Socratic Seminar: The First World War

Goal: Analyze, discuss, and debate the following questions:

1) Who is to blame for the war? (Answers may include individuals, countries, ideologies, or a combination.)
2) Could the war have been avoided?

Instructions:

1) Read and analyze the following articles. 
2) Prepare an opening statement to read to the class at the beginning of the socratic seminar. This opening statement should answer the main questions. Your opening statement will be your own opinion and perspective, but make sure you justify it. The opening statement should be one minute long.
3) Be prepared to debate your classmates, and defend your own perspective on the main questions.
4) PLEASE ANSWER EACH QUESTION WITH 2 COMPLETE SENTENCES!

5) Note: This socratic seminar will be done in two separate days. On day one, we will discuss main question #1, and on day two we will discuss main question #2.
Grading: Your grade will depend on three things: 

1) Opening statement: You must write down and present an opening statement that is one minute in length. You must turn in the written portion of your opening statement at the end of class. This should be prepared before class!

2) Socratic seminar packet: You must turn in this packet with answers to the questions in order to receive a grade.

3) Participation: If you complete and turn-in the above two, you will receive a 90. To get a higher grade, you must contribute to the class debate/discussion during class.
World War One: 10 interpretations of who started WW1
12 February 2014

Source: http://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-26048324
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As nations gear up to mark 100 years since the start of World War One, academic argument still rages over which country was to blame for the conflict. 

Education Secretary for England Michael Gove's recent criticism of how the causes and consequences of the war are taught in schools has only stoked the debate further.

Here 10 leading historians give their opinion.

Sir Max Hastings - military historian

Germany
No one nation deserves all responsibility for the outbreak of war, but Germany seems to me to deserve most.

It alone had power to halt the descent to disaster at any time in July 1914 by withdrawing its "blank cheque" which offered support to Austria for its invasion of Serbia. 

I'm afraid I am unconvinced by the argument that Serbia was a rogue state which deserved its nemesis at Austria's hands. And I do not believe Russia wanted a European war in 1914 - its leaders knew that it would have been in a far stronger position to fight two years later, having completed its rearmament programme. 

The question of whether Britain was obliged to join the European conflict which became inevitable by 1 August is almost a separate issue. In my own view neutrality was not a credible option because a Germany victorious on the continent would never afterwards have accommodated a Britain which still dominated the oceans and global financial system. 

Question 1: Is Germany to blame? Why or why not?

Sir Richard J Evans - Regius professor of history, University of Cambridge

Serbia
Serbia bore the greatest responsibility for the outbreak of WW1. Serbian nationalism and expansionism were profoundly disruptive forces and Serbian backing for the Black Hand terrorists was extraordinarily irresponsible. Austria-Hungary bore only slightly less responsibility for its panic over-reaction to the assassination of the heir to the Habsburg throne. 

France encouraged Russia's aggressiveness towards Austria-Hungary and Germany encouraged Austrian intransigence. Britain failed to mediate as it had done in the previous Balkan crisis out of fear of Germany's European and global ambitions - a fear that was not entirely rational since Britain had clearly won the naval arms race by 1910. 
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The generally positive attitude of European statesmen towards war, based on notions of honour, expectations of a swift victory, and ideas of social Darwinism, was perhaps the most important conditioning factor. It is very important to look at the outbreak of the war in the round and to avoid reading back later developments - the German September Programme for example (an early statement of their war aims) - into the events of July-August 1914.
Question 2: Is Serbia to blame? Why or why not?

Dr Heather Jones - associate professor in international history, LSE 

Austria-Hungary, Germany and Russia
A handful of bellicose political and military decision-makers in Austria-Hungary, Germany and Russia caused WW1. 

Relatively common before 1914, assassinations of royal figures did not normally result in war. But Austria-Hungary's military 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 political 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 declaring 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. 

Question 3: Are Austria, Germany, and Russia to blame? Why or why not?

John Rohl - emeritus professor of history, University of Sussex 

Austria-Hungary and Germany 
WW1 did not break out by accident or because diplomacy failed. It broke out as the result of a conspiracy between the governments of imperial Germany and Austria-Hungary to bring about war, albeit in the hope that Britain would stay out. 

After 25 years of domination by Kaiser Wilhelm II with his angry, autocratic and militaristic personality, his belief in the clairvoyance of all crowned heads, his disdain for diplomats and his conviction that his Germanic God had predestined him to lead his country to greatness, the 20 or so men he had appointed to decide the policy of the Reich opted for war in 1914 in what they deemed to be favourable circumstances.

Germany's military and naval leaders, the predominant influence at court, shared a devil-may-care militarism that held war to be inevitable, time to be running out, and - like their Austrian counterparts - believed it would be better to go down fighting than to go on tolerating what they regarded as the humiliating status quo. In the spring of 1914, this small group of men in Berlin decided to make "the leap into the dark" which they knew their support for an Austrian attack on Serbia would almost certainly entail. 

The fine-tuning of the crisis was left to the civilian chancellor Theobald von Bethmann Hollweg, whose primary aim was to subvert diplomatic intervention in order to begin the war under the most favourable conditions possible. In particular, he wanted to convince his own people that Germany was under attack and to keep Britain out of the conflict.
Question 4: Are Austria and Germany to blame? Why or why not?

Gerhard Hirschfeld - professor of modern and contemporary history, University of Stuttgart 

Austria-Hungary, Germany, Russia, France, Britain and Serbia 
Long before the outbreak of hostilities Prussian-German conservative elites were convinced that a European war would help to fulfill Germany's ambitions for colonies and for military as well as political prestige in the world. 
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The actual decision to go to war over a relatively minor international crisis like the Sarajevo murder, however, resulted from a fatal mixture of political misjudgment, fear of loss of prestige and stubborn commitments on all sides of a very complicated system of military and political alliances of European states. 

In contrast to the historian Fritz Fischer who saw German war aims - in particular the infamous September Programme of 1914 with its far-reaching economic and territorial demands - at the core of the German government's decision to go to war, most historians nowadays dismiss this interpretation as being far too narrow. They tend to place German war aims, or incidentally all other belligerent nations' war aims, in the context of military events and political developments during the war.

Question 5: Are ALL the countries to blame? Why or why not?

Dr Annika Mombauer - The Open University 

Austria-Hungary and Germany 
Whole libraries have been filled with the riddle of 1914. Was the war an accident or design, inevitable or planned, caused by sleepwalkers or arsonists? To my mind the war was no accident and it could have been avoided in July 1914. In Vienna the government and military leaders wanted a war against Serbia. The immediate reaction to the murder of Franz Ferdinand on 28 June 1914 was to seek redress from Serbia, which was thought to have been behind the assassination plot and which had been threatening Austria-Hungary's standing in the Balkans for some time. Crucially, a diplomatic victory was considered worthless and "odious". At the beginning of July, Austria's decision-makers chose war. 
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But in order to implement their war against Serbia they needed support from their main ally Germany. Without Germany, their decision to fight against Serbia could not have been implemented. The Berlin government issued a "blank cheque" to its ally, promising unconditional support and putting pressure on Vienna to seize this golden opportunity. Both governments knew it was almost certain that Russia would come to Serbia's aid and this would turn a local war into a European one, but they were willing to take this risk. 
Germany's guarantee made it possible for Vienna to proceed with its plans - a "no" from Berlin would have stopped the crisis in its tracks. With some delay Vienna presented an ultimatum to Serbia on 23 July which was deliberately unacceptable. This was because Austria-Hungary was bent on a war and Germany encouraged it because the opportunity seemed perfect. Victory still seemed possible whereas in a few years' time Russia and France would have become invincible. Out of a mixture of desperation and over-confidence the decision-makers of Austria-Hungary and Germany unleashed a war to preserve and expand their empires. The war that ensued would be their downfall.
Question 6: This is the second argument that Austria and Germany are to blame. Is it any better/worse than the first argument?

Sean McMeekin - assistant professor of history at Koc University, Istanbul 

Austria-Hungary, Germany, Russia, France, Britain and Serbia 
It is human nature to seek simple, satisfying answers, which is why the German war guilt thesis endures today. 

Without Berlin's encouragement of a strong Austro-Hungarian line against Serbia after Sarajevo - the "blank cheque" - WW1 would clearly not have broken out. So Germany does bear responsibility. 

But it is equally true that absent a terrorist plot launched in Belgrade the Germans and Austrians would not have faced this terrible choice. Civilian leaders in both Berlin and Vienna tried to "localise" conflict in the Balkans. It was Russia's decision - after Petersburg received its own "blank cheque" from Paris - to Europeanise the Austro-Serbian showdown which produced first a European and then - following Britain's entry - world conflagration. Russia, not Germany, mobilised first. 

The resulting war, with France and Britain backing Serbia and Russia against two Central Powers, was Russia's desired outcome, not Germany's. Still, none of the powers can escape blame. All five Great Power belligerents, along with Serbia, unleashed Armageddon.

Question 7: This is the second argument that ALL nations were to blame. Is it any better/worse than the first argument?

Prof Gary Sheffield - professor of war studies, University of Wolverhampton

Austria-Hungary and Germany 
The war was started by the leaders of Germany and Austria-Hungary. Vienna seized the opportunity presented by the assassination of the archduke to attempt to destroy its Balkan rival Serbia. This was done in the full knowledge that Serbia's protector Russia was unlikely to stand by and this might lead to a general European war. 
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Germany gave Austria unconditional support in its actions, again fully aware of the likely consequences. Germany sought to break up the French-Russian alliance and was fully prepared to take the risk that this would bring about a major war. Some in the German elite welcomed the prospect of beginning an expansionist war of conquest. The response of Russia, France and later Britain were reactive and defensive. 

The best that can be said of German and Austrian leaders in the July crisis is that they took criminal risks with world peace. 

Question 8: What are the good and bad points of professor Gary Sheffield’s argument?

Dr Catriona Pennell - senior lecturer in history, University of Exeter 

Austria-Hungary and Germany 
In my opinion, it is the political and diplomatic decision-makers in Germany and Austria-Hungary who must carry the burden of responsibility for expanding a localised Balkan conflict into a European and, eventually, global war. Germany, suffering from something of a "younger child" complex in the family of European empires, saw an opportunity to reconfigure the balance of power in their favour via an aggressive war of conquest. 
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On 5 July 1914 it issued the "blank cheque" of unconditional support to the crumbling Austro-Hungarian Empire (trying to reassert its dominance over the rebellious Serbia), despite the likelihood of this sparking war with Russia, an ally of France and Great Britain. However, Austria-Hungary's actions should not be ignored. 

The ultimatum it issued to Serbia on 23 July was composed in such a way that its possibility of being accepted was near impossible. Serbia's rejection paved the way for Austria-Hungary to declare war on 28 July, thus beginning WW1.

Question 9: What are the good and bad points of Dr. Pennell’s argument?

David Stevenson - professor of international history, LSE 

Germany
The largest share of responsibility lies with the German government. Germany's rulers made possible a Balkan war by urging Austria-Hungary to invade Serbia, well understanding that such a conflict might escalate. Without German backing it is unlikely that Austria-Hungary would have acted so drastically. 

They also started wider European hostilities by sending ultimata to Russia and France, and by declaring war when those ultimata were rejected - indeed fabricating a pretext that French aircraft had bombed Nuremberg. 

Finally, they violated international treaties by invading Luxemburg and Belgium knowing that the latter violation was virtually certain to bring in Britain. This is neither to deny that there were mitigating circumstances nor to contend that German responsibility was sole. 

Serbia subjected Austria-Hungary to extraordinary provocation and two sides were needed for armed conflict. Although the Central Powers took the initiative, the Russian government, with French encouragement, was willing to respond.

In contrast, while Britain might have helped avert hostilities by clarifying its position earlier, this responsibility - even disregarding the domestic political obstacles to an alternative course - was passive rather than active. 

Question 10: Since World War I ended in 1918, it is safe to say that historians have blamed Germany the most for causing the war. After reading all ten viewpoints, do you think it is fair for Germany to receive so much blame? Why or why not?

Henry Kissinger: World War I Was 'Structurally Unavoidable' 

Source: http://www.businessinsider.com/kissinger-and-albright-world-war-i-2014-7
Jeremy Bender, July 28, 2014

In July, Reuters held a panel to discuss the underlying causes of World War I. The war, which began one hundred years ago today, was the end result of the assassination of Hapsburg archduke Franz Ferdinand on June 28, 1914.

Even a century later, its cause is a topic of raging debate among historians and policy makers. There is still no consensus over who caused the war or if it was avoidable, even among some of the brightest minds in the modern history of American foreign policy.

The panel, which involved former U.S. Secretaries of State Madeleine Albright and Henry Kissinger, among others, did ultimately agree that the failure of politicians to oversee their entrenched bureaucracies and militaries led to Europe to a continent-wide tipping point. 

"I don't think the politicians understood the nature of the military plans," Kissinger said. The politicians fully understood the political ramifications of going to war, but none of the politicians "understood the military ramifications."  

"There are a lot of incremental decisions and then they add up to something that you have not thought through the unintended consequences of," Albright agreed. 

The assassination of the Austro-Hungarian Archduke Franz Ferdinand, heir to the throne, by Serbian nationalist Gavrilo Princip is generally seen as the starting point of the war. Following the assassination, Austro-Hungary gave the Kingdom of Serbia an ultimatum, which led to mobilization of armies and invocations of defensive treaties around Europe. 

However, even after the assassination, the war was not inevitable. 

"I always believe every war is avoidable," Albright told the panel. "Every military has contingency plans," but the right people in power would have been able to stop military machinations before they had progressed too far. 

Kissinger had a darker view of the run up to World War I. Although he thought that the war was avoidable at the moment of Franz Ferdinand's assassination, he believed that we war was "structurally unavoidable because these countries were tied together with a system of alliances and their war plans depended on mobilization schedules."

"Any trivial event, as long as it could trigger an alliance, was likely to produce a general war," Kissinger said.  

The chief lesson of World War I, according to Kissinger, was for nations to learn to reflect upon the possible consequences before they embarked on a series of policy actions. 

"None of the leaders, who if they had foreseen the world in 1917, would have gone to war," Kissinger said. 

World War I ended with the dissolution of the Russian, Prussian, Austro-Hungarian, and Ottoman Empires. Nine million combatants died during the war, and much of continental Europe was left in ruins. The Treaty of Versailles, which ended the war, is often also blamed with sowing the seeds for World War II. 

Question 11: Based on this article, do you think war could have been avoided? Why or why not?

Avoidable brutality
The Great War was the product of choices—bad ones

Nov 9th 2013 | From the print edition
Source: http://www.economist.com/news/books-and-arts/21589371-great-war-was-product-choicesbad-ones-avoidable-brutality
The War That Ended Peace: The Road to 1914. By Margaret MacMillan. Random House; 739 pages; $35. Profile Books; £25. Buy from Amazon.com, Amazon.co.uk
MILLIONS of people did not have to die in the first world war. That is the grim message of Margaret MacMillan’s magnificent new book. Had Europe’s leaders in 1914 been wiser and more far-sighted—had they pulled back from the brink, as had happened in earlier crises—Europe and the world could have avoided grief and ruin.

“The War That Ended Peace” will certainly rank among the best books of the centennial crop. Ms MacMillan, an Oxford don and great-granddaughter of Lloyd George, a fiery British wartime prime minister, deftly navigates the roiling currents and counter-currents of the pre-war decades. These were golden years for Europe. Peace had mostly reigned since the Battle of Waterloo a century before. Medicine and sanitation were improving. Communication and trade were exploding. Before 1914 Germany and Britain had become each other’s largest trading partners.
But the forces for war proved stronger. Military bosses prepared attack plans, and often barely consulted their civilian leaders. Germany and Britain raced to build more and better warships. Some hawks even promoted the concept of a “preventive war”, to thwart strengthening foes. Almost no one anticipated a long, agonising fight from the trenches.

The Great War had a kaleidoscope of causes. Ms MacMillan tackles them all, with the blend of detail and sweeping observation that underpinned her earlier, prize-winning book “Peacemakers”, about the 1919 Treaty of Versailles and its aftermath. Here she traces the shifting European alliances that ultimately pulled one nation after another into the war. As in “The Sleepwalkers”, Christopher Clark’s excellent recent book about Europe’s road to war, she does not shy from the complexities of the Balkans and their links with Austria and Russia.

National pride was a potent force. Russia, bruised by setbacks in the Balkans and its 1904-05 war with Japan, hoped that war could kindle nationalism. Germany, unified by Otto von Bismarck but no longer bound by his restraint, was hungry for empire and respect. (“For if we are to bleed to death, England shall at least lose India,” Kaiser Wilhelm II declared at the war’s outbreak.) Italy, a bit player, “always jumped at the chance to be treated as a great power”. Ms MacMillan notes the importance of public opinion in countries that had just shed feudalism and were coping with rising tides of socialism and nationalism.

Ms MacMillan’s core point is that the Great War was ultimately the product of individual choices—and the men who led Europe made poor ones. “Very little in history is inevitable,” she writes. Her capsule portraits reveal a cadre of weak leaders flummoxed by change, from the “easily swayed” Russian tsar to the “intense, self-confident and vain” chief of the Austro-Hungarian armed forces, Conrad von Hötzendorf. At the centre of the drama was the German Kaiser. To Sir Edward Grey, the British foreign secretary, he was “like a battleship with steam up and screws going, but with no rudder, and he will run into something some day and cause a catastrophe.” (The Kaiser, in turn, scorned the British as “mad, mad, mad as March hares”.)

“It was Europe and the world’s tragedy in retrospect,” Ms MacMillan writes, “that none of the key players in 1914 were great and imaginative leaders who had the courage to stand out against the pressure building up for war.”

Part of the problem was that brinkmanship had become a bad habit in Europe. In the Balkan wars of 1912-13 and earlier crises, Europe’s great powers had nearly tipped toward war but pulled back. Such encounters had instilled false confidence that war could be averted. But in 1914, chance was also partly at play. Some of the figures who sought peace in Europe died before they could lend a restraining hand. The most ironic is Archduke Franz Ferdinand, heir to the Austro-Hungarian throne, who had tried to sidestep earlier Balkan conflicts. “Please restrain Conrad,” he wrote of the hawkish Austrian military chief in 1908. “He must stop this warmongering.” Yet it was Ferdinand’s assassination in Sarajevo by a Serbian nationalist in June 1914 that sparked the conflict.

Sadly, some leaders had second thoughts as the Great War began. After the assassination in Sarajevo, Austria-Hungary delivered a harsh ultimatum to Serbia. Germany was prepared to come to Austria-Hungary’s aid. Yet the Kaiser hesitated. “The only thing that emerges clearly is that he no longer wants war, even if it means letting Austria down,” one German official wrote in his diary in July 1914. He added, tellingly: “I point out that he no longer has control over the situation.”

Question 12: Based on this article, was the war avoidable? Why or why not?
