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			WORLD WAR I, 1915-1917: STALEMATE

			KEY INFORMATION

			
					When: 28July 1914 – 11November 1918.

					Where: Europe, Asia, Africa and Oceania.

					Countries involved:	The Central Powers: Germany, Austria-Hungary, Bulgaria, the Ottoman Empire.

	The Allies and associated countries: the British Empire, France, Tsarist Russia, Italy, Serbia, the USA, Japan, China, Belgium, Romania, Portugal, Luxembourg, Greece, Albania, Montenegro and most of the South American countries.




					Outcome: 	Allied victory. 

	Collapse of the German, Austro-Hungarian, Ottoman and Russian Empires. 

	Establishment of new states.




					Victims: More than 9million dead.

			

			INTRODUCTION

			In the winter of 1915, Europe was in a bloody stalemate. Since the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand (1863-1914) turned into an insurmountable international crisis in July 1914, war had been raging between Austria-Hungary and its ally Germany, and the Triple Entente, a coalition between France, Britain and Russia, which had been joined by Belgium and Serbia. This conflict, which everyone had expected to be over quickly, had by this point taken an unexpected turn.

			During the autumn of 1914, the plans drawn up by the two camps to secure the victory had collapsed without any decisive result being obtained. On all fronts, the armies, exhausted and drained of their resources, had stopped advancing. In the West, in France and Belgium, millions of men were sheltering in trenches, and the existing means and military tactics proved incapable of driving them out. 

			The scale of the war surpassed all expectations. It was bloodier than ever before and had already caused a complete massacre: 300000 French soldiers, 400000 Russian soldiers and 260000 German soldiers were dead. The destruction was immense and there were countless refugees. Even the economies of the warring countries were faltering under the weight of an unprecedented mobilisation of men and material. In spite of this, no peace was in sight. On the contrary, the war was beginning again with renewed energy and violence. It spread to new battlefields and new domains, demanding ever-greater involvement from civilians and societies. The conflict was gradually turning into total war.

		

		
			





		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		


		
			THE SEARCH FOR A BREAKTHROUGH

			Until 1917, Berlin, Vienna, Petrograd (modern-day St Petersburg), Paris and London were driven by the same obsession. They all wanted to upset, in their own favour, the balance established in 1914 by the Battle of Tannenberg and the Battle of the Marne. This would lead to victory. It was a necessary, indispensable step. Otherwise, how was it possible to justify the terrible sacrifices they had already accepted? The countries therefore had to forge ahead. As the means deployed in 1914 had been insufficient, the two sides raised the stakes and extended the war to the spheres of economy, science and diplomacy. Gradually, all of society was involved in the war.

			THE EXPANSION OF THE CONFLICT

			When hostilities first broke out in August 1914, the war already had a global dimension. The United Kingdom was the world’s foremost colonial power, ruling over more than 11 million square miles and 348 million people, from India to Egypt and including Australia, Malaysia, South Africa, New Zealand and Canada. France, meanwhile, had carved itself out a vast empire over the course of the previous century, covering West Africa, Madagascar, Indochina, and Polynesia and New Caledonia in the Pacific. Germany was present in the Solomon, Marshall and Caroline Islands, New Guinea, Togo, Cameroon and Namibia, and had a large colony in East Africa, in the area that would become Tanzania, Rwanda and Burundi. Following the example of the European countries, these territories rose up in turn and made their mark on the course of events until the end of the war.

			The longer the war went on, the further it spread. Between 1914 and 1917, numerous participants joined one of the two sides. The stalemate on the main fronts in the winter of 1915 also strongly encouraged the warring nations to ally themselves with new countries and find other battlefields. In addition, the confrontation moved into the world of officialdom, where diplomats and foreign ministers competed to find ever more ingenious ways to win the support of neutral countries.

			On the side of the Triple Entente, Japan was the first country to enter the fray. It had been an ally of the United Kingdom since 1902 and went to war against Germany in August 1914, but did not directly take action in Europe. It was followed in May 1915 by Italy, which had received lavish promises from the Triple Entente (transfer of all the Italian-speaking territories of Austria-Hungary, annexation of the Dalmatian Coast, new African colonies, etc.). Then came Portugal in March 1916, after Germany declared war on the country for giving in to pressure from Britain and seizing all the German boats sheltering in its ports. Romania joined in August 1916, inspired by the Russian successes against Austria-Hungary and hoping to get hold of Austro-Hungarian Transylvania, which had a sizeable Romanian minority. The USA joined in April 1917 and Greece joined in July 1917, following a coup incited by the Triple Entente. Moreover, throughout 1917, considerable pressure from the United States would push China and the majority of the countries of Latin America to enter the war against Germany. Nonetheless, these countries would only play a minor role in the conflict.

			Germany and Austria-Hungary were less fortunate. Since 1914, they had constantly caused international outrage: the violation of Belgian neutrality, the massacre of civilians in Belgium, France and the Balkans, the gassing of French and British soldiers in April 1915, attacks on enemy and neutral merchant ships, and more. Only two countries joined their cause: the Ottoman Empire in October 1914, which was pushed into war by its growing dependence on Germany and desire to slow its own decline; and Bulgaria in September 1915, as Berlin and Vienna promised the return of territories lost during the Second Balkan War (such as Serbian Macedonia and Greek Thrace).
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			Although it brought new human and material resources for the Triple Entente and the Central Powers, the expansion of the conflict also increased the number of fronts. While war was already raging in the German colonies, which had been invaded from all sides starting in August 1914, men were also fighting in the Caucasus, the Middle East, Northern Italy and throughout the entire Balkans region. Although these new battlegrounds were only of secondary significance, they played a considerable role both in the continuation of the stalemate and the way out of it. As such, the two sides banked on them to divert enemy troops and material away from the main battlefields. From 1916, both the Triple Entente and the Central Powers fully incorporated them into their strategies to win the war. In 1918, they would even prove decisive: it is on these secondary fronts that Germany was dealt the death blow.

			MILITARY ESCALATION

			In 1915, the stalemate on the main fronts and the scale of human loss did not at all discourage the two sides from seeking victory through armed conflict. Both the Triple Entente and the Central Powers still thought that they could secure a quick military triumph. To achieve this objective, a series of incredibly ambitious plans were drawn up, while ever-increasing numbers of men and quantities of material were sacrificed. However, these plans did not have the hoped-for results.

			After its strategic failure on the Western Front in 1914 – where it had planned to defeat France before turning back towards Russia – the German army decided to reverse its priorities for 1915. Two reasons drove Erich von Falkenhayn (1861-1922), Chief of the German General Staff, to focus on the Eastern Front:

			
					the weakness of Austria-Hungary, which had been hit hard by the previous year’s fighting;

					the intense pressure that was being put on him by the two commanders-in-chief on the Eastern Front, Paul von Hindenberg (1847-1934) and Erich Ludendorff (1865-1937).

			

			Consequently, enemy fire rained down over the Russian army until autumn 1915. Some of these attacks were extremely violent: in May, the Austro-Hungarian and German armies organised bombing on a scale previously unknown in the East, with 1200 cannons, between Gorlice and Tarnów. The overall results of the campaign were impressive: the majority of Poland was occupied, Austro-Hungarian territory which had been invaded in 1914 was liberated, and the Russian army lost over two million men. In the wake of this success, the Central Powers, supported by Bulgaria, crushed Serbia. However, the most important victory was not accomplished, as Russia recovered at the end of the year. 

			The disjointed Allied attempts were much less successful. In France, French and British troops pounded the German trenches at various points along the front, as much to relieve pressure on the Russians as to force a decisive breach in the enemy line. Neither of these objectives was attained, even when, following its entry into the war in May, Italy launched its own attacks against Austria-Hungary. On both the French and Italian fronts, only a few miles of territory were conquered, and losses were heavy. The British and French landing in the Dardanelles was equally disastrous. This campaign, which aimed to reopen the straits closed by the Ottomans and thus permit the transport of supplies to Russia via the Black Sea, to strike a fatal blow to the Sublime Porte (Istanbul), and to rally the Balkan states which were still neutral, was blocked by the Turkish resistance from the beginning. For the Triple Entente, everything would have to be put off until the following year. 

			With their armies stuck in a rut in Russia, the Central Powers returned to the Western Front in 1916. Von Falkenhayn wanted to push France, which he thought had been worn out by its failures in 1915, to ask for peace. With this aim in mind, he devised a large-scale action which intended not to decimate the French army, but to show it that it could not hope for any more military success against Germany. His main idea was simple: take control of a key sector held by the French and repel all their counter-attacks to recover it. This sector was Verdun. Vast resources were allocated for the operations. On 21February, 1200 cannons fired two million shells along a stretch of just ten miles. The impact of the shock was felt as far away as the Vosges. In spite of everything, the badly-designed plan quickly descended into improvisation, and the battle turned into pure attrition. In July, when the fighting was coming to an end, the French were still standing. This was another failure for Germany. Its ally Austria-Hungary was not faring any better. In spite of a strong start, its offensive against the Italians had also turned to stalemate and the erosion of the enemy territory.
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					Photograph of French soldiers on the battlefield at Verdun.

			

			Drawing lessons from the previous year, the Allies were somewhat more fortunate this time. They had met at Chantilly in December 1915 and come to an agreement to synchronise their offensives, so as to stop the Germans sending their reserves from one hot spot to another. On 4June, the Russians got the ball rolling. With the Germans and Austro-Hungarians still occupied at Verdun and in Italy, the tsarist army easily overcame their defences in the East. In one month, it gained around 75miles on its enemies and took 400000 Austro-Hungarian prisoners. Unfortunately for the Russians, this great success was jeopardised by the disappointments faced by the Triple Entente in the West. At the start of July, in spite of the tremendous resources used (2700 cannons and three million shells) and a week-long bombardment, the Franco-British attempt to secure a breakthrough on the Somme failed and declined into a war of attrition. The same happened with the attack launched by the Italians in August against the Austro-Hungarians. These misfortunes allowed the Central Powers to regroup in the East. By autumn, the Russians had been badly beaten and were forced to abandon all the territory they had conquered. Once again, the military outcome of the war was put off until the following year.

			However, there would be no further escalation in 1917. Exhausted and weary, the two camps no longer had the means or the desire to raise the stakes. Although they were less extravagant, their initiatives would nonetheless still prove to be the turning point in the war.

			MOBILISATION AT HOME

			The outcome of the Great War depended as much on those behind the lines as on the men at the front. The ambitious military operations and prolonged upkeep of millions of men in the armies demanded economies that were capable of producing and transporting large quantities of supplies, equipment and military material. The warring countries felt this need from the first months of the war. In 1914, they were all without exception affected by shortages and supply difficulties. The problem was the same everywhere: military needs, which far outstripped all predictions before the war, were greater than the immediate economic capacity of the nations. It was therefore essential to increase outputs, especially as demand skyrocketed with the military escalation.

			In order to achieve this goal, governments became increasingly involved in the economy, gradually extending their control over raw materials, industries and transport companies. In these strategic domains, state management and coordination organisations were set up, such as the KRA (Kriegsrohstoffabteilung, War Raw Materials Department) in Germany and the Wheat Committee in Britain to supply provisions to the Allies. Also illustrative of this trend is the creation of ministries for munitions in Britain and France in 1915. From now on, military interests took priority over everything else. In the countries at war, many factories were forced to convert their production, often to make shells and munitions. New workshops and arsenals were set up in many locations, some at great cost, such as the arsenal at Roanne in central France.

			To fuel this vast production effort, workers were indispensable and valuable, as many men were at the front. Moreover, at the start of the war most of the warring countries had made the mistake of mobilising the majority of their workforce. When the first shortages were felt, many workers were summoned back to the factories. In France, over 490000 men came back behind the lines in 1918, and almost 440000 did the same in Italy. Eventually, the conscription of specialised workers was forbidden. However, calling back these workers was still not enough to meet the needs of the war. Women were therefore called on to fill in the gaps. According to Jean-Paul Bled, in Austria-Hungary they occupied 25% of positions in the armaments industry. By the end of the war, there were 430000 women working in French industries and 750000 working in British industries. France and the United Kingdom also drew on a workforce from their colonies. While they sent hundreds of thousands of soldiers from their colonies to the front, tens of thousands of natives also worked in factories in the cities. Meanwhile, Germany and Austria-Hungary exploited the populations of the territories they occupied. From 1916 onwards, Germany even organised the mass deportation of workers from the conquered countries to the Reich. There were also prisoners of war, who were very widely exploited by both sides, both at the front and behind the lines, often to carry out the most dangerous tasks.
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					Women working in a shell factory in France.

			

			As well as increasing the workforce, the governments also worked on production rates. Working days were lengthened in all countries. In Austria-Hungary, a 70-hour workweek was standard, and could even reach 110 hours in the Skoda armament industries. In many factories, teams of workers took shifts day and night. As a whole, discipline behind the lines was tightened and became militarised, even in Western democracies: in the United Kingdom, strikes were outlawed in 1915, and employees were no longer allowed to change jobs.

			The war effort required substantial resources. As was the case with the workforce, London and Paris drew on their colonies, while Berlin and Vienna took from the occupied territories. Russia could use its vast empire. Both sides also tried to obtain the resources they needed from neutral countries. The United States and Latin America were in particular courted by the Triple Entente, while the Central Powers had to limit themselves to European countries. The reason for this was simple

			
			
					Sinking of the Lusitania. Illustration by Norman Wilkinson for The Illustrated London News.

			

			
			TECHNOLOGICAL INNOVATION TO THE RESCUE OF THE WAR

			
			
			
			
			
			
			SUBVERSIVE POLITICS: DISSIDENCE AND NATIONAL MINORITIES
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