1914 was an unbelievably complicated world': Historians still divided on who caused First World War
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This file picture of a post card released by the Historial de Peronne, Museum of WWI, shows Russian soldiers on the East Prussia front during the First World War. After a week of failed diplomacy, dithering and doubt, Tsar Nicholas II ordered Russia's armies to mobilize on July 30, 1914. There would be no turning back from a decision that set Europe on a course to war.
It’s been 100 years since Europe’s major powers, and their colonies and dominions, went to war, but the passage of time has done little to settle the debate about who or what was responsible for the First World War.

Prof. Michael Neiberg of the U.S. Army War College in Carlisle, Pa., said some blame those who held political power at the time, and their divergent systems of government, while others insist it’s difficult to assign blame at the feet of any one culprit.

“If anybody goes looking for simple causes, they’re going to either be disappointed or they’re going to reduce the history so much that it won’t make sense anymore — 1914 was an unbelievably complicated world,” said Neiberg.

Europe was a divided region in August 1914. Britain, France, and Russia formed the Triple Entente, while Germany, Austria-Hungary and Italy made up the Triple Alliance.
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A file picture taken on June 28, 1914 shows Archduke Franz Ferdinand of Austria, heir to the throne of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, and his wife leaving the city hall shortly before their assassination in Sarajevo. Sunny Sarajevo was in festive mood on June 28, 1914 for the visit of Austrian Archduke Franz Ferdinand. But it was to be a dark day, and one that changed the world.
Many view the assassination on June 28, 1914, of Archduke Franz Ferdinand at the hands of a Serbian nationalist as the spark that ignited the conflict.

Timeline of key Canadian events before and during First World War

June 28, 1914: Austrian Archduke Franz Ferdinand and his wife Sophie are assassinated in Sarajevo.

Aug. 4, 1914: Britain goes to war against Germany, Canada is automatically included.

Aug. 22, 1914: Canada passes the War Measures Act, giving the federal government the power to do anything deemed necessary “for the security, defence, peace, order and welfare of Canada.” It allows for the internment of enemy aliens. About 8,500 people were interned over the next four years.

Oct. 1, 1914: First Canadian Division sails for Britain.

Nov. 1, 1914: HMS Good Hope is sunk at the Battle of Coronel off the coast of Chile, taking four Canadian midshipmen down with her. They are the first Canadians killed in action.

Feb. 16, 1915: First Canadian Division arrives in France.

April 22-28, 1915: Second Battle of Ypres. Canadians hit by chlorine gas attack. First Canadian Division suffers over 6,000 casualties.

Sept. 17, 1915: Second Canadian Division arrives in France.

June 1, 1915: Prohibition starts to go into effect, province by province. By 1921, every province except Quebec and B.C. adopted prohibition.

June 2-13, 1915: Battle of Mount Sorrel. Some 8,000 Canadian casualties.

July 1, 1916: Opening day of the Battle of the Somme. The Newfoundland Regiment sent about 780 men into the attack and 684 were killed or wounded. The battle dragged out until mid-November, with the Canadian Corps joining the fighting in September. Canadian casualties: 24,029.

April 9-12, 1917: Canadians storm and capture Vimy Ridge. Casualties: 10,602.

Aug. 29, 1917: Canada’s conscription bill becomes law.

Sept. 20, 1917: The War-time Elections Act becomes law, giving the vote in federal elections to women who were British subjects otherwise qualified as to age, race and residence; and the wife, widow, mother, sister or daughter of any person in the naval forces inside or outside Canada or any person in the military forces outside Canada who was serving or served with Canada or Great Britain.

Oct. 26, 1917: Canadian Corps opens the Battle of Passchendaele.

Nov. 14, 1917: Canadian Corps winds up Passchendaele battle. Casualties: 15,654.

Nov. 20, 1917: Canada’s first Income Tax Act becomes law.

Dec. 6, 1917: Accident involving munitions ship in Halifax harbour triggers explosion that kills 1,630 people.

Dec. 17, 1917: Borden’s Unionist government wins federal election. Union: 150, Liberal 83, three others.

March 28, 1918: Anti-conscription riots rock Quebec City.

May 24, 1918: An Act to confer the Electoral Franchise upon Women extends the vote to women who were British subjects, 21 years of age, and otherwise meet the qualifications entitling a man to vote. It becomes effective Jan. 1, 1919.

Aug. 8-11, 1918: The Battle of Amiens. The Canadian Corps spearheads the attack. German general calls Aug. 8 “the black day of the German Army.” Casualties: 9,074

Aug. 8-Nov. 11, 1918: The Hundred Days, a series of hard-fought battles, Allied advances and German retreats, brings Canadians to Mons, Belgium on final day of the war.

Nov. 11, 1918: An armistice goes into effect at 11 a.m. and the shooting and shelling stops.

The heir to the Austrian throne and his wife were gunned down in Sarajevo.

About a week later, Austria-Hungary received a pledge from Germany, known as the “blank cheque,” for any support necessary to deal with Serbia.

But on July 21, Russia, an ally of Serbia, warned Austria-Hungary against taking action against the Balkan state. Nonetheless, just two days later, Austria-Hungary presented Serbia with an ultimatum and set a 48-hour deadline.

Serbia’s response was rejected, and Austria-Hungary declared war July 28.

On July 31, Russia mobilized its troops, and the next day Germany declared war on Russia. Within days France, Belgium and Britain were bought into the war.

Historian Margaret MacMillan, a professor at the University of Oxford and author of The War That Ended Peace: The Road to 1914, said the decisions — made or not made — in those final days are significant in order to understand the conflict’s origins.

“When you get right down to the summer of 1914, you have to look at the human decisions and the human errors that were made, and I think, until very, very late on, they could have avoided a war, and they could well have passed through 1914, another moment of crisis, and not had a war,” she said in a recent interview.

In her book, MacMillan explored why a century of relative peace didn’t endure in Europe considering there had been no major continental conflicts since 1815.

MacMillan said tensions were escalating between the two power blocs, and some nations wanted to expand their territory at the expense of others, especially in the Balkans. Russia was growing and developing with speed, which worried Germany.

Heightened nationalism existed in Europe, as well as a “psychological drift” in which decision-makers thought war could be useful, she added.

“Whenever there was a crisis, there’d be talk of a general war in a rather sort of casual way,” she said. “You know, people would say, ‘when the war comes,’ rather than ‘if a war comes,’ and so I think you get a sort of psychological acceptance, in some circles, that war might be something good.”

Systems of government also complicated matters. In Britain, cabinet had to approve a declaration of war, while in Germany and Russia, the kaiser and the czar, respectively, had sole authority over foreign policy and the military. As a result, power was concentrated in the hands of people who weren’t necessarily fit to wield it, MacMillian said.

Prof. William Philpott of King’s College London says the lack of an international body that was monitoring global conflicts also contributed to the chain of events.

“There was no collective security model that we had firstly in the League of Nations after the war, and later in the United Nations, restraining or at least tempering that sort of international crisis,” he said.

What should have been a regional war in the Balkans, therefore, became a widespread European conflict, Philpott said.

Russia was humiliated during a crisis in Bosnia in 1908, and a dispute over Morocco in 1911 exposed a growing rivalry between France and Germany, he said.

But war could still have been averted had it not been for Austria-Hungary’s stance against Serbia, he said.

“So in some ways it’s the nexus of policy between Austria and Russia with Serbia caught in the middle that is the significant factor, I think,” he said.

Philpott said Russia could have accepted that Austria was right, and Serbia was wrong, over the assassination of the archduke, and opted against backing Serbia so strongly. But there were forces in Russia who felt Serbia needed support.

Neiberg, of the U.S. Army War College, said the archduke’s assassination didn’t worry many major powers but the reaction of Germany, Austria-Hungary and Russia created problems.

The assassination made Austria-Hungary the victim, not the aggressor, he said.
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LEFT: In this June 28, 1914 file photo, a suspect, second right, is captured by police in Sarajevo, Yugoslavia. RIGHT: Gavrilo Princip, fired the shots that assassinated Archduke Franz Ferdinand, heir to the Austrian-Hungarian throne, and his wife Sophie.
“They make up their minds that the circumstances the assassination created gives them the perfect cover to launch a pre-emptive war,” Neiberg said.
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This file picture of a postcard released by the Historial de Peronne, Museum of WWi, shows Tsar Nicolas II, Emperor of Russia, Grand Duke of Finland, and titular King of Poland, wearing a British admiral's uniform during the First World War.
“The second problem is that instead of telling them not to do it, the Germans encouraged them to do it.”

The true crisis was sparked when Austria-Hungary presented Serbia with the ultimatum, said Neiberg.

“July 23 is the real bombshell,” he said. “It’s why we call this period the July Crisis, and not the June Crisis. So when everybody sees that ultimatum, then they know how serious the situation in Europe is.”

Then Russia mobilized, Neiberg said, leaving Germany believing it could do what it needed to do to defend itself. The average German citizen honestly believed Russia was threatening invasion.

And so Germany mobilized its armies to defend itself against Russia, but seven of eight German field armies invaded Belgium, France and Luxembourg under war plans developed years earlier.
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“Once you get Britain and France in it, you get the full force of the British and French empires,” he said.
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This undated file photo shows German Emperor Wilhelm II and General Otto von Emmich speaking near the front line during the First World War. The German emperor declared war on Russia on August 1, 1914.
“You get everything from Vancouver to Cape Town to Sydney to Auckland to India. You get all of that in.”

The crisis unfolded “unbelievably quickly” over the span of a week, Neiberg added. That was by design as Austria-Hungary forced the timetable forward.

MacMillan doubts historians will ever settle the debate of what or who is to blame for the First World War, and that’s probably for the best.

“We shouldn’t be trying to tell even schoolchildren that there is just a simple explanation of the war,” she said.

“I think we should tell them that … there’s a discussion, and that it’s all right to have different views on what happened in history. Some things you just won’t get a consensus.”
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