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Activity (Handout): THE U-
BOAT WAR IN CARTOONS 



 •  Introduction: By the winter of 1914-1915 it became clear to both the Allies and the Central 
Powers that the war they were engaged in was not going to end with a few quick land 
campaigns. Germany was aware that it simply could not compete with Britain's surface navy. 
In February 1915 the Kaiser proclaimed that merchant ships bound for England could be 
destroyed without warning.  



•  Like it or not, a neutral country like the United States would have difficulty conducting trade 
with either side. In fact, the United States was trading with both sides. British ships were 
stopping American ships bound for German ports, forcing them to sail to Allied ports, and 
confiscating their cargoes.  



•  The nature of the U-boat, however, was such that it could not escort a large merchant ship to 
port. Rather, U-boats, being vulnerable on the surface, had to sink their quarry or risk their 
own safety. Consequently a neutral merchant ship engaged by a U-boat might experience loss 
of crew and passenger lives as well as the cargo it was carrying. It was precisely this difference 
that ended up drawing the United States into war with Germany. 



•    



•  Requirements: Read the article “Uboat Attack, 1916” and “The 
Sinking of the Lusitania” from Eyewitnesshistory.com.  Analyze 
the political cartoons that follow and answer the accompanying 
comprehension questions. 
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Is this cartoon pro or anti-
German? 
What is the purpose of this 
cartoon? 
What is the purpose of 
propagandist cartoons in 
times of war? 
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This cartoon refers to the practice taken up by the British of flying a neutral flag (especially 
American) when in the declared war zone. The artist chose to depict one of the most well 
known British merchant ships, the Lusitania, to represent the entire merchant navy.  
Question: What is so ironic about this cartoon, based on historical events? 
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