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History / April 

FAMOUS EVENTS: What happened on ? 
Was ist am 6. April 191 7 geschehen? 

American Declaration of War on Germany (World War One) 
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PRESIDENT WILSON'S DECISION TO GO TO WAR WITH 

GERMANY WAS REINFORCED BY THE "ZIMMERMANN 

TELEGRAM" IN WHICH THE GERMAN FOREIGN M INISTER, 

ARTHUR ZIMMERMANN ASKED MEXICO TO DECLARE W AR 

AGAINST THE UNITED STATES. 

dare war against the United States. Germany would assist 
Mexico with nmds, arms and equipment and make sure 
that in a Treaty of Peace she would receive territory in 
Texas, New Mexico and Arizona that she had lost during 
the previous decades. Wilson received the decoded tele
gram on 24 February and released the telegram, whose 
authenticity Germany readily acknowledged, to the press 
the following week. The American public was more than 
ready to go to war. Still, it was only on 20 March that Wil
son ' discussed the possibility of war with his cabinet. Two 
weeks later he addressed a joint session of Congress ask
ing for a declaration of war against Germany only. In his 
speech Wilson announced tO America and to the world 
that his goals were not territorial conquests but that the 
world "be made safe for democracy." In Wilson's world 

view only the United States could embark on such an en
deavor; she was a nation set apart by its moral values and 
ethical principles from the rest of the world . Wilson firmly 
believed that the United States was the "city that is set on 
a hill [that] ca1mot be hidden." (Matthew 5:15), that the· 
"force of America is the force of moral principle" and the 
"idea of America is to serve humanity." · 

By the spring of 1917, Wilson had determined, rightly 
so, that the German Empire as it existed in 1917 repre
sented tl1e antithesis to all he believed in. The German 
Empire was not interested in a "peace without victory" 
and therefore needed to be defeated once and for all to 
put an end to German ambitions to dominate Europe. 
Unless the US acted now she would, in a few years' time, 
have to face Germany herself without her European allies. 
Self-defense in a way demanded that he act vigorously to 
defend American interests and to safeguard peace for fu
ture generations through a system of collective security. 
In an address to a joint session of Congress on 8 January 

1918 he defined that system in the last of his famous "14 
Points" as a "League of Nations". 

H ow much of this was known to Johann Hoffmann, 
our proverbial Mann auf der Strasse? For Hoffmann, a 
German patriot who like millions of Germans had wel
comed the war in 1914, the need to find enough food, 
clothing and firewood for his fami ly and the worry about 
his only S?n, an air force officer on the front-Lines, quick
ly took precedence. He was of course aware of German 
submarine warfare, but if he read and knew about the Lu
sitania, the Sussex or the Zimmermann Telegram we do 
not read about it in his diary. Neither do we read about 
the 14 Points or Peace without Victory. Maybe because 
he did not expect any mercy from France and Britain, 
he, and many Germans like him, had considered Wilson 
"our good friend". The dfaappointment once "the arch
hypocrite Wilson too has declared the war", was as pro
found as the shock of the lost war in November 1918, 
brought about, as he was well aware, by American dol
lars, arms and troops. The War to End all Wars was over, 
but Hoffmann's hope still rested on the U nited States as 
the only power that could keep Germany from descend
ing into total chaos. In late November 1918 he wrote 
in his d iary: "If the enemy states, especially America, do 
no t help us, famine and subsequently hunger revolts will 
be unavoidable." 


