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On 3 February 1917, President Wilson addressed Congress to announce that diplomatic relations with 
Germany were severed. In a Special Session of Congress held on 2 April 1917, President Wilson delivered 
this 'War Message.' Four days later, Congress overwhelmingly passed the War Resolution which brought 
the United States into the Great War.  

 
Gentlemen of the Congress:  

I have called the Congress into extraordinary session because there are serious, very serious, choices 
of policy to be made, and made immediately, which it was neither right nor constitutionally permissible that 
I should assume the responsibility of making.  

On the 3d 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 character, their cargo, their destination, their errand, have been 
ruthlessly sent to the bottom without warning and without thought of help or mercy for those on board, the 
vessels of friendly neutrals along with those of belligerents.  

I was for a little while unable to believe that such things would in fact be done by any government 
that had hitherto subscribed to the humane practices of civilized nations. I am not now thinking of the loss 
of property involved, immense and serious as that is, but only of the wanton and wholesale destruction of 
the lives of noncombatants, men, women, and children, engaged in pursuits which have always, even in the 
darkest periods of modern history, been deemed innocent and legitimate. Property can be paid for; the lives 
of peaceful and innocent people cannot be. The present German submarine warfare against commerce is a 
warfare against mankind.  

It is a war against all nations. American ships have been sunk, American lives taken, in ways which 
it has stirred us very deeply to learn of, but the ships and people of other neutral and friendly nations have 
been sunk and overwhelmed in the waters in the same way. There has been no discrimination. The challenge 
is to all mankind. Each nation must decide for itself how it will meet it. The choice we make for ourselves 
must be made with a moderation of counsel and a temperateness of judgment befitting our character and our 
motives as a nation. We must put excited feeling away. Our motive will not be revenge or the victorious 
assertion of the physical might of the nation, but only the vindication of right, of human right, of which we 
are only a single champion.  

There is one choice we cannot make, we are incapable of making: we will not choose the path of 
submission and suffer the most sacred rights of our nation and our people to be ignored or violated. The 
wrongs against which we now array ourselves are no common wrongs; they cut to the very roots of human 
life.  

With a profound sense of the solemn and even tragical character of the step I am taking and of the 
grave responsibilities which it involves, but in unhesitating obedience to what I deem my constitutional 
duty, I advise that the Congress declare the recent course of the Imperial German Government to be in fact 
nothing less than war against the Government and people of the United States; that it formally accept the 
status of belligerent which has thus been thrust upon it, and that it take immediate steps not only to put the 
country in a more thorough state of defense but also to exert all its power and employ all its resources to 
bring the Government of the German Empire to terms and end the war. What this will involve is clear. It 
will involve the utmost practicable cooperation in counsel and action with the governments now at war with 
Germany, and, as incident to that, the extension to those governments of the most liberal financial credits, in 
order that our resources may so far as possible be added to theirs.   



While we do these things, these deeply momentous things, let us be very clear, and make very clear 
to all the world what our motives and our objects are. Our object now, as then, is to vindicate the principles 
of peace and justice in the life of the world as against selfish and autocratic power and to set up amongst the 
really free and self-governed peoples of the world such a concert of purpose and of action as will henceforth 
ensure the observance of those 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 of autocratic governments backed by organized force which is controlled wholly by their will, not 
by the will of their people. We have seen the last of neutrality in such circumstances. We are at the 
beginning of an age in which it will be insisted that the same standards of conduct and of responsibility for 
wrong done shall be observed among nations and their governments that are observed among the individual 
citizens of civilized states.  

A steadfast concert for peace can never be maintained except by a partnership of democratic nations. 
No autocratic government could be trusted to keep faith within it or observe its covenants. It must be a 
league of honour, a partnership of opinion. Intrigue would eat its vitals away; the plottings of inner circles 
who could plan what they would and render account to no one would be a corruption seated at its very heart. 
Only free peoples can hold their purpose and their honour steady to a common end and prefer the interests 
of mankind to any narrow interest of their own.  

One of the things that has served to convince us that the Germany government was not and could 
never be our friend is that from the very outset of the present war it has filled our unsuspecting communities 
and even our offices of government with spies and set criminal intrigues everywhere afoot against our 
national unity of counsel, our peace within and without our industries and our commerce. Indeed it is now 
evident that its spies were here even before the war began.  

We are accepting this challenge of hostile purpose because we know that in such a government, 
following such methods, we can never have a friend; and that in the presence of its organized power, always 
lying in wait to accomplish we know not what purpose, there can be no assured security for the democratic 
governments of the world. We are now about to accept gage of battle with this natural foe to liberty and 
shall, if necessary, spend the whole force of the nation to check and nullify its pretensions and its power. We 
are glad, now that we see the facts with no veil of false pretence about them, to fight thus 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 and of obedience. 
The world must be made safe for democracy. Its peace must be planted upon the tested foundations of 
political liberty. We have no selfish ends to serve. We desire no conquest, no dominion. We seek no 
indemnities for ourselves, no material compensation for the sacrifices we shall freely make. 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. We enter this war only where we are clearly forced 
into it because there are no other means of defending our rights.  

It is a distressing and oppressive duty, gentlemen of the Congress, which I have performed in thus 
addressing you. There are, it may be, many months of fiery trial and sacrifice ahead of us. It is a fearful 
thing to lead this great peaceful people into war, into the most terrible and disastrous of all wars, civilization 
itself seeming to be in the balance. But the right is more precious than peace, and we shall fight for the 
things which we have always carried nearest our hearts -- 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, for a 
universal dominion of right by such a concert of free peoples as shall bring peace and safety to all nations 
and make the world itself at last free. To such a task we can dedicate our lives and our fortunes, everything 
that we are and everything that we have, with the pride of those who know that the day has come when 
America is privileged to spend her blood and her might for the principles that gave her birth and happiness 
and the peace which she has treasured. God helping her, she can do no other.  
 
 
 



Opposition to Wilson's War MessageOpposition to Wilson's War MessageOpposition to Wilson's War MessageOpposition to Wilson's War Message 

I. Speech by George W. Norris  

While I am most emphatically and sincerely opposed to taking any step that will force our country into the 
useless and senseless war now being waged in Europe, yet, if this resolution passes, I shall not permit my 
feeling of opposition to its passage to interfere in any way with my duty either as a senator or as a citizen in 
bringing success and victory to American arms. I am bitterly opposed to my country entering the war, but if, 
notwithstanding my opposition, we do enter it, all of my energy and all of my power will be behind our flag 
in carrying it on to victory.  

The resolution now before the Senate is a declaration of war. Before taking this momentous step, and while 
standing on the brink of this terrible vortex, we ought to pause and calmly and judiciously consider the 
terrible consequences of the step we are about to take. We ought to consider likewise the route we have 
recently traveled and ascertain whether we have reached our present position in a way that is compatible 
with the neutral position which we claimed to occupy at the beginning and through the various stages of this 
unholy and unrighteous war.   

There are a great many American citizens who feel that we owe it as a duty to humanity to take part in this 
war. Many instances of cruelty and inhumanity can be found on both sides. Men are often biased in their 
judgment on account of their sympathy and their interests. To my mind, what we ought to have maintained 
from the beginning was the strictest neutrality. If we had done this, I do not believe we would have been on 
the verge of war at the present time. We had a right as a nation, if we desired, to cease at any time to be 
neutral. We had a technical right to respect the English war zone and to disregard the German war zone, but 
we could not do that and be neutral.  

We have loaned many hundreds of millions of dollars to the Allies in this controversy. While such action 
was legal and countenanced by international law, there is no doubt in my mind but the enormous amount of 
money loaned to the Allies in this country 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 the payment of every debt certain and sure. Through this instrumentality and also through the 
instrumentality of 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 and news agencies of the country have been controlled and enlisted in the 
greatest propaganda that the world has ever known to manufacture sentiment in favor of war.  

It is now demanded that the American citizens shall be used as insurance policies to guarantee the safe 
delivery of munitions of war to belligerent nations. The enormous profits of munition manufacturers, 
stockbrokers, and bond dealers must be still further increased by our entrance into the war. This has brought 
us to the present moment, when Congress, urged by the President and backed by the artificial sentiment, is 
about to declare war and engulf our country in the greatest holocaust that the world has ever known.  

In showing the position of the bondholder and the stockbroker, I desire to read an extract from a letter 
written by a member of the New York Stock Exchange to his customers. This writer says:  

Regarding the war as inevitable, Wall Street believes that it would be preferable to this uncertainty about 
the actual date of its commencement. Canada and Japan are at war and are more prosperous than ever 
before. The popular view is that stocks would have a quick, clear, sharp reaction immediately upon 
outbreak of hostilities, and that then they would enjoy an old-fashioned bull market such as followed the 
outbreak of war with Spain in 1898. The advent of peace would force a readjustment of commodity prices 
and would probably mean a postponement of new enterprises. As peace negotiations would be long drawn 



out, the period of waiting and uncertainty for business would be long. If the United States does not go to 
war, it is nevertheless good opinion that the preparedness program will compensate in good measure for the 
loss of the stimulus of actual war.  

Here we have the Wall Street view. Here we have the man representing the class of people who will be 
made prosperous should we become entangled in the present war, who have already made millions of 
dollars, and who will make many hundreds of millions more if we get into the war. Here we have the cold-
blooded proposition that war brings prosperity to that class of people who are within the viewpoint of this 
writer.  

He expresses the view, undoubtedly, of Wall Street, and of thousands of men elsewhere who see only 
dollars coming to them through the handling of stocks and bonds that will be necessary in case of war. 
"Canada and Japan,," he says, "are at war, and are more prosperous than ever before."  

To whom does war bring prosperity? Not to the soldier who for the munificent compensation of $16 per 
month shoulders his musket and goes into the trench, there to shed his blood and to die if necessary; not to 
the brokenhearted widow who waits for the return of the mangled body of her husband; not to the mother 
who weeps at the death of her brave boy; not to the little children who shiver with cold; not to the babe who 
suffers from hunger; nor to the millions of mothers and daughters who carry broken hearts to their graves. 
War brings no prosperity to the great mass of common and patriotic citizens. It increases the cost of living 
of those who toil and those who already must strain every effort to keep soul and body together. War brings 
prosperity to the stock gambler on Wall Street--to those who are already in possession of more wealth than 
can be realized or enjoyed.  

Again this writer says that if we cannot get war, "it is nevertheless good opinion that the preparedness 
program will compensate in good measure for the loss of the stimulus of actual war." That is, if we cannot 
get war, let us go as far in that direction as possible. If we cannot get war, let us cry for additional ships, 
additional guns, additional munitions, and everything else that will have a tendency to bring us as near as 
possible to the verge of war. And if war comes, do such men as these shoulder the musket and go into the 
trenches?  

Their object in having war and in preparing for war is to make money. Human suffering and the sacrifice of 
human life are necessary, but Wall Street considers only the dollars and the cents. The men who do the 
fighting, the people who make the sacrifices are the ones who will not be counted in the measure of this 
great prosperity that he depicts. The stockbrokers would not, of course, go to war because the very object 
they have in bringing on the war is profit, and therefore they must remain in their Wall Street offices in 
order to share in that great prosperity which they say war will bring.  

We are taking a step today that is fraught with untold danger. We are going into war upon the command of 
gold. We are going to run the risk of sacrificing millions of our countrymen's lives in order that other 
countrymen may coin their lifeblood into money. And even if we do not cross the Atlantic and go into the 
trenches, we are going to pile up a debt that the tolling masses that shall come many generations after us 
will have to pay. Unborn millions will bend their backs in toil in order to pay for the terrible step we are 
now about to take.  

We are about to do the bidding of wealth's terrible mandate. By our act we will make millions of our 
countrymen suffer, and the consequences of it may well be that millions of our brethren must shed their 
lifeblood, millions of brokenhearted women must weep, millions of children must suffer with cold, and 
millions of babes must die from hunger, and all because we want to preserve the commercial right of 
American citizens to deliver munitions of war to belligerent nations.  

 



       NAME: ___________________________________ 

       HOUR: __________ 

The U.S. Entry into World War I 

List at least 7 reasons why Senator Norris opposes the United States entrance into World War I. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



NAME: ___________________________________ 

       HOUR: __________ 

The U.S. Entry into World War I 

List at least 7 reasons why President Wilson gives for entering into World War I. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



The U.S. Entrance into World War I 

United States Stays _____________ 

• Just _______ the war broke out, ________ Wilson declared that 
the U.S. would stay _________ 

• U.S.’s ______________ policy of isolationism- not being 
_____________ in foreign ___________. 

• U.S. had ________ political, __________, and commercial ties to 
Great _________ and France than to __________. 

German _____________ Warfare 

• Feb. 1915- _______ government _________ the waters around 
Great Britain a ______ zone, threatening to destroy all _______ 
ships. 

• Germany ________ the U.S. that ________ ships might be 
attacked. 

• Wilson believed _________- submarine warfare violated the laws 
of ______________. 

The ____________ of the Lusitania 

• 1915- _________- sank a passenger ship- the Lusitania- killing 
128 _____________ 

• The _________ agreed to attack only _________ ships but later 
sank the French __________ ship Sussex, killing ___ people. 

• Wilson threatened _________ again, and Germany issued the 
___________ pledge, promising not to ________- merchant 
vessels “without __________ and without saving ________ lives.” 

• When Germany __________ unrestricted warfare, the U.S. ended 
__________ relations and started installing ________ on merchant 
ships. 

 

 



The ____________ Note 

• German ___________ secretary Arthur _______________ sent a 
telegram to a __________ official in ___________ proposing an 
alliance between ___________ and ____________. 

• The ________________ Note asked for Mexico’s help in 
____________ for its lost Southwest ________________-. 

• The Mexicans _____________, but the British __________ the 
note, and ____________ called for _________. 

The U.S. ___________ War 

• Wilson ___________ to resist entrance into _____. 
• Then _________ U-boats sank three ________ merchant ships, 

and Wilson’s _________ convinced him to _________ war, which 
_____________ approved. 

• On April 6, ________, the United States joined the __________.  

 


