments backed by organized force which is controlled wholly by their will, not by the will of the people…No autocratic government could be trusted to keep faith within or observe its covenants. We fight for the ultimate peace of the world and for the liberation of its peoples, the German peoples included; for the rights of nations great and small and the privilege of men everywhere to choose their way of life…The world must be made safe for democracy…for the right of those who submit to authority, to have a voice in their own governments, for the rights and liberties of small nations…by such a concert of free people as shall bring peace and safety to all nations and make the world itself at last free.”

D. Opposition to War
(1) “There are many honest, patriotic citizens who think we ought to engage in this war and who are behind the President in his demand that we should declare war against Germany. I think such people err... and to a great extent have been misled…by the almost unanimous demand of the great combination of wealth that has a direct financial interest in our participation in the war. We have loaned many hundreds of millions of dollars, to the Allies in this controversy. While such action - legal and countenanced by international law, there is no doubt in my mind that…money loaned to the Allies has been instrumental in bringing about a public sentiment in favor of our country taking a course that would make every bond worth a hundred cents on the dollar and making payment of every debt certain...Through this and also through…others who have not only made millions out of the war in the manufacture of munitions, etc., and who would expect to make millions more if our country can be drawn into the catastrophe, a large number of the great newspapers…have been controlled and enlisted in the greatest propaganda that the world has ever known, to manufacture sentiment (feelings) in favor of the war.  We are going into war upon command of gold…We ought to remember the advice of the Father of our country and keep out of entangling alliances. Let Europe solve her problems as we have solved ours…” – Senator George Norris (April 4, 1917) 
(2) “In my judgment, we could keep out of the war with Germany as we kept out of the war with Great Britain, by keeping our ships and our citizens out of the war zone of Germany as we did out of the war zone of Great Britain...”

-Representative Claude Kitchin of North Carolina (April 5, 1917)

(3) “One alternative is to…enforce our rights against Great Britain as we have enforced our rights against Germany; demand that both these nations shall respect our neutral rights upon the high seas to the letter, and give notice that we will enforce those rights from that time forth against both belligerents and then live up to that notice.  The other alternative is to withdraw commerce from both.  The mere suggestion that food supplies would be withheld from both sides impartially would compel belligerents to observe the principle of freedom of the seas for neutral commerce.” – Senator Robert LaFollette (April 4, 1917)
