
HAVE GERMAN WILL TRAVEL This Week in 

History. / April 

FAMOUS EVENTS: What happened on ? 
Was ist am 6. April 1917 geschehen? 

American Declaration of War on Germany (World War One} 
risk in regards to the United States to her invasion of Bel
gium and the declarations of war on Russia and France. 
The .var would be over by Christmas, there was not go
ing to be a long war of attrition in which the. economic 
mirrht of the United States might play a role- if she even 
ch;se to get involved. In retrospect such an analy:is is n~t 
as far-fetched as it may seem. Smee George Washington s 
warnings against "foreign entanglements" delineat~d in 
his "Farewell Address" of September 1796 and President 
James Monroe's "Doctrine" of December 1823, the US 
had always firmly, even militarily, opposed any European 
activity on the American continent. Concurren.tly she had 
however also abstained from getting involved 111 Europe
an affairs. Instead, the US kept looking westward, to the 
Pacific, the Philippines and to Japan, rather than eastward 
across the Atlantic. German policy makers were vaguely 
aware of the size of the US economy, but since the war 
was going to be short and America lacked a su~stantiaJ 
arms industry as well as a standing army of any size_, few 
of them spent much time worrying about what President 
Wilson might do. 

Yet Germany would have done well to take a closer look 
across the Atlantic. In 1914, the United S~.ates an~ ~er 
dependencies had a population of more th~n 100 mill'.on 
people v. Germany's 67 million (not co~ntmg 10 .million 
in her far-flung and virtually indefensible colomes and 
protectorates) . Her gross domestic produ~t was.around 
$244.3 billion, larger than that of the Umted Kingdom 
($226.4 billion) or France ($138.7 billi.0~1), but less tl1an 
half that of the United States' $511.6 billion (plus anoth
er $10.6 billion in US colonies and protectorates) when 
she entered the war in 1917. Per capita GDP in the Unit
ed States stood at $5,301 in 1917 v. $3,648 in Germany 
in 1914-slightly more than that of a French work~r at 
$3,485 but well below that of an American or Bnt1sh 
worker at $4,921. Though Russia's total GDP stood at 
$257.7 billion (much of it non-industrial), her per capita 
GDP stood at $1,488, even below that of Austria-Hunga
ry, whose per capita GDP of $1,986 produced a low and 
largely agriculnu-al GDP of $100.5 billion-not even 20% 
that of the U nited States. As tl1e war ground on tl1rough 
1915 and 1916 into 1917, these discrepancies in the sizes 
of the respective industrial bases and output became ever 
more signifi cant. 

Initially, however, Germany's analysis seemed accu~ate. 
On 4 August 1914, President Wilson declared A'.11encan 
neutrality in the European war, focusing his foreign pol
icy instead on the ongoing civil war in Mexico . Though 
there was an Anglophile element in the United States that 
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supported Britain, not only the German-An1ericans and 
Irish-Americans but the vast majority of Americans sup
ported Wilson's decision. Protestant church leaders, the 
Women's Movement around Jane Addams (1860-1935) 
and industrialists such as Henry Ford (1863-1947) saw 
America's role primarily as that of a mediator rather than 
a combatant. German observers, however, had missed a 
profound shift in US public opinion toward the Empire 

dming the previous quarter century. This shift had been 
caused by economic and naval rivalry primarily in the Pa
cific, America's backyard. Incidents in Samoa in 1887-89, 
Hawaii in 1893, Manila Bay in 1898, but also over Ven
ezuela in 1902-03 proved to the American public that 
an expansive Germany was prepared to defy an ( equally 
expansive) United States not only in one of the few areas 
of the globe as yet un-colonized but to challenge fun
damental American foreign policy principles such as the 
"Monroe Doctrine" as well. News of tl1e invasion of Bel
gium by Germany, one of the guarantors of Belgium's 
neutrality since 1839, and of atrocities and reprisals com
mitted by German soldiers there, fanned tO a fever pitch 
by so-called "Yellow Journalism" promoted by the news
paper conglomerate of William Randolph Hearst, fed on 
these anti-German currents. 

Great Britain had instituted a naval blockade of the Cen
tral Powers in 1914 and been able to enforce the block
ade with her surface fleet. Germany had responded by an
now1cing her own blockade and declared the seas aroLmd 
the United Kingdom a war zone. Since she lacked the 
surface vessels to enforce that blockade Germany resorted 


