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Dedication


Keith Randell (1943–2002)


The original Access to History series was conceived and developed by Keith, who created a series to ‘cater for students as they are, not as we might wish them to be’. He leaves a living legacy of a series that for over 20 years has provided a trusted, stimulating and well-loved accompaniment to post-16 study. Our aim with these new editions for the IB is to continue to offer students the best possible support for their studies.





Introduction


This book has been written to support your study of Topic 11: Causes and effects of twentieth-century wars of the IB History Diploma.


This introduction gives you an overview of:





•  the content you could study about several twentieth-century wars



•  how you will be assessed for Paper 2



•  the different features of this book and how these will aid your learning.






1 What you will study


The twentieth century was a century of wars. The First and Second World Wars were the modern world’s first total wars in which some nations marshalled their vast economic, political and military forces in an attempt to achieve victory. These wars significantly altered international relations and borders and affected millions of people. Other conflicts, such as the Spanish and Chinese Civil Wars, were also total wars but limited to the confines of a single state, with victors establishing new political or economic systems. The Nicaraguan Revolution was a short, significant conflict without the death and destruction of either the world wars or the Spanish or Chinese Civil Wars, yet also achieved a new political system for the people of that country. This book covers these five wars in detail and gives you the opportunity to study wars across all regions of IB History: the Americas, Europe, Africa and the Middle East and, finally, Asia and Oceania.


Twentieth-century wars are an interesting topic of study. Modern warfare has been caused by a desire to undo results of earlier wars, corruption, nationalism, to expand a state and other reasons. These conflicts have been fought using a variety of strategies and have seen tremendous development in weapons and other technology that continue to have an impact on our world today. Wars have altered the lives of women and national minorities throughout the twentieth century, as well as led to the establishment of two international organizations that worked to prevent conflicts. Many states were created and others destroyed through these conflicts.


Different types of war


In your IB History Guide, you will notice that there are several types of warfare that should be studied:





•  civil



•  wars between states



•  guerrilla.





The Guide provides no definition for these terms, which can be more complicated than they first appear. It is important that you define these terms when writing essays. Through your studies, you will discover limited and total forms of warfare. Although these are not specifically mentioned in the Guide, it is important to understand the concepts of limited and total warfare. These are explained below.



Civil war


Civil wars are generally defined as conflicts that occur within a state. These conflicts may however develop into other forms of warfare, such as limited, if they spread beyond a country’s borders. While these conflicts are usually between two groups, many groups may actually be involved. In this book civil wars in Spain, China and Nicaragua are covered. These conflicts were primarily between two groups within each of these countries. In addition, this book covers civil wars which occurred during or as a result of the First and Second World Wars.


Wars between states


Wars between states are simply wars between two or more countries. The First and Second World Wars are clear examples of this. Wars between states may also include other types of war, such as civil when there is fighting within a state. Armies from any state may also utilize guerrilla war against an opposing state.


Guerrilla war


Guerrilla warfare is a way of conducting war, usually by a smaller group on a larger organization. Guerrilla tactics usually involve, but are not limited to:





•  assassinations of opponents and their supporters



•  attacks on a specific place or group for a limited period of time before retreating to safety



•  sabotage of infrastructure, equipment or production



•  destruction of enemy supplies and housing.





Guerrilla warfare has been used very effectively throughout the twentieth century, including in both world wars, as you will see throughout the wars covered in this book. This type of hit-and-run warfare is used when a smaller group with limited supplies wishes to attack a larger, better supplied, enemy. Without strategic retreat, part of guerrilla tactics, the smaller force would be surrounded and destroyed. Guerrilla warfare is a cheaper form of warfare as it requires only a few people with smaller types of weapons such as pistols, grenades and rifles, which are easier to smuggle, transport and train fighters to use. Operating in small groups makes it possible to approach targets more stealthily as well as helping in retreat and hiding. Effective use of guerrilla warfare against a larger enemy can mean tying down larger numbers of conventional troops, which can be expensive and provide further targets for guerrillas. Guerrilla warfare has allowed smaller groups to affect international and national politics.


Guerrilla warfare may develop into conventional warfare (see page 5) if guerrillas gain enough support in terms of people and equipment to form regular, organized armies.


Other types of warfare


There are other types of warfare you will see discussed in this book. Limited and total warfare can refer to the extent to which a state mobilized human and economic resources to prosecute a war. The study of trench and conventional forms of land war, as well as warfare in the air and by sea, will help you understand how fighting wars has changed, or not, throughout the twentieth century.



Limited war


Limited warfare can refer to many things, hence the need to specifically define your use and understanding of the term. Limited warfare may mean war:





•  limited to a specific area, state or region



•  limited in terms of resources consumed by battling groups or states



•  limited in terms of results or impact.





One could argue that the Spanish Civil War was limited because it was fought in Spain and had a limited impact on international politics. The Second World War was limited for some participating nations, one could argue, because they:





•  participated in few battles



•  did not fully employ their national resources in the conflict



•  were affected little by the events or results of the conflict



•  were conquered by another nation early in the war and then had little active participation in the conflict.





It is important that you clearly define what you mean by limited warfare in your essays.


Total war


Like limited warfare, the term total warfare needs to be defined clearly. This type of warfare generally means that a nation at war uses a substantial amount of its resources. The most commonly cited examples of this are the First and Second World Wars where several nations organized their national economies for war production, drafted millions of men into the military, and fought battles across the world on land, air and sea. Total warfare is often understood to involve huge death tolls, destroyed cities and the targeting of civilians.


While it is important to understand why many historians refer to the First and Second World Wars as total wars, it is also important to understand that the term total warfare is very general. Germany, for example, was involved in the Second World War as it sent millions of troops against its enemies, destroyed the armies and independence of several nations, destroyed cities and millions of civilians and so forth. Yet Germany did not organize its national economy for full war production until early 1943, although the conflict began in late 1939. Women were discouraged from working in factories where they were desperately needed, and the resources of captured areas were not utilized efficiently. Was Germany engaged in total warfare during the Second World War in Europe? Yes.


The USA, by contrast, organized its national economy for war production on a tremendous scale, employing millions of women, supplying its allies with weapons and food, developing new weapons and sending millions of men to fight in the Pacific, north Africa and Europe. The USA, however, suffered only a few hundred thousand deaths and was involved in the war in Europe and north Africa in a limited way compared to its allies. Was the USA engaged in total warfare during the Second World War in Europe? Yes.


Germany and the USA, as well as many other nations, were involved in total warfare in both the First and Second World Wars, although their experiences and participation were different. Make sure you define what you mean by total warfare.



Trench warfare


Trench warfare is generally associated with the Western Front of the First World War, although variations of this type of warfare have occurred in other conflicts. Trenches were essentially ditches excavated by troops to protect themselves from machine-gun and artillery fire, as well as to hold on to territory. Trench warfare led to the development of the tank and other forms of technology and military strategies in an effort to defeat it.


Conventional warfare


Conventional warfare essentially refers to the battling of armies on open ground. This was the type of warfare of the Eastern Front in the First and Second World Wars, for example. Conventional warfare often meant that there was rapid movement of armies and constantly changing lines of battle. Mobile warfare, normally used to describe the use of tanks, trucks and other machine-driven vehicles, is a form of conventional warfare.


Air warfare


Air warfare developed in the twentieth century and the term refers to the use of airborne machines in conflicts. Air warfare initially involved Zeppelins, but soon involved large numbers of aircraft. By mid-century, aircraft were involved in naval and conventional warfare, as well as the bombing of civilians.



Naval warfare


Naval warfare is the use of various types of warships in a conflict. Naval warfare changed greatly during the twentieth century, from battleships fighting battles during the First World War, to carrier groups fighting each other with only aircraft during the Second World War. Submarines, a type of warship designed to travel and attack enemy ships from underwater, were important in the world wars as well, developing throughout the century. Naval warfare is discussed throughout the book.



2 How you will be assessed


The IB History Diploma can be studied to either Standard or Higher Level. It has three papers in total: Papers 1 and 2 for Standard Level and a further Paper 3 for Higher Level. It also has an internal assessment which all students must do.





•  For Paper 1 you need to answer four source-based questions on a prescribed subject. This counts for 20 per cent of your overall marks at Higher Level, or 30 per cent of your overall marks at Standard Level.



•  For Paper 2 you need to answer two essay questions on two different topics. This counts for 25 per cent of your overall marks at Higher Level, or 45 per cent of your overall marks at Standard Level.



•  For Paper 3 you need to answer three questions out of 36 questions. This counts for 35 per cent of your overall marks at Higher Level.





For the Internal Assessment you need to carry out a historical investigation. This counts for 20 per cent of your overall marks at Higher Level, or 25 per cent of your overall marks at Standard Level.


Topic 11: Causes and effects of twentieth-century wars is assessed through Paper 2. There are twelve topics on Paper 2 and you will answer two questions in total, one each from a different topic. Questions for Topic 11 may ask you to discuss the effect of warfare on women, to compare and contrast wars from different regions, to assess the impact of technology on particular wars or wars generally, to explain the causes or results of wars, and so forth.


Examination questions


You should answer only one question out of the two questions you will find on Topic 11: Causes and effects of twentieth-century wars. Your answer will take the form of an essay. This means that they will not name a specific conflict, but will be broad enough that you will be able to answer them using your knowledge from the wars you have studied. This book prepares you to answer questions using information about the First and Second World Wars, Spanish and Chinese Civil Wars, and the Nicaraguan Revolution. These cover the regions of Africa and the Middle East, Asia and Oceania, Europe, and the Americas.


Questions for Paper 2 are open-ended. These may require you to use material from the study of:





•  one war



•  two or more wars



•  two wars from two different regions



•  some aspect of wars of the twentieth century generally





Questions about a single conflict


Your examination may contain questions regarding a single conflict. This conflict may be named, or the question may allow you to choose one to address.



Example 1



To what extent was ideology the cause of a twentieth-century conflict?


Example 2


How did technology affect the outcome of one twentieth-century war?


Example 3


For what reasons, and with what results, were women affected by a war in the twentieth century?


Example 4


Discuss the role of guerrilla warfare in one war you have studied.


Questions about two or more wars


Your examination may contain questions regarding more than one conflict. You can choose the wars you would like to use to address the question.


Example 1


Compare the results of two twentieth-century conflicts.


Example 2


Compare and contrast the causes of two civil wars you have studied.


Example 3


With reference to two wars you have studied, discuss the effectiveness of guerrilla warfare in determining victory.


Example 4


Assess the importance of air warfare on the outcome of two wars in the twentieth century.


Questions that require cross-regional wars


Some questions will require you to address wars from two different IB History regions. A map of these four regions may be found in the History Guide, but also on the cover of your examination paper (see below).


Example 1


Discuss the importance of naval warfare in the conduct of two twentieth-century wars, each chosen from a different region.


Example 2


Analyse the social and demographic effects of two wars that you have studied, each from a different region.


Example 3


With reference to two wars, each from a different region, assess the importance of economics in causing the conflicts.


Example 4


Compare and contrast territorial changes that occurred as the result of two twentieth-century wars, each from a different region.



Questions about twentieth-century warfare generally


Examination papers often have questions that allow you to discuss a particular issue regarding warfare generally, allowing you to use your knowledge from all the wars you have studied.


Example 1


What major political issues occurred after twentieth-century wars?


Example 2


To what extent has naval warfare changed during the twentieth century?


Example 3


Discuss the impact of technology on the conduct of warfare in the twentieth century.


Example 4


How have modern wars affected minority groups?


The appearance of the examination paper


Cover


The cover of the examination paper states the date of the examination and the length of time you have to complete it: 1 hour and 30 minutes. Instructions are limited and simply state that you:





•  should not open it until told to do so



•  should answer only two questions, each from a different topic



•  should make sure that you understand what the paper means by regions.





A map indicates the regions for you.


Topics


Once you are allowed to open your examination paper, you will note that there are twelve topics, each numbered and titled. Each topic has two questions.


Questions


You are required to answer only one of the two questions for Topic 11. Make sure you have read through both questions before starting, selecting the question you know the most about and feel the most comfortable with. It is important to understand that you need to answer the question fully in an essay format. There is more guidance about answering questions in Chapter 8 (page 324).



3 About this book


Coverage of course content


This book addresses the prescribed content listed in the IB History Guide for Topic 11 using various twentieth-century conflicts. Each conflict is addressed in a chapter. These chapters cover the following:





•  First World War 1914–18



•  Spanish Civil War 1936–9



•  Second World War in Europe and north Africa 1939–45



•  Second World War in Asia and the Pacific 1941–5



•  Chinese Civil War 1927–37 and 1945–9



•  Nicaraguan Revolution 1976–9.





These chapters start with an introduction outlining the key questions that they address. They are divided into a series of sections and topics covering the course content. Throughout the chapters you will find the following features to aid your study of the course content.


Key and leading questions


Each section heading in the chapter has a related key question that gives a focus to your reading and understanding of the section. These are also listed in the chapter’s introduction. You should be able to answer the questions after completing the relevant section.


Topics within the sections have leading questions that are designed to help you focus on the key points within a topic and give you more practice in answering questions.


Key terms


Key terms are the important terms you need to know to gain an understanding of the period. These are emboldened in the text and are defined in the margin the first time they appear in a chapter. They also appear in the glossary at the end of the book.


Sources


Throughout the book are several written and visual sources. Historical sources are important in understanding more fully why specific decisions were taken or what contemporary writers and politicians based their actions on. The sources are accompanied by questions to help you understand them better.


Key debates


Historians often disagree on historical events and this historical debate is referred to as historiography. Knowledge of historiography is helpful in reaching the upper-mark bands when you take your IB History examinations. There are a number of debates throughout the book to develop your understanding of historiography, some of which quote important historians that you may wish to refer to in your examination.


Theory of Knowledge (TOK) questions


Understanding that different historians see history differently is an important element in understanding the connection between the IB History Diploma and Theory of Knowledge. Alongside most historiographical debates is a Theory of Knowledge-style question that makes that link.



Summary diagrams


At the end of each section is a summary diagram that gives a visual summary of the content of the section. It is intended as an aid for revision.


Chapter summary


At the end of each chapter is a short summary of the content of that chapter. This is intended to help you revise and consolidate your knowledge and understanding of the content.


Skills development


Chapter 7 gives guidance on how to make links between wars in order to compare and contrast them, which examination questions often ask you to do. Chapter 8 gives guidance on how to answer examination questions.


Chapter 7: an overview of twentieth-century warfare


This chapter:





•  compares and contrasts the causes of the First and Second World Wars



•  compares and contrasts the practices of different wars, looking at technology and types of warfare



•  compares and contrasts the effects of different wars.





Chapter 8: examination guidance


This chapter includes:





•  examination guidance on how to answer different question types, accompanied by a sample answer and commentary designed to help you focus on specific details



•  examination practice in the form of Paper 2-style questions.





Glossary


All key terms in the book are defined in the glossary at the end of the book.


Further reading


This contains a list of books, DVDs and websites that may help you with further independent research and presentations. It may also be helpful when further information is required for internal assessments and extended essays in history. You may wish to share the contents of this area with your school or local librarian.


Internal assessment


All IB History diploma students are required to write a historical investigation that is internally assessed. The investigation is an opportunity for you to dig more deeply into a subject that interests you. This gives you a list of possible areas for research.







CHAPTER 1


First World War 1914–18





The First World War was a truly global conflict. It eventually involved 32 nations, with fighting taking place in Europe, the Middle East, Africa and Asia. It was also the first modern total war encompassing entire populations and resources in a way hitherto unknown. New military technologies pitted man against machine on an unprecedented scale. The experience of this war profoundly altered the political, social and economic situation in Europe.


The following key questions will be addressed in this chapter:





•  To what extent did the long-term causes of the war make conflict likely by 1914?



•  How significant were the short-term causes to the outbreak of war in 1914?



•  To what extent should Germany be blamed for causing the First World War?



•  How far did the nature of fighting in the First World War represent a new type of conflict?



•  How significant was the management of the war in determining its outcome?



•  Did the impact of the First World War make future European conflict more or less likely?






1 The long-term causes of the First World War
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Key question: To what extent did the long-term causes of the war make conflict likely by 1914?
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In August 1914, war broke out between the major European powers. Austria-Hungary and Germany were on one side, against Britain, France and Russia on the other.


The onset of war was triggered by the assassination of the Austro-Hungarian Archduke, Franz Ferdinand, in Sarajevo on 28 June 1914. The assassin was a Serb nationalist. Austria-Hungary blamed Serbia. This led to the following sequence of events which embroiled all the major European powers in war by the middle of August.





•  6 July: German offered full support to its ally Austria-Hungary in any action it may choose to take against Serbia.



•  23 July: Austria-Hungary issued an ultimatum to Serbia.



•  24 July: Serbia replied to the ultimatum, rejecting one of the key terms.



•  25 July: Austria-Hungary issued the partial mobilization of its army.



•  29 July: Russia issued the partial mobilization of its army. Germany ordered Russia to cease partial mobilization, regarding this as threatening German security.



•  30 July: Russia ordered the full mobilization of its army.



•  31 July: Germany ordered the full mobilization of its army.



•  1 August: France ordered the full mobilization of its army. Germany declared war on Russia.



•  3 August: Germany declared war on France. Germany invaded Belgium.



•  4 August: Britain declared war on Germany.



•  6 August: Serbia declared war on Germany. Austria-Hungary declared war on Russia.



•  12 August: Britain declared war on Austria-Hungary. France declared war on Austria-Hungary.





The enlargement of the conflict continued with the Ottoman Empire’s entry into the war in October 1914 on the side of Austria-Hungary and Germany, while Italy joined with Russia, Britain and France in May 1915. Many of the European powers had substantial empires that became involved in the conflict, rapidly giving the war a truly global dimension.


Although the assassination was the trigger, the First World War had its roots in long-term social, economic and political developments in Europe in the decades before 1914. This section will look at these long-term causes of the First World War.


Economic changes in Europe, c.1870–1914
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How far did economic developments increase the likelihood of war?


[image: ]





One long-term cause of the First World War lay in the impact of economic developments that had taken place in Europe in the decades before 1914. The industrial revolution of the nineteenth century transformed the basis of economic power, giving enormous strength to countries that could increase their production of coal, iron and steel. In this, the former great powers of Austria-Hungary and Russia lagged behind, while Britain, at least initially, took the lead in industrial development. By 1900, however, British dominance was increasingly challenged as competition developed for economic superiority.


Economic growth and competition


Almost all the major powers increased their production of steel and iron in the decades before the First World War. However, economic growth occurred at differing rates, leading to a significant shift in the relative economic strength of the major powers (see Source A), which fuelled economic competition and rivalry between them. Britain, for example, became increasingly concerned by the USA and Germany, the latter by 1910 leading the European powers in industrial output. Russia was also a cause for concern due to its growth rates in the production of pig iron and steel. Although by 1900, Russia’s absolute output remained significantly behind the world leaders, it still contributed six per cent of the total world output of iron and steel, ranking it fourth in the world, and given its vast size and largely untapped raw materials its potential for growth was considerable.
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SOURCE A
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[image: ] What does Source A indicate about economic growth between 1880 and 1913?
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Relative shares of world manufacturing output, 1880–1913 (percentages).
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Most European countries invested considerably in extensive railway networks. Russia made the most rapid progress between 1870 and 1910, both in growth rate and in absolute terms, so that by 1910 Russia possessed the largest overall railway network. However, the vast size of Russia meant that its rail network was far less efficient in terms of coverage than those of Britain and Germany. The growth rate of Germany’s rail network was also notably impressive, increasing by 224 per cent between 1870 and 1910.


Military strength


In the decades before 1914, economic rivalries contributed to profound insecurities as countries feared being overtaken by their competitors. Many countries entered the war believing that if war had to come, it was better to fight sooner rather than later before their adversaries grew stronger.


Economic growth generated such concerns because of its implications for military strength. The increase in output of iron and steel, as well as the development of an effective manufacturing industry, was vital for the production of modern military technology. Similarly, the construction of extensive, efficient rail networks was imperative for the rapid transportation of troops and supplies. For example, the substantial growth of the Russian railway network had significant military consequences since it meant that the Russian army could be mobilized more rapidly, something which it was estimated would take over eight weeks in 1906, but only 30 days by 1912.


Nonetheless, economic growth and its potential implications for military strength were only a source of anxiety in a climate in which military spending was prioritized by European governments (see page 20); tensions and rivalries between nations were already in existence due to other factors such as imperialistic rivalries.



Imperialism
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How far did imperialism contribute to war in 1914?
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Imperialist policies were pursued vigorously by the major European powers at the beginning of the twentieth century. The possession of an empire conferred economic and potential military power as well as prestige. France, Britain and Germany focused on gaining overseas colonies, primarily, but not exclusively, in Asia and Africa, while Russia and Austria-Hungary had substantial interests in extending their empires into the Balkans (see Source B). Imperialism stimulated, and clashed with, the growth of nationalism, which arose in opposition to the existence of vast multi-ethnic empires.


Imperial rivalries in the Balkans


The Balkan region was the focus of the imperial ambitions of Austria-Hungary, Russia, Serbia and the Ottoman Empire. The Balkan region had been dominated by the Ottoman Empire since the sixteenth century, but the demise of Ottoman strength led to the fragmentation of the region and the formation of smaller Balkan states like Serbia in 1817 and Bulgaria in 1878. The decline of Ottoman strength provided the opportunity for rival European powers to expand their control in the region, thereby intensifying rivalries.
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SOURCE B
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[image: ] How useful is Source B in understanding the importance of the Balkans in 1913?
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The Balkans in 1913.
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Austro-Hungarian interests in the Balkans



The vast Austro-Hungarian Empire encompassed much of central and eastern Europe and began to extend its control into the Balkans in the early twentieth century; Bosnia-Herzegovina for example had been annexed in 1908. Austro-Hungarian ambitions to maintain and extend this control brought it into conflict with Russia and Serbia for influence over the region. Both Serbia and Russia promoted the growth of pan-Slavism. Austria-Hungary feared this would encourage revolt and threaten not only Austrian interests in the Balkans, but the very existence of the multi-ethnic Austro-Hungarian Empire which contained substantial numbers of Slavic peoples.


Serbian interests in the Balkans


Serbia promoted the nationalistic vision of a greater Serbia in which all Balkan Slavs would be united under Serbian rule. Serbian nationalism had increased in militancy following the rise of the pro-Russian and fiercely nationalistic ruling Karadjordjevi´c dynasty through a military coup in 1903. In addition, the Kingdom of Serbia had recently enlarged its territory by 80 per cent as a result of victory in the Balkan Wars of 1912–13. Austria-Hungary understandably saw Serbia as a threat to the existence of its multi-ethnic empire and insisted on the creation of Albania, a state for ethnic Albanians, which would prevent Serbia from having access to the sea. Access to ports was essential for economic development as most trade occurred with merchant vessels, so the creation of Albania not only limited Serbia’s gains, but hindered its economic development. Key individuals within the Austrio-Hungarian government also promoted the view that the Serbian menace ought to be dealt with sooner rather than later, before Serbia grew more influential, accounting in part for Austria-Hungary’s deliberately provocative ultimatum in response to the assassination in June 1914 (see page 28) which did much to escalate the crisis to war.


Russian interests in the Balkans


Russian interests in the Balkans were partly motivated by ideological commitment. Russia, as the most powerful of the Slavic nations, had long promoted the image of itself as the defender of all Slavic peoples. This agenda was popular within Russia since it emphasized, and potentially increased, Russian power and prestige. However, ideological commitment to pan-Slavism was not the primary reason for Russian interests in the Balkans. There were more important strategic and political reasons. An extension of Russian influence in the Balkans would:





•  provide important access for Russian merchant and warships through the Black Sea and into the Mediterranean



•  limit the territorial expansion of Russia’s main rival, the Austro-Hungarian Empire.






Austro-Hungarian and Russian rivalries in the Balkans



Austro-Hungarian and Russian rivalries in the Balkans had almost triggered war on a number of occasions before 1914. In 1878, for example, Austria-Hungary mobilized its army in protest against a substantial extension of Russian influence in the region that had come about in the aftermath of a Russo-Turkish War. On this occasion, war was averted through diplomacy, although the final settlement left Russia dissatisfied and increased its animosity towards Austria-Hungary and Germany.


Tensions between Russia and Austria-Hungary over the Balkans flared again when Austria-Hungary formally annexed the region of Bosnia-Herzegovina in 1908. Russia was militarily too weak to contemplate anything more than a diplomatic protest. However, the event increased Russian concerns about the extension of Austro-Hungarian influence in the Balkans and made it more determined to resist any further such occurrences in the future. This contributed to making any issue involving the Balkans, Austria-Hungary and Russia potentially particularly explosive.


Imperial rivalries between Britain, France and Germany


The focus of the imperial ambitions of Britain, France and Germany was the acquisition of colonies outside Europe. The British Empire’s imperial possessions constituted 20 per cent of the world’s territory by 1900. France had substantial interests in Africa. Germany, a relatively new country having only come into existence in 1871, was keen to exert an influence on the world stage by acquiring its own empire.


German imperial ambitions


German imperial ambitions became increasingly evident during the rule of Kaiser Wilhelm II from 1888. The Kaiser was adamant that Germany should be recognized as a world power commensurate with its economic strength and he saw imperial policy as a way to achieve this. In 1896 he declared that ‘nothing must henceforth be settled in the world without the intervention of Germany and the German Emperor’. This sentiment informed the new policy of weltpolitik in which Germany sought to extend its influence in the world largely through the acquisition of a large navy and colonies. This inevitably threatened French and British imperial interests, especially since the vast majority of key colonial ports were already in their possession. Although the German Foreign Minister, Bernhard von Bülow, issued the assurance to the other Great Powers in 1897 that ‘we don’t want to put anyone else in the shade, but we too demand our place in the sun’, German interventions in global politics in the decades before 1914 all too often caused significant fractures in European power relations.


The Moroccan Crises, 1905 and 1911


The imperial rivalries of the major European powers led to diplomatic clashes over Morocco in 1905 and 1911. North Africa was considered primarily a French sphere of interest, which Britain supported as part of the Anglo-French entente in 1904. When France moved to establish more control over Morocco in 1905, Germany objected, claiming that it had to be consulted. When France ignored German demands, the German military threatened to attack France if its foreign minister was not replaced and if France refused to attend an international conference to resolve the matter. France complied and during the Algericas Conference held in Spain in 1906, Britain firmly supported its entente partner, forcing Germany to agree to allow France to extend further control over Morocco under certain minor conditions.


In 1911, France sent troops into Morocco, causing Germany to proclaim the right to do the same in southern Morocco. Again Britain and France resisted German moves and demands, forcing Germany to accept 275,000 km2 of French Congo instead. The German government felt that it had been defeated and humiliated.


How far did imperialism contribute to war in 1914?


Imperialism contributed to the growing likelihood of war by generating rivalries between the European powers and by stimulating the growth of nationalism. However, it would take more than rival imperial interests to provoke war. After all, the Moroccan Crises had been resolved diplomatically, as had the Russian and Austro-Hungarian clashes over the Balkans. It was the growing military strength of the major powers (see page 20) which made crises generated by imperial rivalries more likely to trigger the outbreak of real hostilities.


Alliance systems
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Did the alliance systems make war more likely?
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One of the striking features of the July Days (see pages 11–12) was the rapidity with which a conflict between Austria-Hungary and Serbia enlarged to a European war. The existence of rival alliance systems which tied the main countries of Europe together is often cited as an explanation for this escalation. France, Britain and Russia were allied in the Triple Entente, while Germany, Austria-Hungary and Italy were joined together in the Triple Alliance.


Why were the alliances formed?


Alliances had been formed in a bid to increase security. The Dual Alliance, between Germany and Austria-Hungary, agreed in 1878, was largely a response to German insecurity following a fracturing of Russo-German relations (see page 16). The Dual Alliance was enlarged to the Triple Alliance when Italy joined in 1882. It was a defensive military alliance which committed the signatories to providing military support should one of their number be attacked by one of the major European powers. In the case of Germany and Italy, however, they were only committed to helping each other should either be attacked by France.
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SOURCE C
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[image: ] Look at Sounrce C. Why might Germany have felt particularly threatened by the existence of the Triple Entente?
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Europe in 1914 showing the major alliances.
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In turn, Russia sought an ally against its main rival Austria-Hungary, who had been strengthened by the alliance with Germany. Russia was also concerned by the growing potential German threat, an anxiety shared by France. In consequence a Franco-Russian military alliance was signed in 1894. This too was a defence alliance, committing each country to support the other in the event that either one of them was attacked by a member of the Triple Alliance. In 1904, Britain and France drew closer by signing the Entente Cordiale. This was not a military alliance but a series of agreements finally settling imperial rivalries and recognizing and agreeing to respect each other’s spheres of colonial influence. In 1907, Britain reached a similar accord with Russia, in the Anglo-Russian Convention, which ended animosities generated by their competition for colonies in central Asia. This paved the way for Britain to join with France and Russia in the so-called Triple Entente in 1907. Unlike the Triple Alliance, this was not a military alliance.


How far did the alliance systems contribute to war in 1914?


The impression that the alliance systems led to war by a chain reaction during the summer of 1914 is only superficially compelling. Although by mid-August 1914 all the signatories of the two rival alliances, with the exception of Italy, were at war, the manner in which they entered the war was not in adherence to the terms of the alliance agreements, nor primarily motivated by them. France did not immediately declare war on Germany, despite the German declaration of war against France’s ally Russia. Neither did Austria-Hungary declare war on Britain or France, despite their declarations of war on Germany. Italy also failed to enter the war in support of its Triple Alliance partners, despite the British and French declaration of war on Austria-Hungary. The fact that all the major signatories of the alliances, with the exception initially of Italy, ended up at war was more a reflection of their own individual agendas rather than their blindly being pulled into conflict by the existence of the alliance systems. The terms of the Triple Entente in particular did not commit its signatories to military action in any event.


The existence of the Triple Entente did contribute to war, however, by fostering insecurity within Germany since it accentuated fears about the vulnerability of Germany’s position as it was now encircled by hostile powers. This added to the appeal within the German military high command of the merits of provoking a preventive war in which Germany would have the advantage through launching a first strike before its rivals were fully prepared. This increasingly came to be seen as the most effective way to improve German security prospects, in part accounting for German decisions during the summer of 1914 which seemed to positively encourage the outbreak of war (see page 30). However, the existence of the Triple Entente alone was not enough to stimulate this agenda, not least because the terms of the Entente were defensive and vague, meaning it posed little immediate or direct threat to Germany. German insecurity, if real and not a cloak for a more aggressive agenda, was at least as much prompted by concerns about France and Britain’s growing military strength due to increased defence expenditure (see pages 19–22).


Militarism
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How did militarism contribute to war in 1914?
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The growth of militarism on the eve of the First World War manifested itself in the glorification of military strength and an arms race in which escalating amounts of money were spent on defence, leading to increases in the size of armies and weaponry. In part this was stimulated by economic and technological developments that not only enabled the more effective mass production of weaponry, but also led to the invention of new types of weapons. New weaponry, such as explosive shells and the machine gun, massively increased the rate, range and accuracy of firepower so that any nation not prepared to invest in these new technologies, and the railways to transport them, would be at a grievous disadvantage in any future military engagement.


The arms race


There had been a steady increase in defence expenditure in all the major European countries from the mid-1890s that increased more rapidly from 1905 (see Source D). In a large part this increase was prompted by economic and technological developments which made possible a new range and scale of armaments.
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SOURCE D
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[image: ] What can be learned from Source D about the defence spending of the major European powers between 1890 and 1913?
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The defence spending (in millions of marks) of the major European powers, 1890–1913.
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The growth in armed forces


There was substantial investment in increasing the troop numbers in the standing armies of most of the major European countries in the decades leading up to the First World War (see Source E). By 1914, all the major European powers possessed mass armies. The Triple Entente, however, had a substantial advantage in terms of the overall manpower of its standing armies, outnumbering the combined troops of Germany and Austria-Hungary by 1.5 million. The rate of increase of the size of the standing armies in the Entente nations was also greater than that of Austria-Hungary and Germany, the latter actually increasing at the slowest rate.
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SOURCE E
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[image: ] How much can Source E tell us about the relative military strength of the major powers on the eve of the First World War?
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Approximate standing army and population sizes of the major European powers in 1900 and 1914.
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However, the size of the standing armies only gives a partial impression of military strength, for all countries had plans to call up reservists, and then conscripts, in the event of war.


The naval arms race


Naval power was the focus of a particular arms race that developed between Britain and Germany in the decade before 1914. The Kaiser, admiring and envious of the British Royal Navy, sought to build a German navy which would challenge British naval supremacy. An ambitious plan to increase the size of the German navy was drawn up by Admiral Alfred von Tirpitz and implemented in the Navy Bill of 1900. The British interpreted this as a challenge to their dominance of the seas, and an implied threat to the security of their empire for which a strong navy was a prerequisite.


The British, seeking to retain their lead in naval supremacy, increased their own shipbuilding programme, culminating in the launch of a new class of battleship, the HMS Dreadnought, in 1906. The Dreadnought was the first example of a heavily armoured battleship equipped exclusively with large guns capable of destroying enemy ships from great distances, setting a new standard for modern battleships. The Germans, anxious not to be left behind, responded in kind with the launch of their own dreadnought battleship in 1908. An intensification of the naval arms race ensued (see Source F, page 22).
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SOURCE F




[image: ]


[image: ] How valuable is Source F as evidence of the relative naval strength of Britain and Germany in the years before the First World War?
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A comparison of British and German dreadnoughts, 1906–14.






	Dreadnoughts

	Britain

	Germany






	1906

	1

	0






	1907

	4

	0






	1908

	6

	4






	1909

	8

	7






	1910

	11

	8






	1911

	16

	11






	1912

	19

	13






	1913

	26

	16






	1914

	29

	17
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How did the arms race contribute to war in 1914?


The German actions which were key in escalating the crisis of July 1914 into war (see page 30) can in part be seen as motivated by anxieties generated by the arms race. In the years leading up to 1914 there was a growing perception within the German government and military that Germany was actually losing the arms race in terms of its long-term ability to keep pace with its rivals. There was some evidence for this fear. Germany was particularly anxious about Russia, whose increase in defence expenditure was rising at a more rapid rate and whose potential resources were far greater than those of Germany.


In consequence, there developed a view within the German military high command that if European war was inevitable in the near future, then Germany’s best chance for success lay in a pre-emptive strike while it was still militarily stronger than its rivals. This attitude of ‘war the sooner the better’ was voiced by General von Moltke at the Kaiser’s so-called ‘War Council’, a meeting held between the Kaiser and his military and naval advisers in December 1912, and can be seen to influence the German decisions in July 1914 which directly contributed to the escalation of military conflict.


Military plans
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In what ways did the existence of military plans before 1914 contribute to the likelihood of war?
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New military technologies necessitated a rethinking of military strategy and tactics. New military plans were drawn up by all the major powers in the decades leading up to the First World War. The premise behind all these plans was the importance of the rapid offensive. Military planners were convinced that any war would be short in duration. This belief, mistaken as it turned out, reinforced the view that the decisive battles would be those of the initial offensives. It was therefore crucial that mobilization was achieved quickly, since any delay could give the enemy a potentially insurmountable advantage.



German military plans


German military planners faced a particularly concerning problem, the danger of a two-front war. This became a realistic prospect following the alliance between France and Russia in 1894 (see page 18). In response to this threat, and in accordance with the primacy placed on the offensive, German security came to rest on the plan devised in 1897 by the head of the German army, Count Alfred von Schlieffen. The so-called Schlieffen Plan set out that German troops attack France by way of a several-pronged hook advancing through northern France, Belgium and The Netherlands, avoiding the heavily fortified French border with Germany, to surround Paris and defeat France within six weeks (see Source G). This would then enable German troops to turn around and face the Russians to the east before the vast Russian army was mobilized. It was estimated that it would take at least eight weeks for the Russian army to be fully operational. The key to the success of the plan would lie in the swift movement of the hook formations into France; any delay either before or during the offensive would hand the initiative to Germany’s enemies. In this context, rapid German mobilization was crucial to its security plans.
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SOURCE G
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[image: ] What can be learned about the nature of the Schlieffen Plan from Source G?
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The Schlieffen Plan.
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Russian military plans


Russian military plans also emphasized early mobilization in order to compensate for the logistical and organizational difficulties that meant the Russian army would be comparatively slow to reach military readiness. This explains the early Russian order for mobilization on 30 July 1914 that dramatically escalated the crisis. However, unlike the German military plans, mobilization did not have to presage war.


French military plans


French military plans were based on Plan XVII drawn up by the chief of the general staff, Joseph Joffre, in 1913. Again the offensive was emphasized. Central to the plan was a concentrated attack through Lorraine on German forces across the German border. The mismatch of this plan with the nature of the German advance in 1914, which avoided the Franco-German border near Lorraine, revealed the limitations of French military intelligence as well as the exaggerated optimism of the French high command in the comparative strength of its forces.


Austro-Hungarian military plans


Austro-Hungarian military planners, like those in Germany, had to deal with the prospect of a multiple-front war. Austria-Hungary would be likely to have to face Serbian troops to the south, and Russian forces to the east in Galicia. If Romania entered the war (which it did from August 1916), Austria-Hungary would have to deal with a three-front war. The Austro-Hungarian army was comparatively weak technologically and would be outnumbered by its enemies. Austria-Hungary therefore certainly hoped for substantial assistance from its German ally.


British military plans


The British had a relatively small standing army on the eve of 1914 (see page 21), but it was planned that this would be rapidly mobilized and transported to France to help counter any German attack. The British Royal Navy would be used to:





•  destroy the German navy



•  impose a blockade on Germany



•  protect the Triple Entente’s supply shipping from attacks by enemy vessels.





How did military plans contribute to war?


The nature of most of the pre-1914 military plans contributed significantly to the likelihood of war. All were based on the optimistic premise that war was winnable in certainly no more than a few months. This assumption turned out to be deeply flawed. Had this been suspected to any significant extent before war was underway, it is likely that the majority of nations would have tried harder to stay out of war in the summer of 1914 than they actually did.


The German Schlieffen Plan bears particular responsibility for the outbreak of war as its emphasis on swift action immediately following the order to mobilize meant that Germany was more likely to perceive mobilization in other countries as an inevitable prelude to war. It also made war unavoidable once Germany issued the order to mobilize.


Nationalism
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To what extent did the rise in nationalism contribute to war?
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The decades before the First World War witnessed the growth of an increasingly strident and aggressive nationalism in the major countries of Europe. This was frequently connected to pride in a nation’s military strength as well as its cultural values and traditions.


Reasons for the growth of nationalism


Nationalistic sentiment in the decades before 1914 was not new, but had been encouraged by a number of recent developments. It had been boosted by national pride generated by the growth of militarism and economic strength in these years and the international competition these stimulated.


There were also more subtle ideological reasons behind the inclination to trumpet national superiority. These developed from the gradual assimilation of the naturalist Charles Darwin’s ideas about evolution. Darwin’s presentation of a process of natural selection, in which the weaker elements of a species die out and in which the ‘fittest’ survive, gave rise to the idea that some nation’s were innately ‘fitter’ or stronger than others and that it was their destiny to triumph over weaker nations.


Nationalistic sentiment grew too because it was promoted by the press and governments. In part, the press was responding to an already existing nationalism which it knew would appeal to its readership, but its promotion of patriotism served to reinforce and encourage it further. Governments promoted nationalism to justify growing military expenditure.
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SOURCE H
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[image: ] How useful is Source H as evidence of why so many men volunteered to enlist in the army in 1914?
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Private George Morgan of the 16th Battalion, West Yorkshire Regiment explaining why so many volunteered to enlist. Quoted in Minds at War by David Roberts, published by Saxon, London, 1999, page 21.


We had been brought up to believe that Britain was the best country in the world and we wanted to defend her. The history taught to us at school showed that we were better than other people (didn’t we always win the last war?).
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How did nationalism contribute to war?


The feelings of rivalry and superiority generated by nationalism created an environment in which war was not as assiduously avoided as it might have been, but was rather seen as an opportunity to assert dominance. Indeed, in so far as nationalistic pride encouraged optimism in victory, it may have made the risk of going to war seem more worth taking. Nationalistic sentiment influenced entire populations, diplomats and governments, making the latter increasingly likely to risk war in the belief that their populations would bear the financial burden and mobilize when called to arms. In the case of Slavic nationalism, it contributed to the war in a more direct way by leading to the assassination of Franz Ferdinand, which triggered the escalation to conflict in 1914.


Conclusion
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To what extent had the long-term causes of the war made conflict likely by 1914?
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European conflict was a likely prospect by 1914 but not inevitable. Relations between European countries had become increasingly fragile due to economic and imperial competition, the alliance systems and escalating militarism. These factors simultaneously contributed to increased insecurities and nationalistic pride within the governments of Europe. This, in turn, would make the governments more likely to resort to war in 1914 as the best way to safeguard their power and position before their adversaries became too strong. However, it would take a particular crisis to convert the potential for war into actual conflict.
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SUMMARY DIAGRAM
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Long-term causes of the First World War
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2 The short-term causes of the First World War
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Key question: How significant were the short-term causes to the outbreak of war in 1914?
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Although war had become a likely prospect by 1914, it was the short-term causes that determined the precise timing of the outbreak of war. The main short-term causes were the assassination of the Austro-Hungarian Archduke Franz Ferdinand in June 1914, which provided the trigger for war, and the failure of diplomacy in the following weeks to provide an alternative to military conflict.


The assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand, 28 June 1914
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Why did the assassination of the Archduke trigger war?
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The First World War had its roots in long-term social, economic and political developments in Europe in the decades before 1914. The event which brought together these pressures in such a way as to trigger war was the assassination of the heir to the Austro-Hungarian throne, Franz Ferdinand, in Sarajevo, capital of the province of Bosnia-Herzegovina which Austria-Hungary annexed in 1908. The assassin was a Bosnian Serb nationalist who was a member of the Black Hand, an anti-Austrian terrorist organization that was sponsored and trained by members of the government of Serbia.


The significance of the assassination


The assassination was the spark that ignited the long-term tensions into war. The particular significance of the assassination was that it raised the Balkan issue, which was a source of serious rivalry between Austria-Hungary, Russia and Serbia. This rivalry was long standing, but had not yet triggered war, although it had come close to doing so on a number of occasions (see page 15). In 1914, however, Austria-Hungary did take military action. This was mostly because the changed military and political circumstances made Austria-Hungary more confident in taking provocative action, but in part also due to the nature the assassination itself. Not only was the murder of the heir to the Austro-Hungarian throne of sufficiently serious magnitude to prompt an extreme reaction from Austria-Hungary, but it also provided Austria-Hungary with good reason to hope for international sympathy, encouraging it to risk more decisive action against Serbia without it necessarily enlarging to a wider conflict. In particular, there were grounds to believe that Russia would not intervene on the side of Serbia given the Tsar’s abhorrence of terrorist action; Russia’s tsars were not infrequently the targets of terrorist violence themselves. This highlights the importance of the assassination in particular as a trigger.
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SOURCE I
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[image: ] What can be learned about the assassination of the Archduke from Source I?
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The assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand and his wife in Sarajevo as illustrated in La Domenica del Corriere, an Italian newspaper, in 1914.
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Diplomatic crisis


The assassination of the Archduke triggered a diplomatic crisis that rapidly escalated into world war. The enlargement of the crisis beyond an internal affair of the Austro-Hungarian Empire began when Austria-Hungary blamed the Kingdom of Serbia for the assassination. Austria-Hungary had long been desirous of war with Serbia, its main rival in the Balkans, and seized on the opportunity presented by the assassination to provoke military action. Austria-Hungary’s accusation that Serbia was complicit in the assassination was not without justification, although without formal proof, given the activities of the Serbian-based Black Hand terrorists (see page 27).


Austria-Hungary’s ultimatum


Austria-Hungary took the first step in escalating the crisis when it issued a deliberately harsh ultimatum to the Serbian government on 23 July 1914. It demanded, among other things, that the Serbian government open a judicial inquiry into the perpetrators of the assassination and that this investigation be open to scrutiny by Austrio-Hungarian investigators. Since such Austro-Hungarian intervention would represent a violation of Serbian independence, it was unlikely to be acceptable to the Serbian government. Austria-Hungary gave Serbia just 48 hours to respond, fully expectant of a rejection.


The ‘blank cheque’ guarantee


Austria-Hungary was emboldened to take such a provocative stance by the encouragement it had received from its ally, Germany, to take decisive action against Serbia, even if this precipitated a war with Serbia. On 6 July, the German government essentially offered unconditional assistance to Austria-Hungary in whatever action it may take against Serbia in the crisis. This unconditional offer became known as the German ‘blank cheque’ guarantee to Austria-Hungary. Germany’s motives in doing so are not entirely clear. Some believe it wished a limited war between Austria-Hungary and Serbia, in which the victory of the former would strengthen Germany’s ally Austria-Hungary, and by extension Germany itself. Others believe that Germany wanted a wider European war and saw the crisis triggered by the assassination as an opportunity to provoke one.


Serbia’s response


Serbia, on 24 July, accepted all the demands except that relating to Austro-Hungarian intervention in a judicial inquiry into the assassination. Although Serbia was aware that it was likely that military action would result from this refusal, they were perhaps emboldened by hopes that Russia might act to protect Serbia against Austria-Hungary. Russia styled itself as the protector of Slavic interests in the Balkans and public pressure in Russia to honour this role was considerable. In addition, Russia was anxious to prevent any potential extension of the territory of its rival Austria-Hungary in the Balkans. There existed, however, no formal alliance between Serbia and Russia, and so no guarantee of Russian assistance.


The crisis rapidly intensified during the July Days, the name given to the period in which diplomatic efforts were made to try to avert the outbreak of war, and within weeks, despite various initiatives to diffuse the crisis, all the major countries of Europe had become embroiled in conflict (see page 11).


Attempts at diplomacy
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Why did diplomacy fail to prevent the outbreak of war?
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There were significant efforts to reach a diplomatic solution to the crisis. These negotiations ultimately failed to prevent the outbreak of war.


Communications between the ambassadors and governments of the major powers were continuous in the weeks following the assassination of the Archduke, and various proposals were made to attempt to settle the developing crisis:





•  26 July: a conference to settle the crisis was proposed by Britain. France, Italy and Russia signalled their willingness to attend. Germany rejected the proposal. The conference never met.



•  29 July: Britain proposed international mediation, the day after the Austro-Hungarian declaration of war on Serbia.



•  29 July: the German chancellor, Bethmann-Hollweg, urged Austria-Hungary to limit its invasion of Serbia to an occupation of the Serbian capital, Belgrade, only, and urged Austria-Hungary to open talks with Russia. These proposals were ignored by Austria-Hungary.
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SOURCE J
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[image: ] What can be learned from Source J about the intentions of Russia in the days leading up to the outbreak of war?
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Tsar Nicholas II to his cousin Kaiser Wilhelm II in a telegram on 28 July 1914.


To try to avoid such a calamity as a European war, I beg you in the name of our old friendship to do what you can to prevent your allies from going too far.
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The failure of diplomacy


Germany’s opposition, until the last moment, to diplomatic initiatives to resolve the crisis contributed to the failure of a negotiated settlement. Until 29 July, Germany was urging Austria-Hungary to take prompt and decisive action against Serbia, not least by offering its unconditional support through the blank cheque guarantee (see page 29).


Germany’s ‘calculated risk’?


The motives that informed the German escalation of the crisis have been much debated. Some historians, such as Erdmann and Zechlin, argued that despite appearances, Germany did not want a European war, but a more localized Balkan conflict between Austria-Hungary and Serbia. This could have been advantageous to Germany in that victory by Austria-Hungary would have significantly strengthened Germany’s main ally. In this interpretation, Germany was pursuing a policy of ‘calculated risk’, the ‘risk’ being that Russia might intervene on behalf of Serbia, necessitating German military involvement, and might even bring in Russia’s ally, France.


In the ‘calculated risk’ interpretation, Germany’s misreading of the situation in the early weeks of July emphasizes the significance of short-term diplomatic miscalculations in causing the war. These miscalculations were the German government’s flawed assumptions that Russia, France and Britain would not intervene. There is certainly evidence to suggest that the German Chancellor, Bethmann-Hollweg, did not expect the major powers to get involved, and that when Britain and Russia made their intentions more transparent from 29 July he backtracked and urged restraint on Austria-Hungary. By that point, however, Austria-Hungary was already at war with Serbia and could not very well call its troops off without significant humiliation.


Germany may have misinterpreted the Russian mobilization order on 30 July as a direct threat and a prelude to war, since in the German Schlieffen Plan mobilization and war were virtually synonymous (see page 23). This was not the case in Russian military plans, and a German misunderstanding of this may have contributed to the decision to mobilize and the subsequent escalation of the crisis.


Did Germany deliberately seek war?


Other historians reject the view that German diplomatic miscalculations satisfactorily explain German actions in escalating the crisis. They highlight that there was strong evidence to suggest that the war could not be contained throughout July. Indeed, warnings to this effect were issued by the British and Russian governments. They dismiss the German government’s last-minute attempt to halt escalation as a mere face-saving measure. Instead, they see German actions as symptomatic of a policy that deliberately sought European war, motivated either by expansionist desires (see page 16) or by the desire for a preventive war in which German victory would safeguard its position in Europe before its rivals grew sufficiently in strength to overwhelm it (see page 20).
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SOURCE K
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[image: ] How useful is Source K in showing German motivations on the eve of the outbreak of the war?
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The German Chancellor, Theobald von Bethmann-Hollweg, in August 1914. Quoted in The Origins of the First World War by A. Mombauer, published by Pearson, London, 2002, page 21.


Should all our attempts [for peace] be in vain, should the sword be forced into our hand, we shall go into the field of battle with a clear conscience and the knowledge that we did not desire this war.
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How did the failure of diplomacy contribute to war?


The immediate consequence of the failure of diplomacy was the outbreak of war. Certainly diplomatic miscalculations were important in accelerating the descent into war, but the tensions, insecurities and hostilities generated by the longer-term causes of the war arguably made effective diplomacy unlikely in any event by July 1914. Indeed, the long-term causes contributed to many of the miscalculations made by governments in the July Days.


Conclusion
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How significant were the short-term causes in the outbreak of war in 1914?
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The short-term causes dictated the precise timing of the outbreak of war, although the fundamental reasons for the conflict lay primarily with the long-term causes. It was, for example, the insecurities, rivalries and hostilities generated by the long-term causes that largely undermined the effective operation of diplomacy in the weeks leading up to the war. Similarly, while the assassination was necessary to trigger war, without the long-term causes, it was probable that the animosity between Serbia and Austria-Hungary could have been contained to a Balkan affair.
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SUMMARY DIAGRAM
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Short-term causes of the First World War
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3 Key debate
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Key question: To what extent should Germany be blamed for causing the First World War?
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The Treaty of Versailles and German war guilt


The historiography of the origins of the First World War has frequently focused on assessing the actions and motivations of the leading powers. From the outset, German culpability was emphasized. In the Treaty of Versailles (see page 65), German delegates were forced to accept responsibility for the war. However, this verdict was soon challenged as unfair.


Collective mistakes


In the 1920s and 1930s, verdicts about the origins of the war shifted towards an emphasis on collective mistakes.


US historians, such as Sidney Bradshaw Fay (see Source L), took the lead in formulating this interpretation. This is not surprising given the widespread opposition in the USA to the German War Guilt clause; it had been opposed by the US President Woodrow Wilson even in 1919. In Europe, an acceptance of collective responsibility was increasingly embraced in the context of greater efforts at political reconciliation with Germany in the 1920s. These efforts were manifested in the German entry into the League of Nations in 1926, something prohibited by the Treaty of Versailles, and a series of financial loans to Germany by the USA which aimed to rescue Germany from financial crisis, which was in large part brought on by the heavy financial penalties imposed by the Treaty of Versailles.




[image: ]


SOURCE L
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[image: ] What view does Source L express about who was to blame for causing the First World War?
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Excerpt from The Origins of the World War by Sidney Bradshaw Fay, published by Macmillan, New York, 1929, pages 547–8.


No one country and no one man was solely, or probably even mainly, to blame … None of the Powers wanted a European War … one must abandon the dictum of the Versailles Treaty that Germany and its allies were solely responsible … Austria was more responsible for the immediate origins of the war than any other Power … [indeed, Germany] made genuine, though too belated efforts, to avert one … the verdict of the Treaty of Versailles that Germany and its allies were responsible for the war, in the view of the evidence now available, is historically unsound. It should therefore be revised.
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As the political mood in Europe became more tense in the 1930s with the rise of the Nazi Party and the increasing possibility of another European war, the extent of German guilt for the First World War acquired a heightened significance. For those who wished to justify the policy of appeasement adopted by the Western Allies towards Germany’s increasingly assertive and expansionist foreign policy, the interpretation that the Treaty of Versailles’ verdict had been too harsh made sense. If Germany had been unfairly blamed and too harsh penalties imposed on it, then it was only fair to agree to some revision of these terms as Germany was demanding and as appeasement allowed.


German responsibility again: the Fischer thesis


The publication of German historian Fritz Fischer’s book Grasping for World Power in 1961 reignited controversy over the origins of the war. In Fischer’s interpretation, European war was the deliberate and desired result of an aggressive and expansionist German foreign policy. Fischer placed particular weight on the ‘War Council’ held between the Kaiser and his military advisors in December 1912 (see page 34) in order to show that a desire for war was already apparent in 1912. Central to Fischer’s arguments that German foreign policy was expansionist was his discovery in the archives of the Reich Chancellery of a memorandum written by the German Chancellor Bethmann-Hollweg’s private secretary Kurt Riezler on 9 September 1914. This document, often referred to as the ‘September Programme’, set out details of Bethmann-Hollweg’s views about what Germany could hope to gain from German victory. These gains included the annexation of territory belonging to Germany’s European neighbours, a customs union ensuring German economic dominance of Europe and German colonial expansion in Africa.
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SOURCE M
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[image: ] What can be learned from Source M about German responsibility for causing the First World War?
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Excerpt from War Aims and Strategic Policy in the Great War by Fritz Fischer, published by Rowman & Littlefield, Totowa, 1977, page 109.


War simultaneously seemed [in the eyes of the German élites] to secure the stability of the social order and to guarantee the dissolution of the Entente and freedom to pursue an imperialistic policy on a global scale … Hot on the heels of the mid-November 1912 decision to enlarge the army came the so-called ‘War Council’ of 8 December 1912 [at which] the Kaiser demanded the immediate opening of hostilities against Britain, France and Russia. Moltke concurred, adding his dictum, ‘the sooner the better’, since the strength of Germany’s land opponents could only continue to grow. But Tirpitz requested a postponement of one and a half years [to ready the German navy] … The ‘not before’ of the navy and the ‘no later than’ deadline of the army led to the appointment of a date, of an optimal moment, for the war now held to be inevitable.
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Fischer’s thesis immediately attracted critics, especially in Germany, where one of his strongest challengers was historian Gerhard Ritter. Ritter attacked Fischer’s reliance on the September Programme, arguing that given it was written at a time when the war was already underway, and when a German victory seemed a real possibility, it cannot be taken as evidence of German pre-war aims. The vehemence of opposition to Fischer’s views within Germany was not just motivated by differing interpretations of evidence from the archives. It was also coloured by contemporary politics and an understandable aversion to any interpretation of Germany’s role in the First World War, which seemed, in the light of the more recent and substantial German responsibility for the Second World War, to suggest some kind of innate, or at least cultural, aggression on the part of Germany.
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TOK


‘Historical facts are like fish swimming about in a vast and inaccessible ocean; and what the historian catches will depend partly on chance, but mainly on what part of the ocean he chooses to fish in and what tackle he chooses to use – these two factors being, of course, determined by the kind of fish he wants to catch.’ E.H. Carr, historian, 1961.


To what extent does this quotation have relevance in understanding the different interpretations about the origins of the First World War? Can the historian be truly objective? What factors might influence his judgement of historical events? Does this mean we can never really know what happened in the past with any certainty? (History, Language and Reason.)
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Towards a consensus of predominant German responsibility


The prevailing consensus that has emerged tends towards arguments of collective responsibility with a particular emphasis on the relative importance of German actions (see Source N).
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SOURCE N
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[image: ] What view does Source N give about why the First World War began?
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Excerpt from The Experience of World War One by J.M. Winter, published by Greenwich Editions, London, 2000, page 38.


On the one hand, somebody had to pull the trigger. That was Germany. But on the other hand, its actions exposed the weaknesses and confusions of both its allies and its adversaries … If Germany may be said to have brought about World War I, it did so as part of a political community which collectively let the peace of Europe slip through its fingers.
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