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			WORLD WAR I, 1914: THE EARLY STAGES

			KEY INFORMATION

			
					When: 28 July 1914 – 11 November 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 9 million dead.

			

			INTRODUCTION

			On 28 June 1914, Archduke Franz Ferdinand (1863-1914), the heir to the Austro-Hungarian throne, was on an official visit in Sarajevo. For the occasion, the city had been decked in Austrian colours and crowds lined the streets that the imperial convoy was to pass through. Among the crowd were seven assassins lying in wait for the archduke at different points along the route. The security measures were insufficient and there were not enough guards. That morning, Franz Ferdinand collapsed as he was struck by bullets fired by one of the conspirators, Gavrilo Princip (1894-1918), a young Bosnian student and member of a secret Serbian nationalist terrorist organisation called the Black Hand. This tragic and very serious event plunged Europe into a crisis that it would not recover from: one month later, most of the continent was at war. The war would last four years, and these seemingly endless years of terrible fighting would change the face of the world forever and shape the entire 20th century.

		

		
			




		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		


		
			THE ORIGINS OF THE CONFLICT

			How did the First World War come about? Since the war ended in 1918, this nagging question has continued to obsess historians, and countless books have been written to try and answer it. Dozens of interpretations have arisen to suit different schools and movements, or simply different needs. These interpretations may focus on the responsibility of one power or another, economic imperialism, the fatal tangle of alliances, or the role of military strategy in the outbreak of hostilities. They all put aside a simple, but essential, reality: wars break out, as the historians Robin Prior and Trevor Wilson remind us, because men believe that resorting to arms has become a legitimate approach. It is therefore above all because it seemed necessary, and even right, that war was on people’s minds in July 1914. Taking this as our starting point, we can begin to understand the reasons behind the war.

			 The continent of fear

			At the start of 1914, Europe was under pressure, a time bomb that was ready to explode. Two opposing sides, bringing together the continent’s most powerful countries, had developed. The alliance between Germany and Austria-Hungary was countered by the Triple Entente, comprising the United Kingdom, France and Russia. All were ready for war, and some even considered it desirable. Over the course of a decade, the political differences between these two blocs had evolved into increasingly serious crises, and military budgets had skyrocketed. Fear is a bad counsellor, and all of Europe was afraid.

			According to the French historian Jean-Yves Le Naour, Germany was responsible for this phenomenon. This new nation, which had been unified and established as the Second Reich by Prussia after its victory over France in 1870-1871, was one of the most powerful countries on the planet by 1914. It was the world’s second industrial power, just behind the United States, its military strength was unmatched and it exercised almost complete political hegemony over Europe. However, this triumphant Germany struggled with its position as leader. Paradoxically, it saw itself as vulnerable and under threat. When the Franco-Russian Alliance was signed in 1892, the feeling that Germany was trapped in a vice between two hostile countries became widespread across the Reich. Indeed, France dreamed of recovering Alsace and half of Lorraine, which Germany had annexed in 1871. Russia was also a serious worry, as the empire of the tsars had been enjoying an unprecedented economic upswing since the start of the century. Its industries and railways were developing at a sustained pace, and the railways were partly financed by French capital, which only added to the impression of encirclement. Russia appeared to be in a position to catch up with Germany. This source of anxiety was reinforced by another threat, this time in terms of demographics. With a total population of 170 million people and an annual increase of 3 million inhabitants in 1914, compared with 65 million and 750 000 respectively for Germany, Russia was viewed as an immense human tide that could submerge a Reich that was increasingly influenced by Pan-Germanist ideas about a racial battle for existence.

			As the United Kingdom became closer to France, and then to Russia, Germany’s fears became a nightmare. In 1904, London and Paris signed the Entente Cordiale, which settled all their colonial differences. Three years later, a similar agreement was signed with Russia. In this way, British policy underwent a spectacular about-face with regard to two powers whose expansionist ambitions it had previously tried to check. It has long been said that the decision of Kaiser Wilhelm II (1859-1941) to embark on the construction of a powerful German war fleet capable of competing with the Royal Navy was at the root of this agreement. In reality, as the historian Christopher Clark points out, the British were above all concerned with smoothing out tensions at the borders of their vast empire, where clashes with the French and the Russians were frequent. Whatever the reasons for these agreements, Germany found itself more encircled than ever. For Berlin, breaking out of the straitjacket became a pressing need. An event of considerable scope gave it the opportunity to do this.

			In 1904-1905, to widespread astonishment, Russia was soundly beaten by Japan in a war for control of Manchuria. The tsarist regime seemed to be tottering under the weight of uprisings and domestic turmoil, and the Russian army and navy were seriously weakened. The country would no longer be able to support France in case of problems. This was the opportunity that Germany had dreamed of to stir up divisions in the Entente Cordiale and force it to break apart. In 1905 and 1911, the Reich caused two major international crises in Morocco – which France had begun to colonise – in the hope of dividing Paris and London. However, its efforts proved futile. Even worse, in the face of the challenges posed by Germany, political co-operation between the two countries was strengthened. Both France and the United Kingdom were frightened by Berlin’s initiatives. This was especially the case since Germany had strengthened its military capacity. The Entente powers had done the same, raising new fears in Germany. The spectre of war was beginning to hover over Europe.

			Tensions moved up another notch in Berlin following Russia’s spectacular recovery at the start of the 1910s. German military and political leaders then felt a pressing need to find a rapid solution to the country’s encirclement. The idea of a preventative war, before Russia became too powerful, gained ground. However, the possibility was also raised of splitting up the Triple Entente by causing a new international crisis in a zone where the United Kingdom had no direct interest in intervening, like the Balkans.

			CONFRONTATION IN THE BALKANS

			The situation was no calmer in the Balkan Peninsula on the eve of war. Three powers were at daggers drawn there: Austria-Hungary, Russia and Serbia. Everything started in 1903, when the Karadjordjević dynasty overthrew the Obrenović dynasty in a coup in Serbia. For the Austro-Hungarian Empire, the event quickly became a disaster. Whereas the Obrenović dynasty had always been loyal to Austria-Hungary and maintained close ties between the empire and the Kingdom of Serbia, the new leaders in Belgrade were much less well disposed towards it. Not only did the new rulers embark on a policy of national independence for their country, directed against Austria-Hungary, signing a series of major armaments and financial contracts with their rival France, but they made no secret of their ambition to bring together all the Slavs in the South within a single state: Yugoslavia. This dubious project could only take place if the Austro-Hungarian Empire were broken up. Finally, the situation was not made any better by the fact that Serbia had no qualms about encouraging pro-Serbian separatist leanings in neighbouring countries by sending weapons and, if needed, setting up underground networks or groups of supporters.

			In Vienna, the threat was taken all the more seriously as it concerned the survival of the empire. Austria-Hungary, which was ruled by the House of Habsburg and brought together twelve different national groups (with as many languages) and three religions, was a delicately-balanced mixture of peoples. Since 1867, the structure had been stable thanks to the Austro-Hungarian Compromise, which established a dual monarchy, with power shared between the Hungarians and the Austrians, the two largest ethnic groups. However, with minorities fighting for the recognition of their ethnic rights in the empire, who knew where Serbia’s little game of nationalism could lead? The Austro-Hungarian leaders spared no expense to avert danger and bring Belgrade to its senses. From 1906, the Double Monarchy refused to allow Serbian pork to be imported into the empire, giving rise to a commercial conflict which came to be known as the Pig War. In 1908, Austria-Hungary took advantage of Russia’s weakened state following its defeat by Japan to annex Bosnia-Herzegovina, which it had already been administering since 1878. By taking full control of this small territory, whose population was half Serbian, Vienna’s aim was both simple and ambitious: it wanted to destroy Serbia’s Yugoslavian plans by creating a political entity within Austria-Hungary that brought together the majority of the Slavs in the South.
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					Illustration from the French newspaper Le Petit Journal, dated 18 October 1908. It depicts Bulgaria declaring its independence, Austria-Hungary annexing Bosnia-Herzegovina, and the Ottoman Sultan Abdul Hamid II looking somewhat despairingly over his empire.

			

			Unfortunately for the Habsburgs, this was a serious miscalculation. In addition to the fact that the project came to nothing – as the Austro-Hungarians had too little trust in the Slavs – the annexation caused a major international crisis, which saw Serbia align itself more closely with France and Russia and radicalised militant Serb nationalists. From 1909 onwards, these nationalists formed increasingly violent associations which favoured terrorism and armed action, such as Srpska Narodna Odbrana (Serbian National Defence) and the Black Hand, which had a significant influence on Serbian society and the Serbian diaspora. Above all, the crisis angered Russia, which, until that point, Austria-Hungary had had a good relationship with in the Balkans. From now on, the tsarist regime could no longer be counted on to soothe tensions in the peninsula. Indeed, quite the opposite happened. In March 1912, St. Petersburg gave its blessing to an alliance between Serbia and Bulgaria, directed against Austria-Hungary and the Ottoman Empire, and Greece and Montenegro quickly joined the treaty. A year later, the Ottomans suffered a crushing military defeat and lost their last possessions in the Balkans to the four countries in this alliance. This outcome did not bode well for the Austro-Hungarian leaders. However, the worst was yet to come. At the end of June 1913, Bulgaria, convinced of its military superiority and dissatisfied with its Ottoman conquests, turned against its former allies. In three weeks, it was soundly beaten by a vast anti-Bulgarian coalition, and once again Serbia was on the winners’ side. Thanks to its victories, since 1912 its territory had grown by 80%, its population had increased by 1.6 million inhabitants and its military had become much tougher. Belgrade’s influence had spread further than ever, to the dismay of Austria-Hungary. 

			By summer 1914, the leaders of the Double Monarchy were running out of political solutions to the Serbian challenge. A last-ditch attempt to organise a Balkan league with Bulgaria, Romania and the Ottoman Empire to neutralise Serbia had faltered. Consequently, the military option was more in favour than ever. By May, even the old Austrian emperor Franz Joseph I (1830-1916), who until then had been a strong supporter of taking a softer approach, had rallied behind the idea. The leaders in Vienna now believed that the Double Monarchy could only be saved by war. All they needed was the right opportunity to declare it.

			THE ATTACK IN SARAJEVO AND THE MARCH TOWARDS WAR

			The assassination of Franz Ferdinand in Sarajevo on 28 June 1914 took place in this combative context. In less than 24 hours, the news had spread across all of Austria-Hungary, provoking a visceral reaction. The streets and buildings were covered with black flags, and even tram lines bore the colour of mourning. Crowds of onlookers formed across Vienna to comment on the attack. They were certainly not grieving for the heir to the throne, who was very unpopular, but there is no doubt that his death had a substantial political impact. He was well known for his desire to carry out major reform in the empire, which he saw as the only measure that could save it. As Christopher Clark points out, his death marked an end to everything he represented, namely the future of the dynasty and the empire of the Habsburgs (Clark, 2013: 380).
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					Illustration depicting the assassination of Franz Ferdinand, from Le Petit Journal, dated 12 July 1914.

			

			Austria-Hungary’s search for the killers quickly led them to Serbia. It seemed that the assassins could have been given their orders and armed by certain high-ranking figures in the Serbian army who were members of the Black Hand. These results were enough to question the possible complicity of Belgrade, and Vienna easily found in this a pretext to start a war. However, it could not just rush headlong into Serbia. Austria-Hungary first needed to protect its other borders. On 5 and 6 July, it secured the unreserved support of the German government, who encouraged it to act without delay. For Berlin, there could be no other way. As the Double Monarchy was the Reich’s most reliable ally in Europe, it was essential to avoid alienating it. Moreover, the opportunity to try and weaken the Triple Entente was too good to miss. German leaders believed that the Russians had not yet sufficiently recovered from their disaster with Japan to try to save Serbia. Even if they had, they would be stopped by London and France, as it was not in their interests to embark on a war in the Balkans. Finally, the balance of military strength was in favour of Germany, which had no reason to fear a continent-wide war.

			Backed by Germany, the Austro-Hungarians agreed to send an ultimatum to Belgrade demanding a series of measures with the aim of ensuring the security of the empire. In particular, these measures included a purge of elements involved in anti-Austrian activities in the Serbian army and administration, and the carrying out of an investigation under the supervision of Austria-Hungary in order to punish the perpetrators of the attack. In effect, accepting the terms of the ultimatum would turn Serbia into an Austro-Hungarian satellite state, while rejecting them would inevitably lead to war.

			Vienna had waited until the end of the harvest season to make it easier to mobilise its soldiers, so the ultimatum was not delivered to Belgrade until 23 July. Two days later, it was officially rejected by the Serbian government. On 28 July, Austria-Hungary declared war on Serbia. In the meantime, Russia had started to move. After its Asian setbacks and the agreement signed with the United Kingdom in 1907, the Balkans were its last

			
			
					From his balcony, the German Kaiser announces to the crowd below that Germany is at war with Russia.
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