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The sinking of the Lusitania: How the British
won American hearts and minds

Image 1. Sinking of the Lusitania. Engraving by Norman Wilkinson, The Illustrated London News, May 15, 1915. Image from the public
domain.

On May 7, 1915, a German submarine sank the British passenger boat Lusitania. It killed 1,195

people, including 123 Americans.

At this time, the U.S. was not involved in World War I. However, after the ship sank, many

Americans wanted to enter the war against Germany. 

The ship's sinking was a horrific event. But there is a story behind the story. For the first time,

governments used information about the event to try to sway people's opinion. This information is

called propaganda.

New Departures In Naval Warfare

World War I was unlike past wars in many ways. At the time, Britain, Italy, Russia and France

were fighting against Germany.
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In August 1914, the British started a huge blockade against Germany. It used its boats and army to

prevent soldiers and food from reaching Germany. This hurt the German people and many of them

went without food.

Few Germans truly starved, but many were sick and unhealthy. Perhaps 300,000 people died

because of this.

Germans also had submarines that could travel underwater. At the time, this was a new kind of

weapon as they could travel without being seen.

Also new was the frequent use of propaganda. Propaganda can mean sharing information to

change someone's beliefs, but it can also mean keeping information secret.

Heavy-Handed Messaging From Berlin

The German government kept information from its citizens. It stirred up support from its citizens

at home as well as Germans living in America. It wanted to keep the United States out of the war. 

After the sinking of the Lusitania, German officials pointed out that the ship was carrying

weapons. The German government had also placed advertisements in New York newspapers

before the Lusitania sailed. The ads warned that British ships might be destroyed.

The Germans could have said that the British blockade hurt their people. However, this would

make them appear weak, which they didn't want. Instead, they took the opposite approach.

The Lusitania was "drilled into the ground," read a headline in one German paper and other

headlines celebrated the attack.

The American people were offended by the German government's proud response to the sinking

ship and dead civilians.

Dr. Bernhard Dernburg was in charge of spreading pro-German propaganda in the United States.

He was correct in saying that Americans could not see the thousands of "German children

starving" because of the British blockade. But they could imagine the face of a child who drowned

in the Lusitania attack.

After the Lusitania sinking, German diplomats in the United States left. They found it harder to

share pro-German propaganda in the U.S.

Subterranean Work By London

The British used propaganda also, and they used it well. Their goal was to get the United States to

join the British in the fight against Germany. 

The British propaganda team worked very secretly. Even members of the government didn't know

the team existed.

In the United States, this work was carried out by writers. They put stories in American

newspapers. They successfully made the newspapers focus on how Germans were spying in the

United States. 

The British had another advantage.



This article is available at 5 reading levels at https://newsela.com.

In the first hours of the war, they cut Germany's

transatlantic telegraph cable lines. The telegraph sent

written messages. To make it work, a cable was placed

under the Atlantic Ocean, connecting America and

Europe. The cable was thousands of miles long.

With the cable line cut, Germany had trouble sending

news to the United States.

The British also took small stories and made them

seem like a big deal.

A German merchant created a medal that

remembered the Lusitania attack. His business was

small — he made fewer than 500 medals. But the

British made it appear like all of Germany celebrated

the attack.

The British gave out pictures of the medal to

newspapers and magazines both inside and outside

Britain. They even made thousands of copies of the

medal themselves to show them off.

American Reactions

In the end, Britain won the propaganda battle. In

April 1917, President Woodrow Wilson took the

country into the war. After entering the war, the

United States itself used wide-ranging propaganda for

the first time in its history and has not stopped since.

The fight for public opinion is today regularly used in

matters of war and in peace.

It is said "the state with the largest army prevails,"

wrote Joseph Nye Jr., an expert in foreign relations.

Today, he says, the government "with the best story

may sometimes win."

John Maxwell Hamilton is a professor of

communications at Louisiana State University.
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public affairs at Louisiana State University.



This article is available at 5 reading levels at https://newsela.com.



This article is available at 5 reading levels at https://newsela.com.

Quiz

1 What is the relationship between the sinking of the Lusitania and propaganda?

(A) The use of propaganda ended after the sinking of the ship.

(B) Governments using propaganda caused the sinking of the ship.

(C) Propaganda was almost able to prevent the sinking of the ship.

(D) A lot of propaganda was written about the sinking of the ship.

2 What effect did the British blockade have on Germany?

(A) The German people got angry and declared war against the British.

(B) The blockade resulted in the deaths of many Germans.

(C) The German people blamed the Americans for the blockade.

(D) The blockade resulted in many British people starving.

3 Read the section "Heavy-Handed Messaging From Berlin."

Which sentence from the section supports the idea that the Germans attacked the Lusitania as a response to the British
blockade against their country?

(A) After the sinking of the Lusitania, German officials pointed out that the ship was carrying weapons.

(B) The American people were offended by the German government’s proud response to the sinking ship
and dead civilians.

(C) He was correct in saying that Americans could not see the thousands of “German children starving"
because of the German blockade.

(D) After the Lusitania sinking, German diplomats in the United States left.

4 Read the paragraph from the section "American Reactions."

In the end, Britain won the propaganda battle. In April 1917, President Woodrow Wilson took the
country into the war. After entering the war, the United States itself used wide-ranging
propaganda for the first time in its history and has not stopped since.

Which conclusion is BEST supported by the paragraph?

(A) Propaganda helped convince the U.S. to enter the war on the side of Britain.

(B) The U.S. had to use propaganda to convince Britain to stay in the war.

(C) Britain stopped using propaganda as soon as the U.S. decided to enter the war.

(D) The U.S. uses propaganda better than Britain does.


