


 
 

 

 

 

 

World War II 

Fully revised and restructured, the sixth edition of World War II: A Global History ofers stu-
dents a concise and yet thorough textbook that examines history’s bloodiest confict. The 
chapters alternate between chronological chapters on Europe and Asia-Pacifc and thematic 
chapters on innovations, home fronts, brutal regimes, and logistics. This textbook includes 
the following features: 

• A lively narrative of facts, events, people, and ideas that incorporates thoughtful analysis 
• New material and restructured content on global factors that afected the causes, con-

duct, and consequences of World War II 
• Balanced pace that does not bog readers down in too many details yet gives them suf-

fcient depth and breadth for context 
• Chapters, sections, and sidebars arranged in ways that can complement lectures and 

assignments 
• Fifty new photographs that illustrate the human condition and weaponry during World 

War II. 

Global in focus, by blending both geographic and thematic chapters to ensure readers gain 
a comprehensive understanding of the impact of the war worldwide, this is the perfect vol-
ume for all students of the biggest global confict of the twentieth century. 

Michael J. Lyons is Emeritus Professor of History at North Dakota State University, 
U.S.A. He is author of the previous editions of World War II: A Short History and of World 
War I: A Short History. 

David J. Ulbrich directs the online M.A. in Military History Program at Norwich Uni-
versity, U.S.A. He is co-author of Race and Gender in Modern Western Warfare and of the sec-
ond edition of Ways of War: American Military History from the Colonial Era to the Twenty-First 
Century. 



 
 

 

“Longstanding as a widely used standard as a main course text for the study of the Second 
World War, this revised edition brings a classic up to date with authority. Important dis-
cussions on such central themes as the diplomacy of war, intelligence, strategic bombing, 
and the Pacific War help this latest edition do just what a survey is supposed to do: provide 
students with a sure-footed critical introduction to the breadth, depth and context of the 
pivotal conf lict of the twentieth century.” 

Brian P. Farrell, Professor of Military History at the National University of Singapore 
and author of The Basis and Making of British Grand Strategy 1940–1943: Was There a Plan? 
and The Defence and Fall of Singapore 1940–1942 

“This sixth edition updated by David Ulbrich promises to bring to undergraduates a more 
comprehensive account of the Second World War, its origins, and its impact in a more con-
cise length and format. Moreover, Ulbrich has balanced individual agency with the larger 
forces of history and integrated aspects of the New Military History and Cultural Studies 
such as life on home fronts. Upper division undergraduates and their professors will also 
benefit from the extensive supplemental readings lists, as well as the visual aids throughout 
the work.” 

Hal M. Friedman, Associate Chair and Professor of Modern History, Henry Ford Col-
lege, and author of Creating an American Lake: United States Imperialism and Strategic Security 
in the Pacific Basin, 1945–1947 

“In World War II: A Global History, David Ulbrich expertly and concisely tells the story of 
World War II in a way that brings the latest historical research and analysis into our under-
standing of the twentieth century’s deadliest conf lict. This revised edition is a rare example 
of a textbook that not only captures the global context of the conf lict, but also presents a 
comprehensive timeline of the events that led the world into the cauldron of war.” 

Colin M. Colbourn, Ph.D., Lead Historian, Project Recover, and author of 
The Marines 
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Preface to the Sixth Edition 

The story of World War II did not start in 1941, 1939, 1937, or even 1931. Instead, the roots 
of the confict can be traced back to the origins of World War I. Why? Because without 
careful consideration of that frst global confict’s causes, conduct, and consequences, it 
is difcult to understand why or how World War II happened the way it did. These two 
conficts were and are intimately linked. Indeed, they could be considered Europe’s second 
Thirty Years’ War. The original Thirty Years’ War lasted from 1618 to 1648, entangled all 
of Europe, and inficted catastrophic losses on belligerent nations. The religious zealotry 
underpinning the seventeenth-century confict also approximated the ideological fanati-
cism so prevalent in both of the twentieth century’s global ones. 

World War I dragged on for more than four bloody years, resulting in enormous political 
and economic upheaval in Europe and sending tremors across the globe. After the fght-
ing stopped in 1918, governments and peoples struggled throughout the 1920s and 1930s 
not only to resolve the problems created by the confict but also to avoid the problems 
that caused World War I. Most of these eforts to mitigate the negative efect failed, and 
indeed some of those failures contributed directly to the outbreak of World War II. Midway 
through the three-decade block, a Great Depression started in the United States and spread 
to the other nations. This economic crisis helped pave the way for the rise of authoritarian 
regimes that expanded their territories and went to war to achieve their ideological goals. 

When taken as an interconnected group with causal relationships, World War I, the 
Great Depression, and World War II can be considered to be the three great catastrophes in 
the twentieth century. Before 1914, Europe’s great powers had attained incredible levels of 
wealth and controlled most of the world directly or indirectly. After 1945, however, most 
of these European nations and their empires were reduced to bankrupt shells of their pre-
1914 selves. The adage taken from 2 Samuel 1:19 in the Bible—“Oh, how the mighty have 
fallen”—is appropriately ascribed to the Western European powers and Japan following 
three decades of confict. Europe and Asia then became the battlefelds for a Cold War be-
tween the two ascendant superpowers—the United States and the Soviet Union. 

Scope and Content 

This sixth edition stands on the shoulders of the fve earlier editions of World War II: A Short 
History written by Michael J. Lyons between 1989 and 2010. 

The sixth edition is a survey of events, strategies, battles, motivations, nations, and in-
dividuals that infuenced the causes, conduct, and consequences of World War II. The 
coverage of the global events and perspectives aims at creating a more holistic history of 
the confict. This textbook is structured to be a baseline for instructors, students, or other 



 

 

 

 
 
 
 

 
  

xviii Preface to the Sixth Edition 

readers. They can explore specifc topics by assigning supplement readings or researching 
additional materials. This sixth edition contains 15 chapters that ft nicely into a typical 
semester time frame, rather than the 25 chapters in the previous edition. A new of set of 
illustrations provide visual representations of the confict. 

Chapters 1–3, 5–6, 8–10, and 13–14 are written in the voice and style of “traditional mil-
itary history.” These chapters thus present chronological narratives of periods and regions 
with analyses interwoven throughout those narratives. The content focuses on operational, 
strategic, and logistical elements of World War II. In addition to maintaining the tone of the 
earlier editions, the emphasis on higher echelon perspectives represented a conscious choice 
in this sixth edition. A few military and political leaders made decisions that reverberated 
across continents and decades. Nevertheless, the tactical level of warfare also receives atten-
tion when individuals or events spiraled upward to afect operations, strategy, or logistics, 
or conversely, when higher echelon factors shaped outcomes of battles. Examples of these 
connections up and down the levels of warfare are found in sections on the Siege of Stalin-
grad, the Battle of Midway, and the campaign to retake Burma. 

Chapters 4, 7, and 11–12 make shifts to thematic and comparative studies of World War 
II. These chapters use “war and society” methodologies to unravel the efects of ideology, 
race, society, technology, and other factors on the causes, conduct, and consequences of the 
confict. Key topics include the evolution of armor and airpower during the interwar years, 
the strikingly similar policies of Germany in Eastern Europe and Japan on the Asian con-
tinent, and the comparative efectiveness of war eforts on home fronts. Filtering the war 
through analytical lenses of race, gender, ideology, or technology yields a more complete 
understanding of World War II, if not also highlighting the complexities, confusions, or 
contradictions surrounding the confict. 

Lastly, tracking debates about historical interpretations would have added thousands of 
words to this manuscript. Instead, a sampling of the historiography can be extracted from 
supplemental reading lists that include seminal sources that have stood the test of time, as 
well as cutting-edge scholarship published since the ffth edition frst appeared in print 
in 2010. Even so, the sixth edition is deeply informed by historiographic trends in past 
and current scholarship. Whereas some interpretations in this textbook might be labeled 
“conventional” or even “dated,” other sections challenge conventions, synthesize divergent 
opinions, or ofer new twists on them. 

* * * 

A note on names and ranks: names of cities, provinces, and people use the spellings contem-
poraneous to the World War II era. For example, the twenty-frst-century spelling of Mao 
Zedong is rendered as Mao Tse-tung, Nanjing as Nanking, Romania as Rumania, Kyiv as 
Kiev, Volgograd as Stalingrad, Yangon as Rangoon, and Sri Lanka as Ceylon. 

* * * 

Many people need to be acknowledged for their assistance in the process of researching and 
writing the sixth edition of World War II: A Global History. 

In her role as publisher at Routledge, Eve Setch approached me in early 2018 with the 
opportunity to revise the ffth edition of Michael J. Lyons’ World War II: A Short History. 
We then interacted with Michael as my book proposal turned into a contracted manuscript. 
Throughout this process, Eve and Michael have been gracious and supportive. They granted 
me latitude to restructure chapters and revise content. Even so, much of the feel and sub-
stance of Michael’s vision in the early editions remains in the sixth edition. Indeed, the 
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photograph on the cover pays tribute to Michael’s interest in the Eastern Front. Nevertheless, 
the responsibility for errors or oversights in interpretation or fact in this new edition is mine.

Other people on the Routledge team deserve recognition. Zoe Thomson acquired per-
missions for photographs and performed many other editorial tasks that helped make this 
volume possible. Emily Boyd ably copyedited the manuscript and suggested improvements 
during the process. Zoe, Christopher Taylor, and Martin Shoesmith help created maps for 
this sixth edition.

Countless conversations with mentors, friends, colleagues, and students yielded insights 
that influenced sections of this textbook. Co-authoring textbooks with Matthew Muehl-
bauer and Bobby Wintermute gave me invaluable practice writing about big, complicated 
ideas in accessible prose. Taking courses from Loren Gannon at the University of Dayton, 
Phyllis Zimmerman and Kevin Smith at Ball State University, Robin Higham at Kansas 
State University, and Russell Weigley and Gregory Urwin at Temple University left in-
delible impressions on me regarding military history and World War II. My experiences 
in teaching variations of the “World War II” class at Ball State University, Kansas State 
University, Rogers State University, University of Delaware, Temple University, and Ohio 
University and co-developing and teaching “Amphibious Warfare” and “U.S.  Military 
History” seminars at Norwich University helped me to better conceptualize what a text-
book about World War II should look like. Working at the U.S. Army Engineer School 
showed me the critical wartime roles played by engineers and reminded me that those men 
and women at the tip of spear endure injuries visible and invisible.

Several people deserve my gratitude for critiquing drafts of the manuscript. Steven Di-
eter, Johannes Allert, Pierce Reid, Kathleen Wilson, Seth Givens, and Mary Hall offered 
helpful feedback on style, prose, and content in several chapters. Colin Colbourn, Hal 
Friedman, and Brian Farrell also read the manuscript in its near-final form.

My home institution of Norwich University should be recognized for encouraging my 
ongoing scholarly projects. Jim Ehrman, John “Doc” Broom, and Bill Clements gave me 
latitude in my work schedule so that I could carve time to write while directing the online 
M.A. in Military History and History Programs. During many meals and visits, Jim and 
his wife, Shelly, also chatted with me about the ebbs and flows of the writing process. In 
addition, Sandra Affenito, Karen Hinkle, Lea Williams, and Cristy Boarman arranged for 
funding for research leave and conference travel.

My deep appreciation goes to my brother Tom and sister-in-law Pat for always being 
there with good advice and enjoyable holidays.

Finally, I must also mention my father, Colonel Richard W. Ulbrich, USAF (Ret). Be-
fore he passed in 2008, he instilled in me a love for history and an appreciation for good 
storytelling. Many times in my childhood, he gave me tours of the U.S. Air Force Museum 
in Dayton, Ohio. He told me about the aircraft, and he related his experiences serving as a 
lead bombardier in the 376th Heavy Bombardment Group during World War II.

David J. Ulbrich
Montpelier, Vermont
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1  The Great War and the Treaty  
of Versailles, 1914–1920 

Many complex and confusing factors created the atmosphere in 1914 that led to World War 
I. These factors appeared to make hostilities inevitable in retrospect. Inevitable is likely too 
dogmatic a word. Nevertheless, those factors created a powder keg primed for an explosion, 
given the right spark. Several long-term causes primed the powder in the decades leading 
up to 1914 when short-term causes sparked the explosion. Four years of the bloodiest con-
fict in history failed to resolve those problems that started the confict. Instead of providing 
peace and stabilities, the postwar treaties created political, economic, and social environ-
ments that erupted once again into another global war in the 1930s. 

The Long-Term Causes of World War I 

First came the growth of nationalism throughout the nineteenth century that afected not 
only the Great Powers—Britain, France, Germany, Austria-Hungary, and Russia—but many 
smaller countries as well. Early twentieth-century nationalism tended to be myopic, selfsh, 
and strident. An us-versus-them dynamic appeared among nationalists who believed their 
nations to be superior and looked at other countries with contempt and hostility. Racism and 
ethnocentrism often exacerbated these notions of the self and the other. Politics also played 
roles in dividing or uniting segments of populations. People gave political allegiance to leaders, 
parties, or ideologies that ofered them the means to achieve, protect, or expand their infu-
ence. Such groups could gather around religious denominations, labor organizations, fnancial 
statuses, demagogic personalities, or gender, racial, or ethnic backgrounds, among others. 

Collectively, however, many citizens in Europe developed great pride in their nations 
over time. To be sure, not all people were not so extreme in their outlook, but nationalism 
could ignite their passions and spread like wildfre across political, social, economic, or 
religious divisions. Meanwhile, Europe’s governments willingly approached the brink of 
war to maintain their power, safeguard their national interests, or avenge supposed insults 
to their national honor. 

This burgeoning nationalism coincided with large-scale industrialization in much of 
Western and Central Europe and, to a lesser extent, in eastern portions of the continent. 
The nineteenth century also saw populations gradually shift from rural and agrarian ways 
of life to urban and industrial ones. The concentrations of people in cities, development of 
efcient communications, and expansion of the popular press helped disseminate informa-
tion, including nationalistic propaganda and other symbols. To some, nationalism became 
a sort of secular substitute for religion. 

In some European nations, representative political institutions emerged alongside na-
tionalism and industrialization in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. At times, 
clashes between those trying to conserve their power and those seeking power erupted in 
violence. The extension of voting rights in parliamentary systems gave increasing voice 
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and strength to the poorer and more numerous classes of society. The development of mass 
public education, at least at the primary level, played an essential role in this democratizing 
trend. Nevertheless, economic and political power still concentrated in a small percentage 
of the population. The land-owning aristocracy, having dominated Europe for centuries, 
retained some infuence but tended to merge with wealthy capitalists. Together they con-
trolled industrial production and directed fnancial institutions. 

Modern society held the promise of a better life. Yet for the poorer classes, expectations 
often went unfulflled. Although the standard of living rose, millions in Europe remained 
victims of poverty. Britain and France had become democracies in 1900, for example, the 
political systems of Germany and Austria-Hungary only exhibited vestiges of democracy 
but lacked substance; for their elected parliaments that possessed only limited power, while 
the heads of state and their ministers controlled the formation and implementation of pol-
icy. Russia was still ruled by monarchs called tsars. 

Many people in the working class turned to labor unions and socialism as ways out of their 
dilemmas. These movements opposed nationalism and appealed instead to international sol-
idarity of the workers. They also preached the need to preserve peace and opposed expendi-
tures on armaments. Some extreme socialists subscribed to a Marxian doctrine of revolution 
to overthrow the existing political and economic systems. Yet in practice, most socialists 
remained moderate and willing to pursue peaceful reforms. Radical parties appealed to some 
people in the lower middle class, especially small businessmen and independent craftsmen 
who felt threatened by the power concentrated in large corporations. Others found solace in 
the emotional stimulus of nationalism, which cut across these class bases. 

Second, industrialization accelerated economic and commercial competition among the 
European nations who vied for markets and raw materials. The great power fraternity 
included the traditional powers of Britain, France, Spain, Russia, and the recently unifed 
Italian and German nations. The United States and Japan joined the ranks following their 
respective victories in the Spanish–American War in 1898 and the Russo-Japanese War in 
1904–1905. All these nations jockeyed for better positions with their peers as they tried to 
expand their wealth, power, and territories. 

Third, as patterns of trade appeared in Europe and between the continent and other parts 
of the world, economic rivalries motivated a new wave of European imperialism in the nine-
teenth century. They scrambled to acquire colonies in Africa, Asia, and other parts of the 
less-developed world. The empires afected the individual European nations and relations 
among them, not only in terms of wealth extracted from colonial possessions, but also in terms 
of perceived prestige derived from the size of those possessions. The governments believed 
they owned their colonies. They extracted raw materials to feed industries in their home 
countries and created markets for those products by selling them back to the colonial peoples. 

At the dawn of the twentieth century, Britain maintained the largest set of colonies in ter-
ritory and population by a large margin. An adage stated that “the sun never set on the Brit-
ish Empire.” This statement proved accurate because the British Empire included Canada, 
the Indian subcontinent, Australia, Malaya, Hong Kong, and much of southern and eastern 
Africa. France ranked second with colonial territories with western Africa and southeastern 
Asia. Although starting imperialism more recently than others, the Italians and Germans 
picked up colonies in Africa and the Pacifc Ocean. The Russians and Austro-Hungarians 
contended with too many internal problems to look much beyond their borders for colonial 
trophies. Spain, once a powerful empire, lost most of its remaining colonies in the Carib-
bean and the Philippines to the United States in 1898. The upstart Japan—the only non-
Caucasian or non-European power—began asserting its claim of hegemony on the Asian 
mainland when it annexed Korea in the years after defeating Russia in 1905. The ferce 
imperial competition among the great powers added to their rivalries in other areas. 
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Fourth, all the great powers started programs to build larger, faster, and more pow-
erful navies. Their competition accelerated after 1906 when the British Royal Navy 
launched Dreadnought. Its revolutionary design and its combination of larger guns, 
more armor, and greater speed made all existing vessels obsolete. Although the term 
“dreadnought” was gradually replaced by “battleship” in subsequent decades, vessels 
created in this style became commonplace. The other European nations, as well as 
the United States and Japan, followed suit and started constructing dreadnought-style 
vessels of their own. Soon a naval arms race tested each great power’s economic and 
industrial capacity. Building ever larger warships bequeathed more prestige and infu-
ence on those nations. The Royal Navy maintained its place as the most powerful naval 
force in the world. However, Germany, France, the United States, and even Japan tried 
to close that gap. 

The arms races did not merely measure the great powers in numbers of warships but also 
gave rise to competition in ground forces. The nations of Europe, in particular, enlarged 
their standing armies, created elaborate mobilization plans, and stockpiled new weapons 
and ammunition, so they could be ready for war. Several localized conficts should have 
given the European nations some inkling of what modern warfare would look like. The 
armies fghting in the Franco-Prussian and Russo-Japanese Wars, for example, utilized 
powerful new weapons that extended the range, rate, and accuracy of gunfre to levels few 
believed possible a century earlier. Yet, the political and military leaders of the great powers 
ignored the destructive potential of rifed artillery pieces, machine guns, poisonous gases, 
and submarines in the years leading to the start of World War I. 

While European powers committed their resources to increasing their military and naval 
strength, they also devised detailed strategic plans that they intended to set them in motion 
in case of war. New technology facilitated the creation of weapons of increasing sophistica-
tion and destructiveness, and industrialization enabled their mass production. As in the case 
of their alliances, the powers contended that these military and naval forces were necessary 
to defend them from aggression. Even so, their staf ofcers drafted strategic plans that were 
ofensive in character. In the event of war, they intended to activate them as quickly as pos-
sible. They considered speed to be essential to victory. 

The most famous was Germany’s Schliefen Plan. Named for its creator the chief of the 
German general staf from 1891 to 1906, the plan directed the German Army to invade 
Belgium and then France with the objectives of defeating French forces and capturing Paris. 
Like the Franco-Prussia War in 1870–1871, the Germans expected to overwhelm France 
in a matter of weeks. Then, using interior lines of transportation, the German forces would 
swing 180 degrees around to the east to meet and defeat Russian forces before they could 
fully mobilize. All of the other European power in both alliances developed similar plans 
for mobilization and prosecution of hostilities. 

Fifth, the two alliance systems divided Europe into two opposing armed camps in 1914. 
The frst of these, the Triple Alliance, resulted from the diplomatic eforts of Otto von Bis-
marck. He served as minister president of Prussia from 1862 to 1890 and then as chancellor 
of the Second German Reich (Empire) from 1871 to 1890, after he unifed several dozen 
Germanic states into a unifed Germany. His so-called “Blut unt Eisen” (Blood and Iron) 
speech in 1862 exemplifed the Prussian brand of nationalism: 

Prussia has to coalesce and concentrate its power for the opportune moment, which has 
already been missed several times; Prussia’s borders according to the Vienna Treaties 
[of 1814–15] are not favorable for a healthy, vital state; it is not by speeches and majority 
resolutions that the great questions of the time are decided – that was the big mistake 
of 1848 and 1849 – but by iron and blood. 
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The newly unifed Germany emerged as the leading military and industrial power on the 
continent. The Germans likewise wanted to challenge the position of Britain as the most 
powerful nation in the world. Bismarck made enemies, however, during the unifcation 
process, most notably France. His home state of Prussia won the Franco-Prussian War of 
1870–1871. This confict eliminated French resistance to German unifcation and forced 
France to give up two eastern provinces, Alsace and part of Lorraine, to Germany. 

To provide Germany with security against any French attempt to gain revenge, Bismarck 
worked to acquire allies. This quest led in 1882 to the formation of the Triple Alliance, a de-
fensive treaty that linked Germany, Austria-Hungary, and Italy. In the event of an attack on 
one of these aligned nations, the treaty obligated the other two nations to go to war in mutual 
defense. Bismarck also attempted to maintain a diplomatic relationship with Russia by nego-
tiating a separate treaty with the tsar’s government. But after Bismarck was forced into retire-
ment by the newly crowned German emperor Wilhelm II in 1890, his successors allowed the 
agreement with Russia to lapse, fearing that it conficted with Germany’s other commitments. 

The Triple Alliance, in turn, provided France with an impetus to pursue friendlier re-
lations with the Russians. French eforts culminated in 1894 in a defensive alliance that 
helped satisfy Russia’s need for French capital to fnance its industrialization program. Brit-
ain eventually made separate treaties with France in 1904 and Russia in 1907. Each of these 
agreements merely settled colonial disagreement, but in subsequent years, Britain drew 
closer to both countries. This three-cornered relationship became known as the Triple 
Entente and served as a counterweight to the Triple Alliance. 

The British gradually strengthened ties with France because of their shared fear of the 
ascendant German power. The decision of Germany’s Kaiser Wilhelm II and Admiral Al-
fred Tirpitz to increase the size of the German Navy in 1898 contributed signifcantly to 
the British worries. As an island nation dependent on massive imports of food and raw 
materials, it viewed any threat to its naval supremacy as a danger to its existence. From 
their perspectives, Wilhelm and Tirpitz considered a large feet necessary for Germany to 
maintain his Great Power status, and therefore questioned Britain’s self-appropriated right 
to dictate naval strength. 

The fve long-term causes created a system with lots of dangers and no safety measures. If 
a crisis arose in Europe, demands for swift mobilization could create intolerable pressure on 
civilian ofcials to resort to war, rather than to wait for the other side to strike frst. Most 
ominously, no means existed to stopping the processes once they started. No calm, disci-
plined diplomat like Otto von Bismarck came to the fore to provide a moderating infuence 
during the crisis. Instead, arrogant and incompetent leaders, such as Tsar Nicholas and 
Kaiser Wilhelm, could not conceive of backing down from the fght. They and the other 
nations’ government leaders also maintained supreme faith in the supposed superiority of 
their respective militaries and navies. Thus, the march of events toward war and tragedy 
quickly reached the point of no return. 

Short-Term Causes for World War I 

During the decade leading up to 1914, the European powers paid special attention to the 
Balkans in southeastern Europe. The Austro-Hungarian and Russian Empires had long 
competed for political and economic infuence in the Balkans. The emergence of nation-
alism among the various Balkan peoples complicated this rivalry. Neighboring national 
groups had also lived under the rule of the Ottoman Turks for centuries. But during the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the Ottoman Empire declined to such an 
extent that it earned the unenviable reputation as the “sick man of Europe.” Several Balkan 
nationalities took advantage of this weakness and gradually won independence. By 1913, 
the Turks lost all of their Balkan holdings. 
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Among the emerging states in the Balkans was Serbia. Its existence posed a unique prob-
lem to the Austro-Hungarian Empire. A glaring exception in an age of unifed nation-states 
in Europe, the Austrian and Hungarians jointly ruled an artifcially contrived “empire” 
that consisted of many minority groups, each with its ethnicity, language, culture, histori-
cal development, and religion. The two dominant nationalities—the Austrians, who were 
ethnically German, and the Hungarians—comprised less than half the population. The 
Austro-Hungarian government viewed nationalism as a dangerous force that could lead to 
their empire’s disintegration into its component national parts. 

A Serbian minority group lived in the Austro-Hungarian territory of Bosnia that bor-
dered Serbia. The nation of Serbia’s government hoped to absorb these kinsmen into a 
greater Serbia. To complicate matters, Russia treated Serbia as a client state in part because 
the Russians and Serbs were Slavic peoples. In the early twentieth century, Austria-Hungary 
became obsessed by what it viewed as “the Serbian menace.” This menace materialized 
with the creation of a secret Serbian nationalist society that took the name the Black Hand. 
Other groups such as Young Bosnia shared the same goals. 

Members of the Black Hand and Young Bosnia worked to create chaos in Bosnia. 
They hoped Bosnia would leave the Austro-Hungarian Empire and join a unifed Ser-
bian and southern Slavic nation in the Balkans. Their goal meant they challenged the 
power of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. The Black Hand employed terrorist tactics 
to achieve its nationalist goals. A member of the Black Hand assassinated Austro-
Hungarian crowned prince, the Archduke Franz Ferdinand, on June 28, 1914. This 
incident in the remote Balkans set of a chain reaction across Europe that started World 
War I a few weeks later. 

The Austro-Hungarian government responded to the assassination with outrage; 
however, it could not decide how it should deal with Serbia because of Russian sup-
port for the Serbians. At this critical point, Germany pledged to support whatever action 
the Austro-Hungarians deemed necessary, even if it meant war with Serbia’s protector, 
Russia. Armed with this “blank check,” Austria-Hungary issued an ultimatum to Ser-
bia that, if accepted, would have reduced the nation to a virtual satellite state to the 
Austro-Hungarian Empire. Although the Serbs agreed to comply with most of the ulti-
matum’s demands, they balked at certain points such as admitted complacency in the as-
sassination of the Archduke. The Serbs felt these demands would end their independence. 
Austria-Hungary responded by declaring war on July 28, hoping to deal with Serbia in 
isolation without interference by Russia. 

Despite the German threat, Russia rallied to Serbia’s aid by mobilizing its military re-
serves, an act preparatory to wartime action. Since the Russians assumed that war with 
Austria-Hungary would also mean confict with Germany, they had only one plan that 
provided for mobilization against both countries. Germany, taking for granted that a con-
fict with Russia would also embroil it in hostilities with France, issued ultimatums to 
both nations. Germany demanded that Russia cease mobilization and that France declare 
neutrality in case of war between Germany and Russia. Neither adversaries agreed, and by 
August 3, Germany went to war against both powers. 

Despite its close relationship with France, Britain hesitated at frst but entered the con-
fict when German forces invaded tiny Belgium. This violated an agreement that the Great 
Powers made decades earlier in 1839 to guarantee Belgium’s permanent neutrality. Ger-
many justifed its aggression on grounds of military necessity: the Schliefen Plan provided 
for an invasion of France by way of Belgium. The British responded to this action by de-
claring war on Germany. 

Italy refused to support its partners in the Triple Alliance, portraying Austria-Hungary 
and Germany as the aggressors. The Italians conversely pointed to the fact that their only 
obligation required them to take action if Germany or Austria-Hungary was attacked. The 
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Italians remained interested onlookers until April 1915 when they sided with the Triple En-
tente, now called the Allies, of Britain, France, and Russia. They did so in return for Allied 
promises of compensation at Austria-Hungary’s expense as well as in the Middle East and 
Africa. Japan also declared war on Germany but confned its eforts to seizing German col-
onies in East Asia and the Pacifc Ocean. Meanwhile, the Central Powers—Germany and 
Austria-Hungary formerly of the Triple Alliance—managed to lure Turkey and Bulgaria 
into the confict on their side. 

Meanwhile, civilians and soldiers alike greeted the news of hostilities with nationalist 
pride and bloodthirsty enthusiasm. To them, war represented a great adventure. Divisions 
across class and political lines among monarchists, conservatives, liberals, and socialists dis-
solved into war euphoria. Millions of people lined the streets to cheer and throw fowers to 
their brave countrymen in uniform as they marched through Berlin, Vienna, Moscow, and 
Paris. One young German recruit was so overjoyed to be issued his uniform and rife that 
he shouted, “War is like Christmas!” 

The start of hostilities in the summer of 1914 may not have been inevitable in the strictest 
sense, but those fve long-term causes amounted to fuses leading to a powder keg that, with 
the right spark, would explode into war. Events following the assassination of the Archduke 
Franz Ferdinand plunged the continent and the world into the “Great War” by the end of 
July 1914. While not inevitable, the start of hostilities did become irreversible. 

Figure 1.1 German reservists traveling to the Western Front, August 1914. The train bears the inscrip-
tion: “A trip to Paris – see you again on the boulevard.” 

Source: Granger Historical Picture Archive / Alamy Stock Photo 
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Fighting in a Bloody Stalemate and Resorting to Total War 

At frst, none of the European powers realized the scope of violence that they unleashed 
on one another. Most leaders underestimated the length of the war, its costs in lives and 
wealth, and its impact on the foundations of European politics and society. They expected 
a short confict, basing their assumption on the fact that, since the defeat of Napoleon in 
1815, the European wars lasted only a few weeks or months. They also anticipated that the 
development and mass production of powerful new weapons in the years leading up to 1914 
would give the advantage to the ofense rather than the defense. It seemed self-evident that 
the side possessing the greatest ofensive strength would win. 

The Central Powers especially counted on a short war because a longer confict would 
likely result in defeat. Their Allied adversaries possessed greater manpower reserves and in-
dustrial strength. They also used their superior naval strength to impose a blockade that cut 
of the Central Powers from the foreign trade. The Allies virtually encircled their enemies, 
with Britain and France on the west, Russia on the east, and Italy on the south. Although 
German armies operated within the borders of both France and Russia from 1914 to the 
end of the confict, the Central Powers remained in efect the besieged nations. 

As the most powerful of the Central Powers, Germany took a two-front war for 
granted in the Schliefen Plan. They could win such a confict only if they defeated 
frst France and then wheeled to the east to attack Russia. When the fghting began in 
August, General Helmuth von Moltke, the new German chief of staf, put the plan into 
efect. However, it went awry from the start. The Belgians resisted the German invaders 
longer than expected. Then as the Germans neared Paris by early September, their forces 
spearheading their advance met the French Army in the desperate struggle of the First 
Battle of the Marne. The French won this battle because they denied the Germans a 
quick triumph and condemned them instead to fght a prolonged two-front confict. The 
Schliefen Plan failed in the west. 

As the short-war illusion faded, hostilities on the Western Front degenerated into a bloody 
war of attrition. Neither the Germans nor the French and the British could generate the of-
fensive momentum to achieve decisive war-winning victories in late 1914. The two sides in-
stead settled into defensive postures and constructed opposing systems of defensive trenches, 
extending across southwestern Belgium and northern France from the English Channel to 
the Swiss border. Because this “Western Front” had no fanks to turn or envelope, the Allies 
and Germany spent the next four years repeatedly trying to break the deadlock using direct 
assaults with millions of men. Unfortunately, the new weapons, developed by Great Powers 
in the decades before the war, proved devastatingly efective for defense-oriented operations. 
Vastly improved rifes, automatic machine guns, and long-range artillery pieces ofered the 
defending forces such concentrated frepower that they prevented attacking enemy units 
from exploiting breakthroughs. These fruitless attacks against enemy trenches resulted in 
hundreds of thousands of casualties in every ofensive launched by either side. 

Another deadlock developed on the “Eastern Front,” even though this vast area provided 
far greater room for maneuver and mobility. After halting Russia’s initial ofensive in the 
great Battle of Tannenberg in August 1914, the Germans started another ofensive in 1915 
that drove their enemy out of much of their western territory. The Russians sufered ap-
palling casualties, including losing one million soldiers who were captured by the Germans. 
However, despite this demoralizing setback, the Russian government under Tsar Nicholas 
refused to make peace. This stubbornness presented the Germans with a strategic dilemma 
not anticipated in the Schliefen Plan. Should the Germans continue to advance deeper into 
the vast expanse of Russia? Or should they limit operations in Russia and concentrate on the 
Western Front during 1916? After considerable debate, the Germans chose the latter option. 
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Map 1.1 Europe, 1914–1918 

In his role as Germany’s new chief of staf, General Erich von Falkenhayn devised a 
master plan to defeat the Allies during 1916. He envisioned a massive ofensive striking the 
French fortress city of Verdun in the hopes of inficting such heavy losses that France would 
be forced to leave the war. This assault, designed to “bleed France white,” began in Febru-
ary and continued for 11 months. It did cost the French 375,000 casualties, but the Germans 
sufered 335,000 as well. Ultimately, France did not make peace. Britain did not stand idly 
by during 1916. The British started the war with a small number of patriotic volunteers, but 
then they resorted to conscription early in 1916 to create a mass army. General Sir Doug-
las Haig, commander of the British Expeditionary Force, opened his ofensive along the 
Somme River on July 1, 1916. However, Haig’s hopes for a decisive breakthrough proved 
as illusory as Falkenhayn’s dream of victory at Verdun. The Battle of the Somme continued 
until November. When it ended, the British had sustained 420,000 casualties, the French 
200,000, and the Germans 450,000. This fearful carnage did not make appreciable change 
in the front lines. 

Over the Eastern Front, the Russians also returned to the ofensive in the summer of 1916. 
Under the leadership of General Aleksei Brusilov, they scored impressive early successes 
against the Austro-Hungarians, but their advance soon stalled. Both sides endured high 
casualties, with the Russians sufering more with close to half a million dead, wounded, 
and missing, as well as losing another 400,000 as prisoners of war. Worse still, hundreds of 
thousands of Russians also deserted. Russia never recovered from these setbacks. Indeed, 
these events in 1916 put the Russian Army and nation on the road to mutiny and later 
revolution. 
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The horrifc events of 1916 stunned the belligerent nations. Verdun, although a French 
victory, left their army demoralized and on the verge of rebellion. Then the newly pro-
moted French commanding general, Robert Nivelle, made plans for yet another ofensive 
against German trenches in early 1917. When orders from Nivelle arrived at front-line 
units, large-scale mutinies erupted when more than 600,000 French soldiers refused to go 
over the top and face almost certain death in no man’s land beyond. The term mutiny is 
misleading, however, because those French soldiers did not turn their guns on their com-
manders, but instead they refused to attack the Germans. No matter the label, the French 
Army ceased to be a viable ofensive force after that. The ensuing punishment of the lead 
mutineers, including courts martial and selective executions, did nothing to restore the 
French fghting spirit. 

The British shouldered most of the burden during the remainder of the year. The Brusilov 
ofensive had virtually fnished both the Russian and Austro-Hungarian armies as factors 
in the war. Even the proud German Army was never quite the same after Verdun and the 
Somme. The Germans found themselves stretched too thin in too many places. Whereas 
the years 1914 to 1916 had been driven by euphoric nationalism, the years 1917 and 1918 
devolved into desperate eforts among soldiers to survive the endless, winless confict. 

On the home front, war-weariness increased as the casualties rose higher and higher. 
Nearly every family in France felt the tragic loss of loved ones. Chairs in dining rooms 
sat empty or occupied by severely wounded veterans. The term “lost generation” applied 
to those soldiers killed in World War I. Meanwhile, support for peace swelled among the 
civilian populations. The winter of 1916–1917 proved to be particularly harsh, adding to 
the collective angst. Cut of from trade, Germany’s civilians languished at subsistence levels 
while the German military consumed most of the food and other resources. Nations in both 
alliances toyed with the possibility of a negotiated settlement, but none of them could settle 
for peace without compensation for the material cost of the confict, as well as for millions 
of lives of the killed and wounded. The scales of the stalemate remained balanced despite 
threats and realities of mutinies and revolutions in 1917. 

A new concept of “total war” gradually took shape. The nations focused on streamlin-
ing relationships among war and politics, technology and the economy, as they tried to 
maintain support for both the armed forces on the front lines and the civilian population at 
home. The militaries introduced fearsome weapons to combat. Among these were poison-
ous gases released from exploding artillery shells. 

The utility of total war varied considerably from country to country. The Western Al-
lies and Germany achieved the most success because they resorted to stronger leaders with 
complete dedication to victory. In Britain, David Lloyd George, a fery Welshman, became 
prime minister in December 1916. The equally combative Georges Clemenceau, who had 
earned the nick-name “the Tiger,” took over as premier of France in 1917. The govern-
ments of both nations assumed dictatorial powers and subordinated every industrial, agri-
culture, economic, and demographic resource to their total war eforts. 

In Germany, the military increasingly dominated the civilian government. Field Marshal 
Paul von Hindenburg succeeded Falkenhayn as chief of staf after the failure at Verdun. He 
and General Erich Ludendorf pressured Chancellor Theobold von Bethmann-Hollweg out 
of ofce in 1917 when he appeared too receptive to a negotiated peace. Bethmann’s successor, 
Georg Michaelis, proved to be little more than a puppet for Hindenburg and Ludendorf. 

All three allocated resources and coordinated production to previously unprecedented 
levels. The war’s insatiable demand for manpower on the battlefeld quickly led to a short-
age of male workers in munitions plants. Women in growing numbers took their places, es-
pecially in France and Britain. The task of large-scale mobilization proved far more difcult 
for Austria-Hungary, Italy, and Russia. Their less well-developed economies and weaker 
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Figure 1.2 Tear gas victims from the British 55th Infantry Division during Battle of Estaires in April 1918. 
Source: Science History Images / Alamy Stock Photo 

governmental structures left them more dependent on aid from their allies. Again, women 
replaced many male workers in war industries. Russia’s isolation from the Western Powers 
also sharply limited the amount of assistance it could receive. 

Armenian Genocide 

The modern world’s frst genocide occurred in the Ottoman Empire in 1915–1916 
during World War I. The Turkish leaders in the Ottoman government directed the 
systematic extermination and deportation programs against two million Armenians 
in the empire. History has labeled this the Armenian Genocide. The Ottoman 
government wanted to consolidate Muslim Turkish control over the nation by 
eliminating the Armenian population. The Ottoman Turks also worried that this 
Christian minority group might side with an invading enemy force during World 
War I. The government deported Armenians and sent them to concentration camps. 
Many died from malnutrition and disease. Tens of thousands of Armenian children 
were taken from their families and forcibly converted to Islam. The Ottomans also 
killed Armenians by the thousands in massacres. In all, between 600,000 and 1.5 
million perished in a little more than one year. These were not the only such murders 
committed by the Ottoman government. The Turks also killed Greeks, Assyrians, 
and Arabs living in their empire. Ongoing abuses lasted for years thereafter when Ot-
toman military forces invaded Russian-controlled territory and continued their cruel 
treatment of the Armenians living there. 
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The French, British, and Russian governments labeled the violence as “a crime 
against humanity and civilization” in May 1915. Then, as the news spread, other 
nations condemned Ottoman actions and tried to provide relief for the Armenians. 
In the United States, the public responded by raising more than $100 million in aid 
for refugees and orphans. Yet, despite the international outcries, neither the Ottoman 
Empire nor the Republic of Turkey that followed the empire’s partition in 1918 felt 
any recriminations. Indeed, even in the twenty-frst century, the Turkish government 
denies the charges of genocide and dismisses evidence of systematic brutality. 

The word “genocide” has its origins in the Armenian mass murders and depor-
tations. The international community needed a term for what the United Nations 
later defned, in 1948, as “acts committed with intent to destroy, in whole or part, a 
national, ethnic, racial, or religious group.” Other tragedies followed throughout the 
twentieth century as minority groups, including the Jewish people in Europe, became 
victims of genocides. 

The Territorial Imperative 

The European powers had blundered into the confict so unexpectedly in 1914 that they 
initially had few, if any, clear war aims. All of them believed they were fghting in defense 
of their national independence, or at least national interests. None of them considered their 
respective nations to be the aggressor. Of the major powers, only Italy entered the war 
with defnite aims. Soon after hostilities began, however, other belligerents formulated war 
aims. With the realization that the struggle was going to be long and bloody, the nations 
concluded that the war must result in gains that could help justify the terrible slaughter and 
the strain on their economies. 

On the Allied side, France hoped from the start of World War I to regain Alsace and 
Lorraine. But as time passed, French leaders began to covet Germany’s coal-rich Saar, a 
small area bordering France in the northeast. They also favored removing German control 
over the Rhineland, the region west of the Rhine River, and establishing an independent 
Rhenish state. This would create a bufer between France and Germany. The French also 
hoped to weaken Germany to such an extent that it would be unable to fght wars in the 
future. They also intended to absorb German colonies in Africa, as well as Turkish posses-
sions in the Middle East. Britain expected no new territories in Europe but, like France, 
desired colonial compensations at the expense of Germany and Turkey. 

Before the start of the war, Russia expected to oust Turkey from control of the straits. 
This cherished goal contradicted the strategic interest of Britain and France, both which 
desired to keep Russian naval power out of the Mediterranean. In 1915, fearing that Russia 
might make a separate peace, the Western Powers agreed to Russian control over the straits 
after the war. Italy entered the confict to obtain territory along the Austrian border and a 
sizable strip of Austria’s coastline along the Adriatic Sea. 

Among the Central Powers, the Austro-Hungarians were confused about what they 
expected to gain. Hungarian leaders had agreed to war only on the condition that 
Austria-Hungary would not acquire any Serbian territory. They believed that the absorp-
tion of additional Serbs could only create greater internal problems. Early in the confict, 
the Austro-Hungarians sufered humiliating defeats at the hands of the Russians and the 
Serbs. Then, Germany rescued Austria-Hungary with the 1915 ofensive against Russia, 
diverting that nation’s force away from fghting Austria-Hungary. The Germans directed 
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their soldiers to fght alongside Austria-Hungary and Bulgaria and crush Serbia. However, 
this supposed salvation ultimately proved fatal to the Austro-Hungarian monarchy because, 
as the war grew increasingly unpopular with the subject nationalities, their desires for inde-
pendence also amplifed. Austria-Hungary’s increasing reliance on Germany transformed 
the empire into a German satellite. As the war continued, its primary goal became self-
preservation, not victory. 

Of all the belligerent nations, Germany possessed the most grandiose goals for territorial 
expansion. The German plans provided for absorption of the iron-rich French Lorraine 
and the smaller nations of Luxembourg and Belgium. The Germans harbored far greater 
ambitions in Eastern Europe, such as acquiring provinces on the Baltic Sea, Poland, and 
Ukraine. The Germans likewise wanted to establish a sphere of infuence in the Balkans. 
They visualized creating a German-dominated European customs union that would make 
them richer and stronger than ever. Beyond the European continent, Germany intended to 
take over several French, British, and Belgian colonies in Africa. 

The Wildcard: Revolution and Civil War in Russia 

As the war dragged on for years, the domestic pressures increased steadily in each of the 
belligerent nations. Russia was the frst to crack under the strain. Although Russians ex-
perienced some industrialization before 1914, it could not compete with the Germans and 
British. The Russian economy proved utterly inadequate to supply the needs of its armed 
forces and civilian population. Shortages of all kinds occurred early in the confict and grew 
more pronounced as the confict continued. Bad harvests reduced food production and 
caused starvation among civilians. On the front lines, some Russian infantry units could 
only provide rifes to one in three soldiers. Their ofcers told them to kill enemy soldiers 
and take their rifes. The Russian transportation system broke down under the unprece-
dented demands of modern warfare. The realities of inadequate armament and supplies 
caused Russian morale to plummet. To make matters worse, rampant inefciency, corrup-
tion, and unpopularity plagued the government of Tsar Nicholas. 

Early in March 1917, a revolt broke out in the city of Petrograd, where civilian demon-
strations against the food shortage soon became riots. Workers showed their sympathy by 
going on strike. The government ordered the city’s army garrison to quell the unrest in the 
streets, but the soldiers refused to obey orders and instead deserted. Revolutionary feelings 
and actions spread rapidly to other cities, and soon virtually no one would defend the dis-
credited Russian regime. Within a week, Nicholas II bowed to increasing demands for his 
abdication, ending the 300-year rule of the Romanov dynasty. 

The weak Russian parliament next established a provisional government to lead the 
country until a constituent assembly could draft a new constitution for a permanent politi-
cal system. This interim government remained reluctant to hold elections for this assembly 
in the chaotic political atmosphere. Leaders like Alexander Kerensky failed to enact land 
reforms that could have won support from Russian peasants living in the countryside. The 
provisional government also refused to seek a negotiated peace that could end hostilities 
with Germany. This last policy eroded the provisional government’s support among the 
Russian people and thus proved to be its most critical error. 

Meanwhile, workers and soldiers increasingly rallied to the Bolsheviks, a violent rev-
olutionary party led by Vladimir I. Lenin and Leon Trotsky. When the chaos began in 
March 1917, Lenin was in exile in Switzerland. The Germans spirited him back Russia to 
foment internal strife in April. Lenin believed strongly in a small, tightly organized party 
composed of professional revolutionaries. He remained faithful to the Marxist doctrine of 
revolution when others turned to more moderate types of socialism that sought reforms by 
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working through the established system. However, Lenin departed from Marx’s belief that 
a revolution could only occur in a highly industrialized, capitalist country when conditions 
were favorable for success. Clearly, Russia’s industrialization had not progressed to a point 
to justify revolution by this standard. Lenin considered it possible to speed up the process, 
using the party as the vanguard of the revolution and mobilizing the discontented groups 
in society. 

The Bolsheviks quickly seized Petrograd and then Moscow in the fall of 1917. Over 
the next month, most of the cities of European Russia fell under their control. But once 
they overthrew the provisional government, the Bolsheviks faced the immense problems 
of consolidating their power. They likely needed to restore Russia to some semblance of 
economic well-being after the years of war and revolution. The outbreak of civil war in 
1918 created still more chaos. 

Lenin promised the Russian people that he would make peace with Germany if the 
Bolsheviks took power. However, fulflling this pledge proved difcult when the Germans 
insisted on exceedingly harsh terms. It was not until March 1918 that the Bolsheviks fnally 
agreed to the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk. This settlement required Russia to give up most of 
its Baltic provinces, much of Russian-controlled Poland, and Ukraine. In addition to terri-
torial gains in Eastern Europe, Germany extracted such far-reaching trade concessions that 
Russia lost commercial autonomy. Nevertheless, Lenin ended hostilities with Germany and 
gave his revolutionary regime its only chance of legitimacy with the Russian people. 

Soon after coming to power, Lenin tried to garner strong popular support for Bolshevik 
rule by holding elections for the constituent assembly that the provisional government had 
promised. The elections proved a great disappointment to the Bolsheviks, who gained only 
25 percent of the seats in the assembly. Lenin solved the problem by dissolving that body 
after its frst meeting and creating a Bolshevik dictatorship. He and his comrades visualized 
a temporary dictatorship in keeping with Marxist doctrine. This regime would take over 
the means of production in the name of society as a whole and provide an equitable redis-
tribution of wealth. It would then create a classless society, where no one would prosper at 
the expense of others. 

Then the outbreak of the Russian Civil War made the survival of his new regime 
Lenin’s only priority, and for a time, it appeared that the anti-Bolshevik (White) forces 
might prevail. At the low point of the Bolsheviks’ fortunes, they controlled only the 
central portion of European Russia, including the cities of Petrograd and Moscow. Lenin 
moved the capital from Petrograd to Moscow early in 1918. This desperate situation 
called for extreme measures. One of these involved the development of an efective mil-
itary force to fght the White armies. Lenin’s brilliant comrade, Leon Trotsky, drove the 
development of the new Red Army. He utilized the talents of former tsarist ofcers and 
noncommissioned ofcers to train and direct that force. The Bolsheviks also benefted 
from a lack of unity among the White Russian forces composed of several groups with 
difering political views. Their military units lacked coordination, and their generals fre-
quently regarded one another as rivals. 

Apart from military operations during the civil war, Lenin and the Bolsheviks faced a 
severe economic dilemma. Fighting in World War I revealed many inadequacies in Rus-
sia’s industrial and transportation systems. The resulting shortages worsened as the civil 
war intensifed in 1918. Lenin’s government needed to provide weapons, equipment, food, 
and other supplies to the Red Army while also feeding the civilian population as well. To 
achieve these goals, Lenin resorted to emergency measures known as “war communism” 
that included forced requisition of grain, livestock, and other commodities from peasants 
working on farmland taken from landowners during the revolution. Just as signifcantly, 
Lenin nationalized Russian industry when his government took control of manufacturing. 
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Although these actions contributed to victory and the salvation of the regime, they 
caused confusion and even dissatisfaction among the Russian people. Peasants resented the 
heavy-handed measures of war communism, and many preferred to burn their crops and 
slaughter their livestock rather than allow them to fall into Bolshevik hands. In the cities, 
workers protested the stringent production demands and regimentation imposed on them 
by the government. Ongoing civil war and civil strife lasted until early 1920 when Lenin 
and the Bolsheviks defeated the last remnants of the White Russians. 

The United States of America: From Neutrality to Victory 

Even in 1914, many Americans sympathized with the Triple Entente because they felt 
closer connections to democratic Britain and France than to monarchies of the Central 
Powers. Americans reacted in horror at news of the German shooting of Belgian hostages 
in reprisal for civilian attacks on soldiers, the shelling of the beautiful Gothic cathedral 
at Reims in France, and the sinking of the British ocean liner Lusitania with the loss of 
over 1,000 lives, including 128 Americans. Allied propaganda proved especially efective 
at portraying the Germans as barbaric “Huns.” Meanwhile, American loans to Allied 
powers and sales of American products to them created a signifcant commercial stake in 
their victory. 

Although those early events and attitudes prepared the United States for war, the primary 
cause entering the war occurred in February 1917. Germany initiated a policy of unre-
stricted submarine warfare that resulted in German U-boats sinking several American ships. 

This policy represented a calculated risk driving the time and resources. The Germans 
gambled that they could exploit British dependence on large-scale imports of food and 
other supplies from the United States before the Americans could mobilize soldiers and 
send them to Europe to help the British and French. The Germans hoped to starve Britain 
into submission by sinking large numbers of both Allied and neutral ships in the waters 
around the British Isles. The gamble failed. Not only did the unrestricted submarines 
warfare bring the United States into the war, but it also did not have the intended efect 
on the British. 

Despite a large population and great economic resources, America was a negligible mili-
tary power in early 1917, with only 110,000 men under arms. Before the United States could 
help in the actual fghting, it had to raise a mass army through conscription, train it, and 
transport it to France. President Woodrow Wilson did not envision war continuing for long, 
and in his address to Congress in January 1918 outlined a plan for peace comprised of 14 
points. These points outlined the requirements for postwar peace: barrier-free trade among 
nations, self-determination of nations, unconventional laws of the sea, and the creation of 
a League of Nations. This new and powerful American force was not ready for action until 
the summer of 1918. In the months that followed Russia’s departure from the war, Germany 
attempted to defeat the British and French before America became a factor. The Germans 
unleashed a series of ofensives between March and July 1918, but the Allies managed to 
hold out, and during the last ofensive, fresh American divisions began to make a major 
contribution. After stopping the fnal German drive, the Allies took over the ofensive and 
applied unrelenting pressure. On August 8, “the black day of the German army,” the whole 
enemy front began to fall back. German military leaders realized that they had lost the war. 

In late October, Italian forces also won a major victory over the Austro-Hungarians in the 
Battle of Vittorio Veneto. Confronted by these two critical developments, Austria-Hungary’s 
armed forces disintegrated, and the various subject nationalities began to declare their inde-
pendence. The dual monarchy signed an armistice on November 4. Soon afterward, Charles, 
the last emperor of the Hapsburg dynasty that ruled Austria since 1276, abdicated. 



 

 

The Great War and the Treaty of Versailles 15 

Germany’s position was now hopeless. With its army in full retreat and its allies gone, 
morale began to crack. Naval mutinies and sporadic civilian revolts broke out. Demand for 
an end to the war and even to the monarchy grew ever more insistent. Emperor Wilhelm 
II, realizing the weakness of his position, abdicated and fed into exile in neutral Holland. 
On November 11, a new republican government accepted an armistice. 

The long nightmare was over. But although the Allies had defeated the Central Powers, 
in a larger sense none of the European belligerents had really won. The war had cost the 
lives of at least ten million soldiers and had left another 20 million wounded. There were 
few families that did not mourn the loss of loved ones. An atmosphere of gloom and un-
certainty persisted long after the fghting stopped. The war had also seriously disrupted the 
European economies. Overseas markets were gone, and all the belligerents were deeply in 
debt. Devastation abounded in many parts of the continent. And although peace had re-
turned, wartime hatreds lingered. So did the questions. How could it have happened? How 
could the leaders have allowed it to continue for so long? What did it accomplish? Could 
anything be worth the price? Among the casualties was the old confdent Europe, long the 
focal point of the world. It was gone, perhaps forever. 

Although the war had ended, turmoil still aficted much of Europe. The Austro-
Hungarian Empire had vanished from the map. A jumble of small, weak states had taken 
its place, creating a vacuum of power. In Russia, the Bolsheviks could hardly savor their 
victory over the provisional government for long because various anti-Bolshevik groups 
challenged their right to rule, and civil war erupted during the summer of 1918. It con-
tinued to rage in the aftermath of World War I. Defeat had reduced Germany to a state of 
shock, bitterness, and disillusionment. And while Britain, France, and Italy engaged in vic-
tory celebrations, mourning for millions of dead, who had paid the price for this triumph, 
tended to restrain their joy. Now that they were free from the grim reality that haunted 
them for four long years, Europeans looked to the future with both hope and uncertainty. 
But hatred of recent enemies persisted. 

The Paris Peace Conference and the Treaty of Versailles 

Just two months after the armistice, the Allied leaders gathered at the Paris Peace Con-
ference in January 1919 to negotiate a treaty that could reestablish normalcy after years of 
bloody confict. Those attending hoped to avert or repudiate the long-term causes that had 
plunged the world into war in 1914. 

This grandiose goal belied the terrible problems of the postwar era and the signifcant 
diferences among the Europeans. Delegations from 27 nations attended the conference, but 
leaders from the great powers made all the critical decisions. They started the conference as 
the “Big Four,” including France’s Premier Georges Clemenceau, Britain’s Prime Minister 
David Lloyd George, Italy’s Premier Vittorio Orlando, and President Woodrow Wilson 
of the United States. Not long after that, however, an angry Orlando walked out of the 
conference when the other three leaders refused to grant Italy the territorial compensation 
along the Adriatic Coast. Italy’s performance in the war hardly impressed the other leaders, 
and Wilson, in particular, opposed giving the Italians territory that contained predomi-
nantly Slavic populations. As a result, they agreed to grant Italy only Trentino, Trieste, and 
Istria. Although Orlando did return later, the Big Three—Wilson, Clemenceau, and Lloyd 
George—molded what would become the Treaty of Versailles. 

Not all the belligerent nations received invitations, however, so the treaty became more 
of a set of dictated conditions than a balanced settlement. In a decision with consequences 
that reverberated for the next two decades, the Allies refused to invite either Germany or 
Russia to attend the conference in Paris. After four years of bloody fghting and catastrophic 
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Figure 1.3 “Big Four” world leaders at Paris Peace Conference in 1919. From left to right: Prime Minister 
David Lloyd George, Premier Vittorio Orlando, Premier Georges Clemenceau, and President 
Woodrow Wilson. 

Source: Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Division Washington, D.C. [LC-B2–4956-10] 

casualties, the Europeans, especially the French, had no desire to sit across the table from 
the despised Germans. From their perspective, the absent Germans could not infuence the 
negotiations regarding their nation’s political, economic, or territorial postwar future. In-
deed, they resented the fnalized treaty for many reasons, and their bitterness festered until 
the rise to power of Adolf Hitler and Nazism in the early 1930s. 

Resentment over the Bolshevik government’s separate peace with Germany and fear 
of its ideological goal of world revolution prompted the Allies to bar Russia from partic-
ipation. The outcome of the Russian Civil War also remained uncertain, and the Allies 
hoped that the White Russians would win. They intervened in 1918 when British and 
French military forces landed at Russian ports on the Arctic and Black Seas. They osten-
sibly wanted to prevent war materiel, earmarked for the provisional government, from 
falling into the hands of the Germans. The British and French also provided aid to the 
White Russians. American and European units went ashore at Vladivostok in East Asia 
to help some Czech prisoners of war escape and join the Allies. Japan also sent troops 
to Vladivostok to expand its infuence in East Asia. These interventions sowed seeds of 
distrust among the Soviet leaders that persisted through World War II and beyond into 
the Cold War. 

The Treaty of Versailles grew out of a series of compromises between Wilson and Clem-
enceau and, to a lesser degree, Lloyd George. Heated debates erupted among them over 
thorny issues of reparations, national sovereignty, wartime culpability, racial equality, 
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colonial territories, military occupations, and minority group rights. None of the Big 
Three left the conference satisfed with the treaty’s fnal version. 

France’s “Tiger” Georges Clemenceau determined to leave Germany a frail shell of its 
prewar status as a great power. He proposed the harshest terms designed to punish the 
Germans. Above all else, he wanted to safeguard French security. Clemenceau deprived 
Germany of territory, reduced the size of the German armed forces, and required hefty 
reparations for wartime damages. He hoped to bind France, Britain, and the United States 
in an alliance that would forever protect his country from renewed German aggression. 

Britain’s David Lloyd George initially advocated harsh terms like Clemenceau, but 
his position moderated over time. Lloyd George did try to protect his nation’s interests, 
however. He wanted to see a weakened German state but not so weak as to give France 
uncontested dominance over continental Europe. Lloyd George did not oppose Wilson’s 
self-determination unless it should apply to the British Empire. The prime minister fre-
quently played the part of mediator between the more extreme views of Wilson and Clem-
enceau. As Lloyd George later quipped, “I think I did as well as might be expected, seated 
as I was between Jesus Christ and Napoleon Bonaparte.” 

The United States’ Woodrow Wilson desired reconciliation with Germany and the Cen-
tral Powers, rather than retribution. He wanted Germany to be muzzled yet still a pro-
ductive member nation in the international community. Thus, he opposed Clemenceau’s 
punitive initiatives. Wilson laid out the American war aims in his “Declaration of War” 
in April 1917 and his “Fourteen Points” in January 1918. The president believed that the 
postwar treaty gave him—and the United States—a unique opportunity to lead the world 
into a new age of peace and democracy. He hoped to build an international system based 
on liberal capitalism, free trade, and democracy, with a League of Nations dedicated to pre-
serving peace as its cornerstone. He supported the establishment of arms limitations and the 
guaranteed rights of self-determination and self-government. Many of his goals diverged 
dramatically from those of the European Allies. 

Wilson disapproved of the traditionally cynical attitude of European countries and their 
system of power politics. Conversely, many of the European Allies saw the Fourteen Points 
as a starting point for negotiations but not as a complete blueprint for the peace settlement. 
For its part, Germany’s government accepted the armistice in the belief that Wilson could 
help create a framework for a lenient peace. The German faith in Wilson’s ability turned 
out to be naïve and mistaken. The United States sufered far less during the confict than 
did the Europeans. Americans did not seek territorial expansion or other benefts in the 
postwar era. In retrospect, Wilson enjoyed the luxury of being benevolent and unselfsh. 

Elements of reality difered from Wilson’s idyllic narrative. The United States absorbed 
markets that the European powers could not support due to their wartime needs. Con-
sequently, the United States achieved a highly favorable balance of trade in the process. 
America grew rich profting of the war’s insatiable demands. The European Allies also 
turned to the United States for loans to help them fnance their war eforts. The Europeans 
remained deeply in debt in 1919, whereas the United States emerged from the confict as 
the world’s foremost creditor nation. Thus, Americans did reap incredible benefts during 
World War I that remained in the postwar era. 

Negotiations at the Paris Peace Conference required Wilson and Clemenceau to yield 
on some conditions to obtain others they considered essential. Wilson acquiesced to most 
demands of Clemenceau and Lloyd George, yet he won their approval for his League of 
Nations. Clemenceau won strict military restrictions on Germany that he considered nec-
essary to safeguard France’s security. The British and French also received fnancial rep-
arations that, in turn, hamstrung Germany’s already feeble economy. The give-and-take 
process among the Big Three played out for the next year until January 1920. 
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Territory emerged as one key topic during the negotiations. As everyone expected, 
France regained the provinces of Alsace and Lorraine. Belgium likewise received minor 
border changes in its favor. In the case of the coal-rich Saar region of Germany, the vic-
torious Allies struck a compromise. Clemenceau wanted to annex the area to France as 
compensation for the destruction of French coal mines during the war. However, Wilson 
and Lloyd George withheld their approval. Instead, the three men agreed to place the area 
under the administration of the newly established League of Nations for 15 years. This ar-
rangement gave the French control of the German coal mines during this period. In a nod 
to Wilson, the agreement also stipulated that the population, which was solidly German, 
would have the right to determine the permanent fate of the Saar by plebiscite in 1935. 

Another important territorial provision concerned the Rhineland. In keeping with 
French war aims, Clemenceau favored its separation from Germany and the establishment 
of an independent Rhenish state. Again, Wilson and Lloyd George refused and another 
compromise was agreed in which the Rhineland remained part of Germany, but the Allies 
would maintain soldiers there for 15 years. When this period expired and they withdraw 
their forces, a 30-mile-wide strip on the Rhine’s east bank would remain permanent de-
militarized zone thereafter. The Big Three hoped that this solution would provide a bufer 
shielding France and Belgium from any German invasion in the future. To reconcile Clem-
enceau to this compromise, Wilson and Lloyd George made a remarkable commitment to 
safeguarding French security. If Germany attacked France, this “guarantee treaty” bound 
the United States and Britain to come to France’s aid. This concession represented a signif-
icant departure from the traditional peacetime policies of both countries. 

A more extensive and controversial shift in national territories took place east of Ger-
many. To mollify Polish national aspirations and follow Wilson’s Fourteen Points, the Big 
Three agreed that Germany must surrender a substantial amount of territory to the revived 
state of Poland. This measure included the province and city of Posen and a strip of land that 
linked the new Polish nation with the Baltic Sea to the north. Without this “Polish Cor-
ridor,” Poland would be a landlocked state with its only access to the sea running through 
German territory. The corridor also divided the bulk of Germany from its province of East 
Prussia. This territory contained a majority of Poles, although a sizeable German minority 
lived there as well. 

Wilson, Lloyd George, and even Clemenceau found it far less easy to justify the detach-
ment of the large city of Danzig from Germany. As the only major port city in the vicinity 
of the Polish Corridor, the Poles coveted Danzig’s harbor facilities. Another compromise 
provided a solution of sorts. Danzig and the surrounding area became a free state under 
League of Nations supervision, but Poland received the right to unrestricted use of the port. 
No one doubted that this policy would anger the Germans because, for example, Wilson’s 
high-minded principles did not apply to their nation. 

The fnal version of the Treaty of Versailles completely dismantled Germany’s overseas 
empire and the distribution of its colonies to Allied powers as “mandated territories” under 
League of Nations supervision. To Wilson’s mind, those occupying powers should have 
prepared the mandates’ indigenous populations for eventual independence. But in practice, 
they continued to govern as colonies. Britain and France emerged the principal benefciar-
ies in Africa, while Japan gained control of the German possessions, including the Mar-
shall, Caroline, and Mariana island chains, in the western Pacifc Ocean. The Japanese also 
pushed hard for its retention of China’s Shantung peninsula that it wrested from Germany 
during World War I. 

Beyond making territorial claims on the mainland, the Japanese tried to insert a clause 
proclaiming racial equality into the Covenant of the League of Nations. This move re-
fected the Japanese concern over American discrimination against immigrants from Japan. 
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Although the proposed clause gained a majority of the votes in the committee considering 
it, Wilson, who served as its chairman, ruled that passage required unanimous support. In 
doing so, he bowed to British and French opposition to Japan’s clause. If approved, Japan’s 
racial equality clause would have discredited colonial claims of Britain and France. Out-
raged and humiliated by Wilson’s rejection, the Japanese insisted on retaining Shantung. 
They also threatened to leave the conference unless their demand was not granted. In the 
end, the Japanese won their concession for Shantung, despite violent Chinese protests and 
inconsistent applications of Wilson’s principle of self-determination. 

The determined Clemenceau never wavered in his efort to reduce Germany’s ability to 
make war. The other Allies agreed to limit the postwar German Army to a volunteer force 
of only 100,000 men and to prohibit the existence of reserve forces. They banned the Ger-
man possession of tanks, artillery, and other ofensive weapons. The Big Three dissolved 
of Germany’s general staf and disbanded the military’s educational system because they 
considered these institutions to be breeding grounds for Prussian militarism. The German 
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Navy did not escape Allied attention. After hearing that the High Seas Fleet would be in-
terned at the British naval base of Scapa Flow, the German commander ordered his sailors 
to scuttle 52 warships rather than risk them being divided among the Allied navies. Moving 
forward, the German feet could only operate six ships displacing less than 10,000 tons, 
thereby limiting them to cruisers or smaller vessels. In an even more explicit mandate, the 
Allies forbade Germany to possess U-boats under any circumstances. Finally, the Allies 
prohibited the defeated nation from maintaining an air force. 

Because German forces wrecked so much devastation during the war, the British and 
especially the French demanded that Germany pay reparations to compensate them for their 
losses. Requiring reparation payments from defeated foes was a common enough practice. 
Germany, for example, imposed them on France following the Franco-Prussian War and 
on Russia in the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk. Clemenceau and Lloyd George originally asked 
that, in addition to paying for civilian damages, reparations should reimburse them all war-
related expenses. Wilson blocked this proposal as much too extreme, but he did allow the 
cost of war pensions for Allied military personnel. Wilson also renounced any American 
claim to these payments. 

The Big Three appointed a commission to determine Germany’s total reparations pay-
ment. In the interim, they demanded that Germany pay $5 billion in gold and commodities. 
In its report, the Reparations Commission set the fnal bill at $33 billion in gold. Germany 
would make annual installments of $500 million from 1921 until 1987. Americans consid-
ered the burden to be considerably beyond Germany’s ability to pay. The eminent British 
economist John Maynard Keynes agreed with their assessment. He went further to predict 
the reparations would unhinge the nation’s postwar economy. The Germans criticized the 
total loudly and bitterly. Although the $33 billion in 1921 equaled the adjusted total in-
demnity the Germans imposed on France in 1871, they argued that 1941 amount dashed 
any hope for their nation’s postwar economic recovery. The German people greeted the 
announcement with protests in the streets. 

The Allies, especially the French and the British, tried to justify the German reparations, 
territorial changes, and disarmament by including Article 231 in the Treaty of Versailles: 

The Allied and Associated Governments afrm and Germany accepts the responsibility 
of Germany and her allies for causing all the loss and damage to which the Allied and 
Associated Governments and their nationals have been subjected as a consequence of 
the war imposed upon them by the aggression of Germany and her allies. 

This section took on the ignominious label of the “war guilt clause.” The Germans found 
the indictment to be the hardest pill to swallow. The article did not contain the term guilt 
or specifcally blame the Central Powers for starting the war. However, it charged the Ger-
mans and their allies with responsibility for the “loss and damage” sufered by the Allies 
and referenced “the aggression” of Central Powers. The Germans interpreted these words 
and phrases to mean guilt. 

The fnal version of the Treaty of Versailles contained the Covenant (or charter) that 
established the League of Nations. Wilson wanted the League to have a General Assem-
bly to which every member nation would belong and exercise voting rights. Although 
the Assembly could consider any issues, the decision-making power resided in the 
League’s Executive Council comprised of fve permanent members—Britain, France, 
Italy, the United States, and Japan—as well as four temporary member nations selected 
for limited terms. 

The Covenant declared that members must submit all international disputes for investi-
gation, arbitration, and settlement under the League. If a member ignored this obligation 
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and went to war, the League could mandate that its member states take collective military 
action against that aggressor nation. No concrete explanation existed for what this action 
might look like at an operational level. Clemenceau insisted that an international military 
represented the only means of securing meaningful collective security or enforcing League 
decisions. Wilson and Lloyd George, however, refused to agree to such a far-reaching com-
mitment. Ultimately, the League’s only coercive power rested in its authority to impose 
economic sanctions that could cut of trade between League members and any aggressor 
nation. The Big Three likewise refused to allow either Germany or Russia to join the or-
ganization. Excluding Germany alienated that nation’s people, and ignoring Russia further 
isolated that nation’s Bolshevik government from the rest of the world. 

Despite Wilson’s dream of the League safeguarding global democracy, the United States 
never joined the League because the U.S. Senate did not ratify the Treaty of Versailles. A 
dispute erupted between Wilson and Republican Senator Henry Cabot Lodge who refused 
to accept the League without guarantees of American sovereignty. Lodge and his fellow 
Senators did not want the United States to be forced by the League to go to war and fght 
under the League’s fag and auspices. The ever-stubborn Wilson refused to compromise 
regarding the League, and the Treaty of Versailles failed to obtain the two-thirds majority 
necessary for ratifcation in 1920. 

The British never shared Wilson’s enthusiasm for the League and now saw considerably 
less reason for optimism. The French viewed the League with outright skepticism. Of far 
greater concern to them, however, was the failure of the Senate to ratify the treaty. The 
French could not count on American support if Germany attacked them. The British sub-
sequently used the American rejection as grounds for abandoning its commitment to France 
as well. 

Other Postwar Peace Treaties 

After World War I ended, the Austrians and Hungarians severed their imperial ties and 
created two separate states when they signed the Treaty of St. Germain with Austria and 
the Treaty of Trianon with Hungary. The disintegration of their empire led to the for-
mation of two other new nations: Czechoslovakia and the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and 
Slovenes (later called Yugoslavia). Neither of these conglomerates of diverse languages, 
ethnicities, and religions ofered much hope for solving disputes among their constituent 
groups. 

Czechoslovakia based its independence on a union of the Czechs, who lived in the west-
ern provinces of Bohemia and Moravia, with the Slovaks, who inhabited the eastern area 
of Slovakia. The Czechs enjoyed a considerably larger population and better political and 
economic institutions, so they dominated the new state. The country also included Ger-
man, Hungarian, and Ruthenian minorities. Of these marginalized groups, some three 
million Germans resided in the frontier areas of Bohemia and Moravia in a region known 
as the Sudetenland. 

The Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes of Yugoslavia shared common Slavic ethnicity. Because 
the Serbs outnumbered the others, they controlled the new state from the start, much to the 
chagrin of the Croats, the second largest group, who considered themselves culturally supe-
rior to the Serbs. Religious diferences also increased antagonism between the two peoples. 
The Serbs were predominantly Orthodox, while the Croats were Catholic. 

Another national group, the Poles in Galicia in the extreme northeastern portion of 
Austria-Hungary, joined their kinsmen to create the independent state of Poland. Before 
World War I started, the Poles languished under German and Russian domination. Even 
under the Treaty of Versailles, Poland rested in a vulnerable position between Germany and 


