
ON JUNE 28, 1914, AN ANGRY YOUNG
MAN OPENED FIRE ON A CAR GOING
THROUGH THE STREETS OF SARAJEVO,
THE CAPITAL OF BOSNIA. HIS TARGETS
WERE TWO PASSENGERS IN THE OPEN
CAR: FRANZ FERDINAND, HEIR TO THE
THRONE OF AUSTRIA-HUNGARY, AND
HIS WIFE, SOPHIE. THE ATTACKER SUC-
CEEDED IN KILLING THEM. THE MUR-
DERS SPARKED A CONFLICT THAT
EXPLODED INTO A WAR ENVELOPING
MUCH OF THE WORLD, CAUSING MORE
THAN 16 MILLION DEATHS, AND LEAV-
ING 20 MILLION PEOPLE WOUNDED OR
MISSING. WORLD WAR I LASTED FOUR
YEARS AND BROUGHT DESTRUCTION
ON A SCALE THAT NO ONE HAD IMAG-
INED. WHY AND HOW DID THE WORLD
GO TO WAR IN 1914?

For about 100 years, from 1815 to
1914, the great powers of Europe had
managed to avert a full-scale Europe-
wide war. The British Empire domi-
nated the world. With its dominions
and colonies, the empire held sway
over about 450 million people and al-
most a quarter of the Earth’s land
area. In 1850, Britain led the world in
industrial manufacturing. Britain was

producing about two-thirds of the
world’s coal and more than half of its
iron and cloth.

The brief Franco-Prussian War,
which ended in 1871, led to a shift in
Europe’s balance of power. Prussia,

along with other German states,
quickly defeated France. The German
states formally united as the nation of
Germany, and Germany began to catch
up to Britain in economic power. In
1870, Britain had 32 percent of the
world’s manufacturing capacity, but by
1910 Germany had 15.9 percent and
Britain had only 14.7 percent. (The U.S.
had also boomed, with 35.3 percent.)
And Germany, now industrialized,
began to develop colonial ambitions,
which caused conflicts with Britain,
France, and other European countries.

In an 1897 debate in the German
Reichstag, its parliament, the foreign
secretary stated, “In one word: We
wish to throw no one into the shade,
but we demand our own place in the
sun.” The head of the German Em-
pire, Kaiser Wilhelm II, committed
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WAR & POLICY
This edition of Bill of Rights in Action looks at issues and government policies
related to war. Since 2014 marks the 100th anniversary of the beginning of World
War I, our first article examines the causes of this war. An enhanced version of this
article with additional activities, maps, graphics, and other features is available on-
line. The second article looks at the challenges President James Madison faced dur-
ing the United States’ first declared war, the War of 1812. The last article explores the
war in Afghanistan and what our nation’s policy should be moving forward.
World History: A Fire Waiting to Be Lit: The Origins of World War I
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Two guest writers contributed articles to this edition. Lucy Eisenberg, Esq., wrote
about World War I and Patrick Ferguson wrote on the war in Afganistan. Our long-
time contributor Carlton Martz wrote the article on the War of 1812.
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The assassination of Archduke Ferdinand and his wife, Sophie, as depicted in a drawing on the
front page of a 1914 Italian newspaper.
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himself to making Germany into a
global power through aggressive
diplomacy and the acquisition of
overseas colonies.

Actions in Morocco
One instance of the kaiser’s aggres-

sive diplomacy was in North Africa. In
1905, he disembarked from a German
warship in the Moroccan port of Tangier
and spoke in favor of Moroccan inde-
pendence. Germany had no real interest
in Morocco, but France did. The kaiser’s
goal was to support the sultan of Mo-
rocco and to impress others with Ger-
many’s power and prestige.

Germany called for an interna-
tional conference to consider whether
France’s actions in Morocco had vio-
lated an international treaty. A con-
ference took place the next year in
the Spanish town of Algeciras to dis-
cuss issues of international law in the
African colonies. But the outcome
was not particularly positive for Ger-
many, because Britain voted with
France, as did Italy, and only Austria
backed the kaiser.

The kaiser made a second try at
demonstrating Germany’s power in
Morocco. In July 1911, a German gun-
boat, the Panther, arrived at Agadir, a
large city on the Moroccan coast. The
Germans stated that they had come to
protect Morocco from French troops,
which had entered the city of Fez to
put down rebels. But Germany’s true
goal was to get access to territory in the
Congo. Negotiations between France

and Germany resulted in Germany’s
obtaining a small parcel of territory in
the French Equatorial African colony of
Middle Congo — a marshy area where
sleeping sickness was widespread.

The kaiser’s “gunboat diplo-
macy” damaged Germany’s relations
with Britain. Fearing Germany might
meddle with its colonies, Britain
drew closer to France, leading the
two countries to make a naval agree-
ment. Britain’s Royal Navy promised
to protect the northern coast of
France from German attack, and
France promised that her fleet in the
western Mediterranean would protect
British interests there.

Control of the Seas
Rivalry among the great powers

grew during the early years of the 20th
century. France was determined to re-
store its prestige and power and to re-
gain the provinces of Alsace and
Lorraine, which it had lost in the
Franco-Prussian War. The kaiser in
Germany, jealous of Great Britain’s em-
pire, implemented Weltpolitik, “world
policy.” The aim of Weltpolitik was to
transform Germany into a global power
through aggressive diplomacy, the ac-
quisition of overseas colonies, and the
development of a large navy. The
kaiser believed that Germany’s great-
ness depended on her becoming a
naval power. “We have fought for a
place in the sun,” the kaiser said, and
won it. “Our future is on the water.”
And Britain, which long had enjoyed

naval supremacy, became alarmed at
Germany’s intentions.

Those intentions were clearly
stated in the naval laws, which the
German Reichstag passed beginning in
1898. The first Naval Law set a large
number of ships to be constructed by
1904. A second Naval Law, passed in
1900, doubled the size of the fleet and
made clear that the German navy
would become a serious rival to the
British Royal Navy. Britain depended
on its navy to shield it from invasion.
The British believed that the new plans
for expanding the German navy were
designed for a possible conflict with
the British fleet.

From 1902 until war broke out in
1914, the British and Germans en-
gaged in a naval arms race. Britain
designed a powerful new battleship,
the Dreadnought, which it launched
in 1906. The Germans immediately
copied the Dreadnought, and the
British Admiralty decided to maintain
as many ships as Germany plus an
additional six. The British also redis-
tributed their ships so the biggest and
most powerful ships were situated to
fight the Germans. The effects of this
race put a huge financial burden on
both countries. But the naval race
continued as the two powers strug-
gled to dominate the seas.

Agreements in Case of War
The struggle for imperial power

was not confined to North Africa. The
Russians and Japanese, competing for
territory in Korea and Manchuria, went
to war in 1904. The Russians also had
imperialist goals in Persia and on the
borderlands with India, which created
tension with Britain. India was part of
the British Empire, and the British were
also heavily invested in Persia, which
they saw as an important source of oil.
To address the rivalries for foreign in-
vestment and territory, the European
powers began to join together in agree-
ments, or alliances, which would guar-
antee them support from other nations
in case of war.

Under the guidance of the German
Chancellor Otto von Bismarck, Ger-
many and Austria-Hungary formed a
military alliance in 1879. Three years
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The first of its kind, the British navy’s powerful Dreadnought became the standard for
battleships of the era.



later, Italy joined in what became the
Triple Alliance. The terms of the al-
liance were, in brief, that if any mem-
ber became involved in war with
another great power, its allies would
come to its aid by force of arms. The
Triple Alliance lasted until the First
World War.

In response to the Triple Alliance,
the French decided to form its own al-
liance with Russia. Signed in 1894, the
Franco-Russian Alliance provided that
if one of the countries of the Triple Al-
liance (Germany, Austria-Hungary,
and Italy) attacked France or Russia,
its ally would attack the aggressor.

Britain meanwhile was increasingly
concerned about Germany’s push to
acquire new colonies and secure for-
eign trade. Britain decided that it
should forge greater ties with European
powers. Britain and France had previ-
ously competed over who would con-
trol the Nile River as well as Egypt and
Morocco. But in 1904, the governments
settled their dispute. The French recog-
nized the British occupation of Egypt,
and the British recognized the French
penetration of Morocco. Britain and
France did not have a specific alliance
and did not state clearly what would
happen if they were attacked, but it
was a close understanding that came
to be known as the Entente Cordiale.
Three years later, Britain and Russia
put aside their differences over Persia

and India. In an Anglo-Russian con-
vention, the British recognized a Russ-
ian sphere of influence in the north of
Persia and the Russians a British sphere
in the south and the east. Thus, by
1907, the older Triple Alliance faced a
new Triple Entente, composed of
France, Russia, and Britain. The major
European powers had divided into two
opposing groups.

The Balkan Crises
At the same time as the great pow-

ers’ conflict over Morocco, a series of
crises erupted in the Balkans. Slavic-
speaking peoples known as South Slavs
— Bosnians, Bulgarians, Croats, Mace-
donians, Montenegrins, Serbs, and
Slovenes — lived in the Balkan region

located south of Austria-Hungary and
north of Greece. Serbia and Montenegro
had gained their independence in 1878
under the Treaty of Berlin, an interna-
tional agreement between the European
powers and the Ottoman Empire. Mil-
lions of other South Slavs lived nearby
in parts of the Austro-Hungarian Empire
(such as Croatia) and in the European
part of the Ottoman Empire (such as
Bosnia, Bulgaria, and Macdedonia). As
the Ottoman Empire began to break up,
a sense of nationalism was growing
among these people. By 1900, many
radical South Slavs decided that Aus-
tria-Hungary should be broken up and
that they — the South Slavs — should
either unite in one independent state
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From the New York Times of October 7, 1908

AUSTRIA TAKES TWO PROVINCES
Bosnia and Herzegovina Are

Annexed and a Liberal
Constitution Granted.

SERVIAN ARMY MOBILIZED
Leaders of All Parties Angered by
Austria and War Talk Is Popular.

CONFERENCE ON BULGARIA
Britain, Framers, and Russia Acting

Together — Bulgarian Minister Explains
the Declaration of Independence.

LONDON, Oct. 6. — The second and culminat-
ing step in the Austro- Bulgarian programme
for the aggrandizement of themselves at the
expense of the status established by the
Treaty of Berlin was consummated to-night
when Emperor Francis Joseph formally pro-
claimed the practical annexation of Bosnia and
Herzegovina to the dual monarchy, with a
pledge of a Constitution guaranteeing civic

rights and a representative assembly.
The present situation is as follows: Turkey

calls upon the powers to preserve to her what
they guaranteed by that treaty: Austria and
Bulgaria strongly declare their determination
to keep what they have taken. Servia is
protesting belligerently against being
hemmed in more strongly between two un-
popular neighbors and against having the
Servians in Bosnia absorbed into the Austro-
Hungarian nationality.

The other powers concerned in the Berlin
Treaty are discussing the holding of an in-
ternational conference. Turkey’s unexpect-
edly restrained policy minimized the
possibilities of war, which now is considered
out of the question.

A conference of the powers is expected to
be held within two or three months if it can
be arranged, but no one imagines that it will
undo this week’s work. Austria declines even
to discuss the matter of its annexation of the
provinces, and the most that is expected is

some arrangement that will save Turkey’s
pride. Before the powers agree to enter upon
a conference, they probably will be obliged
to define its scope, which will be a hard task.
British statesmen suggest that compensa-
tion be made to Turkey, and that guaran-
tees be given against further disturbance
of the status quo. Sir Edward Grey, the For-
eign Secretary, will address his con-
stituents tomorrow evening, when it is
expected he will explain the attitude of the
British Government.

The English papers unite in praising
Turkey’s moderation and in denouncing Aus-
tria. The Standard, in a typical utterance, says:
”We are sorry for the aged Emperor. We regret
that so late in his long and honorable career
he has chosen to sully his name with a deed
which will go down in history alongside of the
partition of Poland.”

Several of the London newspapers ques-
tion whether or not Emperor Francis Joseph
is acting against his will.

The Balkans in 1907
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(Yugoslavia, meaning “South Slavia”)
or form a number of independent states.

The first crisis began in 1908.
Russia was trying, as it had through-
out history, to get control of the Turk-
ish Straits (the Bosporus, the Sea of
Marmara, and the Dardanelles),
which connect the Black and Aegean
seas. Control of the straits would give
the Russian navy access to the
Aegean and the Mediterranean. Ac-
cording to an existing international
treaty, however, the straits would be
closed to all warships in time of war,
which meant the Russian fleet would
be bottled up in the Black Sea.

Russia entered talks with Austria-
Hungary. Under the 1878 Treaty of
Berlin, Austria occupied and adminis-
tered the Ottoman Empire’s provinces
of Bosnia and Herzegovina. Austria
wanted to annex the two provinces,
which legally still belonged to the Ot-
toman Empire. Austria had invested
heavily in these provinces and did not
want them returned to the Ottoman
Turks or to become independent. It
felt it could placate the Ottomans by
giving up all claim to the Novi Pazar,
a Turkish region that separated Ser-
bia from Montenegro.

Russia thought Austria-Hungary
had agreed to call an international
conference. At the conference, Aus-
tria would support opening the
Aegean to Russian warships. It would
also back Russia in allowing Serbia to
expand its borders (into areas con-
trolled by the Ottomans) and in
granting independence to Bulgaria,
which was a self-ruling province in
the Ottoman Empire. In return, Rus-
sia would support Austria’s annexa-
tion of Bosnia and Herzegovina.

Austria never called for an interna-
tional conference. Instead, in October
1908, Bulgaria declared its independ-
ence. The next day, Austria announced
its annexation of Bosnia and re-
nounced any claim to Novi Pazar.

The Serbs erupted in a frenzy.
The Serbian press lashed out at Aus-
tria, demonstrators filled the streets
of Belgrade (the capital of Serbia),
and Serbia mobilized its army. War
became a real danger.

Austria’s annexation of Bosnia
also angered other European powers
and the Ottoman Empire. The annex-
ation violated the Treaty of Berlin.
Countries called for an international
conference to revise the treaty.

Austria ignored the calls, and Ger-
many backed Austria. Austria did pay
Turkey more than 2 million British
pounds in compensation. Ultimately,
the Treaty of Berlin was amended
without a conference as each of the
powers agreed to the annexation.

Among the last to agree were Serbia
and Russia. The Serbian government
looked to Russia for support. Russians,
eastern Slavs, saw themselves as natural
allies of Serbia. Too weak to back Ser-
bia militarily and pressured by Ger-
many, the Russian government
reluctantly agreed to the annexation.
The Russian government felt humili-
ated by Germany, betrayed by Austria,
and exposed as being willing to make
a deal at Serbia’s expense.

The crisis brought Germany and
Austria closer, and military leaders
from these two countries began to
meet. The Germans committed them-
selves to Austria, and the Austrians
began a more aggressive policy
against the Slav threat.

Serbs responded by organizing rad-
ical nationalist societies. Narodna
Odbrana (“National Defense”) formed
right after the annexation. It spread
propaganda favoring South Slav inde-
pendence and enlisted volunteers into
paramilitary units. Young Bosnia, a
group of like-minded student revolu-
tionaries, sprang up in Bosnia itself.
Most dangerous was a secret group
called Unification or Death, commonly
known as the Black Hand. Linked to
the head of Serbian Military Intelli-
gence, the Black Hand generated prop-
aganda and advocated terrorism
against Austria-Hungary, which it re-
garded as a deadly enemy.

War did break out in the Balkans in
1912 and again in 1913. In both wars,
the Balkan states fought to divide up
the parts of the Ottoman Empire
located on the European continent.
Serbia, Bulgaria, Montenegro, and
Greece joined forces with support from

Russia, and the first war ended with
the Treaty of London in May 1913. But
the countries that had fought together
during the war still contested territory,
and two months later, Bulgaria at-
tacked its former allies, Serbia and
Greece. Turkey joined the war as well.
In August 1913 the second Balkan War
ended with the Treaty of Bucharest.

As a result of the Balkan wars, the
Ottoman Empire lost almost all its land
in Europe. Greece, Serbia, Bulgaria,
and Montenegro expanded their bor-
ders. The non-Slavic Balkan nation of
Albania gained its independence. And
Serbia and Russia (which had sided
with Serbia) lost a key ally in Bulgaria
(which became an ally of Austria).

Tension over the Balkans remained
high. All the contestants still desired
more land. The Ottoman Empire
wanted its land back, and Austria-Hun-
gary continued to control large popula-
tions of South Slavs.

In the words of one historian, the
next Balkan crisis proved to be a fatal
one. It was fatal, because the other
crises before it had left “feelings of ex-
asperation in Austria, desperation in
Serbia, and humiliation in Russia.”
And soon after, in June 1914, the heir
to the Austro-Hungarian Empire made
a fatally bad decision to visit Bosnia
with his wife, Sophie.

The World Goes to War
Franz Ferdinand was assassinated

on June 28, 1914 in Sarajevo, the cap-
ital of Bosnia, by an 18-year-old
Bosnian named Gavrilo Princip. Part
of a team of assassins in Sarajevo that
day, Princip belonged to the Young
Bosnia group, and the Black Hand
terrorist group had trained the team.
Rounded up by Austrian authorities,
the assassins eventually named three
leaders of the Black Hand as the plan-
ners of the attack: Chief of Serbian
Military Intelligence Dragutin Dim-
itrijevic, his close associate Serbian
Army Major Vojislav Tankosic, and
Milan Ciganovic, a Bosnian Serb.

The Austrian government was al-
ready determined to crush the South
Slav movement. The assassination of
the heir to the empire set a war against
Serbia in motion.
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Because of the two alliances, the
war would not be limited to Austria
and Serbia. Fearing that Russia would
support the Serbs, Austria looked to
Germany for support. The German
chancellor called a meeting in Potsdam
on July 5, and with the backing of
those attending, he agreed to give Aus-
tria full military support. Knowing of
the alliance between France and Rus-
sia, Germany had a war plan that
called for military action on two fronts:
against Russia in the east and France
in the west. Germany did not know
whether Britain would join its allies if
war broke out. But to achieve a quick
invasion on the western front —
against France — Germany planned to
invade France through Belgium.

An invasion through Belgium, how-
ever, would make it likely that Britain
would go to war. The countries of Eu-
rope had long promised to respect Bel-
gium’s independence and neutrality.
Britain had signed a treaty committing it
to protect Belgium if it were invaded.

War did not break out immedi-
ately. The great powers made military
plans and issued ultimatums. On July
23, 1914, Austria sent a note to Serbia
accusing the Serbs of “inciting its peo-
ple to hatred of the Monarchy” and
making 10 demands, with a 48-hour
ultimatum. When Russia learned of
the note, it announced that it would
mobilize its army if Austria invaded
Serbia. And when Serbia did not agree
to all of Austria’s demands, the great
powers went down a slippery slope to
war. On July 28, Austria declared war
on Serbia. Russia ordered partial mo-
bilization of its troops on July 29. Ger-
many warned Russia to demobilize,
and when it refused, began its mobi-
lization the same day. On August 1,
France ordered mobilization, and two
hours later Germany declared war on
Russia. The final step, which brought
Britain into the war, came on August 3
when Germany invaded Belgium and
declared war on France. Britain issued
a 24-hour ultimatum demanding that
Germany withdraw its forces from
Belgium. Germany refused, and on
August 4, 1914, Germany and Britain
were at war.

* * * * *
David Lloyd George, who was a

member of the British cabinet in 1914,
and prime minister from 1916 to 1922,
wrote in his memoirs that in 1914 no
one had wanted a European war, no one
expected it, and that the “nations had
slithered over the brink.” Certainly no
one expected that the war would last
four years; most soldiers left home ex-
pecting to be back by Christmas. And
probably no one expected that the al-
liance system, which was designed to
protect the great powers from harm,
would in fact propel them into war.

DISCUSSION & WRITING
1. What were the great powers be-

fore World War I? Which do you
think was the most powerful? The
weakest? Why?

2. In 1897, the German foreign secre-
tary stated, “In one word: We wish

to throw no one into the shade, but
we demand our own place in the
sun.” What did he mean? How
might his statement be considered
fair? How might someone today
criticize the statement?

3. What were the alliances among the
great powers before World War I?
Why did the alliances exist? Why
didn’t they prevent the war?

4. Why do you think losing Bulgaria
as an ally was a loss for Serbia
and Russia?

5. Why were the Balkans such a prob-
lem area in Europe? Do you see
other areas of the world today with
problems similar to those that ex-
isted in the Balkans? Explain.

6. What was the annexation crisis of
1908? How important do you
think it was in leading to World
War I? Explain.

The Bosnian Crisis of 1908
Some historians believe the last step toward the First World War was the

crisis surrounding the annexation of Bosnia and Herzegovina in 1908. If that
crisis could have been resolved better, perhaps the war could have been
avoided. In this activity, students will create plans for successfully resolving
the crisis.
1. Form small groups.
2. Each group should do the following:

a. Reread the article (including the news article from the New York Times of
October 7, 1908) and discuss the crisis.

b. List the countries (and provinces) directly involved in the crisis. For
each, discuss and answer the following questions:
(1) What did it want and why?
(2) Which countries/

provinces opposed it getting what it wanted and why? (Also in-
clude in this answer countries not directly involved in the cri-
sis.)

(3) How might each of these differences be resolved?
(A graphic organizer can be downloaded to help organize these
answers.)

c. Create a plan to resolve the crisis. Remember: Not all countries are
equals. More accommodations must be made to great powers, and
the greater the power, the greater the accommodation. But try to
give everyone something. Humiliation and frustration of even a
lesser power can lead to disaster (see World War I for evidence of
this point).

d. Prepare to present your plan to the class.
3. Call on groups to present their plans. Hold a brief discussion of each,

pointing out the pros and cons of the plan. When all groups have pre-
sented, conclude by holding a class vote on which plan is the best.

ACTIVITY
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Which Country Was to Blame for World War I?
Overview
In this activity, students role play members of a commission who read experts’ differing assessments
on blame for World War I and decide which country, if any, was responsible for the war.

Handouts for each student:
• Reading: A Fire Waiting to Be Lit: The Origins of World War I
• Which Country Was to Blame for World War I? (Student Instructions)
• The Experts Disagree: Which Country Was to Blame for World War I?
• Graphic Organizer for The Experts Disagree

Procedure:
1. Explain the following:

In the Versailles Treaty marking the end of the war, blame was placed on Germany and its allies for
causing the war. Almost immediately, historians and others thought this judgment was wrong and
a debate has continued to this day over which country, if any, was responsible for starting the war.

2. Tell students that they are going to role play members of an international commission assigned to
place the blame for starting the war.

3. Divide the class into small groups. Distribute the handouts to students.
4. Review the Student Instructions handout with students, including the introductory part and each

of the four tasks they are to do, answering any questions they may have.
5. When students are ready, call on a group to report its findings and hold a class discussion. Repeat

this process for each group.

ACTIVITY (TEACHER INSTRUCTIONS)

Speaking and Listening
Comprehension and Collaboration:

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.SL.1
Prepare for and participate effectively in a range of con-
versations and collaborations with diverse partners,
building on others’ ideas and expressing their own clearly
and persuasively.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.SL.2
Integrate and evaluate information presented in diverse
media and formats, including visually, quantitatively, and
orally.

Presentation of Knowledge and Ideas:
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.SL.4
Present information, findings, and supporting evidence
such that listeners can follow the line of reasoning and
the organization, development, and style are appropriate
to task, purpose, and audience.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.SL.6
Adapt speech to a variety of contexts and communicative
tasks, demonstrating command of formal English when
indicated or appropriate.

Reading
Key Ideas and Details:

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.1
Read closely to determine what the text says explicitly
and to make logical inferences from it; cite specific textual
evidence when writing or speaking to support conclu-
sions drawn from the text.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.2
Determine central ideas or themes of a text and analyze
their development; summarize the key supporting details
and ideas.

Integration of Knowledge and Ideas:
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RH.11-12.7
Integrate and evaluate multiple sources of information
presented in diverse formats and media (e.g., visually,
quantitatively, as well as in words) in order to address a
question or solve a problem.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RH.11-12.9
Integrate information from diverse sources, both pri-
mary and secondary, into a coherent understanding of
an idea or event, noting discrepancies among sources.

Common Core College and Career Readiness Anchor Standards
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Common Core State Standards

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.SL.1
Initiate and participate effectively in a range of collabo-
rative discussions (one-on-one, in groups, and teacher-
led) with diverse partners on grades [9-10 or 11-12]
topics, texts, and issues, building on others’ ideas and
expressing their own clearly and persuasively.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.SL.1.a
Come to discussions prepared, having read and re-
searched material under study; explicitly draw on that
preparation by referring to evidence from texts and other
research on the topic or issue to stimulate a thoughtful,
well-reasoned exchange of ideas.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.SL.1.b
Work with peers to promote civil, democratic discussions
and decision-making, set clear goals and deadlines, and
establish individual roles as needed.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.SL.1.c
Propel conversations by posing and responding to ques-
tions that probe reasoning and evidence; ensure a hear-
ing for a full range of positions on a topic or issue; clarify,
verify, or challenge ideas and conclusions; and promote
divergent and creative perspectives.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.SL.1.d
Respond thoughtfully to diverse perspectives; synthesize
comments, claims, and evidence made on all sides of an
issue; resolve contradictions when possible; and deter-
mine what additional information or research is required
to deepen the investigation or complete the task.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.SL.4
Present information, findings, and supporting evidence,
conveying a clear and distinct perspective, such that lis-
teners can follow the line of reasoning, alternative or op-
posing perspectives are addressed, and the organization,
development, substance, and style are appropriate to pur-
pose, audience, and a range of formal and informal tasks.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RH.7
Integrate and evaluate multiple sources of information
presented in diverse formats and media (e.g., visually,
quantitatively, as well as in words) in order to address a
question or solve a problem.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RH.9
Integrate information from diverse sources, both primary
and secondary, into a coherent understanding of an idea
or event, noting discrepancies among sources.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.WHST.9
Draw evidence from informational texts to support analy-
sis, reflection, and research.

Which Country Was to Blame for World War I?
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Which Country Was to Blame for World War I?
The Treaty of Versailles, signed following World War I, contained Article 231, commonly known as
the “war guilt clause,” which placed all the blame for starting the war on Germany and its allies.
It reads as follows:

The Allied and Associated Governments affirm 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.

In the years since, historians have argued over which
country was to blame, and they have come up with many
different answers: Germany, Austria-Hungary, Serbia,
Russia, France, no country, all the countries, the alliance
system, and on and on.

Imagine that your group is an international commission assigned, as part
of the commemoration of the First World War’s 100th anniversary, to answer once
and for all this question: What country (or countries), if any, was to blame for the
war?

In your group, do the following:

1. Read together The Experts Disagree: Which Country Was to Blame for World War I?, read-
ing one expert at a time.

2. When you finish reading each expert, discuss these questions and fill in the Graphic Organizer:

A. Who (or what) does the expert blame for starting the war?

B. Why does the expert believe this?

C. What evidence from the reading A Fire Waiting to Be Lit supports the expert’s position?

3. After reading all the experts and filling in the Graphic Organizer, discuss this question: Which
expert made the most compelling case? The least? Why?

4. Discuss and decide on your answer to this question: What country (or countries), if any,
was to blame for the war?

5. Prepare a presentation to the class on your conclusion, giving reasons and citing evidence
from A Fire Waiting to Be Lit and The Experts Disagree. Your presentation should also in-
clude why you dismissed other conclusions, again giving reasons and citing evidence.

ACTIVITY (STUDENT INSTRUCTIONS)

Which Country Was to Blame for World War I?
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From The Century of Total War
(1954) by Raymond Aron
(1905–1983), a French scholar:

The division of the principal
nations of Europe into two
camps did not necessarily make
for war. It only made it inevitable
that any conflict involving two
great powers would bring general
war. From the moment when
there was formed in the center of Europe a German
empire, industrially foremost in Europe, with a popu-
lation exceeding that of France by more than fifty per
cent, and allied to the Dual Monarchy, a war on the
small scale of that of 1870 had become impossible.
Neither Russia nor Great Britain would have tolerated
a new German victory which would have made of the
Reich no longer merely the dominant European state,
but a claimant to empire over the Continent.

The two camps were not condemned to mortal
combat by any mysterious fatality. The relations be-
tween the coalitions had simply deteriorated until
clear-sighted observers foresaw the inescapable out-
come of armed peace. Who was to blame? The issue
has been passionately argued. One side denounced the
intolerable manners of Teutonic diplomacy, . . . the
spectacular visit to Tangier, the dispatch of a gunboat
to Agadir, the annexation of Bosnia-Herzegovina; on
the other side it was pointed out that in the course of
the half century during which she had been the fore-
most power on the Continent, Germany had added less
to her overseas possessions and profited less by arms
or negotiation than weakened France. Germany had
made herself intolerable by her brutality, by her arro-
gance, and by the ambitions of which she was sus-
pected. But under the rules of diplomacy she was not
wrong in demanding compensation when France es-
tablished her protectorate over Morocco. She could not
fail to notice that the international conferences were
not turning out to her advantage.

From ‘Catastrophe 1914: Europe
Goes to War’ (2013) by Max
Hastings, author of Catastrophe
1914: Europe Goes to War, inter-
viewed on Global Ethics Forum:

Austria decided in the first
days of July to invade and then
break up Serbia. Because every-
body knew that Russia regarded

this Slavic nation as under the czar’s protection, Vi-
enna dispatched an envoy to Berlin to assure Ger-
man backing if the Russians interfered. On the 6th
of July, Kaiser Wilhelm and his chancellor gave the
Austrians what historians call the blank check —
an unqualified promise of German diplomatic and,
if necessary, military support for crushing Serbia.

This was incredibly reckless. Some modern his-
torians have produced elaborate arguments to deflect
blame from Germany for what followed. But it seems
to me impossible to escape this undisputed fact: the
Kaiser’s government endorsed Austria’s decision to
unleash a Balkan war. This predated everything the
Entente Allies did.

From ‘ “Britain should have stayed out of the First
World War” says Niall Ferguson’ (2014) by Niall
Ferguson (1964– ), professor of history at Harvard
University, interviewed in BBC History Magazine:

[T]he Germans miscalculated in thinking that
they could wage a war on two fronts, knocking out
France in order to focus on Russia, without bringing
Britain into the war. The German decision to back
the Austrians in their confrontation with the Serbs
was therefore based on a series of major strategic er-
rors.

But before we revisit the blame game, it is im-
portant to bear in mind that the Austrians were the
wronged party in 1914. The heir to their throne had
been assassinated and the terrorists had been spon-
sored by the intelligence service of Serbia. If you
change the names and dates and ask yourself how
we would react today if, let’s say, the American vice
president, Joe Biden, was assassinated by a terrorist
organisation clearly supported by the Iranian gov-
ernment, you see that the German position in 1914
was not entirely unreasonable.

Really the Austrians were the ones in the right
and those who lined up on the side of Serbia were
essentially backing the sponsors of terrorism.

From Origins of the World War (1930) by Sidney
Bradshaw Fay (1876–1967), professor of history, Har-
vard University:

For many of the Powers, . . . a European War
might seem to hold out the possibility of achieving var-
ious desired advantages: for Serbia, the achievement
of national unity for all Serbs; for Austria, . . . the
checking of nationalistic tendencies which threatened
her very existence; for Russia, the accomplishment of

THE EXPERTS DISAGREE: WHICH COUNTRY WAS TO BLAME FOR WORLD WAR I?
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her historic mission of controlling Constantinople . . . ;
for Germany, new economic advantages and the
restoration of the European balance . . . ; for France,
the recovery of Alsace-Lorraine . . . ; and for England,
the destruction of the German naval danger . . . . All
these advantages, and many others, were feverishly
striven and intrigued for, on all sides, the moment
the War actually broke out, but this is no good proof
that any of the statesmen mentioned deliberately
aimed to bring about a war to secure these advan-
tages. One cannot judge the motives which actuated
men before the War, by what they did in an ab-
solutely new situation which arose as soon as they
were overtaken by a conflagration they had sought
to avert. . . .

Nevertheless, a European War broke out. Why?
Because in each country political and military lead-
ers did certain things which led to mobilizations and
declarations of war, or failed to do certain things
which might have prevented them. In this sense, all
the European countries, in a greater or less degree,
were responsible.

From ‘It’s Time to Stop
Blaming Germany’ (2014) by
Matthew Yglesias, executive
editor of Vox, writing in Slate:

Serbia and its Russian su-
perpower sponsor were gen-
uinely trying to destroy the
Habsburg empire. Franz Ferdi-
nand’s assassins really did
have ties to the Serbian state.
He was assassinated in part because he was known
to be a moderate who favored further decentraliza-
tion of imperial authority and concessions to the in-
terests of South Slavs, and Serbian nationalists
thought his rise to power would undermine their ef-
fort to incorporate Bosnia, Croatia, and Slovenia into
Serbia. The authorities in Vienna and Berlin had a
legitimate interest in pushing back against the at-
tempted dismemberment of the Habsburg state. And
then things got nasty in no small part thanks to
French politicians having persuaded themselves that
a Balkan crisis would be the best possible shot at
teaming up with Russia to wage a war against Ger-
many and take back Alsace and Lorraine. Nobody is
blameless in the whole affair, but it’s much much
more complicated than “Germans be starting wars.”
The Entente powers were essentially sticking up for
a state sponsor of terrorism.

From ‘10 interpretations of
who started WW1’ (2014) by
Heather Jones, associate
professor in international
history, London School of
Economics, on BBC News:

Relatively common before
1914, assassinations of royal fig-
ures did not normally result in
war. But Austria-Hungary’s mili-
tary hawks — principal culprits for the conflict — saw
the Sarajevo assassination of the Austro-Hungarian
Archduke Franz Ferdinand and his wife by a Bosnian
Serb as an excuse to conquer and destroy Serbia, an
unstable neighbour which sought to expand beyond
its borders into Austro-Hungarian territories. Serbia,
exhausted by the two Balkan wars of 1912–13 in which
it had played a major role, did not want war in 1914.

Broader European war ensued because German po-
litical and military figures egged on Austria-Hungary,
Germany’s ally, to attack Serbia. This alarmed Russia,
Serbia’s supporter, which put its armies on a war footing
before all options for peace had been fully exhausted.

This frightened Germany into pre-emptively de-
claring war on Russia and on Russia’s ally France
and launching a brutal invasion, partly via Belgium,
thereby bringing in Britain, a defender of Belgian
neutrality and supporter of France.

From The Struggle for Mastery in Europe, 1848–1918
(1954) by A.J.P. Taylor (1906–1990), British historian:

No one in 1914 took the dangers of war seriously
. . . . Though all . . . abhorred its bloodshed, none ex-
pected a social catastrophe. . . . [Statesmen] were in-
clined to think that war would stave off their social
and political problems. . . .

The Balkan wars had taught a deceptive lesson.
Everyone supposed that decisive battles would be
fought at once, and a dictated peace would follow.
The Germans expected to take Paris; the French ex-
pected to break through in Lorraine. The Russian
“steam-roller” would reach Berlin; more important,
from the Russian point of view, their armies would
cross the Carpathians and take Budapest [Hungary].
Even the Austrians expected to “crush” Serbia. The
British expected to destroy the German fleet in an im-
mediate naval engagement and then to establish a
close blockade of the German coast; apart from that,
they had no military plans, except to applaud the vic-
tories of their allies and perhaps to profit from them.

None of these things happened.
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