CHAPTER 3

The First World War

Lixe THE DECKS of a ship Aoundering in heavy weather, the European political
scene shifted and heaved uncertainly in the decade preceding the outbreak of
the First World War, The great powers stumbled from one diplomatic crisis to
the next as they contended, not very adroitly, with the demands that one of their
number. Germany, was making for a “place in the sun.” To complicate matters, BN
the continuing decline of a former great power, the Ottoman Empire, opened )
a dangerous power vacuum in the Balkans, Nationalist animosities took on
increasing virulence as opinion makers across the Continent pilloried rival
nations and warned of imminent war. Many Europeans began fo believe that
some sort of military conflict was inevitable, and some actually pined for it. What
they ultimately got, however, was something almost no one had bargained for:

a war of such scope, duration, and devastation that it completely altered the
political and even the cultural landscape of twentieth-century Europe.

THE RIGIDIFICATION OF THE ALLIANCE
SYSTEM

The year 1905 was crucial in the unfolding of a new European diplomacy.
The events of that year decided that the European state system would be divided
into two opposing blocs. Alliances between the great powers of Europe had been
in existence since the nineteenth century. Primary among them was the Triple
Alliance among Germany, Austria-Hungary, and Ttaly; this was followed in the
1890s by the Russo-French alliance. But some fexibility, some room for maneu- o
vering between alliances and powers, had remained. Although after BismarcK's
fall the Reinsurance Treaty, through which he ad tried to maintain good rela-
Hons with Russia. had not been renewed, collaboration between Germany and
Russia, chiefiy by means of an assumed friendship and an actual familial rela- /
tionship between the tsar and William 11, had not entirely ceased. Most impor-
tant, Great Britain was not bound by any alliance. T

The rigidification of the existing compacts in 1905 did not oceur overnight.
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Because sea power was regarded as essential for effective participation in world
politics, the navy soon became popular among the German bourgeoisie; in con-
trast to the predominantly aristocratic officers of the army, naval officers came

’ mainly from bourgeois families. The popular backing for the navy was efficiently
promoted by the secretary of the navy, Admiral von Tirpitz, who established a

[ special office which edited pamphlets, helped to organize navy leagues, and
arranged meetings where speakers discussed the importance of naval power. This

office was the forerunner of all later propaganda ministries, In 1898 the Reichstag
lhad sanctioned a navy bill which was 3 new departure for Germany in that it
proposed not only cruisers which might defend the German coast but also bat-
3 tleships fit for combat on the open sea; the bill provided for the building of

R eleven battleships and five frst-class cruisers by 1905. The German Navy envis-

N T '. . S . | aged here was still small. However, two years later, in 1900, Tirpitz carried
o ‘;:}i;j? e 2 : R __ through the adoption of a second bill, which would expand the building pro-
- S e T T e R S B R gram, calling for the construction of thirty-eight battleships to be completed in

wm— twentv vears. The anti-British tendency of this second bill was evident. Tirpitz's y
goal was a fleet of such strength that the British would hesitate to attack Ger- \-
many.

Likewise, the German project for a railroad to Baghdad developed from innoe-
uous beginnings info an enterprise with dangerous political consequences. The
ot B ' capital needed and fhe financial risks mmlvc«:.l were so Jarge that the Deutsche

b e sympathy of the peo- Bank, the German financial house interested in the undertaking, obtained con-
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had occasioned disputes between Great Britain and France; the chief pomts
were that France abandoned all its claims in Egypt and Britain recognized that
France had 2 dominating interest in Morocco and promised diplomatic support
of French plans for achieving control of Morocco. The marquess of Lansdowne
(1845-1927), the British foreign secretary who concluded this agreement, always
maintained that the treaty had no aim except that of moderating the tensions
which had arisen from colonial conflicts. But a year later what was a limited
temporary agreement had become a close political partnership.

The developments which took place in 1905 were preceded by a change in

the position of Russia. Throughout the nineteenth century the contrast between
Great Britain and Russia had been a basic factor in European foreign policy; it
was axiomatic that “bear and whale could never come together.” Signtficantly,
when the British government abandoned the policy of “splendid isolation,” the
first agreement it concluded was an alliance which recognized Japan's special
interest in Korea. But the primary British interest in this treaty was to strengthen
the barrier against any further Russian advance in the Far East. When the Russo-
Japanese War broke out two years later, the Russians feared that Great Britain
might enter the war on the Japanesc side —especially after an incident at Dogger
Bank in the North Sea in which Russian ships sailing from the Baltic to the Far
East had mistakenly fired on British trawless. Consequently, the Russians began
to set great store on a benevolent neutrality of Germany and began to seek
German support. This situation appeared to the German statesmen an ideal
opportunity to reassert German predominance on the Continent. They per-
suaded themselves that because Russia, involved in the Far East, could not come
to the assistance of France, this was the right moment to humiliate the French
and show them that their Entente Cordiale with Great Britain was without value.
They believed that German superiority and French helplessness would be strik-
ingly demonstrated if they halted the French penetration into Morocca.

THE CRISES OF 1905-1914
The First and Second Moroccan Crises

The first Morocean crisis started when William I, on a Mediterranean trip
in March 1905, debarked briefly in Tangier and solemnly declared that the
Germans were willing to maintain the independence of Morocco. When the
French protested, the Germans demanded an international conference to adju-
dicate the dispute, fully expecting the conference to demonstrate France's iso-
lation and impotence. The French at first rejected this demand but eventually
agreed to the conference after being assured of British backing for their position.
Thus, when the conference convened in the Spanish port of Algeciras in January
1906, it was not France but Germany that was in an almost isolated position. A
test vote on a minor question revealed that Russia, France, Britain, Italy, and
even the United States all sided with France; only Austria-Hungary voted with
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permission to open the Dardanelles to Russian warships, a move which would
strengthen Russian influence n Turkey and in the Balkans, 1zvolsky’s first stop
g was at Buchlau, in Bohemia, where he met the Austrian foreign minister, Baron
% Alois von Aehrenthal. The exact nature of the exchange between Izvolsky and
g

Achrenthal has never become entirely clear because the accounts of the two
S 8 ministers diverge widely. However, there can be little doubt that Achrenthal
2| -Le promised ta raise no objections against the opening of the Dardanelies to Russian
7 warships. As a quid pro guo, [zvolsky agreed not to oppose Austrian annexation
of the Turkish provinces of Bosnia and Herzegovina, which Austria-Hungary
had occupied since the Congress of Berlin. Achrenthal was a clever and ruthless
diplomat and Tzvolsky was not his equal. For while Izvolsky continued his round
of visits to the European capitals, seeking to work out a general agreement on
the opening of the Dardanelles, the Austrian government, on October 6, pro-
claimed the annexation of Besnia and Herzogovina. One day earlier, in collusion
with Austria, Bulgaria—hitherto under the sovercignty of the sultan—had
b declared its full independence. The crisis had come about before Izvolsky could
" get agreement from the other great powers, and he had to retum to St. Peters-
burg empty-handed. Austria-Hungary bad strengthened its position in the Bal?
kan area without the Russians’ rcceiving any compensation. In order to
reassert Russian influence in Balkan affairs, and also driven by passionate
hatred of Achrenthal, Izvolsky tried in every way to prevent international rec-
ognition of Austria’s annexation of Bosnia and Herzegovina. The Turks, under
German pressure, accepted the annexation when they were offered financial
compensation. The country which was most indignant over the Austrian
action was Serbia. Because the peoples of Bosnia and Herzegovina were pri-
marily South Slas, the Serbs felt that they, not the Austrians, ought to rule
these provinces. Thus, the crisis dragged on. Encouraged by Russian backing,
Serbia made military preparations, and Austria followed suit. Finally, in
March 1909, the Genman government sent a sharp note to Russia demanding
that it abandon its support of Serbia and recognize Austria’s annexation of
Basnia and Herzegovina. Still too weak to risk a war against the great Euro-
pean powers, Russia gave in. The crisis was over.
The Bosnian crisis has frequently been considered a rehearsal of the crisis
which ended with the outbreak of the First World War. It is indeed true that
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Germany tried to repeat in 1914 what it had succeeded in doing in 1908-1909.
But in 1914 Russia was not willing to back down.

In any case the Bosnian crisis made Cermany and Russia direct opponents
and ended all ideas of a2 German-Russian slliance. Germany’s reaction was
almost automatic. It tried to escape from isolation by moving closer to Great
Britain. This shift in policy was connected with a change in the German goy-
ernment. Whereas Chancellor von Biilow had been anti-British and efly
interested in an alliance with Russia, Theobald von Bethmann-Hollweg, who
succeeded Biilow in 1909, accepted Russian hostility as inevitable and directed
his policy toward cooperation with Great Britain.

War and Crists in the Balkans

The possibility of avoiding war if tensions continued became increasmgly less
likely. After the Agadir crisis the focus of tension shifted to the east. From 1912
on the affairs of the Ottoman Empire and the national aspirations of the Balkan
nations evoked one crisis after the other. The prelude was the war which began
in September 1911 between Turkey and Haly. ANl the great powers had recog-
nized that Tripoli was in the Ttalian sphere of interest: when France finally
absorbed Morocco, the Malian government decided to take action and pro-
claimed the annexation of Tripoli. Turkev answered with a declaration of war
against ltaly. The Italians won a quick victory, but in the meantime the Tripol-
itan War triggered action in the Balkans. Serbia and Bulgariz believed that if
they did not take action before the end of Turkey's conflict with Italy, they might
miss an opportunity for driving the Turks out of Europe. Ther succeeded in
getting the support of Montenegro and Greece, and war against Turkey broke
out in October 1912, The Turkish troops in the Balkans were defeated in a
number of battles in which the Bulgarian and Serbian soldiers proved themselves
to be excellent warriors,

But a diplomatic settlement was much more difficult to achieve than military
victory. There was dissension among the victors about the drawing of the frontiers
after the war had assured the end of Turkish nile in Europe. The two areas about
which disposition had to he made were Macedonia and Albania.

Bulgaria, Greece, and Serbia all demanded parts of Macedonia, and the
claims of Grecce and Bulgaria were particularly irreconcilable because both
were anxious to control the northern coast of the Aegean Sea. The result was a
second Balkan war, in which Greece, Serbia, Romania, and T: urkey rallied
against Bulgaria. The outcome of this war determined that only a very small part
of Macedonia fell to Bulgaria. Most of it was divided between Serbia and Greece.
and the Turks regained Adrianople. The division of Macedonia among three

_powers remained a cause for tension and conflict among them almost until the
end of the Second World War.

The Serbs were less successful in their dermand for Albanian territory which
would give them a direct access to the Adriatic Sea. The great powers, meeting
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to Serbia's aspirations to become the home of all South Slavs. Now, in 1913,
Austria-Hungary had again been the chief obstacle to Scrbia's ambitions and had
deprived it of the fruits of victory: access to the Adriatic Sea. To the nationalistic
Setbs the Habshurg monarchy was an old, evil monster which prevented their
nation from becoming a great and powerful state. On June 28, 1914, a young
Serbian nationalist, Gavrilo Princip, assassinated the heir to the Habsburg mon-
archy, the archduke Francis Ferdinand, and his wife at Sarajevo.

E OUTBREAK OF THE FIRST WORLD WAR

« events of the five weeks between the assassination of the archduke Frafis
FerdMand and the outbreak of the First World War have been more cfffully
investidNed than almast any others in world history. An endless numbegf baoks
and aticBNhave reviewed and probed all aspects of the question of rgffonsibility
for the outbNk of the war; whether the Serbian government haddfiowledge of
the plans for Mg assassination of the archduke: whether Genmgfy encouraged
Austria-Hungan N take action against Serbia and deliberatefinstigated a gen-
eral war in 1914:Qhether France believed this crisis gt d be a favorable
opportunity for startiMga war in order to regain Alsaceggbrraine and therefore
stiffencd the atfitude of RgRussian ally; whether militgfrequirements restricted
and climinated the frecd®g of decisian of the pg cal leaders; and whether

British policy was mistaken g not taking a cleagfffand. On this last point, the

British historian Niall FergusoWgypas argued thafSir Edwatd Grey, Britain’s for-

eign secretary, unnecessarily antgnized thygf-ermans by taking an all-too-clear -
dance in favor of France. Had ORy wgffed diplomatically to clear a more .

prominent place for the Germans at Pible of world power, Ferguson's argu-
ment goes, the First World War and e catastrophes it brought in its wake
might have been averted. This is Zgtrigige proposition, but like all the other

“what if?" alternative scenarios rroundin®ehe outbreak of World War L it st

remains pure speculation.

At any rate, it is probablggfat the responsible Wgders of the Serbian govern-
ment did not know aboygffe plans for the attempTg the life of the archduke.
On the other hand, th ssination was the work noRgf an individual but of a

>

«

group of Bosnian aige ‘bian nationalists, who were enMraged and promoted e

by a Serbian secrepbicty. the Black Hand, in which the cPRyf of the intelligence
department of ¥ Serbian general staff was a leading figure-Ypwever, when in
an ultimaturgf®t July 23, 1914, the Austrian government accuNg Serbian gov-
emment offials of being involved in the plot, it had no proof, Mged its accu-

sation ogfflsified documents, and did not mention the Black Han®gpecifying +

only jgffividuals and organizations that in truth had nothing to doWyith the
assaffnation. Thus, the assassination was consciously used by the Austrifggov-

ent for the purposes of power politics: to remove the threat which Sqgia/

tpresented to the existence of the Habsburg monarchy. Further proof that t






