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Preface



The First World War was an event, or rather a series of events, of such importance that it can be a struggle to find words that adequately express its significance. It destroyed the German, Austro-Hungarian, Russian and Ottoman empires. It led to the establishment of a Marxist-Leninist state, the Soviet Union, and sowed the seeds of fascism in Italy and Germany. The British and French colonial empires were simultaneously driven to the zenith of their power, in the process creating the conditions that would, within a couple of generations, lead to their collapse. It killed millions and brought the world, albeit not directly, to an even greater conflagration.


The war also freed nationalities previously confined within larger states to establish independent countries: Czechoslovakia, Poland, Yugoslavia, Ireland. It facilitated the rise of the United States of America to global power and so made capitalist democracy an ideological force to contend with Soviet Marxist-Leninism, setting the scene for the Cold War. Britain, as a direct result of the war, became more thoroughgoingly democratic. The use of war to achieve political goals was discredited in the democracies, while being regarded as legitimate and even desirable by fascists and communists. Cultural life – literature, theatre, film, art, music – was irrevocably marked. After the guns of August opened fire, nothing was ever quite the same.


Harry Patch, the last surviving British soldier of the First World War, died in July 2009. His death, noted a distinguished historian, ‘consigns Britain’s part in the First World War into history’.1 Technically, this is correct, but in reality, the scars are still too raw, passions still too high, for 1914–18 simply to slip away into history. One hundred years on, the meaning of the war, or whether the war had any meaning at all, is still bitterly contested. In the year of the centenary of the outbreak of the war, history wars were waged on page and screen. Scholarly controversies previously confined to seminars and learned journals became, to the bemusement of some academics, front page news.2 The First World War still feels more like current affairs in much of the English-speaking world and in some parts of Europe.


Politicians, actors and pop stars felt compelled to share their views on the conflict. In May 2013, a letter from a group of actors, musicians, poets and politicians was published in the Guardian, a liberal-left British newspaper. It attacked the UK government’s remembrance programme, declaring ‘Far from being a “War to end all wars” or a “Victory for democracy” this was a military disaster and a human catastrophe’.3 This promptly became known in some circles as the ‘Luvvies’ Letter’. Paul Lay, the editor of History Today, responded by tweeting ‘Tell you what, instead of asking historians about remembering the war, let’s ask the luvvies’. He followed it up with another tweet: ‘Next: Jude Law, Kate Hudson & Brian Eno present paper on treating acute lymphoblastic leukaemia’.4 Lay’s point was exaggerated but typically astute. Historical research and analysis are highly specialised activities. More than most historical events, the First World War prompts people to go public with views based on emotion, limited knowledge and flawed understanding.


Anticipating the interest that the centenary was likely to cause (although not, I confess, either its scale or the venom with which some respond to their preconceptions being challenged), being asked to write an introductory book on the First World War appealed. Faced with the task of writing a short book on a huge subject, I decided to concentrate on three main themes. First, I consider the once-again contentious origins of the conflict. Then follows the largest section, devoted to the military history of the war: I make no apology for putting it centre-stage. Third, I consider the war as a ‘total’ conflict. Finally there is a brief coda that attempts to trace the influence of the First World War on the post-war world. I am well aware that this approach means some important topics are covered either very briefly or not at all. In the end, I had to be ruthless in my selection of topics and material. Nevertheless my hope is that, by integrating narrative with analysis and drawing upon up-to-date research, this book will give the reader a working understanding of not only what happened in 1914–18 but how and why.
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1
The Coming of War




Was anyone guilty?


Writing in his war memoirs in the 1930s, David Lloyd George asked ‘How was it that the world was so unexpectedly plunged into this terrible conflict?’ The man who had been Britain’s Prime Minister in the second half of the First World War answered his own question: it had been a tragic accident. ‘Nobody wanted war’ but ‘nations backed their machines over the precipice’.1 Lloyd George reflected the view common at that time, eloquently expressed in 1929 by the American historian Sydney B. Fay: ‘No one country and no one man was solely or probably even mainly, to blame’. Fay went on to condemn the so-called ‘War Guilt clause’ of the 1919 Treaty of Versailles, which stated that ‘the aggression of Germany and her allies’ was responsible for the war.2


These verdicts on the origins of the war represented far more than a semi-retired statesman sounding off in his memoirs or an academic pontificating from his ivory tower. They struck at the meaning of a conflict that had caused the death of millions. If the war was accidental, did that mean it was also preventable and, by extension, that those millions had died for nothing? The result of an appallingly destructive war was a post–1918 world that was less than ideal. This fed into a sense of futility, that the war had not been worth fighting. In 2012, a very influential book on the origins of the war was published by a respected academic that came to essentially the same conclusion as Lloyd George and Fay. In The Sleepwalkers, Christopher Clark argued:


The outbreak of war in 1914 is not an Agatha Christie drama at the end of which we will discover the culprit standing over a corpse in the conservatory with a smoking pistol. There is no smoking gun in this story; or, rather, there is one in the hands of every major character. Viewed in this light, the outbreak of war was a tragedy, not a crime.


Avoiding the allotting of war guilt is in vogue. In a newspaper polemic, another academic, Richard J. Evans, agreed with Clark that ‘it’s time to get away from the blame game’ and went on to depict the war as futile: ‘the end of the war in 1918 was a victory for no one… The [British] men who enlisted may have thought that they were fighting… a war to defend freedom: they were wrong’. Margaret MacMillan devoted over 600 pages of a book to discussing the origins of the war without coming to a firm view on who was to blame for causing it.3 One review of The Sleepwalkers asserted that Clark’s arguments ‘effectively consign the old historical consensus to the bin’.4 They do nothing of the sort: Clark’s book is neither more nor less than a contribution – albeit one that has attracted much attention in lay circles – to a major historical debate. That debate goes on.


All historical writings must be judged in the context of the period in which they were produced. By the late 1920s, a reaction to the war had set in. The Treaty of Versailles was discredited in some quarters, reviled by British and American liberals as too harsh (an argument that of course appealed to Germany) and ruthlessly savaged by the economist John Maynard Keynes in his influential polemic of 1919, The Economic Consequences of the Peace. Lloyd George’s war memoirs, no less than the writings of the war poet and former infantry officer Siegfried Sassoon, belong to the category of ‘literature of disillusionment’. Fay was writing against a background of a general questioning of the wisdom of the USA’s belated entry into the war. Similarly, in the second decade of the twenty-first century, as a decade-and-a-half of war in Iraq and Afghanistan comes to an end, there is widespread disillusion with the use of armed force as an instrument of policy. But we should try to see the First World War as contemporaries viewed it and seek to avoid excessive use of hindsight and the imposing of twenty-first century values on individuals who lived one hundred years ago.


Reviewing The Sleepwalkers and another book that argues that the decision-makers of 1914 made errors of ‘omission, not commission’, the historian Holger Herwig pointed out that this line of argument ‘dangerously leads us back’ to Lloyd George’s idea of the Great Powers somehow stumbling into war.5 To take the ‘stumbling’ view is to ignore fifty years of research. Herwig is right. The evidence is compelling that Germany and Austria-Hungary bear the primary responsibility for beginning the war.



The rise of German power


The origins of the war stretch back at least to 1871. In that year, in the course of a comprehensive defeat of Napoleon III’s France, which up to that point had been the continent’s dominant military power, the German states (except Austria) were united into one state under Prussian leadership. The King of Prussia became Wilhelm I, Kaiser (Emperor) of Germany. Such a seismic shift in the balance of power often results in conflict or, at the very least, international instability; 1871 was an exception. Under the guidance of the ‘Iron Chancellor’, Otto von Bismarck, a new international equilibrium was created. Rather than seeing the unification of Germany as the platform for aggression, Germany became a status quo power. Although France was never reconciled to the loss of the provinces of Alsace and Lorraine as a result of 1871, Bismarck was adept at keeping France diplomatically isolated. Furthermore, Britain did not regard the emergence of the German Empire as a threat to its security and Berlin came to understandings with Austria-Hungary and Russia.
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Figure 1  Wilhelm II, German Kaiser and King of Prussia (reigned 1888–1918).


Things changed with the accession of Kaiser Wilhelm II to the throne in 1888. A grandson of Queen Victoria, and so half English, Wilhelm was a destabilising influence in international affairs. He was possibly mentally unbalanced (on meeting him in 1891 the then British Prime Minister, Lord Salisbury, wondered whether the Kaiser was ‘all there’), loved dressing up in fancy uniforms and had a mercurial personality. Wilhelm wanted to rule as well as reign. Dismissing Bismarck in 1890, Wilhelm rapidly proved, as the loosest of cannons, that he was not up to the job. His maladroit interventions on the international scene worsened a situation created by the new direction in German foreign policy that began in the 1890s. Weltpolitik (world policy) was a drive to gain colonies and expand German power and economic influence. In the process, Bismarck’s carefully constructed system of alliances was sacrificed. The Reinsurance Treaty between Germany and Russia, a cornerstone of Bismarck’s policy, was allowed to lapse by Wilhelm. Worse, in 1892, France and Russia became allies. Initially, this was, from the point of view of the two powers, simply a prudent counterpart to the Triple Alliance of Germany, Austria-Hungary and Italy. However, as international tensions intensified in the early years of the twentieth century, the Dual Alliance took on additional significance, especially because Britain emerged as a potential partner for France and Russia.


The security of Britain and its vast maritime empire was ultimately dependent on supremacy at sea. Traditionally, the British army had been relatively small and weak, the Royal Navy strong and powerful. Sensitivity about rival naval powers meant that the Low Countries of the Netherlands and Belgium were of particular strategic interest to the British and it was a long-standing policy aim that this area should not fall under the control of a hostile power. This was related to another tenet of British foreign policy, to oppose powers that attempted to achieve hegemony in Europe. Pursing this objective had seen Britain fight against the France of Louis XIV and Napoleon. In the second half of the nineteenth century, in the absence of such a threat, Britain could afford the luxury of ‘splendid isolation’, holding aloof from continental entanglements. The Empire, not Europe, was where potential threats lay and the most obvious likely enemies were France – the traditional foe – and Russia. France and Britain had almost come to blows in 1898, when rival imperial aspirations in Africa culminated in the Fashoda incident, a clash over a disputed area of Sudan. Russia and Britain were long-time rivals in the area of Afghanistan and Persia and fears of a Russian invasion of the Indian Raj never quite disappeared. Germany, on the other hand, before about 1900, was generally seen as a friendly state.


However, in 1898 Germany passed the first of its Naval Laws, which aimed to build up a powerful fleet, signalling the beginning of a naval arms race. The architect of the High Seas Fleet, Admiral Alfred von Tirpitz, playing on Wilhelm’s jealousy of his mother’s land, told the Kaiser that the plan was to mount such a challenge to the Royal Navy that Britain would ‘concede to Your Majesty such a measure of naval mastery and enable Your Majesty to carry out a great overseas policy’.6 The policy was disastrous. It poisoned relations with London, which accepted the challenge. In 1914, the Royal Navy was well ahead of its German rival in numbers of capital ships. Although there were other milestones along the path of the growth of enmity and suspicion between Britain and Germany, such as the Kaiser’s noisy support for the Boers during the Second South African (or Boer) War (1899–1902), the avowed German challenge to British naval security was the most important single factor.


A high-profile mark of the diplomatic revolution that occurred in the first years of the new century came with the signing of the Entente Cordiale between Britain and France in 1904. This was a long way short of a military alliance and was not primarily aimed at Germany. The agreement was a largely successful attempt to settle long-standing problems, particularly colonial rivalries, but it was also highly significant in bringing together two states that as, the decade wore on, became increasingly fearful of German ambition and aggression. In 1905 and again in 1911, Germany sought to flex its muscles over Morocco, which France regarded as being in its sphere of influence. From a detached perspective, Germany’s attempt to gain compensation from the expansion of French influence might seem to be on the same moral plain as French imperialism, if (inevitably) handled in a clumsy fashion by the Kaiser. But at the time, the two Moroccan crises were perceived as signs of Berlin’s dangerous brinkmanship. And so, with Germany posturing against French imperialism and challenging British naval supremacy, France and Britain edged closer. Secret high-level negotiations were initiated between the French and British military. The resulting plans provided for a British army to be deployed to France on the left of the French army in the event of war in the west with Germany, and for the French navy to concentrate in the Mediterranean, leaving the defence of France’s northern coastline to the Royal Navy. These agreements were achieved in the absence of a formal, binding alliance, which caused the French deep anxiety in early August 1914, when it briefly appeared that Britain would stay out of the war.


In August 1907, Britain came to an agreement with another colonial rival, France’s ally, Russia. This helped ease tensions over the competition for influence in Persia and Central Asia, which suited Russia, as it allowed the Czarist government to concentrate its energies on recovering from the twin disasters of defeat at the hands of the Japanese in 1904–05 and the abortive 1905 revolution. As the Liberal Foreign Secretary, Sir Edward Grey, commented in 1906, an agreement with Russia would ‘complete and strengthen the Entente with France and add very much to the comfort and strength of our position’.7 As with the Entente Cordiale, the new accommodation with Russia fell well short of an alliance. Nonetheless, the Triple Entente of France, Russia and Britain increasingly began to look like a power bloc. Superficial appearances, however, were misleading. Britain would only support France under certain circumstances. Furthermore, the British commitment was merely moral – there was no treaty obligation.8 Grey favoured a consensual approach to resolving international disputes, along the lines of the nineteenth-century Concert of Europe, whereby the representatives of the Great Powers would meet to defuse crises. For example, after the 1912 Balkan War, Grey helped broker a peace settlement at a conference in London during which he by no means always favoured his Entente partners, siding with Austria over some key issues.9 The fact that Britain was to enter the war in August 1914, and thus turn the Entente into a genuine power bloc, owed much to the maladroit German strategy of invading Belgium.



The key role of Austria-Hungary


In recent years, the role of Austria-Hungary in bringing about the First World War has come to the fore. Germany had beaten Austria in a short war in 1866, but the defeated state soon accepted the status of junior partner to the victor and a treaty, inspired by distrust of Russia, was signed in 1879. Austria was a multi-national, multi-lingual empire, ruled by the House of Hapsburg. Nationalism was a force growing across Europe and it posed a particular threat to the Hapsburg Empire’s internal cohesion and even its very existence. The state became ‘Austria-Hungary’ in 1867, as important concessions were made in recognition of the strength of Hungarian nationalism. Hungarians were granted roughly equal status with the Austrians but there were many other nationalities, such as Czechs and Serbs, whose nationalist aspirations remained unfulfilled.


Shut out of its traditional spheres of influence in Italy in 1859 and Germany seven years later, Austria-Hungary increasingly looked to the Balkans. The decline of the Ottoman Empire (Turkey) had led to the weakening of its power in the Balkans, and in 1878, by the international Treaty of Berlin, the Austro-Hungarians were permitted to occupy the Ottoman provinces of Bosnia-Herzegovina. However, the Austro-Hungarians faced a rival force in the form of Balkan nationalism, centred on the independent state of Serbia, which aspired to rule over all Serbs, including the large number domiciled in Bosnia-Herzegovina. In the background was Russia, which saw itself as the protector of the South Slav people.


International tensions were heightened when in 1908 Vienna formally annexed Bosnia-Herzegovina. This was in part a response to the seizure of power in Constantinople by the Young Turks, a radical regime that intended to modernise and re-energise the Ottoman Empire. Such strengthening of the Ottoman state ran counter to the interests of Austria-Hungary, as well as those of pan-Slavists in Serbia and elsewhere: a rare example of the coincidence of interests.10 The annexation of Bosnia-Herzegovina was seen by the Austro-Hungarian leadership as a way of forestalling the growth of Serbian power. In the face of German support for Austria-Hungary, neither Russia nor Serbia were willing to push the issue to the point of war (the former was weakened by its recent defeat at the hands of Japan and its Entente partners had proved unwilling to back Russia’s stance).


So far, we have had a story of international tensions that stopped short of a war between the Great Powers. Because we know what happened in August 1914, it is all too tempting to read history backwards, with international history after 1871 merely an extended prologue to the outbreak of war. This is bad history. Posing the question of why general war came when it did, when it had previously been avoided, helps to sharpen the focus. What is clear is that developments in the four previous years led to the international situation being particularly unstable in the summer of 1914.


The 1908 Bosnia crisis was extremely destabilising.11 Austria-Hungary’s annexation of Bosnia-Herzegovina, an action which broke international law, marked a new and dangerous stage in international relations. It brought to an end Russia and Austria-Hungary’s collaboration in keeping things calm in the Balkans, heightening Russian suspicion of Austrian intentions in the area. Moreover, two highly destabilising wars had taken place within the previous three years. Sensing Turkish weakness, Italy went to war with the Ottoman Empire in 1911, seizing Libya. The Italian action placed the world on alert that the Ottoman Empire, long regarded as the ‘sick man of Europe’, might be on the point of collapse. This possibility came a step closer in 1912, when a coalition of Balkan states (Serbia, Bulgaria, Greece and Montenegro) attacked Turkey and rapidly captured much of the Ottoman Empire’s European territory. This was followed in 1913 by a second war. Bulgaria, dissatisfied with the peace brokered by Russia and Austria-Hungary, invaded Serbian territory but was swiftly defeated by the Serbs, Romanians, Greeks and Turks.


The Austrians could not but be alarmed at ‘this new Serbia, this large, aggressive and antagonistic south Slavic state on their Balkan frontier’, which still aspired to bring the Serbs in the Hapsburg Empire within its borders.12 No less than Austria-Hungary, Russia regarded the Balkans as its backyard and a long-standing Russian foreign policy objective was to control the Dardanelles, the Straits that separated Europe and Asia and allowed access from the Black Sea to the Mediterranean. The Balkan Wars raised fears in Russia that another state might seize the Ottoman capital of Constantinople and thus the Straits. The growth of German influence in Turkey, highlighted by the appointment of Liman von Sanders, a German general, to command Ottoman forces at the Straits, was a deeply worrying development for the Russians. Given Turkey’s recent turbulent defeats in Libya and in the Balkan wars, the prospect of the Ottoman Empire disintegrating did not seem far-fetched. Austria-Hungary and, especially, Germany would be in the prime positions to take advantage. In early 1914, Russian fears were further stoked by evidence from intercepted secret German material. These suggested not only that Germany was indeed intent on taking Constantinople should the Ottoman Empire implode, but also, in an indication of Germany’s wider aggressive intentions, that Berlin was undertaking an information campaign to prepare the German public for a war with France and Russia.13






THE INTERNATIONAL SYSTEM




The entire international system, the environment in which states relate to one another, has been put in the dock for failing to maintain the peace. While imperfect, the international system had accommodated Germany under Bismarck’s rule: it was decisions of his successors to pursue more confrontational paths that led to its failure. Paul W. Schroeder has blamed the spirit of ‘New Imperialism’ that set in after about 1870, which often rewarded aggression, especially but not solely, in extra-European empire-building.14 Following this logic, Austria-Hungary and Germany in 1914 were simply behaving as Britain had behaved towards the Boer republics in 1899, the United States towards Spain a year earlier and Serbia towards the Ottoman Empire and its Balkan neighbours in 1912–13. While imperialist mentalities probably contributed to the corrosion of the Concert of Europe, this argument is not entirely satisfactory. Contemporaries, influenced by attitudes that today would be seen as racist, saw a clear difference between behaviour of this sort beyond Europe, or a small power’s activities in the borderlands of the Balkans, and a Great Power threatening the interest of its peers by aggressive activity in Europe proper. In particular, the fact that in the crises of 1905–06, 1908–09 and 1911–12 German leaders pursued a policy of brinkmanship by threatening war was seen by other states as destabilising.


The German perception of being ‘encircled’ by the Triple Entente was exaggerated (as we have seen, it was not the case that Britain would automatically support Russia and France in times of crisis) and was, in any case, a self-fulfilling prophesy. France and Russia had come together in 1892–94 out of fear of Germany. Subsequent German bellicosity had done nothing to relieve their anxieties and had served to add Britain to the Entente as a country member. Moreover, the choice of Germany and Austria-Hungary to reject Grey’s numerous attempts to resurrect the Concert of Europe and thus settle Vienna’s dispute with Belgrade by international co-operation points to the importance of decisions taken by individual statesmen and governments in the ‘failure’ of the international system, which can be made to work only if actors wish it. The Bulgarian crisis of 1878, which had been dealt with by an international conference, offered a clear precedent for coping with the crisis initiated by the Sarajevo assassination. While the strains placed upon the international system by the irreconcilable pressures of Serb nationalism and Austro-Hungarian interests in the Balkans should not be underestimated, it is not unlikely that a settlement could have been brokered by the Great Powers in July 1914, if Berlin and Vienna had wished for one. But as the leaders of these states sought to take advantage of the crisis to, at the very least, destroy Serbia, they were not interested in a peaceful resolution of the crisis.


Likewise, although an older interpretation held the existence of rival power blocs responsible for turning an essentially local dispute in the Balkans into a Europe-wide conflict, in reality alliances did not make a general war inevitable. Instead, such groupings can actually bring stability to a situation, not least through deterrence and the disciplines imposed by being a member of an alliance or coalition. However, in the case of 1914, a good case can be made that the problem was that coalitions were too weak. Italy, to the anger of its Triple Alliance partners, remained neutral in 1914 and compounded this betrayal by joining the Entente in 1915. Germany believed that the Triple Entente rested on foundations sufficiently insecure that the bloc could be broken apart over the July Crisis, with or without war. As Frank McDonough has argued, ‘a fundamental problem which contributed to the outbreak of war was the lack of a fully effective balance of power in Europe – not its existence’.15


It was once fashionable to blame the outbreak of the war on imperialism, the drive to acquire colonies, raw materials and markets overseas. Following V.I. Lenin, Marxists saw German Weltpolitik in economic terms, with capitalists urging on foreign policy, which in turn led to a clash with other capitalist states whose capitalists also were a ‘hidden hand’ behind the foreign policies of the Great Powers. To again quote McDonough, ‘In this view, millions of people were being sacrificed to ensure the future domination of one group of monopoly capitalists over another’.16 Superficially, events such as the capture of German colonies in Africa and the Pacific by troops of the British and French empires, the carving of a vast German empire from the ruins of Imperial Russia and the dismemberment of the Ottoman Empire in the post-war peace process supported this theory. However such ‘imperialism’ was the by-product of a war begun for different reasons. The various empires picked up additional territories from defeated enemies almost out of force of habit, as for example the British had done in the Seven Years War a century and a half earlier. That was what empires did.


The ‘imperialism’ thesis is counterbalanced by the ‘improbable war’ argument recently propounded by the British-based German historian Holger Afflerbach. He argues that the outbreak of war took many people across Europe by surprise, including key military and political decision-makers, who took dangerous risks because of a belief ‘that peace was secure’.17 Certainly, there were many reasons why a major war might seem improbable. The economies of Europe were increasingly interdependent. In an influential book of 1910, Norman Angell argued that the notion that states could gain by war was a ‘great illusion’. Rather, it was ‘impossible’ for a state to ‘enrich itself by subjugating... another’. I.S. (Jan) Bloch’s Is War Now Impossible? was also widely read, being published in an abridged English translation in 1899. Bloch argued that technology would lead to stalemate on the battlefield and an attritional struggle between economies that would tear societies apart.18 In addition, other factors, such as international law, bound states together. While the ‘improbable war’ thesis has failed to gain universal acceptance, nonetheless it does an important service in reminding us that alongside the pressures that were to lead to war were others that tended towards stability. For all its faults, the international system did not make war inevitable.









The July Crisis


The immediate origin of the First World War was the murder of Archduke Franz Ferdinand by a young Serb, Gavrilo Princip, on 28 June 1914. Franz Ferdinand, the heir to the dual monarchy, was visiting Sarajevo, the capital of Bosnia-Herzegovina. The assassination was seen by Vienna as a direct challenge by Serbia. Actually, Princip was a Bosnian Serb and thus a subject of Austria-Hungary. Central authority in Serbia was weak. Dragutin Dimitrijevic (known as ‘Apis’), the head of Serbian military intelligence, was also the leader of the Black Hand secret society and supplied a group of would-be assassins with weapons. This may have been an indirect attack on his political rival, Nicholas Pasic, the Serbian Prime Minister. But even the Black Hand could not control the activities of its members and it may have been a ‘freelance’ killing by local activists. In any case, Pasic got wind of a plot and gave a warning to the Austrians but the advice was too opaque to be useful.19


It is arguable that the fact that Pasic could not stop the semi-renegade Apis from sending death squads on to Hapsburg territory puts Serbia in the category of a rogue, or at least failing, state.20 This line of thinking legitimises the Austro-Hungarian attack of July 1914. However, the shooting of the Archduke was not an example of state-sponsored terrorism, nor was the connection between Apis and the assassins clear during the July Crisis. Apis’s nephew later stated that had his uncle’s role been known, it would have appeared that ‘the whole Serbian General Staff and probably the Belgrade government itself was involved in the crime’, which would have done ‘untold damage’ to Serbia.21 Austria-Hungary’s behaviour, doing little for three weeks and then delivering a draconian ultimatum to Serbia, most of which Belgrade promptly accepted, also diminished the Great Powers’ sense that Serbia was a rogue state. While superficially plausible, the idea that Serbia was a rogue state that deserved punishment by an Austro-Hungarian invasion ignores the high probability that, as already noted, had there been an international conference, Serbia would most certainly have been punished, but without war. Moreover, the Sarajevo crisis did not override the security concerns of other powers about the situation in the Balkans to the extent of France, Britain and above all Russia being willing to give Austria-Hungary a free hand.


In Vienna, hawks such as General Conrad von Hötzendorf and Count Leopold von Berchtold, the Foreign Minister, and even the aged Emperor Franz Josef were determined to seize the pretext offered by the Sarajevo assassination to deal with Serbia.22 The chance to go to war with Serbia had been missed during the Balkan Wars of 1912–13. Suddenly, unexpectedly, there was another opportunity to strike. To this end, in spite of the fact that Serbia largely accepted the draconian demands of the Austrian ultimatum of 23 July, which would have turned it into a virtual satellite state, Austria-Hungary declared war on 28 July. Vienna sought nothing less than eradication of an enemy by the destruction of the Serbian state and, fearing even at this late stage that international mediation might prevent war, bombarded Belgrade to make war a fait accompli. If any country behaved as a rogue state in the summer of 1914, it was Austria-Hungary. It wanted a local war with Serbia, even though there was no guarantee that it would not drag in Russia and escalate into a general conflict. This was a gamble that the Austro-Hungarian decision-makers were willing to take. It is clear that a large measure of the responsibility for bringing about the First World War belongs to Austria-Hungary.


Germany was also culpable in starting the war. If we step back and review the July Crisis in greater detail, Germany’s critical role is laid bare. When Austria-Hungary’s leaders decided to respond to the Sarajevo assassination by attacking Serbia, they looked to its ally for support. Without Berlin’s backing it is extremely unlikely the Austro-Hungarian Empire would have gone ahead with its dangerous course of action. Berlin was just as eager for war as Vienna. Emperor Franz Josef wrote to Kaiser Wilhelm on 4 July 1914 that Austria-Hungary wanted to ‘eliminate Serbia as a power factor in the Balkans’.23 On the following day, Count Hoyos, from the Austrian Foreign Ministry, and the Austro-Hungarian ambassador, Count von Szögyény-Marich, had high level discussions in Berlin. Their request for support had a sympathetic hearing from the Kaiser and Arthur Zimmerman from the German Foreign Office. Later, Wilhelm convened a meeting with General Erich von Falkenhayn, Theobald von Bethmann Hollweg, the Chancellor and Baron Moriz von Lyncker, the head of the Kaiser’s Military Cabinet. The meeting ‘considered the question of Russian intervention and accepted the risk of general war’.24 That evening Szögyény-Marich sent a telegram to Vienna:


[T]he Kaiser authorised me to inform our gracious majesty that we might in this case, as in all others, rely upon Germany’s full support… [but] this action must not be delayed. Russia’s attitude will no doubt be hostile but for this he had for years prepared and should a war between Austria-Hungary and Russia be unavoidable, we might be convinced that Germany, our old faithfully ally, would stand by our side. Russia at the present time was in no way prepared for war and would think twice before it appealed to arms.25


Thus on 5 July 1914, Wilhelm II issued what has become known to history as the ‘blank cheque’ of unconditional support for Austria-Hungary, a decision rubber-stamped by Zimmerman and Bethmann Hollweg on the following day.


Germany and Austria-Hungary were united in seeking a decisive confrontation with Serbia, no matter what the risk. Count Forgách of the Austrian Foreign Ministry wrote privately on 8 July that Berchtold was:


determined… to use the horrible deed of Sarajevo for a military-clearing up of our impossible relationship with Serbia… With Berlin we are in complete agreement. Kaiser & Reich Chancellor etc. more decided than ever before; they take on board complete cover against Russia, even at the risk of a world war which is not ruled out, they consider the moment as favourable & advise to strike as soon [as possible]…26


At first, the crisis was slow burning, in part because Tisza, the Hungarian Prime Minister, had to be persuaded to support military action against Serbia. With some reservations, he agreed on 14 July. Alarmed at the developing situation, on 18 July S.D. Sazonov, the Russian Foreign Minister, told Austria-Hungary that Russia would not tolerate the undermining of Serbian independence. This clear warning to Vienna was reinforced by the French President, Raymond Poincaré, on 21 July, when he pointedly reminded the Austrian ambassador in St Petersburg of the friendship between Russia and Serbia and that France was allied to Russia. This clearly drawn red line was ignored by the Austro-Hungarians, who on 23 July delivered their draconian ultimatum to the Serbian government, the terms of which were so severe that Sazonov’s reaction on hearing them on the 24th was ‘It’s the European war’.27 Nevertheless, to the surprise of the statesmen of Europe, on 25 July Pasic accepted all but one relatively minor clause. In spite of inflicting national humiliation on Serbia and achieving what any disinterested observer would regard as more than adequate revenge for the assassination, on 28 July Austria-Hungary declared war. On the following day, Belgrade was shelled. The British Foreign Secretary, Sir Edward Grey, deeply alarmed at the turn of events, called in the German ambassador on 29 July to urge mediation and to warn that Britain might get involved in a general war on the side of France and Russia.


Russia responded to Vienna’s action by mobilising on 30 July. The next day, Germany issued an ultimatum to Russia and followed that by declaring war on Russia on 1 August and France on the 3rd. Germany demanded that neutral Belgium allow German troops to cross its territory. When the request was refused, the German army invaded Belgium on 4 August. This was the trigger for Britain’s declaration of war. With the exception of the Ottoman Empire, which joined the Central Powers (the name given to the German-led coalition) in late October, and Italy, which initially remained neutral, 5 August 1914 found all Europe’s Great Powers at war.


It is one thing to lay out what happened in July–August 1914, but quite another to discern the motives of the actors. In the case of Austria-Hungary, it seems there was a sense that the credibility, perhaps the very existence, of the Empire was at stake. The wars of 1912–13 had gravely weakened its position in the Balkans, which was the only sphere of influence that it had left. To strike against the newly-powerful and confident Serbia gave Austria-Hungary a chance to stop the rot. Recent research has shown that Vienna had no concrete war aims and powerful individuals such as Conrad were pessimistic about the chances of success. But Austria-Hungary’s decision-making elite wore blinkers, focusing on the reckoning with Serbia at all costs. For Austria-Hungary and Germany, ‘war had become an aim and an end in itself’.28
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Figure 2  Field-Marshal Conrad von Hötzendorf, Chief of the Austro-Hungarian General Staff, 1912–17.



The Fischer debate


One man above all has shaped the debate on the origins of the First World War over the last fifty years: the German historian Fritz Fischer. His work proved incendiary, particularly in Germany, when it was published in 1961. Fischer broke the consensus that Europe slid into war in 1914 by arguing that the war was caused, in the uncompromising German title of his first book, by ‘Germany’s grab for world power’ (Griff nach der Weltmacht).29 The local dispute in the Balkans, in which Germany had given firm backing to Austria-Hungary, was escalated in spite of Berlin clearly understanding it was likely to lead to Russian involvement and hence a general European war. In a later book, War of Illusions, the July Crisis was placed in context of pre-war German foreign policy, particularly in the four years immediately preceding the war.30 Fischer gave prominence to the so-called ‘War Council’ of 8 December 1912, at which, he argued, the decision was taken that war would be launched about eighteen months later. Worried by the rise of the Social Democrats, which to Wilhelm’s dismay did well in the Reichstag elections of 1912, the Imperial government took the time-honoured path of war against a foreign enemy to unite the population behind the government. Fear of domestic turmoil thus played a major role in Germany’s decision to launch the First World War. In Fischer’s words, ‘The war provided an opportunity to assert and strengthen the old social and political order and to assimilate the Social Democrats as well’.31
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